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PUBLIC RELATIONS IS NECESSARY AND LEGITIMATE
FOR THE CHURCH

T WENTY years ago I first faced the question of
what role public relations should have in the
Church. As a reporter for KSL news, I was sent to

the Church Office Building to take photographs of
General Authorities for our news files. Before Marion
G. Romney would permit me to take his picture, he had
some questions for me.

"Have you been on a mission?"
"Yes," I answered.
"Where did you go?"
"Brazil."
"How long have you been home?"
"Three months."
"Are you married yet?"
"No," I said, "but I am engaged."
"Did you enjoy your mission?"
"’Very much; the last few months I worked on some

public relations activities for the mission that were very
useful.’"

At that point, Brother Romney frowned and told me
that the Church wasn’t sending missionaries into the
field to be public relations specialists. They were sent
there to teach the gospel and to bear their testimonies.
He told me people weren’t converted by public relations
activities but rather by the spirit.

I explained to Elder Romney then, as I hope to explain
to you tonight, that the role of public relations is
necessary and legitimate in our Church. I told Brother
Romney that the choir broadcasts we had placed on radio
stations and the friendly newspaper stories we had tried
to have published did not convert Brazilians. They had,
however, permitted missionaries to get into homes that
otherwise would have been closed to them. Brother
Romney told me to go ahead and take the picture.

My opinion hasn’t changed much since that first
encounter--perhaps his hasn’t either. There are many

things which have reinforced my feeling. The most
important came from President Kimball in his address to
Regional Representatives in April 1974:

I believe that the Lord is anxious to put into our
hands inventions of which we laymen have hardly
had a glimpse .... I am confident that the only way
we can reach most of millions of Our Father’s
children is through the spoken word over the
airwaves .... When we have used the satellite and
related discoveries to their greatest potential and
all of the media--the papers, magazines,
television, radio--all in their greatest power

then, and not until then, shall we, ,

approach the insistence of Our Lord and Master to
go unto all the world and preach the gospel to
every creature. (Annual Guidelines 1977-78,
Church Public Communications Program, p. 1.)

That statement leaves no doubt in my mind that the
media are to be used. To what purpose also seems clear
to me: preaching the gospel, fulfilling the Savior’s
admonition to "’go ye therefore, and teach all nations
(Matt. 28:19).

The problem seems to be that the tools for using the
media--public relations and its practitioners inside and
outside the Church--are suspect. All of my journalism
training taught me to beware of information given by a
"flack" (that’s trade slang for a public relations person).
It didn’t matter whose flack or what the enterprise or
person was that the flack worked for. All were suspect. I
gained an even better appreciation for that fact as I
worked for a short time in the public relations office at
BYU.

Because of the independence of reporters and their
built-in wariness of public relations representatives,
fear about press manipulation by the Church public
relations department seems unjustified to me. Anyone
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who questions that position should read the Stephen
Stathis article in the Summer 1981 issue of Dialogue. His
summary of "Mormonism and the Periodic Press" shows
that any attempt to manipulate the press into printing
only uncritical reports about the Church has failed. A
sample of headlines proves my point: "The Mysterious
Citadel on the Beltway,’" Washington Post; "The Cult of
Mormonism," Harpers; "It’s Do or Die for the ERA--
Mormon Power is the Key," Boston Globe; "The Joseph
Smith III Document: Juggling a Historical Hot Potato,"
Utah Holiday; "God and Old Boy-ism," Washington Post;
"Static in Zion," Columbia Journalism Review. There are an
additional 125 articles Stathis surveys with similar titles
and topics.

Clearly those who believe the Church can control the
popular press ignore reality. At most a Church press
office can make information about the institution
available to reporters and thus help facilitate their work.
The reporter knows the public relations representative
wants to make a favorable impression and weighs
information accordingly.

There is yet another role, perhaps the most difficult,
for a public relations office to perform. It is what is
known as the affirmative, the marketing, or, for the pur-
poses of this audience, the image-making function of
public relations. Years ago in a public relations class
taught at the University of Utah by Perry Sorenson, we
called such things "performance recognized." For
Church public relations that translates into promotion
of positive aspects of Church membership such as family
solidarity, love for neighbors, health, strong work ethic.
"Home Front" radio and TV spots, Reader’s Digest articles,
Meet the Mormons films, and commercial and public
television productions like Mr. Kruger’s Christmas and
Mormon Youth Symphony programs are examples of
this kind of promotional activity.

A person who feels that any or all of these specific
projects are inappropriate or ineffective still should not
come to the conclusion that affirmative public relations
activities per se ought not take place. I have my own
misgivings about glib statements extolling the value of
BYU athletic teams in the missionary cause, for example.
I have never been persuaded that Catholicism was true
based on the victories of Notre Dame over its rivals. I
~eel more comfortable, however, when we extol what is
unique about BYU such as a fireside program where
football, basketball, and baseball players share their
testimonies. That does make a difference, I believe.

Still I admit there are dangers--both internal and
external--when Church public relations selects and
promotes unique areas of our Church that might be of
interest to non-members.

For example, the self-image of individual members
will likely differ from any particular image which is
promoted as "what good Mormons are." Hence single
members may feel left out when heavy media attention
focuses on the importance of family relationships. Such
a homogenized approach brackets out experiences that
don’t fit and perhaps unnecessarily calls faith into
question.

Also of concern to members is the public relations
tendency,to selectively promote doctrines or historical
events, giving the appearance of revisionist theology or
history.

For non-members, the challenge then becomes similar
to that faced by the proverbial blind men who were
asked to describe the elephant even though each had felt
only one specific part of the beast. The general public’s
image of the Church may similarly be based upon a
singular contact with a "Divorce Bug" brochure or a
visitors’ center tour. Members and non-members alike
run the risk of believing that the Church consists only of
its projected images. There is danger in that. Real
danger. The danger,, however, does not persuade me
that the public relations activities of the Church should
be abandoned.

Let me conclude with some observations about the
"no-win" situation Church public relations practitioners
face. Those for whom they work wrongly conclude that
there would be no bad press if the Church public
relations department only did its job correctly. As I’ve
stated earlier, the press cannot be controlled and it is
always a mistake to believe that a public relations
department can do such a job. In addition, a public
relations effort will make a difference ony if the
practitioner is free to be open in dealing with the media.
Also it does no good to make the Church public relations
department the surrogate whipping boy for decisions on
MX, ERA, abortion, and campaigns against
pornography. We would do well to remember that such
decisions are not the province of public relations but
rather of a theocratic institution that makes its decisions
and often leaves to its public relations arms the task of
explaining.

Admittedly Church public relations people can do a
better job in several areas, but I believe they already
know that. Situations which might have been handled
better include the change of presidents at BYU, the
tearing down of the Coalville Tabernacle, and the
destruction of Eagle Gate apartment buildings near
Temple Square.

What this all says to me is that better, effective public
relations is needed. Public relations sensitive to the
danger of image-making and aware of its limitations. In
addition, we need a Church membership sufficiently
sophisticated to recognize that the gospel will never be
reduced to a 30-second radio or TV spot or an 8-page
insert in the Reader’s Digest. The gospel’s capactiy to meet
individual needs is experiential. Church public relations
will never do more than permit the doors to that
experience to be opened. That is its function.

Abraham Lincoln said it best when given a rosy report
about the progress of the Civil War. He asked the aide
giving the unjustified report this question: "If you call a
dog’s tail a leg, how many legs does the dog then have?"

"Five," replied the aide.
"No," said Lincoln shaking his head, "he still has only

four. Just because you call a tail a leg doesn’t make it
one."

Public relations in the Church can never make the
Church what is isn’t.

Public relations serves a valuable and important role,
but in the Mormon church--for all the reasons I’ve
stated--public relations can never make a dog’s tail into a
leg, let alone use that tail to wag the dog.
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