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QUALIFICATIONS FOR COMMUNICATORS: 
TRENDS SURVEY 2015

This is PR Academy’s fifth annual Public Relations 
qualifications and skills survey. Like all trend surveys, some 
things remain fairly constant and that in itself is noteworthy. 
In many ways the perspectives of our students (past and 
present) on qualifications and skills reported here reflect 
wider changes in public relations and communications 
practice, and the way the profession is perceived.

This year, once again, the majority (74%) of survey 
respondents said that holding a professional qualification 
has led to career progression or that they are confident 
it will. This suggests that the investment in continuous 
professional development through a credible qualification 
pays off. 

The results this year for reported skills gaps contribute to the 
ongoing discussion about our profession’s skills, knowledge 
and behaviours. For example, social media and digital 
communications remains the number one skills gap that 
respondents would like to address.

We also asked some new questions this year about 
operational senior managers in organisations. We were 
interested to find out how well PR practitioners thought that 
senior managers communicated. We also wondered how 
far PR practitioners felt that senior managers saw PR as a 
strategic function. 

We would like to thank the 123 PR Academy students who 
participated in this year’s study. We hope you find the  
report interesting.

The results relating to how 
well respondents think their 
senior managers communicate 
support what I’ve found through 
my research for my books. I’ve 
interviewed more than 100 CEOs 
of global businesses, charities and 
public sector organisations. When 
I ask them what they want in the 
leaders they hire, they always say 
the top three skills are intellectual 
horsepower, the ability to hire the 
right employees, and the ability to 
communicate in ways that inspire 
and engage their teams.

The problem is that communication  
is mostly thought to be about 
powerful oratory. All the things 
you have to do to leave people 
feeling hugely inspired and highly 
motivated are then neglected.

Engagement is achieved through 
conversations – structured, 
potent conversations that allow 
employees to understand fully the 
big objective and work out with 
their leaders what they have to 
do to help achieve the right goals, 
that make them feel their views 
are respected and that they are 
listened to, and in which they  
get one-on-one coaching. Too 
often, these conversations are 
neglected, and middle managers 
are neither trained for nor 
measured on their ability to hold 
this critical dialogue.”

KEVIN MURRAY 
CHAIR OF PUBLIC RELATIONS FOR CHIME 
COMMUNICATIONS, AND AUTHOR OF THE 
BEST-SELLING BOOKS THE LANGUAGE OF 
LEADERS AND COMMUNICATE TO INSPIRE

“
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ABOUT THE RESEARCH
This is the fifth year that PR Academy has run its annual 
Qualifications for Communicators Trends Survey to find out more 
about its students’ status and views on professional qualifications. 
The survey was first conducted at the end of 2010 with the results 
published in Q1 2011. The fifth and most recent wave of the report 
was conducted online using Survey Monkey in November and 
December 2014. The results are based on 123 respondents  
– all past and present students of PR Academy, who are practising 
communicators.
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FOREWORD BY KEVIN RUCK, DIRECTOR, 
PR ACADEMY

Measurement remains the biggest challenge for public 
relations practitioners

The standout findings from this year’s study include the 
fact that more than a third of our respondents indicated that 
they don’t currently measure their communication activities, 
which goes some way towards explaining why measurement 
remains the most commonly cited skills gap.

For those who do measure their activities, informal feedback 
is one of the most common methods used even though 
more sophisticated approaches can now be learned. Crisis 
communication is also seen as more important this year, 
perhaps reflecting the need to gain skills and knowledge 
about a range of different PR specialisms.

A further key finding relates to how senior managers view 
PR and communications. One third of our respondents 
disagreed that their senior management team understands 
that PR lies at the centre of organisational strategy. 
Respondents also rated senior managers in their 
organisation as better at external communication than 
internal communication. So, a key challenge for some 
practitioners is to work closely with senior management 
teams to position PR as a strategic function – one that is key 
to operational success.

The rapidly evolving digital 
media landscape requires new 
forms of measurement beyond 
traditional methods. Whilst the 
PR community is rapidly adopting 
digital tools and techniques, 
measurement of their use often 
still remains forgotten, so it 
perhaps isn’t surprising this 
remains a top skills gap. 

What is a surprise is that research 
and analysis – which are vital 
to measurement – aren’t higher 
up the list of skills gaps. Social 
and digital tools can provide a 
wealth of data, however, the key 
to their use is rationalising what 
to measure in the first place and 
then finding ways to reduce  
background noise to gain true 
insight. It is only through a 
combination of research,  
analysis and measurement that 
this can be done.”

MATT MCKAY CHARTPR DIPCIPR FCIPR 
DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS AND EVENTS, 
STM ASSOCIATION

“
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WHY PEOPLE ARE STUDYING (OR HAVE STUDIED) FOR A 
PROFESSIONAL QUALIFICATION

Can you tell us why you are studying (or have studied) for a professional qualification?

To enhance 
my skills

To improve 
my career 
prospects

To gain 
professional 
recognition

Personal 
fulfilment 

To gain 
competitive 
edge in the 

employment 
market place

Required 
by my employer/

client or 
prospective 

client

Financial 
bonus/salary 
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‘To enhance my skills’ and ‘to improve my 
career prospects’ remain the top two reasons 
for studying for the third year running. While 
‘to gain professional recognition’ remains 
the third most popular reason, it shares this 
position with ‘personal fulfilment’.

Interestingly, while the figure is still low, 
more students this year than ever before 
have cited ‘required by my employer/client or 
prospective client’ as a reason for studying for 
a professional qualification.

Base: 117 respondents (2014)

80%ALMOST 
ARE STUDYING TO IMPROVE  
THEIR CAREER PROSPECTS

Base: 117 respondents (2012), 104 respondents (2013), 117 respondents (2014)
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DO PROFESSIONAL QUALIFICATIONS LEAD TO 
CAREER PROGRESSION?

If you hold a professional qualification, has this led to career progression/promotion?
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Base: 97 respondents (2014)

75%
SAY THAT A PROFESSIONAL 
QUALIFICATION HAS LED TO CAREER 
CAREER PROGRESSION/PROMOTION 
OR ARE CONFIDENT THAT IT WILL

ALMOST

Base: 102 respondents (2012), 83 respondents (2013), 97 respondents (2014)

Once again, the majority (74%) of respondents 
this year indicated that holding a professional 
qualification has led to career progression or 
that they are confident it will. 
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SKILLS GAPS

What are your current knowledge or skills gaps [tick all that apply]?
If you address one skills gap in the next year, which one will you address  
[Select only one]?

Base: 111 respondents (2014)

Measurement remains the top knowledge and 
skills gaps, with more students citing it this 
year than last year (53% vs. 47%), followed by 
budget management (44%). 

While research and analysis held third place 
last year, crisis management moved up the 
order to take this slot this year. This was 
followed closely by digital communications/
social media, which remains the one skills 
gap that most respondents would like to 
address in the next year. What with digital 
communications and social media still 
changing and developing at a pace, it perhaps 
isn’t surprising that this remains a training 
priority for many.

Base: 109 respondents (2014)

TOP SKILLS GAP TO ADDRESS IN NEXT 12 MONTHS:
DIGITAL COMMUNICATIONS/SOCIAL MEDIA
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Do you currently measure your communication activities?

THOSE CURRENTLY MEASURING THEIR COMMUNICATION ACTIVITIES
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Base: 111 respondents (2014)
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While the majority of all respondents (59%) 
indicated that they are currently measuring 
their communication activities – with more 
of those working in the public sector doing 
this (68%) and fewer of those working in the 
private sector (53%) – more than a third of all 

respondents (35%) aren’t measuring what they 
do and 43% of those working in the private 
sector aren’t. This perhaps explains why 
measurement is cited as the top skills gap.

Base: 111 respondents (2014)
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How do you measure your communication activities?

We also asked respondents who are 
measuring their activities how they  
are doing this to discover that the top three 
methods used by all respondents are social/
digital media tracking tools (76%), informal 
feedback (71%) and quantitative research 
(online or face-to-face surveys) (67%). 

This picture, however, changes somewhat 
according to sector. The top three methods 
used by those working in the public sector are 
quantitative research (80%), informal feedback 
(77%) and social/digital media tracking tools 
(69%), while those working in the private 
sector favour social/digital media tracking 
tools (86%), followed by media clippings (71%) 
and informal feedback (52%).

ALL

PUBLIC

PRIVATE

1 2 3

SOCIAL/DIGITAL TRACKING

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

SOCIAL/DIGITAL TRACKING

MEDIA CLIPPINGS

INFORMAL FEEDBACK

INFORMAL FEEDBACK

INFORMAL FEEDBACK

SOCIAL/DIGITAL TRACKING

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

Base: 63 respondents (2014)
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Do you see your career in communications developing down a specialist path?
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Base: 117 respondents (2014)

Base: 117 respondents (2014)

More than half (52%) of our respondents 
indicated that they see their careers 
developing down a specialist path. Of these, 
the majority (55%) see themselves specialising 
in internal communications. Some see 
themselves specialising in more than one 
area. This perhaps isn’t a surprise given the 

possibilities of specialising within a particular 
specialism or field of communications, 
for example, by becoming a social and 
digital media specialist within an internal 
communications context. 

PLANS FOR CAREER SPECIALISATION

52%
OF OUR RESPONDENTS INDICATED THAT 
THEY SEE THEIR CAREERS DEVELOPING 
DOWN A SPECIALIST PATH
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Respondents were asked to indicate the  
extent to which they agreed with the statement 
‘The senior management team in my 
organisation is good at…’ in relation to a  
variety of different communication skills.

Overall, participants in our survey indicated 
that the senior management team in their 
organisations perform well in a number of 
areas, with more than half of all respondents 
agreeing or strongly agreeing that they are 
good at:

• Presentations/Public speaking (71%)
• Media relations (64%)
• Networking (59%)
• Stakeholder management (58%)

However, arguably, where more than a third 
of all respondents disagreed or strongly 
disagreed that the senior management team 
in their organisation is good at a particular 
communication skill, this is an indication that 
there is room for improvement. Skills falling 
into this camp include coaching (40%),  
internal communication (37%), listening to 
employees (37%) and employee engagement 
(35%). With regards to the last three findings, 
these are perhaps disappointing given that 
we are now five years on from the MacLeod 
and Clarke Engaging for Success report that 
outlined the importance of senior manager 
communication for employee engagement  
and business success.

Furthermore, with 34% of respondents 
seemingly indifferent about their senior 
management team’s personal impact skills, 
neither agreeing nor disagreeing that they  
are good, this suggests that this is another  
area that communicators can work on  
with their senior management team to  
improve communication.

ARE SENIOR MANAGEMENT TEAMS GOOD AT SPECIFIC 
COMMUNICATION SKILLS?

Base: 103 respondents (2014)
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31% 41%

There was a balance between those agreeing/
strongly agreeing with the statement ‘My senior 
management team understands that public 
relations and communication management is 
not just a tactic but lies at the centre of strategy 
and leadership’ and those disagreeing/strongly 
disagreeing. However, the fact that more than 
a third were in disagreement highlights that 
there is still some way to go before senior 
management teams understand that PR and 
communication is not just a tactic.

The picture does change slightly when we look  
at the responses by sector with fewer public 
sector practitioners disagreeing/strongly 
disagreeing with the statement than those  
in the private sector. Even so, almost one  
third (31%) of those in the public sector 
disagreed/strongly disagreed with the 
statement (vs. 46% who agreed/strongly 
agreed), while 41% of private sector 
practitioners disagreed/strongly disagreed  
(vs. 35% who agreed/strongly agreed).

DO SENIOR MANAGEMENT TEAMS UNDERSTAND THAT PUBLIC 
RELATIONS AND COMMUNICATION MANAGEMENT IS NOT JUST A TACTIC?

OF THOSE IN THE PUBLIC 

SECTOR DISAGREED/

STRONGLY DISAGREED

OF PRIVATE SECTOR 

PRACTITIONERS DISAGREED/

STRONGLY DISAGREED

Base: 105 respondents (2014)
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The number of respondents who indicated that 
they have funding for qualifications available 
through their employer has increased this 
year to a five-year high (since PR Academy 
introduced this study) of 76%. This is a largely 

unanticipated rise, especially in what  
continues to be challenging economic times  
for many organisations.

STUDENTS WHO HAVE ACCESS TO EMPLOYER FUNDING…

Do you have funding for qualifications available through your employer?

76%
FIVE-YEAR HIGH

Base: 105 respondents (2012), 102 respondents (2013), 117 respondents (2014)

Base: 117 respondents (2014)
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Consistent with past years, the  
majority (86%) of respondents  
work in-house. 

The majority of respondents work in the public sector. 

WHO IS STUDYING FOR A QUALIFICATION?

Which sector do you mostly work in?

Base: 111 respondents (2014)

37%
WORK MOSTLY IN THE  
PRIVATE SECTOR

14%
WORK MOSTLY IN THE  
NOT-FOR-PROFIT SECTOR

48%
WORK MOSTLY IN THE  
PUBLIC SECTOR

86%
OF RESPONDENTS 
WORK IN-HOUSE

Do you work in-house, for a consultancy or as an independent consultant?

Base: 109 respondents (2014)
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PR Academy is the largest provider of PR education in the 
UK with almost 1,000 communicators choosing to study 
with us each year. We design and deliver a wide range of 
courses for communicators at all levels, both face to face 
and online. We work with top awarding bodies including 
the Chartered Institute of Public Relations (CIPR), the 
International Association for Measurement and Evaluation 
of Communication (AMEC), and the Association for Project 
Management (APM). We are also an approved co-delivery 
partner for the University of Chester. And we develop and 
deliver bespoke in-house training programmes, and provide 
communications consultancy.

Introduction to Public Relations MOOC (free online course)
Social Media and Digital Communication Certificate
Project Management for Communicators (APM)
International Certificate in Measurement and Evaluation (AMEC)
One-day Masterclasses

ABOUT PR ACADEMY

CONTACT DETAILS

OUR COURSES

CIPR QUALIFICATIONS

Foundation Award in Public Relations
Advanced Certificate in Public Relations
Diploma in Public Relations
Internal Communication Certificate 
Internal Communication Diploma 
Public Affairs Diploma 
Crisis Communication Diploma (NEW for 2015)

For more information or to discuss your training 
requirements, contact us:
PR Academy 
The Maidstone Studios 
Vinters Park 
Maidstone 
Kent  
ME14 5NZ

+44 (0)1622 684766 
courses@pracademy.co.uk 
www.pracademy.co.uk

Studying for the PR Diploma 
was a great experience in itself. 
Although I had worked at a 
senior level for a long time, I 
found it opened up a fascinating 
world of new thinking, 
challenge and debate with other 
professionals. This had a definite 
and positive effect on the quality 
and value of my strategic work. 
The experience also inspired me 
to become one of the UK’s first 
Chartered PR Practitioners and 
offered up new opportunities 
to influence and add value to 
communications for a whole 
range of organisations, including 
at a national policy level. 

Studying with the PR Academy 
also helped me to view my 
continuing professional 
development in a more 
structured way, which has  
led to me taking other 
qualifications, and now 
studying for a Masters at the 
University of Chester. Taking 
part in structured learning like 
this is a fantastic way to build 
knowledge, professionalism and 
personal confidence.”

HILARY BERG, CHARTPR, MCIPR 
DIRECTOR, HILARY BERG CONSULTING

“


