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CH A P TE R  4

Developing a Public Information and Community  
Relations Strategy in a County Social Service Agency
Sheryl Goldberg, John Cullen, and Michael J. Austin

Introduction
When public social service agencies develop a public rela-
tions function to improve their communications and 
 relationships with the community, they face several chal-
lenges. When dealing with the media, for instance, social 
service agencies encounter the following obstacles: (1) Fear 
of and reluctance to use the media (Brawley ,1995); (2) Con-
cern about violating client confidentiality (Jones, 1991); (3) 
A lack of credibility as a result of the public’s perception 
that social service workers do not know what they are doing 
(Brawley, 1995); and (4) Public antagonism toward the cli-
ents and the services of government-run social service agen-
cies, including the journalists working for the various media 
(Brawley, 1995).

This is a case study of the efforts of a county social 
service agency in California to address its capacity to dis-
seminate and gather information relevant to its mission 
and the needs of the community. It describes a feasibility 
study of the need for a formal public information capacity 
to strengthen its relations with and visibility in the commu-
nity. The goal of the feasibility study was to find a way to 
provide public education about the department’s programs 
and services and obtain public input regarding the depart-
ment’s various activities and objectives. In the next section, 
a brief review of the literature places this case study in a 
larger context.

Background
The goal of public relations is to provide education and 
information to the public in order to promote positive 
awareness and reduce negative perceptions (Osborn & 
Hoffman, 1971). Effective communications to specific tar-
get groups or publics is based upon an evolving relationship 
between an institution and its publics (Bernays, 1986). As 
the role of public relations in social service agencies has 
increased in recent years, public information offices have 
been established to serve as a centralized contact point for 
two-way communications between an agency and its various 

audiences. The goals of such public information offices is to 
bring the agency to the to the attention of the public and to 
generate community understanding and support by: (1) sup-
porting/advocating the development of programs to address 
the needs of special client populations, such as recruiting 
foster parents (Levy, 1956); (2) improving the image of the 
social service agencies and their clients by featuring success-
ful programs and participants (Osborn & Hoffman, 1971); 
and/or (3) providing information to the public that will 
benefit the public, such as public service announcements, 
community service programming, local television, radio 
stations, or weekly newspaper columns (Brawley, 1995). 

The challenge facing social service agencies is to foster 
and improve relationships with their different stakeholders, 
especially local taxpayers (Ayres, 1993). Stakeholders can be 
differentiated into the following categories: (1) the clients 
who want to know what services are available and how they 
might benefit from them (McIntyre, et al., 1991); (2) inter-
est and/or concern of the larger community who want to 
be assured that their taxes or philanthropic funds are being 
used wisely, along with cost-effective outcomes; (3) the 
detractors who are philosophically opposed to the notion 
of providing public services and often need to see how the 
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cost-effective utilization of resources prevents fraud and 
abuse so that their lack of support might be reduced from 
active antagonism to at least passivity (Osborn & Hoff-
man, 1971); and (4) policy-makers and opinion-makers who 
require specific public relations strategies in order to edu-
cate and inform such bodies as City Councils, Boards of 
Supervisors, and state legislatures (Levy, 1956)

There may be different public relations goals for each 
of these target audiences and therefore messages need to 
be tailored to particular audiences (Brawley, 1995). Since 
good news does not generally leak out of the agency, sys-
tematic ways need to be established to ensure that stories 
about agency successes are routinely available to the media 
(Jones, 1991).

In addition to disseminating information about pro-
grams and services, social services agencies need to be able to 
monitor services and operations by gathering input from cli-
ents or from the community at-large (Thomas & Penchansky, 
1984). Consumer surveys have become increasingly popular 
as tools to help agencies monitor the quality of care and ser-
vice (James, 1994; Press, Ganey, & Malone, 1992; Inguanzo, 
1992; Kritchevsky & Simmons, 1991; Berwick, 1989; Gold & 
Wooldridge, 1995). In addition, public forums, focus groups, 
suggestion boxes, comment cards, and selected interviews 
are other methods for gathering the opinions of clients 
and consumers.

Methods
The case study utilizes qualitative methods including in-
depth interviews and focus groups with four different pop-
ulations: (1) public information officials located in different 
parts of the country, (2) senior staff in the social service 
agency, (3) representatives of local community-based organi-
zations, and (4) local opinion leaders. A total of eight public 
information officials representing public, private, and non-
profit organizations throughout the country were identified 
and interviewed based on their reputation for operating a 
model public relations program. The model public informa-
tion programs included a diverse group of agencies. A health 
maintenance organization was selected because the health 
care and social services have recently received a great deal of 
public and political scrutiny in relationship to health care 
reform and welfare reform. A community foundation was 
selected because foundations work closely with the commu-
nity and providers and often have a well-developed public 
relations capacity. In addition, state social service and human 
services departments were selected that resembled Califor-
nia’s state supervised, county-administered programs. One 

state program was selected based on substantial national 
media attention to addressing welfare reform legislation 
and one California county department with a model public 
information program. The purpose of the interview ques-
tions to model programs participants were: (1) to define the 
public information office and its background and history; 
(2) to determine the organizational structure and context 
within which public education and public input is offici-
ated; (3) to obtain a more detailed description of the office 
itself; and (4) to determine the organization’s audiences and 
publics and to ascertain which methods of communication 
are used to target each audience. 

Four county employees including senior managers 
were interviewed to assess how the agency and other county 
departments currently engage in disseminating public infor-
mation and their vision for expanding its public information 
efforts. The purpose of the questions was: (1) to delineate 
background information concerning the division manage-
ment and division objectives for public information; (2) to 
determine the structure and function of public information 
within the division and the agency; (3) to investigate com-
munications internal and external the division and to discuss 
how a proposed Office of Community Relations could facil-
itate communications for the agency; and (4) to describe the 
agency’s audiences and key media relations functions and  
resources. 

A focus group was conducted with representatives of 
eight community-based organizations which worked closely 
with the social service agency. The goal was to identify differ-
ent ways that the agency could improve its ability to gather 
public input. The focus group included representatives from 
the following types of organizations: food banks, housing 
agencies, child abuse prevention agencies, advocacy orga-
nizations, counseling agencies, parent education services, 
senior services, and neighborhood community organizing. 
The purpose of the focus group was to obtain the follow-
ing information: the public relations functions as practiced 
within the eight participating agencies; their perceptions of 
the strengths and areas for improvement of the social ser-
vice agency’s public information function; and perceptions 
of the merits of a proposed Office of Community Relations 
within the social services agency.

Finally, a select number of opinion leaders in the county 
were interviewed to gain their perceptions of the agency. 
These participants included representatives of the  County 
Board of Supervisors, the Grand Jury, the Area Agency on 
Agency, and a staff person for the Department responsible 
for administrating two key advisory  committees.
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Findings
The findings from interviews and focus groups reflect the 
perceptions of: (1) staff representatives of existing public 
information offices in a variety of organizations; (2) senior 
managers; (3) representatives of community-based organiza-
tions; and (4) selected opinion leaders. 

The findings from the representatives of public rela-
tions programs in the public, nonprofit, and private sectors 
provide an array of approaches to organizing public infor-
mation offices (Figure 1). Media relations constitute the 
primary feature of all the public information programs 
surveyed, followed by developing/disseminating publi-
cations, coordinating a speaker’s bureau, coordinating 
with legislative offices, conducting public education and 
charitable campaigns, and responding to public inqui-
ries. The most frequently cited public information meth-
ods of model programs used in media relations are:  
(a) press releases, (b) editorial page, ( c) newsletters, 
(d)  media campaigns; (e) broadcast interviews, (f) feature 
newspaper articles, (g) public service announcements, 
(h)  advertising campaigns, (i) distribution of publications, 
(j) special events, (k) presentations, (l) Internet and World 
Wide Web resources, and (m) legislative advocacy. Staff 
of public information offices often come to their positions 
with extensive media and communications  training.

While few offices among those surveyed have a for-
mal communications plan with evaluation procedures, all 
respondents identified their communication goals which 
included providing accurate information, promoting a 
positive view of the organization; and describing efforts to 
utilize funds effectively. These goals are frequently met by 
targeting specific messages to specific audiences. 

Very few of the respondents from public information 
offices have public input responsibilities but provide staff 
at the program level with assistance in designing consumer 
satisfaction surveys, conducting focus groups, and work-
ing with advisory boards (Figure 2). In response to ques-
tions about the future role of public information offices, 
these respondents identified the increased need for the 
publication of fact sheets, the development of issue-specific 
public information campaigns, increased communication 
and collaboration among social service agencies, and the 
importance of developing and maintaining strong commu-
nication links to professional groups and providers.

Senior county staff emphasized the need to improve 
the quantity and quality of information currently shared 
with community-based organizations and other county 
departments. Some of their concerns identified included 

communicating changes to programs and policies, provid-
ing referral information about shared clients, and increas-
ing the department’s visibility at community events. Senior 
staff noted that messages about programs and services need 
to be conveyed in a coordinated, strategic manner which 
build upon current practices and expand medial relations 
strategies. 

In addition to external communications, senior staff 
called for increased internal communications. Current gaps 
exist in communication between bureaus and among line 
staff and managers. While this need is considered impor-
tant, there is also resistance among employees to having 
their workload increased by requirements to attend more 
meetings or read more announcements/mailings. Therefore, 
a public information office should have responsibility for 
coordinating internal communications, including establish-
ing a Speaker’s Bureau and administering an ombudsperson 
program. Staff will need to be educated about the role and 
function of a proposed public information office by utiliz-
ing training resources at county and state levels as well as 
the opportunity for service staff to educate the public infor-
mation staff about the agency’s various programs.

Community-based organizations focused their atten-
tion on the process of obtaining public input. Several 
respondents noted the difficulty of involving the commu-
nity in decision-making when there is a bias against being 
associated with the county social services agency. Sug-
gestions for fostering community participation included 
annual or bi-annual community needs assessments, service 
evaluation surveys, and input from advisory groups. 

The major concerns of the five opinion leaders were the 
need to address the negative public perceptions of the social 
services through effective media relations. They noted that 
the public needs to see “success stories” about consumers, 
profiles of individuals and organizations serving the com-
munity, the impact of state and federal legislation on the 
community, information about client demographics and 
service outcomes, and descriptions of current social service 
programs. The opinion leaders shared a perception that a 
public information office should: (a) serve as a centralized 
media contact (distributing flyers, television news, feature 
stories, etc.); (b) coordinate internal and external commu-
nications; (c) track legislation; (d) serve as the primary office 
responsible for community relations (conduct needs assess-
ments and utilize input from advisory boards); (e) reflect a 
capacity to communicate with non-English speaking and 
ethnic communities; and (f) participate on the department-
wide decision-making team. 
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The following themes emerged from the interviews and 
focus group data representing all who participated in the 
feasibility study: 

 ■  Public relations are of great value to the agency and 
community. 

 ■  The way to increase public awareness of social ser- 
vices agencies is through the provision of clear, consis-
tent information about the agency, its  programs, ser-
vices, and clientele as a way to clarify the  role of social 
services within the larger community. 

F I G U R E  1
Description of Public Information Dissemination Utilized by Model Programs
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 ■  Public relations needs to include community rela-
tions and outreach functions, especially collaboration 
between public and private agencies in order to involve 
a cross section of the community and ensure the avail-
ability of services to those most in need. 

 ■  A critical function of public information offices is to 
centralize media relations and foster strong relation-
ships with reporters through a proactive approach to 
the media. 

 ■  Effective external communications are based on effec-
tive internal communications and when they are most 
connected, they both suffer. 

 ■  There is value in the participation of the public infor-
mation officer in formulating agency policy and mak-
ing decisions. Also, the public information officer was 

seen as an implementor of policy and a communicator 
of decisions. 

 ■  Formal evaluation of the effectiveness of public infor-
mation is needed on an on-going basis. 

 ■  The methods used by public information offices ought 
to include: (a) determining and evaluating the agency’s 
audiences (e.g., the general public and the internal 
audiences; (b) helping to shape relevant messages to 
communicate (e.g., welfare reform, human interest 
stories); (c ) use of multiple methods to communicate 
these messages (e.g., publications, presentations, etc.); 
(d) use of multiple media relations tools (e.g., public 
service announcements, press releases); and (e) ongo-
ing use of public input methods (e.g., surveys and focus 
groups).

F I G U R E  2
Description of Public Input Methods Utilized by Model Programs
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Recommendations
Based upon these major themes, the following steps were 
identified to develop an effective public information pro-
gram: (1) establish a formal public information function, 
(2) strengthen internal communication, (3) develop external 
communications infrastructure and strategy, (4) expand 
community relationships, and (5) implement communica-
tion strategies. The five broad steps include ten specific rec-
ommendations as noted in Figure 3. 

The recommendations build upon a number of inter-
nal and external communication activities already in place. 
Internally, there is strong management support for the 
development of an Office of Community Relations (OCR) 
as reflected in the earmarking of funds and resources for a 
communications program. Based on these recommenda-
tions, a staff person with considerable marketing and media 
expertise, as well as ties to the political and social service 
communities has been hired. Externally, there are currently 
in place numerous supports including access to a legislative 
liaison, strong local media outlets, and partnerships with 
community-based organizations to foster public education. 

In expanding its communications and community rela-
tions efforts, the department also faces a number of inter-
nal and external challenges. Internally, the lack of a formal 
communications function has resulted in fragmented 
efforts which are not necessarily focused around the cen-
tral mission of the organization. There is a lack of consensus 
among mid-level managers in terns of the need for a formal 
communications program. There is also concern that such a 
function may increase the “turf wars” which have increased 
due to recent funding cutbacks and restructuring efforts. 
Among employees, there is some anxiety that the proposed 
OCR will, at worst, identify additional eligible individuals 
who cannot be served due to lack of resources and, at best, 
only serve to increase the workloads of current staff.

External challenges to an expansion of communica-
tions and community relations are present on both national 
and local levels, especially the erosion of public trust in gov-
ernment institutions and the public’s negative perception 
of social service programs. The current uneven coordina-
tion with other government agencies and community-based 
organizations provides another challenge to fostering struc-
tured communications. Exacerbating these external chal-
lenges are the demographics of the county, with its multiple 
languages, diverse ethnic perspectives, and geographic areas 
marking disparate preferences and points of view.

While not all of these challenges can be addressed via 
effective communications and community relations efforts, 

the absence of a strong, purposeful communications pro-
gram is likely to prevent the agency from achieving its stated 
goals and objectives. The recommendations reflect the pri-
mary objectives that need to be accomplished in order for 
the agency to remain a strong and viable force in the com-
munity by targeting messages and receiving input from dif-
ferent audiences (Figure 4).

Next Steps

The feasibility study recommendations were adopted imme-
diately as part of a work plan to establish a new Office of 
Public Information. No sooner was the ink dry on the 
report than an experienced professional from the field 
of advertising was hired full-time and soon thereafter an 
administrative assistant was hired. Reporting to the agency 
director, the new Public Information Officer (PIO) engaged 
in the start-up phase which included reviewing all existing 
agency publications and establishing standardized formats 
related to logo, color, photography, paper quality, clarity of 
messages, and typeface. The PIO collaborated with staff on 
several advertising campaigns related to the need for tem-
porary beds for abused/neglected infants and the need for 
more child care providers. Building on prior relationships, 
the PIO also engaged in extensive outreach to the media by 
pitching story ideas about agency services (e.g., adoptions) 
and policy changes (e.g., welfare reform). Given the strong 
anti-press perceptions among staff due to a history of being 
misquoted, considerable effort was devoted to preparing/
training staff to deal more effectively with the media. One 
of the goals was to raise the status of reporters in the eyes of 
staff and this required extensive listening and educating. As 
a result, new forms were developed for receiving and routing 
calls from the press along with follow-up evaluation forms. 
With the new system in place, an average of three news arti-
cles and publications are released each month.

The feasibility study was also used extensively in in-
service training to educate staff on the role and importance 
of a public information office. With the support of staff 
liaisons to the public information office involved with staff 
training on public presentation skills, a Speaker’s Bureau 
was launched and expanded to include representatives in 
15 local Chambers of Commerce. This “Chamber Corp” 
includes a group of specially-trained staff who are mem-
bers of local chapters of the Chamber of Commerce and 
make presentations on new developments related to welfare 
reform and other program changes. At the same time, an 
internal monthly staff newsletter, called FYI, was developed 
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F I G U R E  3
Recommended Steps for Establishing a Public Information Program  

in a County Social Service Agency
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to increase the flow of information about changes in agency 
services and organizational processes. Increased attention 
was given to staff recognition by developing and presenting 
a new Director’s Award for developing innovative practices. 
Like the feasibility study, new publications are also used as 
part of staff training, especially with regard to orienting 
new employees.

The start-up activities were launched with the full 
support of the agency director who displayed a strong 
commitment to disseminating high quality and readable 
information, internally and externally, even if it cost more 
money than had been expended in the past. The director 
was also interested in experimenting with new and innova-
tive approaches. He consistently recognized the extra staff 
effort to launch and utilize a new public information sys-
tem. With the same concern for high quality communica-
tions among staff and with the community, the director 
acknowledged the importance of improving the work envi-
ronment by authorizing the hanging of pictures of people 
reflecting the Department’s mission on office walls, hall-
ways, and conference room walls as well as installing more 
welcoming furniture and carpeting. These indirect forms of 
communication were seen as equal in importance to direct 
written communications. Staff support was also communi-
cated from the Director’s Office with the launching of a new 
OZ Fund whereby middle and senior managers have access 
to $25,000 to address immediate staff or organizational 
needs. The array of fundable projects includes funds for new 
equipment, redecorated office space, employee recognition, 
and/or staff retreats. 

All these examples of start-up took place during the first 
two years of operating a public information office. The next 
phase of activity includes efforts to develop and dissemi-
nate a new client newsletter, called Opportunity Knocking. 
Similarly, there will be further expansion of agency booths 
at community festivals, expanded use of a new video on cli-
ent rights and responsibilities, and expanded participation 
in “transportation kiosks” located at public facilities and 
shopping centers.

The success and impact of activities to date can be mea-
sured in several different ways. Internally, there is increased 
staff awareness of the public information function as evi-
denced by increased involvement in the monthly newsletter, 
in the Speaker’s Bureau, and in appreciation for the multiple 
approaches to staff recognition. Externally, there is posi-
tive feedback from the elected officials and business com-
munity about the way that the agency is assertively telling 
its story in the community, the receipt of state and national 

awards for several different public education campaigns (see 
Attachment 1 for “Kids Like Maria”), the increased staff 
use of the PIO for developing brochures and related publi-
cations, and the increased interest by other county depart-
ments for securing the expertise of the PIO.

Two major areas of unfinished business are on the 
agenda for future action. First, a system needs to be devel-
oped to monitor and evaluate the impact of the public 
information office internally and externally. Collecting and 
analyzing staff and community feedback will require the 
investment in evaluation research capacity either inside or 
outside the agency. Planning and implementing this com-
ponent of public information processing will most likely 
require substantial staff creativity and effort. A second area 
of unfinished business relates to some recommendations 
emerging from the feasibility study, namely the capacity to 
regularly collect and analyze feedback and input from the 
community. The study highlighted such mechanisms as sur-
veys, focus groups, hotlines, and advisory groups. Keeping 
tabs on the pulse of the community involves considerable 
community organizing and evaluating skills. For example, 
simply analyzing the input from existing agency advisory 
groups, charged by the agency to provide advice and feed-
back, requires significant staff effort. Similarly, dealing with 
some of the negative community perceptions of the publi-
cations produced by the public information office (“why 
are they spending money on fancy annual reports and bro-
chures that should go to poor people?”) will require skillful 
public relations in its own right. Clearly the costs associated 
with the work of a public information office will need to be 
evaluated in terms of benefits/outcomes/impact as well as 
explained to those with the questions about the allocation 
of scarce resources.

Conclusion
This case description of a feasibility study and its early 
implementation covers a four year period, from the time the 
agency director requested the study based on the support of 
several senior managers to the completion of the first two 
years of operating a new public information office. From the 
perspective of agency management, this case study of inno-
vative practice provides several important lessons for cur-
rent and future administrators:
 1 Whether or not the agency is a public or non-profit 

community agency providing social services, a pub-
lic information function is an important element 
in the process of communicating how tax dollars or 
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philanthropic dollars are being spent as well as a focal 
point for collecting information relevant to service 
delivery. 

 2 Planning for the introduction of a new organizational 
function like public information benefits greatly from 
the use of a feasibility study which documents best 
practices, internal and external local perceptions of 
need, and reflects the continuous monitoring and guid-
ance of senior management.

 3 When there is limited in-house expertise, it is impor-
tant to search outside for talent with the capacity to 
understand and appreciate the work of the agency. 
Such experience and expertise is needed to help the 

agency tell its story while at the same time “turning up 
the volume on the voices from the community” so that 
feedback and input can be understood and addressed.

 4 The guiding vision of an agency director regarding the 
centrality of effective internal and external communi-
cations is critical in order to overcoming obstacles to 
implementation and finding the funds to develop a suc-
cessful public information office.

 5 In most social service agencies, considerable effort is 
needed to educate and assist staff in gaining an under-
standing and appreciation of the importance of BOTH 
delivering high quality services AND regularly sharing 
with the community information about what is work-
ing and what is not working and WHY.

F I G U R E  4
Summary of an Audience Grid
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practices. Health Care Financing Review, 16, 155-173.

Iguanzo, J. (1992). Taking a serious look at patient expecta-
tions. Hospitals, September.

Jones, C. (1991). Developing strategic media relationships. 
In R. L. Edwards & J. A. Yankey (Eds.), Skills for effec-
tive human services management. Washington, D.C.: 
NASW Press.

Kritchevsky, S., & Simmons, B. (1991). Continuous quality 
improvement: Concepts and applications for physician 
care. Journal of the American Medical Association, 266, 
18171823.

Levy, H. (1956). Public relations for social agencies: A guide 
for health, welfare and other community organizations. 
New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers.

McIntyre, R., Linger, E., Kelley, D., & Fray, E. (1991). A 
far cry from fair. Washington, DC: Citizens for Tax 
Justice. 

Osborn, R., & Hoffman, J. (1971). How to improve the 
public image. In J. Petersen & M. Luaderdale (Eds.). 
Washington, D.C.: Training and Research Sciences 
Corporation.

Perry, K. (ND). Strategies for communicating through 
the media. Sacramento, CA: National Association 
of Social Workers (NASW) with Greenbaum Public 
Relations. 

Press, I., Ganey, R., & Malone, M. (1992). Satisfaction: 
Where does it fit in the quality picture? Trustee, April.

These are some of the lessons which can be gleaned from 
this case study. Given the different experiences of the reader, 
it is assumed that many other lessons can be derived from 
this example of innovative management practice in a pub-
lic social service agency. It is increasingly clear that public 
relations will have an expanded role within the changing 
organizational structure of social service agencies. The 
rationale for this projection is based on some of the follow-
ing realities: (a) a political climate that is unsympathetic to 
large-scale social service programs; (b) an enhanced need 
for accountability in the administration and allocation of 
public funds; (c) the need for quick access to accurate and 
up-to-date information; (d) an increasingly competitive 
environment for public funds, and (e) a growing emphasis 
on collaboration between public agencies and community-
based  organizations.

References
Ayres, B. (1993, Oct. 31). Perennial issues dominate debates 

in local elections; crime, racism and taxes; throughout 
the U.S., contests turn on fear, anxieties and anger 
among the voters.  
New York Times, 143, p. 1 (L).

Bernays, E. (1986). The later years. Rhinebeck, NY: H & M 
Publishers.

Berwick, D. (1989). Continuous improvement as an ideal 
in health care. New England Journal of Medicine, 320, 
53-56.

Brawley, E. (1983). Mass media and human services: 
Getting the message across. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage 
Publications.

Brawley, E. (1995). Human services and the media: Devel-
oping partnerships for change. New Brunswick, NJ: 
Harwood Academic Publishers.



58 G U I D I N G  O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  C H A N G E

A T T A C H M E N T  A



O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  E N H A N C E M E N T  A N D  C H A N G E  59



60 G U I D I N G  O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  C H A N G E


