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Abstract 

This position paper examines the role of Public Relations (PR) in academic institutions in Nigeria. It 
argues that PR is an essential strategic management function for building institutional reputation, 
maintaining stakeholder relationships, managing crises, facilitating internal communication, promoting 
community relations, and improving institutional visibility. Academic institutions interact with diverse 
publics, including students, staff, parents, alumni, government agencies, regulatory bodies, host 
communities, the media, and prospective students. Managing these relationships requires planned, 
professional, and two-way communication. The paper adopts a qualitative and documentary approach 
based on relevant books, journal articles, and scholarly materials. Available literature indicates that PR in 
Nigerian tertiary institutions performs important functions such as media and community relations, internal 
communication, and content management. However, the practice is often constrained by inadequate 
funding, limited strategic involvement, bureaucratic communication structures, insufficient digital 
capacity, and the use of personnel without adequate professional preparation. The paper concludes that PR 
should not be restricted to publicity, protocol, or ceremonial activities. Rather, it should be integrated into 
the strategic management of academic institutions. The paper recommends the professionalisation of PR 
practice, adequate funding of PR units, the adoption of proactive and dialogic communication, greater 
involvement of PR practitioners in management decision-making, and improved digital communication 
strategies. 

Keywords: Public Relations, Academic Institutions, Strategic Communication, Reputation, Stakeholder 
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INTRODUCTION 

Public Relations has developed from a narrow conception of publicity into a broader management function 
concerned with communication, relationship building, reputation, and stakeholder engagement. Grunig and 
Hunt (1984) describe PR as the management of communication between an organisation and its publics. 
Similarly, Cutlip, Center, and Broom (2012) emphasise the role of PR in establishing and maintaining 
mutually beneficial relationships between organisations and the publics upon which their success depends. 

The contemporary communication environment has made PR increasingly important. Organisations are 
now subject to intense public scrutiny, rapid information exchange, social media engagement, and growing 
demands for accountability. In Nigeria, scholarship on PR has also increasingly focused on issues such as 
reputation management, crisis communication, stakeholder relationships, strategic communication, and 
professionalisation.  

Academic institutions are complex organisations that interact with several categories of publics. These 
include students, academic and non-academic staff, parents, alumni, government, regulatory agencies, host 
communities, professional bodies, development partners, the media, and prospective students. Each of 
these groups has expectations that can influence institutional operations and public perception. The need 
for effective PR is particularly important in Nigeria, where academic institutions operate in challenging 
environments. Issues such as inadequate funding, industrial disputes, student unrest, policy controversies, 
security concerns, competition, and infrastructural challenges can generate communication problems. A 
recent Nigerian study specifically argues for strategic educational PR as a means of improving trust, 
integrity, public image, and confidence in the university system.  

PR provides institutions with a structured means of communicating their policies, achievements, 
programmes, and challenges to stakeholders. More importantly, modern PR is expected to involve listening 
and feedback. Rather than merely transmitting information from management to the public, effective PR 
encourages dialogue and mutual understanding. Academic institutions also depend heavily on their 
reputation. Public perception can influence student enrolment, staff attraction, partnerships, alumni 
support, research opportunities, and institutional credibility. Fombrun (1996) argues that reputation reflects 
stakeholders' overall assessment of an organisation based on its past actions and expected future 
performance. The digital media environment has further increased the importance of PR. Information 
concerning an institution can circulate widely within minutes. Consequently, institutions require 
communication systems capable of providing timely and credible information. Strategic communication 
research in Nigeria also shows the growing importance of purposeful and goal-oriented communication in 
responding to contemporary challenges.  This paper therefore takes the position that “Public Relations is 
an indispensable strategic management function in academic institutions in Nigeria”. It argues that 
institutions that invest in professional and proactive PR are better positioned to maintain positive 
relationships, manage crises, build trust, and protect their reputation. 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Despite the importance of communication and stakeholder relations, PR is still inadequately positioned in 
some Nigerian academic institutions. In many cases, PR activities are narrowly associated with publicity, 
media coverage, protocol, ceremonial functions, and the issuance of press releases. This narrow perception 
fails to recognise the strategic role of PR in research, stakeholder engagement, issue management, crisis 
communication, and reputation management. Contemporary scholarship on PR in Nigeria identifies 
limited strategic involvement and inadequate professionalisation among the systemic challenges affecting 
effective practice.  Academic institutions also experience communication problems that affect relationships 
between management and stakeholders. Students may receive information from unofficial sources, staff 
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may feel excluded from important decisions, and host communities may believe that their concerns are 
ignored. During industrial disputes, protests, or institutional crises, poor communication can worsen 
conflict and damage reputation. The increasing use of social media has further complicated institutional 
communication. Information can spread quickly, whether accurate or inaccurate. Institutions that fail to 
communicate promptly may leave an information vacuum that is filled by rumours and misinformation. 

The problem addressed by this paper is therefore the gap between the strategic importance of PR and the 
limited way it is sometimes understood and practised in Nigerian academic institutions. This paper argues 
for the strategic repositioning and professional strengthening of PR. 

Objectives  

This paper examines the role of Public Relations in academic institutions in Nigeria. The specific 
objectives are to: 

1.​ examine the concept of Public Relations in academic institutions; 
2.​ identify the major roles performed by PR in academic institutions; 
3.​ examine the contribution of PR to institutional reputation and stakeholder relations; 
4.​ discuss the role of PR in internal communication and crisis management; 
5.​ examine the importance of digital PR in academic institutions; 
6.​ identify challenges facing PR practice in Nigerian academic institutions; and 
7.​ recommend measures for strengthening PR practice. 

Research Questions 

The paper is guided by the following questions: 

1.​ What is the nature of Public Relations in academic institutions? 
2.​ What roles does PR perform in Nigerian academic institutions? 
3.​ How does PR contribute to institutional reputation and stakeholder engagement? 
4.​ What role does PR play in internal communication and crisis management? 
5.​ Why is digital PR important to contemporary academic institutions? 
6.​ What challenges hinder effective PR practice? 
7.​ What measures can strengthen PR practice in Nigerian academic institutions? 

Significance of the Study 

This paper contributes to the understanding of PR as a strategic management function within the education 
sector. It will be useful to institutional administrators by drawing attention to the importance of effective 
communication and stakeholder engagement. 

The paper is also relevant to PR practitioners and communication officers in academic institutions because 
it highlights the need for professional competence in areas such as media relations, crisis communication, 
digital communication, stakeholder analysis, and reputation management. Students and researchers in 
Mass Communication, Public Relations, Communication Studies, and Educational Administration may 
also find the paper useful as a source of academic material. 

Scope of the Study 

The paper focuses on the role of Public Relations in academic institutions in Nigeria, particularly 
universities, polytechnics, colleges of education, and similar institutions of higher learning. It covers 
reputation management, stakeholder engagement, internal communication, crisis communication, 
community relations, media relations, institutional visibility, and digital communication. 
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The paper is a position paper based primarily on secondary sources and does not involve the collection of 
primary survey data. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Concept of Public Relations 

Public Relations has attracted several definitions, but most emphasise communication and relationships. 
Grunig and Hunt (1984) define PR as the management of communication between an organisation and its 
publics. This definition highlights the fact that PR goes beyond the mere distribution of information. 

Cutlip et al. (2012) regard PR as a management function responsible for identifying and maintaining 
mutually beneficial relationships between an organisation and the publics upon which its success depends. 
The implication is that organisations cannot operate effectively without considering the expectations and 
interests of important stakeholders. 

The relationship management perspective further explains PR as a process concerned with developing and 
maintaining quality relationships between organisations and their publics (Ledingham, 2003). This 
perspective is particularly relevant to academic institutions because their operations depend on 
relationships with diverse groups. 

PR can therefore involve: 

●​ Communication planning; 
●​ Stakeholder identification; 
●​ Media relations; 
●​ Reputation management; 
●​ Internal communication; 
●​ Crisis and issue management; 
●​ Research and environmental scanning; 
●​ Digital communication; and 
●​ Evaluation of communication outcomes. 

Thus, PR should not be equated only with publicity. Publicity is one technique of PR, while the profession 
itself involves a broader strategic responsibility. 

Academic Institutions as Communication Environments 

Academic institutions are complex social organisations. They contain internal publics, such as students, 
lecturers, administrators, and non-academic staff, as well as external publics, including parents, alumni, 
government, regulatory bodies, host communities, the media, and prospective students. These groups have 
different interests. Students may be concerned about welfare and academic policies. Staff may focus on 
working conditions and participation in institutional affairs. Government agencies may focus on standards 
and accountability, while host communities may be concerned with the institution's social and economic 
impact. 

Effective communication is therefore necessary to manage these different relationships. Research 
examining tertiary institutions in Ghana and Nigeria found that PR units perform functions such as media 
relations, community relations, internal communication, and content management.  PR helps academic 
institutions understand their environment and communicate effectively with stakeholders. This makes it an 
important tool for maintaining harmony and institutional stability. 
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Public Relations as a Strategic Management Function 

Modern PR theory emphasises that communication should be integrated into organisational management. 
PR practitioners should not simply communicate decisions after they have been made. They should also 
provide management with information about public expectations and possible reactions. 

The Excellence Theory developed by Grunig and his colleagues argues that PR contributes to 
organisational effectiveness when it is strategically managed and based on two-way communication 
(Grunig et al., 2002). 

Strategic PR involves: 

1.​ researching stakeholder opinions; 
2.​ monitoring the communication environment; 
3.​ identifying emerging issues; 
4.​ advising management; 
5.​ planning communication programmes; 
6.​ implementing communication strategies; and 
7.​ evaluating outcomes. 

In Nigerian academic institutions, strategic communication is particularly important because 
communication quality can influence the management of internal conflicts and disputes. A theoretical 
study of Nigerian public universities argues that strategic communication is an important component of 
conflict resolution and stakeholder engagement.  PR practitioners should therefore, have access to relevant 
institutional information and participate in strategic discussions where communication consequences are 
significant. 

Public Relations and Institutional Reputation 

Reputation is one of the most important intangible assets of an academic institution. It affects how 
stakeholders perceive the institution and can influence enrollment, partnerships, staff attraction, alumni 
support, and public confidence. 

According to Fombrun (1996), reputation represents stakeholders' overall evaluation of an organisation 
based on its activities and future prospects. PR contributes to reputation by communicating institutional 
identity, achievements, values, research, and contributions to society. Important reputation-management 
activities include: 

a.​ Maintaining positive media relationships; 
b.​ Communicating institutional achievements; 
c.​ Promoting research and innovation; 
d.​ Addressing misinformation; 
e.​ Engaging stakeholders; and 
f.​ Responding appropriately to crises. 

However, reputation cannot be built through communication alone. Effective PR must be supported by 
good institutional performance. Communication should reflect reality and should not create expectations 
that the institution cannot meet. 

Public Relations and Stakeholder Engagement 

Stakeholder engagement is central to effective PR. Academic institutions depend on the support and 
cooperation of different publics. Ledingham (2003) identifies relationship management as a central 
concern of PR. 
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a.​ Student Relations: Students are important institutional stakeholders. They require timely 
information about registration, examinations, academic calendars, welfare, security, and 
institutional policies. Effective communication can reduce confusion and reliance on unofficial 
information. 

b.​ Staff Relations: Academic and non-academic staff are equally important internal publics. Effective 
internal communication promotes trust, understanding, and organisational commitment. A review 
of PR and employee performance in Nigerian higher institutions concludes that effective PR 
capable of addressing the needs of different internal publics can enhance job performance and 
productivity.  

c.​ Alumni Relations: Alumni are valuable long-term stakeholders. Through regular communication 
and engagement, institutions can encourage alumni participation in institutional development. 

d.​ Community Relations: Academic institutions must maintain peaceful relationships with their host 
communities. Regular dialogue and community-focused initiatives can promote acceptance and 
cooperation. 

Public Relations and Internal Communication 

Internal communication refers to the exchange of information among members of an organisation. In 
academic institutions, it involves communication among management, staff, and students. Effective 
internal communication can: 

a.​ improve staff morale; 
b.​ promote understanding of institutional policies; 
c.​ reduce rumours; 
d.​ encourage participation; 
e.​ strengthen organisational cohesion; and 
f.​ support productivity. 

Internal communication should not be entirely one-directional. Staff and students should have appropriate 
channels for providing feedback and expressing concerns. PR can support internal communication through 
institutional emails, newsletters, circulars, meetings, official websites, digital platforms, and town-hall 
sessions. 

Public Relations and Crisis Communication 

Academic institutions may experience crises arising from student protests, industrial disputes, accidents, 
security incidents, policy controversies, or allegations of misconduct. Coombs (2019) explains that crisis 
communication involves planning and managing communication before, during, and after a crisis. 
Effective crisis communication is therefore proactive rather than improvised. PR practitioners can 
contribute to crisis management by: 

i.​ Identifying possible communication risks; 
ii.​ Preparing crisis communication plans; 

iii.​ Monitoring public reactions; 
iv.​ Providing timely and accurate information; 
v.​ Correcting misinformation; 

vi.​ Coordinating spokespersons; and 
vii.​ Evaluating communication after a crisis. 

The importance of strategic communication in managing conflict in Nigerian public universities has been 
emphasised in existing research.  
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Digital Public Relations 

Digital technology has changed communication practices in academic institutions. Websites, email, social 
media, mobile applications, and online portals now provide opportunities for immediate communication. 
Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) observe that social media enables users to create and exchange content, 
thereby making communication more interactive. Digital PR can help academic institutions to 
communicate information quickly, engage students and alumni, promote research and institutional 
achievements, monitor public opinion, manage online reputation, and respond to emerging issues. 
However, institutions must manage digital platforms professionally. Inactive websites, delayed responses, 
and poorly managed official accounts can damage credibility. 

Challenges Facing PR Practice in Nigerian Academic Institutions 

PR practice in Nigeria faces several professional and structural challenges. Recent scholarship identifies 
issues such as limited strategic involvement, inadequate professionalisation, insufficient training, and the 
deployment of unqualified practitioners.  

i.​ Inadequate Funding - PR activities require resources for media engagement, publications, 
research, technology, stakeholder programmes, and digital communication. 

ii.​ Limited Professional Capacity - The quality of PR practice may be affected when communication 
responsibilities are assigned without adequate professional training. 

iii.​ Exclusion from Management - PR practitioners may sometimes be expected to communicate 
management decisions without being involved in discussions about their possible communication 
consequences. 

iv.​ Bureaucratic Delays - Lengthy approval procedures can delay important communication and 
create opportunities for rumours to spread. 

v.​ Reactive Communication - Some institutions communicate only after problems have escalated. 
Strategic PR requires proactive planning and environmental monitoring. 

vi.​ Weak Digital Integration - Effective digital communication requires trained personnel, 
appropriate technology, and clear institutional policies. 

Theoretical Framework 

This paper is anchored primarily on the Excellence Theory of Public Relations. The theory, associated 
with Grunig and his colleagues, argues that PR contributes to organisational effectiveness when it is 
strategically managed, professionally practised, research-based, and characterised by two-way 
communication (Grunig et al., 2002). The theory is relevant to academic institutions because they need 
communication systems that allow management to communicate with stakeholders and also understand 
stakeholder concerns. 

The paper also draws on the Relationship Management Perspective, which views the management of 
organisation-public relationships as a major function of PR (Ledingham, 2003). Together, these 
perspectives support the argument that Nigerian academic institutions should adopt professional, strategic, 
and dialogic PR practices. 

Empirical Review and Gap in the Literature 

Available studies show the relevance of PR to higher education and institutional communication. Research 
comparing selected Ghanaian and Nigerian universities identified media relations, community relations, 
internal communication, and content management as important PR functions.  Similarly, Nigerian 
scholarship has argued that tertiary institutions require effective two-way communication involving both 
internal and external publics.  
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Recent work on universities in Nigeria also advocates a strategic educational PR approach to rebuilding 
public image, integrity, trust, and confidence in the university system.  However, there remains a need for 
further research examining the strategic influence of PR practitioners within institutional management, 
particularly across different categories of tertiary institutions. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Approach 

This paper adopts a qualitative and documentary approach. Since it is written as a position paper, the 
objective is not to collect primary survey data but to examine existing scholarly arguments and evidence in 
order to develop a reasoned position. 

Research Design 

The study uses a desk-review design. Relevant books, journal articles, theoretical works, and scholarly 
publications on Public Relations, strategic communication, crisis communication, reputation management, 
stakeholder engagement, and academic institutions were reviewed. Data for the paper were obtained from 
secondary sources, including: textbooks, peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly publications, 
professional PR literature, and relevant studies on communication in Nigerian academic institutions. 

Method of Data Analysis 

The reviewed literature was analysed thematically. The major themes were: 

1.​ the concept of Public Relations; 
2.​ PR as a strategic management function; 
3.​ reputation management; 
4.​ stakeholder engagement; 
5.​ internal communication; 
6.​ crisis communication; 
7.​ digital PR; and 
8.​ challenges facing PR practice. 

The findings from these themes formed the basis of the position advanced in the paper. 

Position and Discussion 

Statement of Position: This paper strongly maintains that Public Relations should be recognised, 
professionalised, adequately funded, and integrated into the strategic management structures of 
academic institutions in Nigeria. 

PR should not be limited to ceremonial duties, publicity, protocol, and press releases. These are important 
activities, but they represent only part of the wider responsibilities of a professional PR unit. 

PR Is Essential for Reputation Management 

Academic institutions require positive reputations to attract students, staff, partnerships, and public 
support. PR helps institutions communicate their achievements and maintain a credible public identity. 
Institutions must therefore invest in consistent communication, media engagement, stakeholder relations, 
and the management of misinformation. Reputation management should, however, be based on genuine 
institutional performance. 

PR Is Necessary for Stakeholder Engagement 

The diversity of stakeholders within academic institutions makes strategic communication essential. 
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Management must understand the expectations of students, staff, parents, alumni, communities, and 
government agencies. PR provides the professional framework for identifying stakeholders, understanding 
their concerns, and establishing appropriate communication channels. 

Two-way communication is particularly important. Institutional management should not only speak to 
stakeholders but should also create opportunities to listen to them. 

PR Strengthens Crisis and Conflict Management 

Many institutional crises become worse because of delayed, inconsistent, or inadequate communication. 
Academic institutions should develop crisis communication plans before crises occur. PR practitioners 
should be involved in monitoring potential issues and advising management about stakeholder concerns. 

During a crisis, institutions should provide timely and accurate information through credible channels. 
Strategic communication can help reduce uncertainty and maintain stakeholder confidence. 

Internal Communication Should Be a Priority 

Staff and students are important ambassadors of academic institutions. Institutions cannot maintain a 
strong external image while neglecting internal communication. Management should provide regular 
information and create channels through which staff and students can provide feedback. This can improve 
trust and reduce the spread of rumours. 

Digital PR Is Essential 

Digital communication is no longer optional. Students and other stakeholders increasingly expect 
information through websites, social media, email, and online platforms. Institutions should maintain 
active and credible official communication channels. PR personnel should also monitor online discussions 
to identify misinformation and emerging concerns. 

PR Practitioners Should Participate in Management Decision-Making 

One of the major arguments of this paper is that PR practitioners should not be informed about important 
decisions only after those decisions have been made. Communication professionals can help management 
anticipate stakeholder reactions and identify potential communication problems before decisions are 
announced. 

This approach is consistent with the Excellence Theory, which supports the strategic involvement of PR in 
organisational management. 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

This position paper examined the role of Public Relations in academic institutions in Nigeria. The paper 
established that PR has developed beyond publicity into a strategic management function concerned with 
communication, relationships, reputation, and stakeholder engagement. The major roles of PR identified in 
the paper are reputation management, stakeholder engagement, internal communication, crisis and conflict 
management, community relations, media relations, institutional visibility,  and digital communication. 

The paper also identified challenges such as inadequate funding, limited professional capacity, exclusion 
from strategic management, bureaucratic delays, reactive communication, and inadequate digital 
infrastructure. 

Conclusion 

Public Relations is an essential component of effective academic management. Nigerian academic 
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institutions operate in complex environments involving diverse stakeholders whose perceptions and 
relationships can significantly influence institutional stability and development. 

The traditional view of PR as merely a publicity or ceremonial function is inadequate. Institutions require 
professional PR practitioners who can conduct research, manage stakeholder relationships, advise 
management, handle crises, engage the media, and manage digital communication. PR should therefore be 
viewed as an investment in institutional credibility, stability, reputation, and sustainable development. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are made: 

1.​ Academic institutions should reposition PR as a strategic management function. PR practitioners 
should be involved in important decision-making processes. 

2.​ Qualified professionals should manage PR units. Personnel should possess relevant knowledge and 
professional competence. 

3.​ PR units should receive adequate funding. Resources should be provided for research, technology, 
media relations, publications, and stakeholder engagement. 

4.​ Institutions should develop comprehensive communication policies. Such policies should cover 
internal, external, media, digital, and crisis communication. 

5.​ Crisis communication plans should be established. Institutions should identify communication 
teams and trained spokespersons before crises occur. 

6.​ Two-way communication should be encouraged. Staff, students, alumni, parents, and communities 
should have channels for feedback. 

7.​ Digital PR capacity should be strengthened. Institutions should maintain credible websites and 
professionally managed digital platforms. 

8.​ Community relations should be institutionalised. Regular engagement with host communities 
should form part of institutional communication strategies. 

9.​ Internal communication should be improved. Management should provide timely and accurate 
information to staff and students. 

10.​PR activities should be regularly evaluated. Institutions should assess the effectiveness of 
communication and stakeholder engagement programmes. 
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