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Abstract
'The public relations industry encompasses areas such as crisis communication, social media, and
strategic communication as a management function. As noted in previous research of the public
relations education landscape, one significant need is for public relations students to have better
business acumen. This study builds on a recent study that suggested there were eight themes that
connected dynamic capabilities and crisis public relations management. This two-staged quali-
tative and quantitative study of public relations professionals, students, and educators examines
the relationship between public relations education and these eight themes. A key finding is that
public relations educators need to provide students with relevant business skills and knowledge
as a core requirement, especially given the sizable gap between professional and faculty per-
spectives of students’levels of preparedness to enter volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous

(VUCA) business environments.

The world is in constant flux. In 2020, for example,
we saw a global shift to remote or online work be-
cause of the COVID-19 pandemic that impacted or-
ganizations’ management of employees, productivity,
and the processes used to engage with employees and
stakeholders. While it is not always possible to predict
changes or crises, especially those on the magnitude
of those that were a result of the global COVID-19
pandemic, a core part of being successful as a public
relations professional depends on one’s ability to un-
derstand and keep up with industry changes (Forrest,
2019). Similarly, public relations education should
also adapt to the industry’s changes, new communica-
tion technologies, and best practices by training pub-

lic relations students in the areas of business literacy
and business acumen (Commission on Public Rela-
tions Education, 2018; Devereux & Peirson-Smith,
2009; Krishna et al., 2020; Swanson, 2019).
Dynamic capabilities (DC) is a strategic man-
agement construct that has gained much attention
in the past few decades for its ability to provide ex-
planatory and predictive insights for organizations
through three integrated activities. These activities,
sensing, seizing, and transforming, help organiza-
tions navigate change in a world where change is the
only constant (Teece et al., 1997; Helfat et al., 2007).
These three processes are, in many ways, similar to
the management process of public relations as found
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in systems such as RPIE, which is research, planning,
implementation, evaluation (PRSA, n.d.). There is,
however, limited research that connects the dynamic
capabilities framework with public relations educa-
tion. Although Kim (2021) examined the connection
between DC and public relations crisis communica-
tion practices, this study seeks to explore whether stu-
dents are being equipped with dynamic capabilities
competencies by their public relations programs. Fur-
thermore, this study looks at whether or not faculty
and industry professionals view the current prepara-
tion of entry-level public relations as being adequate
in the areas of dynamic capabilities.

Literature Review
A Lack of Preparation of Public Relations Students
with Business Acumen: In a study of the public rela-
tions education landscape and the essential skills and
tools required to make students successful, Krishna
et al. (2020) found that while “writing, listening, and
creativity” (p. 33) are the three most important skills
an aspiring public relations professional should have,
there is also a critical need for business acumen. These
findings support the conclusion by the Commission on
Public Relations Education (2018) that there is a lack
of new technological, business, and global landscape
training for public relations students. These findings
also reinforce Attansey et al.’s (2008) declaration that
public relations educational programs should reflect
the times and require “teaching methods that are not
immutable to change ... problem-based learning has
an important place in our contemporary approaches
to teaching public relations” (p. 37).

Educators need to provide real-life and indus-
try-specific training in the classroom so that entry-lev-
el professionals have the competencies demanded in
an ever-changing world. A study by Neff et al. (1999)
of the desired characteristics for entry-level and ad-
vanced level professionals in public relations conclud-
ed that there were significant gaps between desired
outcomes of education and those found in the opin-
ions of both practitioners and educators. This may
suggest that the effective education and equipping of
the next generation of public relations professionals
is challenging. The reason for this difficulty is high-
lighted by the Commission on Public Relations Ed-
ucation’s (2018) report, which argued that public re-
lations is a complex and changing industry, and there
is “no one-size-fits-all list of knowledge, abilities, and
skills that is applicable for every job in every public

relations setting” (p. 25). This aligns with Sparks and
Patrice’s (1998) recommendation to integrate “current
technology into traditional teaching methods in order
to accommodate the needs of the current market as
well as future practitioners” (p. 44). The importance of
understanding business literacy is also supported by
Swanson (2019), who suggests that public relations is
a bellwether within society, a leader of trends, and so
when things within the industry change, they change
for public relations professionals first: “There are huge
changes going on in our society. Public relations as a
profession stimulates those changes and is mirroring
them” (p. 76). Similarly, Devereuz and Peirson-Smith
(2009) argue that public relations professionals must
“adapt to these new environments and make the nec-
essary changes on behalf of organizations and expert-
ly communicate with stakeholders” (p. 219). There-
fore, the importance of equipping students to listen,
understand the business landscape, engage in strate-
gic communication within the digital landscape, and
conduct research effectively has come to the forefront
as an essential competency in order for them to enter
the industry successfully.
Dynamic Capabilities Theory: Dynamic capabilities
theory, defined as an “organization’s ability to achieve
new and innovative forms of competitive advantage
given path dependencies and market positions” (Teece
et al., 1997, p. 516), was first presented by Teece et
al. in 1997, and this seminal article has now been cit-
ed more than 39,000 times by scholars in a range of
disciples, including strategic management, crisis com-
munication, and business development. Teece et al’s
(1997) initial study aimed to address the disconnect in
research between competitive advantages that organi-
zations held and internal and external capabilities that
were firm-specific. The conclusions were that an orga-
nization has dynamic capabilities if it can “integrate,
build, and reconfigure internal and external compe-
tencies to address rapidly changing environments” (p.
516). Firms with dynamic capabilities can stay relevant
within their business market and remain competitive
as they continue to adapt to future challenges.
Because of such broad relevance, a number of
areas have been examined, including the theory and
framework of dynamic capabilities within business
strategy and management (e.g., Augier & Teece,
2009), operational abilities (e.g., Cepeda & Vera,
2007), human resources (e.g., Festing & Eidems,
2011), supply chain management (e.g., Cheng et al.,
2014; Clifford & Fugate, 2010), project management
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(e.g., Davies & Brandy, 2016), entrepreneurship (e.g.,
Townsend & Busenitz, 2015), and technology and in-
novation management (e.g., Cai & Tylecote, 2008).
As a result of the broadening research and application
scope of dynamic capabilities, the definition needed
to adapt. A proposed updated definition for dynamic
capabilities is as follows: “the capacity of an organiza-
tion to purposefully create, extend, and modify its re-
source base,” with the understanding of the resource
base to be the “tangible, intangible, and human assets
(or resources) as well as capabilities which the organi-
zation owns, controls, or has access to on a preferen-
tial basis” (Helfat et al., 2007, p. 4).

Schilke et al. (2018) conducted an extensive liter-
ature review to reveal that most research in dynamic
capabilities had become empirical, in contrast to the
earlier days where the research was highly conceptu-
al. Kump et al. (2019) confirmed this development
in dynamic capabilities theory in their study of 325
peer-reviewed articles about dynamic capabilities
between 1997 (the year Teece et al. introduced the
construct) and 2018. They concluded that dynamic
capabilities are “latent capabilities that manifest in
observable routines and their outcomes” (p. 1156).
Additionally, the Kump et al. (2019) study consid-
ered previously suggested sub-scales (e.g., Cepeda
& Vera, 2007; Corréa et al., 2019; Wohlgemuth &
Wenzel. 2016) and combined them into a 14-factor
scale that focused on the items of sensing, seizing, and
transforming. “Sensing” had five factors: 1) knowing
the best practices in the market; 2) being up-to-date
on the current market situation; 3) systematically
searching for current market situation information; 4)
knowing how to access new information; and 5) keep-
ing an eye on competitor activities (Kump et al., 2019,
p- 1158). “Seizing” comprised four factors: 1) quickly
relating the knowledge attained; 2) recognizing what
new information can be utilized within an organiza-
tion; 3) utilizing the new technological knowledge
into practice; and (4) initiating product innovation,
and using current information to develop new prod-
ucts and services (Kump et al., 2019, p. 1158). Finally,
“transformation” had four factors: 1) defining clear
responsibilities that allow for successful implementa-
tion of plans for changes; 2) consistently pursuing de-
cisions on planned changes within the organization;
3) seeing projects that implement changes through
to completion consistently, despite unforeseen inter-
ruptions and; (4) putting change projects into practice
alongside daily business activities (Kump et al., 2019,

p-1158).

Dynamic Capabilities and Public Relations Education:
Despite the thousands of articles related to dynamic
capabilities, the framework has limited studies within
the realm of public relations. Kim (2021) completed
one such relevant study, using the 14-item scale by
Kump et al. (2019) to conduct a qualitative study of
22 public relations practitioners that may help pro-
vide a theoretical bridge between dynamic capabilities
and public relations crisis communication practices.
According to Kim (2021), eight themes bridge dy-
namic capabilities practices and public relations prac-
tices: (1) listening, (2) responding, (3) responsibility,
(4) planning, (5) reaction, (6) human dignity in com-
munication, (7) action-orientation, and (8) agility. Al-
though there have been no studies to bridge dynam-
ic capabilities with public relations education, Teece
(2011) championed the usage of dynamic capabilities
within business school curriculums to train students.
Teece suggested that the dynamic capabilities frame-
work allows students and educators to “grapple effec-
tively with today’s — let alone tomorrow’s — problems
... primarily from a more fundamental failure to in-
tegrate discipline-based research, and properly link
theory and practice” (p. 499).

Student-run Firms, PRSSA, & Dynamic Capabilities:
Finally, research suggests that out-of-classroom ed-
ucational opportunities such as a student-run firm
(Maben & Whitson, 2013; Swanson, 2011) and par-
ticipation with a Public Relations Student Society of
America (PRSSA) chapter (Sparks & Conwell, 1998;
Rogers, 2014) can develop and provide significant
business experience and understanding to students.
Students’ ability to gain valuable experience is also a
key component of student-run firms. It is these lived
experiences with clients and running of campaigns
that “educate, or mis-educate, and provide hands-on
learning preparing students for their next experiences”
(Maben & Whitson, 2013, p. 5). There is, however, yet
to be a study that connects the business skills learned
through these co-curricular experiences and the
framework of dynamic capabilities, a construct that
has gained traction and credibility within the strategic
business realm.

In conclusion, there is a lack of research on the
integration of dynamic capabilities education, which
has been pushed for business programs (Teece, 2011),
and its potential for public relations. This study, thus,
seeks to build on the research conducted with public
relations professionals (Kim, 2021) and explore the
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perceived effectiveness of PR educational pedagogy in
preparing students according to the eight themes. The
following question and hypothesis guided the study:
RQ1: What is the perception among educators
and students in public relations courses relat-
ed to the eight themes of dynamic capabilities
and public relations as found by Kim (2021)?
H1: Students who participate in public re-
lations clubs and/or agencies will express a
self-perception of higher levels of effectiveness
regarding the eight themes related to dynamic
capabilities and public relations (Kim, 2021).

Method

This study utilized a two-staged, mixed-method re-
search approach to explore the connection between
public relations education and dynamic capabilities.
The first stage of research with professionals helped
identify the need and perceived gaps within the public
relations educational experience, especially in regard
to dynamic capabilities-related skills. This first stage
informed the need to ask students and faculty of their
perceptions of their dynamic capabilities.

Stage One: Initial Qualitative Study Method
Instrument Design: Basing the questions on the Kump
et al. (2019) scale, a qualitative survey question asked
a purposive sample of public relations and strategic
communication professionals in high-ranking posi-
tions at agencies, corporate organizations, and non-
profit organizations. Respondents were also invited
utilizing appeals on social media, including the Ac-
credited Public Relations Professionals (APR) group
on LinkedIn. Those who chose to participate were
then directed to a SurveyMonkey.com questionnaire,
where they provided demographic information and
answered a qualitative question related to the study.
'This data collection method allows for deep reflec-
tion and the ability to have complete thoughts when
completing the survey (James, 2017; James & Bush-
er, 2006; Hawkins, 2018) and allows professionals to
provide answers thoughtfully at their own pace, with-
out pressure from the interviewer (Bowden & Galin-
do-Gonzalez, 2015; James, 2017).

In order to prepare the professionals, a description
of dynamic capabilities and the three stages (sensing,
seizing, and transformation) was provided to help
norm the responses. The question that was asked of
the professionals was as follows:

Studies show that there is a gap between the

practice of public relations crisis communica-
tion and the education delivered to students.
What are the strengths and weaknesses of en-
try-level communication professionals being
prepared to navigate crisis communications
using dynamic capabilities? Is there anything
that educators can do to better prepare future
professionals in this area?
Participant Demographics: A total of 22 professionals
responded to this qualitative survey instrument with
a qualified response. A majority of the respondents
(86.36%, n=19) identified as female and were in the
35-44 age range (45.45%, n=10). Other ages repre-
sented were in the 25-34 age range (36.36%, n=8)
and the 45-54 age range (18.18%, n=4). The indus-
tries represented included professional services, social
media management, higher education, entertainment,
agencies, food public relations, insurance, healthcare,
retail, and aerospace. The represented job titles were
also diverse, including those of director, president, vice
president, social media manager, director of corporate
communications, communication specialists, digital
content strategist, and senior account executive. The
professionals had a range of experience, with the ma-
jority having 11 to 15 years (36.36%, n=8), followed
by eight to ten years of experience (22.72%, n=5); the
three to seven-year range (18.18%, n=4); more than
16 years of experience (13.63%, n=3); and one to two
years of experience (9.09%, n=2). Almost a quarter of
the respondents (23.81%. n=5) had the professional
credential of being an Accredited Public Relations
(APR) professional. Finally, of the 21 who respond-
ed to this question, 85.71% (n=18) stated that they
were currently “tasked with developing strategies for
communicating on behalf of organizations.” Finally,
all 22 respondents responded to a question on wheth-
er they manage others in their communication/public
relations department, with 16 (72.72%) answering
positively.

Stage Two: Secondary Quantitative Study Method

Instrument Design: After concluding the first stage
of this study, a quantitative survey was developed
to reach out to a purposive sample of students and
faculty studying and teaching public relations at the
university level. This second stage of research was
launched by using SurveyMonkey.com as the collec-
tion method. The survey was shared on social media
platforms, asking that only public relations students
and faculty participate and asking that the survey be
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shared with others who would fit that profile. A sur-
vey incentive of four $25 Amazon.com gift cards was
used to attract participation. A total of 49 responses
were collected. When respondents began the survey,
they were first presented with the following descrip-
tion to frame dynamic capabilities, as well as the goal
of the study:

Dynamic capability is defined by Kump et al.
(2019) as “organizational capabilities that al-
low firms to ‘build and renew resources and
assets [...], reconfiguring them as needed
to innovate and respond to (or bring about)
changes in the market and in the business en-
vironment” (p. 1149). This study aims to better
understand how dynamic capabilities may be
taught/learned within public relations pro-
grams at universities.

For students consenting to participate, demo-
graphic questions included questions about rank as
a student or faculty, gender, state of residence, uni-
versity type (public or private, two-year or four-year
institution), major (or minor as it relates to public
relations), and whether they participate in a public
relations student-run agency and/or PRSSA. Faculty
were asked additional questions about how long they
have been teaching and their highest degree earned.
'The next section of the survey asked questions related
to dynamic capabilities, the eight themes identified
by Kim (2021) as related to and important for the
public relations process. Respondents were asked to
share their perception regarding their program’s ef-
fectiveness in preparing students for each of the eight
themes, using a 5-point Likert Scale. The scale ranged
from highly ineffective to highly effective. Finally, re-
spondents were asked to answer an open-ended ques-
tion regarding the education of public relations and
dynamic capabilities and the best method for educat-
ing students.

Participant Demographics: Among the 49 respondents,
83.7% (n=41) identified as public relations students,
with the remainder identifying as public relations fac-
ulty (n=8). Of the 41 students, 68.3% (n=28) stated
that they were in a public relations club (for example,
PRSSA), a public relations student agency, or both.
Females made up 71.4% (n=35) of all respondents,
and 28.6% (n=14) identified as male. Additionally,
62.5% (n=30) stated they were at a private university
compared to the 37.5% (n=18) at a public institution;
22.45% (n=11) stated that they went to a 2-year insti-
tution, while 77.55% (n=38) went to a 4-year school.

Study Results and Analysis
Stage One Results and Analysis

Four key themes emerged related to PR educa-

tion from the 22 qualitative survey responses from the
strategic communication and public relations profes-
sionals: (1) the need for scenario-based simulation
exercises, (2) the need for basic emotional intelligence
and common sense, (3) the need for strategic prob-
lem-solving abilities and business acumen, and finally,
(4) the need for real-world experience, while educa-
tion serves as a foundation.
The Need for Scenario-based Simulation Exercises: One
repeated response by professionals was that students
need to be prepared to understand that many fac-
tors must be considered in the real world, and several
suggested the usage of simulations or playing out of
situational analysis exercises. An aerospace industry
professional tasked with developing strategies for an
organization explained:

One thing that is very difficult to emulate in

the classroom is the emotional toll of a crisis

situation and communication response. When
students are working on a class project, their
livelihoods and safety net are not on the line
like they might be during a crisis situation later
on.
The suggestion, therefore, was to “have students
working on a project, then completely change the na-
ture or content of the project one or two weeks be-
fore it’s due.” This kind of crisis situational response
management was supported by a managing partner
with 8-10 years of experience in the marketing and
entertainment who argued for “random implementa-
tion of a crisis situation” with an element of surprise
to help make it feel more “real.” A president and chief
storyteller with 11-15 years of experience in public
relations stated that students should have to work
through more “real-world scenarios ... Less theory/
terminology, and more planning.”

Similarly, from the suggestion to work on cri-
sis plans as a way to have experiential learning, the
professionals expressed the need for fewer “passive
lessons” and increased “engaging lessons.” An asso-
ciate professor teaching public relations summed up
this thought by stating that students should be put in
an actual “situation where it’s real and has important
consequences based on their actions.” The need, then,
for scenario-based simulation experiences was clearly
defined. The next theme that was observed, the need
to examine real-world examples and cases, was also a
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recommendation in the same vein.

Emotional Intelligence and Common Sense: 'The im-
portance of thinking and having common sense is
something that many professionals highlighted as an
essential factor for training. A vice president of com-
munications at a nonprofit with more than 16 years
of experience said, “It boils down to common sense
and the ability to THINK rather than regurgitate in-
formation from classes.” A quality assurance manag-
er in higher education with 8-10 years of experience
echoed this sentiment, providing specific elements
sought in a hire: “high level of EQ, maturity and com-
mon sense with nuanced communication skills (both
writing and speaking).”’The need for maturity and the
ability to think and have emotional intelligence was
highlighted by this professional. The importance of
emotional intelligence was repeated by a director of
corporate communications in the healthcare industry
with more than 16 years of experience and is an ac-
credited public relations (APR) professional: “Emo-
tional intelligence and self-awareness are critical to
entry-level professionals.” A social media manager
tasked with developing strategies for communica-
tion said emotional intelligence is essential: “We’re
in a time when authenticity and real connection are
valued at a premium. So following a crisis commu-
nication plan without questioning, personalizing, or
throwing it out if it doesn't fit your organization can
leave people with the sense that the organization is
being inauthentic or unfeeling.” With all of this, it is
clear that professionals valued the ability to think in-
dependently, have common sense, and have emotional
intelligence as well.

Strategic Problem-Solving Abilities & Business Acu-
men: One area highlighted as important by a num-
ber of professionals was the importance of business
acumen in having strategic problem-solving abilities.
One participant said that students would be better
prepared if educators were “realistic about the nature
of company dynamics while also equipping students
with a more diverse set of responses that can be ap-
plied to any industry.” This sentiment was similar to
that of an accredited public relations professional in
the telecommunications industry with 11-15 years of
experience. This individual said that it is important for
new professionals to know how to navigate “different
personalities, approval levels, industries.”

Real-World Experience is Required: The final theme
that was observed was the importance of real-world
experience. One participant mentioned that although

education “provides a good foundation for entry-lev-
el communication professionals to begin their career,
true learning and understanding is hands-on experi-
ence in the workplace.” This sentiment is echoed by
other professionals, who believe that educational ex-
periences alone would never be sufficient, no matter
what the quality, as “ultimately, every situation and
crisis environment is different.” A vice president at
a marketing and public relations agency argued that
only “time on the job and learning from others who
have experience dealing with situations on all levels”
would bridge this gap. Another participant, an ac-
credited public relations professional in the telecom-
munications industry with 11-15 years of experience,
said: “I don’t think it comes with education in school;
I think it comes with work experience, navigating
different personalities, approval levels, industries, etc.
Everyone is always learning in this area.”

Stage Two Study Results and Analysis

First, descriptive statistics were used to understand
the perceptions related to effectiveness of the eight
scale items and PR programs. The scale item with
the highest strongest result was Human Dignity in
Communication (z = 46, M= 4.63, SD =.80). 'This was
followed by Responsibility (7 = 46, M= 4.43, 8D =.91)
and Planning (7 = 46, M=4.17, §D =.90). Responding
was next (n = 46, M= 4.11, SD =.82) which was close-
ly followed by Listening (n = 46, M= 4.07, 8D =.93),
Action-orientation, (z = 46, M= 4.04, SD =.82), and
Reaction (7 = 46, M= 4.00, SD =1.01). 'The lowest re-
sult was with Agility (n = 46, M= 3.90, §D =1.00).
‘There was, therefore, a difference of 0.73 points be-
tween the strongest result (Human Dignity in Com-
munication) and the weakest result (Agility).

Next, to examine the study’s hypothesis, an inde-
pendent-samples t-test was conducted on each of the
eight Likert-scale themes. This was to test whether
there was a significant difference between students
who had participated in either the school’s chapter
of the Public Relations Student Society of America
(PRSSA) and/or a student-run firm compared with
students who had not participated in these co-cur-
ricular activities. Of the 38 student respondents, 27
participated in a student-run agency and/or PRSSA,
and 11 did not. The eight t-test results are as follows:

Students who had participated in either the
school’s chapter of PRSSA and/or a student-run firm
will have a stronger perception of the effectiveness
of public relations courses teaching the concept of
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Human Dignity in Communication compared with
students who are not involved in these co-curricular
activities. The T-test was not significant, (14.63) =
1.01, p = .32, even though those who participated in
PRSSA and/or a student-run public relations agen-
cy had a higher mean (M=4.77, SD=0.51) compared
with those who did not participate in these activities
(M=4.54, SD=0.69).

Students who had participated in either the
school’s chapter of PRSSA and/or a student-run firm
will have a stronger perception of the effectiveness of
public relations courses teaching the concept of Lis-
tening compared with students who are not involved
in these co-curricular activities. The T-test was not
significant, 23.05) = .14, p = .89, even though those
who participated in PRSSA and/or a student-run
public relations agency had a higher mean (M=4.22,
SD=0.93) compared to those who did not participate
in these activities (M=4.18, SD=0.75).

Students who had participated in either the
school’s chapter of PRSSA and/or a student-run
firm will have a stronger perception of the eftective-
ness of public relations courses teaching the concept
of Responding compared with students who are not
involved in these co-curricular activities. The T-test
was not significant, #(34.99) = -.53, p = .60, even
though those who participated in PRSSA and/or a
student-run public relations agency had a lower mean
(M=4.15, SD=0.99) compared with those who did
not participate in these activities (M=4.27, SD=0.47).

Students who had participated in either the
school’s chapter of PRSSA and/or a student-run firm
will have a stronger perception of the effectiveness of
public relations courses teaching the concept of Re-
sponsibility compared with students who are not in-
volved in these co-curricular activities. The T-test was
not significant, #25.20) = .37, p = .97, even though
those who participated in PRSSA and/or a stu-
dent-run public relations agency had a higher mean
(M=4.56, SD=0.93) compared with those who did
not participate in these activities (IM=4.55, SD=0.69).

Students who had participated in either the
school’s chapter of PRSSA and/or a student-run firm
will have a stronger perception of the effectiveness of
public relations courses teaching the concept of Plan-
ning compared with students who are not involved
in these co-curricular activities. The T-test was not
significant, #(32.97) = -.95, p = .35, even though those
who participated in PRSSA and/or a student-run
public relations agency had a lower mean (M=4.22,

SD=0.97) compared with those who did not partici-
pate in these activities (M=4.45, SD=0.52).

Students who had participated in either the
school’s chapter of PRSSA and/or a student-run firm
will have a stronger perception of the effectiveness of
public relations courses teaching the concept of re-
action compared with students who are not involved
in these co-curricular activities. The T-test was sig-
nificant, (22.94) = -2.64, p = .01, but supported the
null hypothesis as those who participated in PRSSA
and/or a student-run public relations agency had a
lower mean (IM=3.81, SD=1.00) compared with those
who did not participate in these activities (IM=4.64,
SD=0.81).

Students who had participated in either the
school’s chapter of PRSSA and/or a student-run firm
will have a stronger perception of the effectiveness of
public relations courses teaching the concept of Ac-
tion-orientation compared with students who are not
involved in these co-curricular activities. The T-test
was not significant, #(18.46) = -.22, p = .83, even
though those who participated in PRSSA and/or a
student-run public relations agency had a lower mean
(M=4.22, SD=0.64) compared with those who did
not participate in these activities (M=4.27, SD=0.64).

Students who had participated in either the
school’s chapter of PRSSA and/or a student-run firm
will have a stronger perception of the effectiveness of
public relations courses teaching the concept of agility
compared with students who are not involved in these
co-curricular activities. The T-test was not significant
#29.82) = -.69, p = .41, even though those who par-
ticipated in PRSSA and/or a student-run public re-
lations agency had a lower mean (M=3.96, SD=0.98)
compared with those who did not participate in these
activities (M=4.18, SD=0.60).

'The results showed that all but one of the themes
were not significant, thus supporting the null hypoth-
esis. The only theme that was significant was that of
Reaction, defined in the study as “the ability to help
an organization quickly react and mobilize resources
to manage issues and prevent even larger crises from
occurring.” The group of students who did not partic-
ipate in PRSSA or a public relations agency scored
significantly higher (IM=4.64, SD=0.81) versus those
who were in a student group (M=3.81, SD=1.00).

Discussion
'This study provides new insight into public relations
education that has not been explored in previous
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studies, as it introduces the theoretical construct of
dynamic capabilities into the world of public rela-
tions education. As Attansey et al. (2008) strongly
suggest, public relations educators should not have
teaching methods that are ‘immutable to change” (p.
37). As the world grapples with the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the latest challenge faced in a
VUCA world, the need for new skills and abilities to
adapt is even more important. Public relations practi-
tioners are crafting communication messages and are
also involved in strategy, organizational design, and
relationships with those in all their publics. There-
fore, more than ever, public relations educators should
provide students with business skills and knowledge
as a core requirement (Commission on Public Rela-
tions Education, 2018; Devereux & Peirson-Smith,
2009; Krishna et al., 2020; Swanson, 2019) and pre-
pare students to engage in a world that is continually
changing.

An interesting finding from this study revealed
a gap between professional and faculty perspectives
of students being prepared to enter VUCA environ-
ments and the perceived preparation of students. This
gap may be seen, in some respect, as a continuation of
the distance that Neff et al. (1999) found in their study
two decades ago. While the professionals emphasized
areas such as needing more real-world practice, better
business acumen, and emotional intelligence to navi-
gate complex communication environments, students
reported feeling very equipped. The majority of stu-
dents felt that their programs were either highly effec-
tive or effective in preparing them in all areas except
for agility. This is particularly interesting, as agility re-
quires the ability to pivot and transform in situations
quickly. Since professionals and educators seemed to
emphasize the need for students to be more equipped
at thinking in high-change situations, and students
feel the least prepared in this area, PR programs could
integrate more course assignments, pedagogical prac-
tices, or co-curricular opportunities that require the
reliance on the ability to be successful in the situation.

Additionally, professionals and educators empha-
sized a need for greater emotional intelligence and
self-awareness among young professionals in VUCA
environments. This is an important component in
preparing students to manage their own experiences
and professional influence throughout VUCA envi-
ronments. When examining student responses, it was
interesting to note that the two highest factors for
which they felt they were equipped were operating

within human dignity and responsibility, representing
two sides of the ethical commitments for PR profes-
sionals. Students then felt ready to be loyal to their
organization and effectively communicate while bal-
ancing the public’s ethical obligation to protect their
dignity through truthful, authentic, and honest com-
munication. In the past several years, the PR curricu-
lum has had a needed and important focus on ethics
in PR. This study indicates it may be essential to pair
these conversations with an understanding of oneself
within the discipline. This way, programs will be able
to equip students to serve the client or organization
and the public and have a strong sense of professional
identity and personal awareness throughout.
Student-run Firms, PRSSA, & Dynamic Capabilities:
One key way students can learn skills and grow in
their confidence is through co-curricular activities
such as participating in their local PRSSA chapter or
engaging in real-life campaigns with clients through
their student-run agency (Maben & Whitson, 2013;
Swanson, 2011). It would have made sense, then, in
light of the applied experience in student groups, for
respondents in this study to feel more prepared in the
eight key themes. However, it was surprising to find
there was no difference between students who were
active in student groups compared with those who
were not. Perhaps even more surprising was the one
area that did show a difference. Students who were
not part of student groups felt more prepared for re-
activity.

With professionals often asserting that some
things cannot be learned in class (and thus students
need real-world experience), many curriculums in-
tegrate as many applied learning opportunities as
possible. Student groups represent an incredible op-
portunity for this kind of learning (Swanson, 2011).
Within the context of student-run groups, facul-
ty members help mitigate the impact of students
needing to “react,” as the faculty person leads during
VUCA situations. Alternatively, it could be that, as
students experience actual VUCA environments in
student groups, they also recognize their gap in ap-
plied versus theoretical experience of managing situa-
tions like this. If that is the case, they may have scored
themselves lower based on applied experience, while
students who had no hands-on experience through a
student group felt more prepared simply because they
had not yet dealt with a situation that placed them in
a VUCA environment.

Pedagogical Implications: The ability to bring lessons
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to life with real-life experience is the key finding of
this study. Educators interested in guiding students to
gain dynamic capabilities should consider integrating
opportunities for students to engage in sense-making
activities, providing hands-on experience in making
decisions with real consequences, and encourag-
ing activities that require students to problem-solve.
While the classroom provides many opportunities for
students to learn and engage in these areas, a more
prudent and longer-term plan that has already proven
effective builds on the knowledge, skills, and abilities
(KSA%) learned to engage students in real-life expe-
riences. Whether this is building a student-run (or
even faculty-led) agency or working on projects for an
actual client, the tenets of dynamic capabilities can be
instilled within students if they are allowed to take on
real-life problems.

Professionals also recommended options that
would mimic VUCA environments, such as running
more simulations as a core part of PR pedagogy. Ad-
ditionally, a recommendation by one professional cen-
tered on “changing the assignment” midway through
the process to show students that things can shift
and to help them learn to react and adapt effective-
ly. The challenges for educators come with manag-
ing increased student stress and engagement in the
classroom, investing substantial time into pedagogical
applications such as simulations (which often require
additional investment to design, run, and evaluate
effectively), and integrating these practices across an
entire curriculum.

Limitations and Future Research
Perhaps the most important limitation of this study
was the smaller size of the response. Trying to get
students to complete an online study in the midst
of school, primarily when school was remote due to
COVID-19, was a challenge. It was equally challeng-
ing to get professionals and educators to participate
in the study for the same reason. While this study
was able to get a base understanding, a larger sam-
ple size would allow for more statistical analysis to
be run with higher levels of confidence and reliability.
With a larger sample size, other interesting areas to
study would be differences between private and public
schools, small and large programs, and between male
and female perspectives. It would also be good to have
a larger sample size of educators to participate and
compare the educators’ assumed effectiveness ver-
sus the perception of effectiveness by the student. It

should also be noted that this study is based on a re-
sults by Kim (2021), which had a limited scope with
just 22 participants.

A future study in this area also may benefit from
a qualitative interview, in addition to the quantitative
study, to provide another layer of understanding, es-
pecially in regard to the perceptions of the students
and their dynamic capabilities. Additionally, it may
be interesting to examine individual ratings of DC
and cross compare the eight themes as found by Kim
(2021) against the DC scale that Kump et al. (2019)
found for organizations. Future studies may also ben-
efit from having a training session on dynamic capa-
bilities, with a before and after study. Future studies
could explore the recommendations that this study
provided for curricular design and pedagogical prac-
tices for public relations programs and compare it
against PR syllabi to see if the academy is aligned with
the business world demands, especially in a VUCA
environment. Finally, given the importance of online
educational pathways that COVID-19 has uncovered,
special attention should be given to how these learning
outcomes and abilities related to DC could be provid-
ed in digital-only learning environments.

Conclusion

It is more important than ever for public relations
education and practice to be closely connected, es-
pecially in this VUCA world that includes dynamics
such as COVID-19 and the resulting global pan-
demic. Teece’s (2011) strong suggestion that dynamic
capabilities be a foundational framework for busi-
ness schools should also be extended to those study-
ing public relations. As public relations has pivoted
to embrace ways to help organizations navigate the
VUCA world, educators recognize the need to do the
same in our curriculums. Leveraging the theory of
dynamic capabilities, emphasizing the eight themes
applicable to public relations professionals, unlocks a
myriad of potentials for curricular and co-curricular
learning. This study suggests that to maintain rele-
vance and prepare students for the new world that
entry-level PR professionals will enter, integrating
a commitment to dynamic capabilities throughout
a curriculum will benefit students’ long-term learn-
ing. More than simply a one-time assignment or a
set model, dynamic capabilities are, in many ways,
one of the “soft skills” that will be the differentiating
competency to position students to thrive in VUCA
environments as young professionals.



Teaching Journalism & Mass Communication 11(2), 2021 + 25

References

Attansey, M., Okigbo, C., & Schmidt, M. (2008).
Preparing PR students for the brave new
world: Students’ perceptions of problem-based
learning. Public Relations Quarterly, 52(2), 29.
Retrieved from: https://search.proquest.com/
docview/222400151

Augier, M., & Teece, D. ]J. (2009). Dynamic capabili-
ties and the role of managers in business strategy
and economic performance. Organization Science,
20(2), 410-421.

Bowden, C., & Galindo-Gonzalez, S. (2015). Inter-
viewing when you're not face-to-face: The use of
email interviews in a phenomenological study.
International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 10,79-
92. https://doi.org/10.28945/2104

Bundy, J., Pfarrer, M. D., Short, C. E., & Coombs,
W.T. (2017). Crises and crisis management:
Integration, interpretation, and research devel-
opment. In Journal of Management (Vol. 43).
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206316680030

Cai, J., & Tylecote, A. (2008). Corporate governance
and technological dynamism of Chinese firms in
mobile telecommunications: a quantitative study.
Research Policy, 37(10), 1790-1811.

Cepeda, G., & Vera, D. (2007). Dynamic capabili-
ties and operational capabilities: A knowledge
management perspective. Journal of Business Re-
search, 60(5), 426-437. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jbusres.2007.01.013

Cheng, J. H., Chen, M. C., & Huang, C. M. (2014).
Assessing inter-organizational innovation
performance through relational governance and
dynamic capabilities in supply chains. Supply
Chain Management, 19(2), 173-186.

Clifford Defee, C., & Fugate, B. S. (2010). Changing
perspective of capabilities in the dynamic supply
chain era. International Journal of Logistics Man-
agement, 21(2), 180-206.

Commission on Public Relations Education (2018).
Fast forward: Foundations + future state. Edu-
cators + practitioners: The Commission on Public
Relations Education 2017 report on undergrad-

uate education. http://www.commissionpred.

org/ commission-reports/fast-forward-founda-
tions-future-stateeducators-practitioners/

Corréa, R. O., Bueno, E. V., Kato, H.T., & Silva, L.
M. D. O. (2019). Dynamic managerial capabili-
ties: Scale development and validation. Manage-
rial and Decision Economics, 40(1), 3-15. https://

doi.org/10.1002/mde.2974

Davies, A., & Brady, T. (2016). Explicating the
dynamics of project capabilities. International
Journal of Project Management, 34(2), 314-327.

Devereux, M. M., & Peirson-Smith, A. (2009).
Public Relations in Asia Pacific: Communicating
effectively across cultures. John Wiley & Sons
(Asia) Pte. Ltd.

Festing, M., & Eidems, J. (2011). A process perspec-
tive on transnational HRM systems — a dy-
namic capability-based analysis. Human Resource
Management Review, 21(3), 162-173.

Forrest, C. (2019, May 19). Five ways social media
is changing PR. Cision. https://www.cision.

com/2019/05/five-ways-social-media-is-chang-
ing-PR/.

Hawkins, J. E. (2018). The practical utility suitabil-
ity of email interviews in qualitative research.
Qualitative Report, 23(2),493-501. Retrieved
from https://digitalcommons.odu.edu/nurs-
ing fac pubs/24/

Helfat, C., Finkelstein, S., Mitchell, W., Peteraf, M.,
Singh, H., Teece, D. and Winter, S. (2007) Dy-
namic capabilities: Understanding strategic change
in organizations. Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Helfat, C. E., & Peteraf, M. A. (2009). Un-
derstanding dynamic capabilities: Prog-
ress along a developmental path. Strategic
Organization, 7(1), 91-102. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1476127008100133

James, N. (2017). You've got mail ... ! Using email
interviews to gather academics’ narratives of their
working lives. International Journal of Research
and Method in Education, 40(1), 6-18. https://
doi.org/10.1080/1743727X.2015.1056136

James, N., & Busher, H. (2006). Credibility, authen-
ticity and voice: Dilemmas in online interview-
ing. Qualitative Research, 6(3), 403-420. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1468794106065010

Kim, K. (2021). Dynamic capabilities: Strategies and
tactics for leaders engaging in crisis commu-
nications. Public Relations Journal, 14(1), 1-16.
Retrieved from https://priournal.instituteforpr.
org/wp-content/uploads/Kim-PR]-14.1.pdf

Krishna, A., Wright, D. K., & Kotcher, R. L. (2020).
Curriculum rebuilding in public relations:
Understanding what early career, mid-career,
and senior PR/communications professionals
expect from PR graduates. Journal of Public
Relations Education, 6(1),33-57. Retrieved from



https://search.proquest.com/docview/222400151
https://search.proquest.com/docview/222400151
https://doi.org/10.28945/2104
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206316680030
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2007.01.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2007.01.013
http://www.commissionpred.org/ commission-reports/fast-forward-foundations-future-stateeducators-pra
http://www.commissionpred.org/ commission-reports/fast-forward-foundations-future-stateeducators-pra
http://www.commissionpred.org/ commission-reports/fast-forward-foundations-future-stateeducators-pra
https://doi.org/10.1002/mde.2974
https://doi.org/10.1002/mde.2974
https://www.cision.com/2019/05/five-ways-social-media-is-changing-PR/
https://www.cision.com/2019/05/five-ways-social-media-is-changing-PR/
https://www.cision.com/2019/05/five-ways-social-media-is-changing-PR/
https://digitalcommons.odu.edu/nursing_fac_pubs/24/
https://digitalcommons.odu.edu/nursing_fac_pubs/24/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476127008100133
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476127008100133
https://doi.org/10.1080/1743727X.2015.1056136
https://doi.org/10.1080/1743727X.2015.1056136
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794106065010
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794106065010
https://prjournal.instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/Kim-PRJ-14.1.pdf
https://prjournal.instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/Kim-PRJ-14.1.pdf

26 « Kim, Dynamic Capabilities

https://aejmc.us/jpre/wp-content/uploads/
sites/25/2020/01/KRISHNA-ET-AL-JPRE-
6.1-Curriculum-Rebuilding-in-PR.pdf

Kump, B., Engelmann, A., Kessler, A., & Schweiger,
C. (2019). Toward a dynamic capabilities scale:
Measuring organizational sensing, seizing, and
transforming capacities. Industrial and Cor-
porate Change, 28(5), 1149-1172. https://do.
0rg/10.1093/icc/dty054

Maben, S., & Whitson, K. (2013). Experiential
learning labs in public relations programs:
Characteristics of undergraduate student-run
public relations firms on U.S. college campuses.
Southwestern Mass Communication Journal, 28(2).
Retrieved from https://journals.tdl.org/swecjmc/
index.php/swecjmc/article/view/58

Neff, B. D., Walker, G., Smith, M. F., & Creedon, P.
J. (1999). Outcomes desired by practitioners and
academics. Public Relations Review, 25(1), 29-44.

Public Relations Society of America. (n.d.). About
Public Relations. PRSA. https://www.prsa.org/
about/all-about-pr.

Rogers, C. (2014). Leadership development: Where
do PRSSA faculty advisors stand. Public Rela-
tions Journal, 8(1), 1-17. Retrieved from https://
prjournal.instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/
2014CathyRogers.pdf

Schilke, O., Hu, S., & Helfat, C. E. (2018). Quo
vadis, dynamic capabilities? A content-analytic
review of the current state of knowledge and
recommendations for future research. Academy of
Management Annals, 12(1), 390-439. https://doi.
org/10.5465/annals.2016.0014

Schoemaker, P. J. H., Heaton, S., & Teece, D. (2018).
Innovation, dynamic capabilities, and leadership.
California Management Review, 61(1), 15-42.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0008125618790246

Sparks, S. D., & Conwell, P. (1998). Teaching public
relations—Does practice or theory prepare
practitioners? Public Relations Quarterly, 43(1),
41. Retrieved from https://search.proquest.com/
docview/222393314?

Swanson, D.]J. (2011). The student-run public
relations firm in an undergraduate program:
Reaching learning and professional development
goals through ‘real world’ experience. Public
Relations Review, 37(5), 499-505. https://doi.
0rg/10.1016/j.pubrev.2011.09.012

Swanson, D.]. (2019). Business Literacy: Thought-

tul awareness and insight action in a changing

workplace In C. Kim (Eds.). Public Relations:
Competencies and practice (pp. 70-81). Routledge.

Teece, D.]J. (2011). Achieving integration of the
business school curriculum using the dynamic
capabilities framework. Journal of Manage-
ment Development, 30(5), 499-518. https://doi.
0rg/10.1108/02621711111133019

Teece, D.]., Pisano, G., & Shuen, A. (1997). Dy-
namic capabilities and strategic management.
Strategic Management Journal, 18(7), 509-533.
https://doi.org/10.1142/9789812796929 0004

Townsend, D. M., & Busenitz, L. W. (2015). Turn-
ing water into wine? Exploring the role of
dynamic capabilities in early-stage capitalization
processes. Journal of Business Venturing, 30(2),
292-306.

Wohlgemuth, V., & Wenzel, M. (2016). Dynamic
capabilities and routinization. Journal of Busi-
ness Research, 69(5), 1944-1948. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2015.10.085

Wright, D. K. (2011). History and development
of public relations education in North Amer-
ica. Journal of Communication Management.

https://doi.org/10.1108/13632541111151005

KiYong Kim, APR, is a seasoned public relations pro-
fessional and international communications expert who
brings a global perspective developed through his expe-
riences in places such as Hong Kong, Korea, China, the
Philippines, Australia, and the United States. His research
expertise focuses on dynamic capabilities within organi-
zations, social media, and public relations education. As
an award-winning educator, he teaches courses that range
Jfrom PR management to crisis communication, in addi-
tion to serving as a faculty adviser for the on-campus stu-
dent-run public relations agency. kiyong.kim@biola.edu

© KiYong Kim, 2021. Licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0
Unported License.


https://aejmc.us/jpre/wp-content/uploads/sites/25/2020/01/KRISHNA-ET-AL-JPRE-6.1-Curriculum-Rebuilding-in-PR.pdf
https://aejmc.us/jpre/wp-content/uploads/sites/25/2020/01/KRISHNA-ET-AL-JPRE-6.1-Curriculum-Rebuilding-in-PR.pdf
https://aejmc.us/jpre/wp-content/uploads/sites/25/2020/01/KRISHNA-ET-AL-JPRE-6.1-Curriculum-Rebuilding-in-PR.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/icc/dty054
https://doi.org/10.1093/icc/dty054
https://journals.tdl.org/swecjmc/index.php/swecjmc/article/view/58
https://journals.tdl.org/swecjmc/index.php/swecjmc/article/view/58
https://www.prsa.org/about/all-about-pr
https://www.prsa.org/about/all-about-pr
https://prjournal.instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2014CathyRogers.pdf
https://prjournal.instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2014CathyRogers.pdf
https://prjournal.instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2014CathyRogers.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2016.0014
https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2016.0014
https://doi.org/10.1177/0008125618790246
https://search.proquest.com/docview/222393314
https://search.proquest.com/docview/222393314
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2011.09.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2011.09.012
https://doi.org/10.1108/02621711111133019
https://doi.org/10.1108/02621711111133019
https://doi.org/10.1142/9789812796929_0004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2015.10.085
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2015.10.085
https://doi.org/10.1108/13632541111151005
mailto:kiyong.kim@biola.edu

