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IntroductIon

For many colleges and universities, the public 
relations or advertising campaigns course is the 
senior-level capstone experience for majors spe-
cializing in those areas. As such, it is the primary 
course in which students can demonstrate their 
abilities to process and utilize all of the informa-
tion learned in previous courses (Stuhlfault & 
Berman, 2010). The majority of these courses 

follow a business model, where the students are 
required to adhere to a client-created case when 
creating a campaign plan book for a client and, in 
some cases, actually implement their recommen-
dations. The experience, therefore, is an expres-
sion of their abilities to succeed in their chosen 
field and through taking on a real-world client, 
the students participate in experiential learn-
ing, which allows them to discover how to apply 
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theories and may motivate learning outside the 
traditional classroom (Gremler, Hoffman, Keav-
eney, & Wright, 2000; Hawtrey, 2007; Hunter, 
2007; Scovotti & Spiller, 2009; ). 

Four- and five-letter acronyms are abundant 
in public relations and advertising campaign 
planning. These four (or five) letters define the 
logical lockstep process by which public rela-
tions and advertising practitioners analyze, con-
ceive, plan, evaluate, and critique a strategic 
communication campaign. The process enables 
practitioners to not only determine success and 
failure of campaigns, but also to identify areas of 
improvement and opportunities for future cam-
paigns. Scholars such as Kelly (2001) have noted 
that these models explain how relationships with 
publics should be managed. With most research 
on public relations campaigns focusing on the 
use of service learning in the curriculum, a gap 
is found regarding the application of the pro-
cess and implication of time management in the 
campaign planning. Few scholars have written 
explicitly about applying ROPE to the campaign 
process or have probed the time constraints of 
each step, thus the impetus for this project. Lim-
ited work has been done to understand how 
future practitioners, who are current students, 
understand and conceptualize these steps or to 
know how much time is allotted to these steps in 
campaigns classes. The purpose of this project is 
two-fold: first, to discover how students perceive 
these ideas contained in the four- or five-letter 
process and second, to determine how students 
use their time to create these campaign plans.

revIew of relevant lIterature

An Overview of Experiential Learning
Before discussing the process and application in 
the campaigns course, it is essential to understand 
some foundational elements of service learning in 
order to provide the appropriate context for the 
campaigns course. Experiential learning, which 
includes service learning, involves asking the stu-
dents to learn through active involvement, reflec-
tion (usually through journaling) and analysis of 

their experiences. While the literature surround-
ing experiential learning has grown in recent 
years, the idea of practical training has been 
embedded in media education (Brandon, 2002). 
In fact, Feldman (1995) found that the hands-
on experiential learning opportunities found 
in journalism schools had a positive impact on 
future employment in media occupations.

Experiential learning has its origins in Dew-
ey’s (1938) belief that experience provided stu-
dents with an immediate situation in which to 
apply knowledge (Brandon, 2002; Kolb, 1984; 
Kolb & Kolb, 2005). This application allowed 
for the exploration of knowledge to wider experi-
ences. Since this early notion, the application of 
and research surrounding experiential learning 
has evolved to include reflection (Lewin, 1951), 
cyclical nature (Joplin, 1985), and a holistic 
structure, transformative process and self-regula-
tion (Kolb, 1984).

While proponents of experiential learning 
tout its utility for enhancing practical profes-
sional training, strengthening critical thinking, 
and developing problem-solving skills (Maudsley 
& Strivens, 2000), opponents to the approach 
argue that experiential learning is a less effective 
instructional approach (Kirschner, Sweller, & 
Clark, 2006). However, even those unconvinced 
of the effectiveness of experiential learning are 
willing to concede that, when learners “have suf-
ficiently high prior knowledge to provide ‘inter-
nal’ guidance,” then experiential learning can be 
effective (Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006, p. 
75). Given that the public relations and adver-
tising campaigns courses are often the capstone 
course at universities, these courses should be 
populated with students who are willing and able 
to prosper in the experiential-learning setting.

Skills for the Public Relations Campaigns 
Course
According to Hardin and Pompper (2004), 
“Ensuring that students are adequately prepared 
for public relations careers is of paramount impor-
tance” (p. 358). In this applied and pragmatic 
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discipline, several documents have guided the 
construction of public relations classes so that 
students’ needs complement industry needs. The 
latest set of standards, the 2006 report issued by 
the Commission on Public Relations Education, 
introduced a new set of curriculum guidelines, 
which called for a public relations campaigns 
course that attaches communication tactics to 
actual strategy and into the social, political, and 
economic contexts of the situation (Culbertson, 
Jeffers, Stone, & Terrell, 1993; Dozier & Broom, 
1995; Farmer, 1997). 

Yet, Gower and Reber (2006) found that stu-
dents had a dissonance between perceived impor-
tance and perceived preparation on all technical 
skills, including campaigns. The students in their 
study, “rated their preparation as significantly less 
than the perceived importance” (p. 189). One 
area of concern for students was the skills needed 
to create campaigns. In terms of the advertising 
and public relations curriculum, the campaigns 
course is a critical juncture for most students 
because it is their final step before entering the 
full-time public relations workforce. As the cap-
stone course, countered Silverman (2007), the 
class combines instruction with the opportunity 
to work with real clients in the design and pos-
sible implementation of a campaign. 

Four-Step Processes
Most public relations textbooks at the introduc-
tory and capstone level introduce and discuss the 
idea of the four-step process for strategic com-
munication. Coombs and Holladay (2010), and 
Kelly (2001) expanded the process to include a 
fifth step; for Coombs and Holladay, the new 
step—environmental scanning—occurs prior to 
the research step. The addition of this step situ-
ates public relations within a larger context by 
encouraging practitioners to strategically gather 
information from publics regarding topics 
related to the client or campaign. In addition, 
Kelly (2001) argued an additional step following 
evaluation: stewardship in order to continue to 
cultivate relationships begun with the campaign. 

ROPE. For the purposes of this paper, the 
researchers are using the ROPE process as out-
lined in Hendrix (1998) and Hendrix and Hayes 
(2010). Hendrix (1998) introduced the concept 
of ROPE, an acronym for the four-step public 
relations process that stands for research, objec-
tives, programming, and evaluation. The public 
relations process starts with research; in this phase 
of the process, the focus is understanding three 
key elements: the client institution, the problem 
or concern, and the publics with which the client 
organization must communicate. The next step 
is the setting of campaign objectives to solve the 
problem. Following objectives is the program-
ming step, in which the teams plan and imple-
ment the campaign objectives and program, and 
the final step is evaluation, a series of program 
evaluations to determine if the campaign objec-
tives were achieved. A few studies have found 
that, on average, practitioners in the field spend 
12% of their time on research, 15% of their 
time on setting objectives, 48% of their time on 
programming and 9% on evaluation regarding 
campaigns (Kelly, 1998, 2001). Wood mentions 
that fundraising campaigns are allocated along 
the lines of 60% cultivation, 25% research, 10% 
stewardship and 5% solicitation (quoted in Kelly 
1998).

RACE. The RACE acronym follows the 
same process as the ROPE acronym, but uses 
the concepts of research, action, communication, 
and evaluation to describe the process of public 
relations. 

research QuestIon
Based on the literature outlined and the deficien-
cies described, the researchers propose the fol-
lowing research question: How do advertising 
and public relations students spend their time 
when conducting a campaign under the ROPE/
RACE theory of the campaign process?

Method
The initial data gathered for and analyzed in this 
paper was the pilot study for a larger data set. The 
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pilot data was gathered using one campaigns class 
at one of the universities from which the larger 
data sample was in the process of being collected. 
To collect the data used for both the pilot study 
and the larger data set, the researchers used quan-
titative surveys in the form of time cards. One 
of the professors taught a capstone campaigns 
course at a large, public university, and all stu-
dents were told during the first class and in the 
syllabus about the assignment. Students received 
the documents electronically at the beginning 
of the semester and were walked through the 
process of recording their time and tasks during 
that meeting session. If there were questions on 
how to fill out parts of the time card, they were 
discussed in front of the entire class. After that 
session, the students were expected to complete 
the time card on their own and turn it into the 
professor by the specified weekly deadline.

Sample
The sample for this pilot study consisted of under-
graduates enrolled in an advertising campaigns 
class from a large southeastern university. While 
participation was voluntary, all students enrolled 
in the course participated. The course is offered 
in the Fall and Spring semester with enrollment 
ranging from 8-20 students per section for each 
16-week semester. There were a total of 10 stu-
dents who participated in this study.

Instrument
The time card used was a simplified and modi-
fied version of a Microsoft Excel time card tem-
plate spreadsheet that was retrieved online. The 
spreadsheet file provided to the students con-
sisted of two separate sheets. The first sheet tab 
consisted of the actual time card and the second 
sheet tab was the project codes acronyms (both 
ROPE and RACE) with the acronyms’ full words 
spelled out. For example, the students could 
look up what the “O” or “A” in the formulas, see 
what the letters stood for, and get an example 
of things that could be coded under that project 
code. The second sheet tab served as a reminder 

for students in case he or she needed refreshers 
about the acronyms throughout the semester.

Procedure
The students completed the time card, noting 
how much time was spent working on each area 
of the four-step process and detailing specific 
tasks. For example, a student who conducted 
research described the research as “interviews” 
or “online research about client issue.” If a stu-
dent spent a total of 10 hours working on the 
campaign in one week, his/her total hours on the 
time card would equal 10. However, he or she 
was also asked to assign his or her time by RACE/
ROPE task; therefore the 10 hours could have 
been spent with 5.5 hours for research-centered 
tasks, 2.5 hours toward action/objective tasks 
and 2 hours toward communication/planning 
tasks. The time cards were due to the class pro-
fessor by a specified time each week. Time card 
data was not collected for the first week of classes.

fIndIngs
The data collected was analyzed to answer the 
primary research question: How do advertising 
and public relations students spend their time 
when conducting a campaign under the ROPE/
RACE theory of the campaign process? Overall, 
the findings indicate that students may not fully 
understand how the ROPE process connects 
to actual practice of conducting a campaign or 
working on a campaign plan book. Additionally, 
they may also not understand the importance 
of keeping track of how much time they allo-
cate to each stage of a campaign for a client in a 
classroom setting. Perhaps a bit more disconcert-
ing is the amount of overall time spent on the 
campaign in connection to the amount of time 
expected per class.

Regarding the overall time spent on the 
project, reported student time ranged from 16.5 
hours to 171.8 hours for the entire semester. The 
majority of the students reported between 30-50 
hours overall. This would fall below the recom-
mended 2-3 hours of weekly homework for each 
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credit hour of class. All students reported having 
participated in research, totaling 244.77 hours. 
This represented approximately 43% of the time 
spent on the campaign, compared to the practi-
tioners’ 12% of their time spent on the research 
stage of a campaign. The majority of the research 
hours (ranging from a combined 17 to 53 hours a 
week) were spent during the first 6 weeks of time 
cards. After time card 6, research hours steadily 
declined. By the 10th time card, only one student 
was still reporting hours for research.

Students reported spending 250.2 hours, 
44% of their time, on the objective phase of the 
campaign, compared to 15% by practitioners. 
There did not appear to be a clear stopping of 
this phase with large amounts of time spent on it 
ranging from week 1 to week 12. Three students 
reported that they continued in this phase until 
the end of the campaign. The most significant 
time spent was approximately 54 hours during 
week three. As with the research phase, stu-
dents reported working on campaign objectives 
throughout the entire campaign. However, time 
reported did drop off during the final weeks of 
the semester, with only two students still record-
ing work on this phase.

Kelly (2001) found that practitioners spent 
48% of their time on the programming phase of 
the campaign, yet this was not the case with the 
students in this study. In fact, programming only 
accounted for approximately 12% of the students’ 
time. Additionally, one student reported spend-
ing no time at all on planning. As to be expected, 
no hours of programming were reported during 
the first two time cards. There was an increase 
in time spent on the programming phase during 
the week of the on-campus promotional events 
(ranging from 18 to 24 hours). Additionally, 
some students reported programming hours after 
the events had been completed.

Evaluation may be an area where students do 
not quite understand how the acronym guiding 
the process fits into the actual implementation of 
a campaign. Of the students who turned in time 
cards, only 3 students reported spending time 

on evaluating the campaign although the pro-
fessor involved in the campaign noted a specific 
period of evaluation during the class. The time 
spent on implementation accounted for 7.5 of 
the total hours (approximately 1%) reported and 
occurred during the final weeks of the class, after 
the on-campus promotion occurred. This 1% is 
significantly below the practitioner’s expected 
9% of campaign time spent on this phase.

dIscussIon and conclusIon
Overall, there appears to be somewhat of a dis-
connect between students learning the ROPE/
RACE process and how to apply that process to 
the actual creation of a campaign. The majority 
of students in this study appear to understand 
that research and objectives are essential at the 
start of campaigns, but they do not know when 
to stop. The researchers believe that the signifi-
cant amount of time spent on the research por-
tion of the campaign could be a remnant from 
the campaign being conducted in an academic 
setting where research is considered the norm 
and students work to satisfy the professor, not 
a client. In fact, many university campaigns 
courses do not implement the campaign, which 
could further stress the importance of research 
over programming. However, allowing the stu-
dents to focus so much of their time on research 
without teaching them when to stop will not 
serve them well in a professional setting. 

Some of the research hours reported after the 
campaign was conducted could represent the stu-
dents’ confusion separating the evaluation stage 
from the research stage. The inability to separate 
the two functions in the public relations process 
might demonstrate a lack of understanding about 
what evaluation is or the students’ overgeneraliz-
ing the concept of research. As part of their eval-
uation, the students did conduct a survey after 
the on-campus promotion to assess if their goals 
were reached, but the majority of the students 
reported those hours as research hours, not evalu-
ation hours. Students may need increased expla-
nation in classes to determine how to separate 



Farwell and Tindall  Making the ROPE process real 20

the beginning research function from the evalu-
ation function and how the data from both are 
analyzed. 

Perhaps a bit more disconcerting is the 
amount of time spent overall on the campaign 
in connection to the amount of time expected 
per class. The student reported hours definitely 
show that some of the students were contribut-
ing significantly more time than others. This may 
contribute to students’ dislike for group projects 
and support, somewhat, claims of some group 
members not carrying their weight. Of course, 
this finding could also just be a reflection of the 
type of student that enrolled in the class at the 
time the data was gathered. A recommendation 
for those professors who will use the time card 
format is to receive, document, and discuss time 
cards weekly to ensure that such confusion and 
dissatisfaction do not take place in the group 
dynamic. 

When comparing student campaign time 
allocations to those of professionals, there is a 
definite difference. Students appear to be mired 
in the first two phases of the campaign, repre-
senting 87% of the time spent in the campaigns 
class. Practitioners spend only 27% of their time 
on those two phases. Practitioners seem to spend 
more time on the programming phase, which is 
the one phase that may or may not be actually 
implemented, depending on the client’s requests 
and the course requirements. This shows an 
incongruity between university practices and 
real-world needs. Perhaps future campaigns 
courses should include a programming element 
in their capstone course, which could help pre-
pare the students for their first job. 

Even when the programming phase is 
included in the course, students seem to feel 
they spend less time on it than the other parts 
of the campaign. While this could be that stu-
dents really do spend more time on the aca-
demically expected parts of the campaign than 
this part, they could report lower numbers here 
because the programming part is seen as fun and 
not class work. If this is the case, students may 

not accurately report their programming hours 
of “fun.”

While the time dedicated to the evaluation 
phase is not same for practitioners and students, 
it is the phase that students come closest to the 
time allocations of the practitioners in the real 
world. However, the numbers are still not close 
enough to point toward students fully under-
standing the ROPE process or being in line with 
what will be expected of them in the workplace.

The results of this study point to some peda-
gogical implications for faculty teaching adver-
tising and public relations. One of the key areas 
that need to be explained is how to differenti-
ate between research and evaluation. Perhaps a 
clearer, universally accepted, series of talking 
points would be useful. It is also evident that 
faculty may want to spend more time discussing 
when to stop researching at the beginning of the 
campaign. It appears that these students are not 
quite prepared with the critical skills to deter-
mine an end point to the research phase. As with 
many university courses, students in the cam-
paigns classes experienced different time commit-
ments to both the class and the project, despite 
faculty expectations. In order to assist students in 
determining the expected level of commitment 
to the course, faculty should be clear regarding 
how much time is required for student success. 
This required time could be explained in terms 
of minimum and maximum allocations and pro-
jected impact on the grade, while being clear that 
faculty are not just counting hours, but also look-
ing for quality output.

There are some limitations to this study. Per-
haps the most obvious one is that the results are 
limited to a small and specific grouping of stu-
dents at a specific point in their education. The 
enrollment in classes was based on where the 
students were in their respective programs, not 
their GPA. Therefore, this group of students may 
not be representative of advertising and public 
relations students as a whole. While that makes 
it impossible to generalize the findings, the 
study offers valuable guidance that is applicable 
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for others. Additionally, some of the students 
reported time, but did not itemize the task on 
which they were working. This made it impos-
sible for the researchers to verify if the code they 
reported truly fit the phase of the ROPE process 
indicated. Finally, there is always the possibility 
that the students in this study may not have been 
fully committed to the recording of their time 
and therefore may have either made up data or 
provided “best estimates” on the time cards. If 
the students saw the time card as “busy work,” 
they may have even decided to not complete the 
assignment at all.

Overall, this study shows that there is a dis-
connect between students learning of the theory 
of the campaigns process and the actual time 
spent on a campaign in a classroom setting and 
the workplace. Advertising and public relations 
students and faculty need to think more about 
how the theory can be applied and communi-
cated to bring the elements more in line with 
what their future employers will expect. 

The current study made no attempt to con-
nect student grades to the amount of time spent 
on the project. Perhaps that could reveal if stu-
dents with higher grades are closer to practi-
tioners in their understanding, application and 
implementation of the ROPE process. Addi-
tionally, hours reported were not compared to 
journals that students kept as part of the class. 
Therefore, future research could examine whether 
there is a connection between grades and time 
spent on the campaign and student satisfaction 
with the course and/or project and time spent. 
Future research could also endeavor to determine 
if current students perform more in line with the 
ROPE process and time allocation as the transi-
tion into a work setting.

references
1. Brandon, W. (2002). Experiential learning: A 

new research path to the study of journalism 
education. Journalism and Mass Communica-
tion Educator, 57(1), 59-66.

2. Commission for Public Relations Education 

(2006). The professional bond: Public rela-
tions education for the 21st century. Retrieved 
from http://www.commpred.org/_uploads/
report2-full.pdf.

3. Coombs, W. T., & Holladay, S. J. (2010). PR 
strategy and application: Managing influence. 
Maiden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell.

4. Culbertson, H. M., Jeffers, D. W., Stone, 
B. W., & Terrell, M. (1993). Social, politi-
cal, and economic contexts in public relations 
theory and cases. Hillsdale, New Jersey: Law-
rence Erlbaum Associates.

5. Dewey, J. (1938). Education and experience. 
New York: Simon and Schuster.

6. Dozier, D. M., & Broom, G. M. (1995). 
Evolution of the manager role in public rela-
tions. Journal of Public Relations Research, 
7(1), 3-26.

7. Farmer, B. (1997). Using SPE context anal-
ysis in the public relations campaigns class. 
Teaching Public Relations, 44. Retrieved from 
http://www.aejmc.net/PR/44farmer.htm.

8. Feldman, B. (1995). Journalism career paths 
and experiential learning. Journalism and 
Mass Communication Educator. 50(2), 59-66.

9. Gower, K. K., & Reber, B. H. (2006). Pre-
pared for practice? Student perceptions about 
requirements and preparation for public rela-
tions practice. Public Relations Review, 32(2), 
188-190.

10. Gremler, D.D.K, Hoffman, D., Keaveny, 
S.M., & Wright, L.K. (2000). Experien-
tial learning exercises in services market-
ing courses. Journal of Marketing Education, 
22(1), 35-44.

11. Hardin, M. C., & Pompper, D. (2004). Writ-
ing in the public relations curriculum: Prac-
titioner perceptions versus pedagogy. Public 
Relations Review, 30, 357-364.

12. Hawtrey, K. (2007). Using experiential learn-
ing techniques. Journal of Economic Educa-
tion, 38(2), 143-152.

13. Hendrix, J. A. (1998). Public relations cases. 
Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. 

14. Hendrix, J. A., & Hayes, D. C. (2010). Public 



Farwell and Tindall  Making the ROPE process real 22

relations cases (8th ed.). Boston: Wadsworth.
15. Hunter, D. (2007). The virtual student/client 

experience. Journal of American Academy of 
Business, 12(1), 88-92.

16. Joplin, L. (1985). On defining experiential 
education. In R. J. Kraft & M Sakofs (Eds.), 
The Theory of Experiential Education. Boulder, 
CO: Association for Experiential Education.

17. Kelly, K.S. (1998). Effective Fundraising 
Management. Mahwah, NJ: Earlbaum. 

18. Kelly, K. S. (2001). Stewardship: The fifth 
step in the public relations process. In R. L. 
Heath (Ed.), Handbook of Public Relations. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

19. Kirschner, P. A., Sweller, J., & Clark, R. E. 
(2006). Why minimal guidance during 
instruction does not work: An instructional 
analysis of the failure of constructivist, dis-
covery, problem-based, experiential and 
inquiry-based teaching. Educational Psycholo-
gist, 41(2), 75-86.

20. Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning: 
Experience as the source of learning and devel-
opment. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

21. Kolb, A. Y. & Kolb, D. A. (2005). Learning 
styles and learning spaces: Enhancing experi-
ential learning in higher education. Academy 
of Management Learning & Education. 4(2), 
193-212.

22. Lewin, K. (1951). Field theory in social sci-
ences. New York: Harper and Row.

23. Maudsley, G. & Strivens, J. (2000). Pro-
moting professional knowledge, experiential 
learning and critical thinking for medical 
students. Medical Education, 34, 535-544.

24. Scovotti, C., & Spiller, L.D. (2009). Experi-
ential learning in capstone courses through 
the Great Case Debate. Journal of Advertising 
Education, 13(1), 25-37.

25. Silverman, D. (2007). Organ donation 
awareness campaigns in the PR campaigns 
course. Journalism and Mass Communication 
Educator. 61(4), 411-428.

26. Stuhlfaut, M., & Berman, M. (2010) 
Rethinking learning objectives of a cam-
paigns approach to advertising capstone 
courses. Journal of Advertising Education. 
14(1), 46-52.


