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Significant Points  

 Although employment is projected to increase faster than average, keen 
competition is expected for entry-level jobs.  

 Opportunities should be best for college graduates who combine a degree in 
public relations, journalism, or another communications-related field with a public 
relations internship or other related work experience.  

 The ability to communicate effectively is essential.  

 
Employment 

 Public relations specialists held about 158,000 jobs in 2002. Public relations specialists 
are concentrated in service-providing industries such as advertising and related services; 
health care and social assistance; educational services; and government. Others worked 
for communications firms, financial institutions, and government agencies. About 11,000 
public relations specialists were self-employed.  

Public relations specialists are concentrated in large cities, where press services and other 
communications facilities are readily available and many businesses and trade 
associations have their headquarters. Many public relations consulting firms, for 
example, are in New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, and Washington, DC. 
There is a trend, however, for public relations jobs to be dispersed throughout the Nation, 
closer to clients. 

 

http://www.provost.buffalo.edu/grs/gradprogram/graddetail.asp?id=85
http://www.provost.buffalo.edu/grs/gradprogram/graddetail.asp?id=79
http://ataglance.buffalo.edu/academicprograms/mgtaag.shtml
http://ataglance.buffalo.edu/academicprograms/mgtaag.shtml
http://ataglance.buffalo.edu/academicprograms/comaag.shtml
http://ataglance.buffalo.edu/academicprograms/comaag.shtml


 
Job Outlook  

Keen competition will likely continue for entry-level public relations jobs, as the number 
of qualified applicants is expected to exceed the number of job openings. Many people 
are attracted to this profession due to the high-profile nature of the work. Opportunities 
should be best for college graduates who combine a degree in journalism, public 
relations, advertising, or another communications-related field with a public relations 
internship or other related work experience. Applicants without the appropriate 
educational background or work experience will face the toughest obstacles.  

Employment of public relations specialists is expected to increase faster than the average 
for all occupations through 2012. The need for good public relations in an increasingly 
competitive business environment should spur demand for public relations specialists in 
organizations of all types and sizes. The value of a company is measured not just by its 
balance sheet, but also by the strength of its relationships with those upon whom it 
depends for its success. And, in the wake of corporate scandals, more emphasis will be 
placed on improving the image of the client, as well as building public confidence.  

Employment in public relations firms should grow as firms hire contractors to provide 
public relations services rather than support full-time staff. In addition to those arising 
from employment growth, job opportunities should result from the need to replace public 
relations specialists who take other jobs or who leave the occupation altogether. 

Earnings  

Median annual earnings for salaried public relations specialists were $41,710 in 2002. 
The middle 50 percent earned between $31,300 and $56,180; the lowest 10 percent 
earned less than $24,240, and the top 10 percent earned more than $75,100. Median 
annual earnings in the industries employing the largest numbers of public relations 
specialists in 2002 were: 

Advertising and related services $48,070 

Local government 42,000 

Business, professional, labor, political, and similar 
organizations 

39,330 

Colleges, universities, and professional schools 36,820 

According to a joint survey conducted by the International Association of Business 
Communicators and the Public Relations Society of America, the median annual income 
for a public relations specialist was $66,800 in 2002. 

 
 
Training, Other Qualifications, and Advancement  
 



 There are no defined standards for entry into a public relations career. A college degree 
combined with public relations experience, usually gained through an internship, is 
considered excellent preparation for public relations work; in fact, internships are 
becoming vital to obtaining employment. The ability to communicate effectively is 
essential. Many entry-level public relations specialists have a college major in public 
relations, journalism, advertising, or communication. Some firms seek college graduates 
who have worked in electronic or print journalism. Other employers seek applicants with 
demonstrated communication skills and training or experience in a field related to the 
firm’s business—information technology, health, science, engineering, sales, or finance, 
for example.  

Many colleges and universities offer bachelor’s and postsecondary degrees in public 
relations, usually in a journalism or communications department. In addition, many other 
colleges offer at least one course in this field. A common public relations sequence 
includes courses in public relations principles and techniques; public relations 
management and administration, including organizational development; writing, 
emphasizing news releases, proposals, annual reports, scripts, speeches, and related 
items; visual communications, including desktop publishing and computer graphics; and 
research, emphasizing social science research and survey design and implementation. 
Courses in advertising, journalism, business administration, finance, political science, 
psychology, sociology, and creative writing also are helpful. Specialties are offered in 
public relations for business, government, and nonprofit organizations.  

Many colleges help students gain part-time internships in public relations that provide 
valuable experience and training. The U.S. Armed Forces also can be an excellent place 
to gain training and experience. Membership in local chapters of the Public Relations 
Student Society of America (affiliated with the Public Relations Society of America) or 
the International Association of Business Communicators provides an opportunity for 
students to exchange views with public relations specialists and to make professional 
contacts that may help them find a job in the field. A portfolio of published articles, 
television or radio programs, slide presentations, and other work is an asset in finding a 
job. Writing for a school publication or television or radio station provides valuable 
experience and material for one’s portfolio.  

Creativity, initiative, good judgment, and the ability to express thoughts clearly and 
simply are essential. Decision making, problem-solving, and research skills also are 
important. People who choose public relations as a career need an outgoing personality, 
self-confidence, an understanding of human psychology, and an enthusiasm for 
motivating people. They should be competitive, yet able to function as part of a team and 
open to new ideas.  

Some organizations, particularly those with large public relations staffs, have formal 
training programs for new employees. In smaller organizations, new employees work 
under the guidance of experienced staff members. Beginners often maintain files of 
material about company activities, scan newspapers and magazines for appropriate 
articles to clip, and assemble information for speeches and pamphlets. They also may 



answer calls from the press and public, work on invitation lists and details for press 
conferences, or escort visitors and clients. After gaining experience, they write news 
releases, speeches, and articles for publication or design and carry out public relations 
programs. Public relations specialists in smaller firms usually get all-around experience, 
whereas those in larger firms tend to be more specialized.  

The Public Relations Society of America accredits public relations specialists who have 
at least 5 years of experience in the field and have passed a comprehensive 6-hour 
examination (5 hours written, 1 hour oral). The International Association of Business 
Communicators also has an accreditation program for professionals in the communication 
field, including public relations specialists. Those who meet all the requirements of the 
program earn the Accredited Business Communicator (ABC) designation. Candidates 
must have at least 5 years of experience in a communication field and pass a written and 
oral examination. They also must submit a portfolio of work samples demonstrating 
involvement in a range of communication projects and a thorough understanding of 
communication planning. Employers may consider professional recognition through 
accreditation a sign of competence in this field, which could be especially helpful in a 
competitive job market.  

Promotion to supervisory jobs may come as public relations specialists show that they 
can handle more demanding assignments. In public relations firms, a beginner might be 
hired as a research assistant or account coordinator and be promoted to account 
executive, senior account executive, account manager, and, eventually, vice president. A 
similar career path is followed in corporate public relations, although the titles may 
differ. Some experienced public relations specialists start their own consulting firms. (For 
more information on public relations managers, see the Handbook statement on 
advertising, marketing, promotions, public relations, and sales managers.) 
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