NOTES AND COMMENTS

Some Thoughts on Public Relations

RoBERT F. BENNETT

“Public relations’ is the process by
which an organization or institution re-
lates to any of the “publics” with which
it deals. As open-ended as this may
seem, in practice, the Church as an insti-
tution must deal only with a limited
number of publics. The first, I would
suggest, is the Church membership it-
self. Other important “publics’” are 1)
potential converts, 2) those who have no
interest in becoming members but who
interact with Church programs and 3)
those who have no practical contact with
the Church at all. Our job is complicated
by the fact that our various publics are
not self-contained; they overlap each
other, and yet, paradoxically, persons in
one public are often unaware of the atti-
tudes of those in another.

I think the Church handles public re-
lations with its own members quite
well. Church magazines, conference ad-
dresses, personal visits by authorities,
as well as local communications net-
works give the membership wide op-
portunity to communicate with the
leadership and to participate in policy-
making. We relate to potential converts,
of course, through our proselyting activ-
ities. The other “publics” usually must
be dealt with in a different way, and
this is traditionally the purview of pub-
lic relations. Because we church mem-
bers like to think of everyone as a
potential convert, however, developing
and projecting a PR posture appropriate
to all of these “publics” poses a real
challenge to the Church. If we were like
the Jews, who are not seeking converts,
our problems would be fewer.

In facing these challenges, we should
look briefly at our history in PR terms. In
my opinion, Joseph Smith was a master-
ful public relations practitioner. He
understood the importance of general
public understanding of the Church and
its goals, even if that understanding did
not lead to an immediate harvest of con-
verts. It is instructive to note that the
Articles of Faith grew from a letter to an
editor, clearly written to relate to the
general public. The Prophet, probably
without realizing it, was concerned with
the Church’s overall “positioning’ more
than with simply maintaining a good
“image.”’ I believe he was eager to sep-
arate the Church from the other frontier
religions, to demonstrate that it offered
a much wider scope of doctrine. By spell-
ing out the wide range of beliefs covered
in the Articles of Faith, he “‘positioned”
the Church as something other than a
fundamentalist sect following a single
charismatic preacher. He had a firm doc-
trinal stance on all the questions of the
day.

If we follow his activities in Nauvoo,
we find this same general public relations
approach. He made himself accessible to
any visitor who wanted to interview him,
and always discussed a wide range of
topics. He let members and nonmembers
alike know of his interest in ancient
languages, city planning, education and
other public issues. His candidacy for
the President of the United States rein-
forced this stand. Joseph Smith wanted
the world to know that Mormonism was
not confining, that Mormons were ca-
pable of playing on a stage much larger
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than that built by the narrow creeds of
frontier preachers.

I think Brigham Young had a good PR
sense, too, although he positioned him-
self and the Church a little differently.
Faced with intense anti-Mormon atti-
tudes, he focused on the Church’s ac-
complishments—conquering the West,
settling new towns, and developing
irrigation, and so on. While he granted
interviews to traveling journalists, he
was less available than Joseph Smith had
been, thus projecting the image of a man
of practical affairs, with pressing prob-
lems and not much time for useless con-
versation. I think the tradition of
Mormons as doers comes in part from
this posture.

After Brigham Young, we went
through a period where the PR focus of
the Church was somewhat confused,
mainly because of the great struggle
over polygamy and statehood. B. H.
Roberts’ Comprehensive History was a
major PR effort, but it did not really
relate to the general public, because of
its intent, and survives only because of
its interest for Church members. The
virulence of anti-Mormon feelings within
Utah shaped the PR attitude of all the
Mormon leaders, many of whom literally
went underground to avoid arrest. It was
not until Heber J. Grant began con-
sciously building bridges to Utah’s non-
Mormon community in a non-proselyt-
ing way that the Church began to see a
significant change. President Grant rec-
ognized the tremendous potential of the
mass media, and he led the Church into
broadcasting, opening the way for
Richard L. Evans and the Tabernacle
Choir to project to the general public the
soft-sell image of Mormons as ““good
people.”

Of course, President David O. McKay,
with his superb PR sense, also helped
soften the feelings of the public through-
out the world. I was with him in Glas-
gow, Scotland, during the Tabernacle
Choir’s first concert there in 1955. Presi-
dent McKay spoke at a press conference,
and the Lord Provost (Mayor) responded
in a manner so warm and cordial that
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President McKay said to me, “This is the
greatest day in the history of the Church
in Scotland.” Having been a Scottish
missionary himself, he knew first hand
about the generally bad image the Church
had endured there.

What moved President McKay so much
was the Lord Provost’s personal anecdote
about Mormons. As a young man he said
he had heard nothing but negative state-
ments about the Church. Then he be-
came acquainted with some Mormons,
and finding them to be of exemplary
character, concluded that all of the things
he had heard to the contrary were false.
Now, he said, being in the same room
with 600 Mormons and hearing Presi-
dent McKay convinced him that his
favorable impression had been the right
one all along.

It was also under President McKay
that the Church first turned to profes-
sional public relations specialists outside
the Church for professional assistance.
Robert Mullen, whose firm ] worked for
and later bought, advised the Church for
a number of years in ways that helped
broaden Church exposure. He recom-
mended that the Tabernacle Choir record
with the Philadelphia Orchestra and
worked especially hard at getting the
press to cover the Palmyra pageant, all to
show that Mormonism was not bounded
by the limits of the Salt Lake Valley. He
later wrote a non-proselyting book about
the Church, which has been widely re-
viewed and well received. Mullen’s
advice fit well with President McKay’s
view of a world church.

Spencer W. Kimball also has a good PR
sense. He not only relates well to mem-
bers of the Church, but seems to have a
knack for saying the right thing at the
right time. In news interviews he is
usually able to avoid quibbling and to
project Christian love. During the press
conference at the opening of the Wash-
ington Temple Visitors Center, for ex-
ample, he was asked the question, “Do
you think you will ever have a woman
apostle?” He smiled and said, “Who
knows? We'll have to wait and see.”

I think we still have major challenges
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