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Abstract 

This study examines the public relations practices of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 

Police Department to understand how Public Information Officers (PIOs) 

approach public relations, and what process, procedures and policies they follow 

to bring the police department and the public together as a united front for law-

enforcement in order to deter crime. The police force, despite working as a 

frontline defense against terrorism that has wrecked the region for years, has 

been struggling to build and burnish their image among the public. This paper 

aims to analyze the public outreach mechanisms and practices of the Police 

Department by employing the Grunig and Hunt model of managing PR as a 

framework. The researchers selected respondents through purposive and 

snowball sampling techniques. A semi-structured interview protocol was 

developed for the purpose. The findings reveal that the PIOs follow the press 

agentry model of PR. This model constitutes a fraction of overall public relations 

practices employed in the twenty-first century. It is recommended that the police 

department hire journalism or public relations graduates as PIOs and devise a 

proper career service structure for them. The PIOs need to be trained, as a 

continuous process, on how the police department can win trust of the people 

through effective outreach mechanisms and practices. 

Keywords: Police, Public Relations, Citizens‘ Trust, PIOs, Grunig and Hunt Model 

Introduction 

As a frontline defense against terrorism, the Police Department in the northwestern 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province of Pakistan continues to play a critical role in combating 

terrorism. The police officials in the region bordering Afghanistan have suffered a 

significant number of casualties during the last 15 years. Media reports put the number of 

police officials killed in terrorist attacks at more than 1,500, with around 3,000 critically 

injured (Buneri, 2013; Portal, 2016; Raja, 2013). As the pervasive terrorism has gained 

wide attention and stretched capacity of an ill-trained, under-equipped police force, it has 

left crime and law-enforcement – the police‘s primary tasks – largely unattended.  
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However, despite laying down their lives in line of duty and taking on the challenge of 

urban terrorism that they are least prepared to tackle, public trust in the police department 

remains low. The police are blamed for aggressive and abusive behavior, not attentive to 

people‘s concerns. It is largely perceived as disrespectful and patronizing criminals (INP, 

2015). The local and mainstream media‘s portrayal of police is usually negative, 

reflecting and reinforcing the cynical public perception of police. Though, public 

relations offices have been established at the district level to help improve image of the 

police department among different stakeholders, they remain hamstrung by a 

conventional, parochial understanding of PR, among other challenges.  

Public Relations Practices by Police  

The police department takes actions that sometimes raise doubts about their values 

(Maher & Dixon, 1999). The actions by police officials, even though well intended, can 

create a negative image of the department and increase animosity of the communities 

towards the department and its staff members. Police officials have the tough job of 

keeping peace, controlling crime, and at times engage in crowd-control that could 

engender a less than salutary image among community members. The police force is 

considered a part of the establishment by the common people. In the Pakistani context, a 

policeman‘s job is made tougher by the fact that he has to deal with people from different 

ethnic, religious, and political backgrounds, given to exploit their position to influence 

police and to get away with impunity. Bordua and Tifft (1971) contend that the gap 

between police officials and community members get wider because of complete lack of 

feedback from the police officials to the community, or a feedback that is one-sided, 

provided by police officials to community members on issues they care about. This 

equation is complicated by the difference of opinion between community members and 

police officials on what should constitute the standard police conduct and behavior 

(Hadar & Snortum, 1975). Keeping in view the challenges that police face, police 

departments in developed countries are taking steps to bridge the community-police gap 

and restore the image of the force among different stakeholders (Cox & Fitzgerald, 

1996). One of the measures taken by the police departments is the establishing of public 

information offices, or PIOs. The PIOs in police departments perform a variety of jobs. 

Motschall and Cao (2002) argue that these public relations officers have brought the 

communication system in police from a closed system of information to a more 

welcoming mechanism of the flow of information. Though deputing PIOs at the police 

departments has opened the flow of information in some cases, in other instances the 

same officials stem this  information flow by controlling content that the community and 

media get, and could potentially promote a favorable image of the police department 

(Mawby, 2002).  

In conflict zones like Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the police force faces the continuous threat 

of militancy, terrorism, and political influence. Terrorists, out to spread terror by 

attacking the government infrastructure and intuitions, often target police stations or 

members of the police force. The on-duty police officers go through severe mental stress 
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and stay on guard all the time against potential terrorist attacks. In Peshawar, the capital 

city of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, a traffic police official is accompanied by an armed-

another, keeping an eye out for potential attackers. At the same time, they are expected to 

maintain a polite behavior towards the public so as not to lose their trust and confidence 

in the law-enforcers. The role of PIOs becomes all the more important in such 

extraordinary situations to act as a bridge between police and different stakeholders, 

including the communities they work in.  

Statement of the Problem 

While forging a frontline defense against terrorists, the police in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 

province also have to perform the routine duties of keeping peace and combating crimes. 

As the police officials are increasingly called upon to check terrorism despite their 

limited capacity, their primary tasks are neglected, widening the gulf between the 

community members and police officials. The community members question the work 

ethic and behavior of police officials. This also causes a lack of trust in the police force 

among common people (INP, 2015). In this situation, the role of the recently established 

Public Information Offices at the district level in the Pakhtunkhwa province becomes 

critical. It is important to understand how the PIOs perceive and practice public relations. 

As Henslowe (2003) posits, some organizations value and practice public relations while 

others usually misunderstand or intentionally misinterpret PR for their own purposes. He 

maintains that some organizations practice public relations in a pejorative way and 

associate it with propaganda or evasion. Others, faced with paucity of resources, consider 

PR a luxury. The use of public relations as propaganda can help build the image of the 

organization in the short-term but it can be disastrous in the longer term. This study 

examines the public relations practices of the Police Department in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 

to understand the PR strategies employed by the public information officers.  

Research Objectives 

This study aims to explore the public relations practices of the PIOs of the police in the 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province to understand how these officials perceive public 

relations, what public relations mechanism they use to bridge the gap between police 

officials and its stakeholders. Also, the paper aims to analyze the police department‘s PR 

practices in the province by using Grunig and Hunt (1984) model of managing public 

relations as a framework. The study also aims to recommend public relations strategies to 

improve the practices of public relations in the Police Department at district levels. This 

study adds to the literature on the subject by focusing on a unique population: Police 

force in the war-torn Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, which faces unique challenges.  

Grunig and Hunt‘s (1984) Model of PR Practices 

Grunig and Hunt's (1984) four models of public relations capture various methods and 

approaches used by public relations practitioners in managing and sustaining healthy 
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relationships with their specific and targeted publics. They posit that a significant number 

of public relations practices is most likely to fall into one of the following four models.  

The press agentry model  

This model focuses on how a sender uses propaganda in order to economize the truth. 

This is a one-way communication approach and therefore relies mainly on the 

communication of specific messages regardless of their (messages‘) validity. There is 

little or no concern for research in this model of public relations. 

The public information model  

This is also a one-way communication approach, like press agentry model, that aims at 

sending a message without keeping in view a feedback from the receiver. Thus, there is 

no scope for rectification in the message in order to achieve a higher understanding of the 

information needs of the receiver. This model, however, strives to disseminate truth, as 

against the press agentry model, which is based on propaganda. 

The two-way asymmetric model  

This model is based on two-way process of communication between sender and receiver, 

unlike the press agentry and public information model that promote a one-way 

communication system. This model assumes that power lies within the field of the 

sender, who without changing his/her attitude persuades the receiver to change his/her 

behavior or attitude or in some cases support a cause. Users of this communication 

approach often undertake research to establish the nature of public‘s attitude in order to 

develop a more effective PR campaign. 

The two-way symmetric model  

This is also a two-way communication method; it is based on mutual understanding and 

dialogue between senders and receivers of information. This model advances a system in 

which both senders and receivers work towards a common cause. The attitudes and 

behaviors of the participants of the communication process are modified in the PR 

campaign process. 

This study uses the two-way symmetric model as a criterion to evaluate the practices of 

public relations by PIOs in the Police Department in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province.  

Research Questions 

This study is guided by three research questions, which are the following: 

1. How do public information officers in the Police Department in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa perceive their roles? 
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2. How do public information officers in the Police Department in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa practice public relations? 

3. What are the barriers that hamper the public relations performance of public 

information officers in the Police Department? 

Methods 

Population of Interest and Sampling 

PIOs working in the district headquarters of the Police Department in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa province are the population of interest for this study. The researchers 

conducted in-depth interviews with the PIOs in order to answer the research questions. 

The researchers interviewed 10 PIOs working in different districts of the province. The 

researchers used purposive and snowball sampling techniques for the recruitment of 

PIOs. A semi-structured interview protocol was developed and utilized in the interviews. 

The interviews were conducted over the phone, and in-person in a language of 

convenience for the respondent (Urdu, Pushto). The interviews were transcribed and 

analyzed simultaneously. The interview process was stopped as soon as the researchers 

noticed saturation. 

A systematic process was followed for the recruitment of PIOs for this study. Initially, 

the researchers contacted journalists and police headquarters in each district to compile a 

list of PIOs at district level police headquarters. In the second step, the researchers 

randomly contacted each PIO. The purpose of the study was explained to the PIOs, and 

their verbal consent was sought. The researchers then set up a time at the respondents‘ 

convenience for the interview. Each interview lasted for 30 to 45 minutes. The interviews 

took place either through phone or in person (depending on what the subjects preferred). 

All interviews were audio-recorded. The interviews were then transcribed by one of the 

co-authors. 

Data Analysis 

The researcher used thematic analysis as a method to analyze the interviews. Braun, 

Clarke, and Terry (2014) define thematic analysis as ―a method for identifying, 

analyzing, and interpreting patterned meanings or themes in the qualitative data‖ (p. 95). 

This study uses a theoretical thematic analysis approach, a deductive approach where the 

researchers‘ theoretical and analytic interests drive the analysis. The analysis is primarily 

done at the semantic level. During the semantic approach, the identification of the themes 

is limited to the explicit meaning of the data. The analytic process involves a progression 

from description to interpretation. The thematic analysis was used to answer the research 

questions. The transcription of the interviews was transferred to the qualitative analysis 

software NVIVO (developed by QSR International). This study adapted the six steps for 

qualitative thematic analysis. The steps include: (1) reading the transcript several times 

and taking initial notes; (2) coding exciting parts of the data systematically; (3) 
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combining the codes generated in the second step into themes; (4) rechecking all the 

themes and creating a map of themes; (5) clearly defining the themes, and refining the 

themes in comparison to the overall story the data tells; (6) analyzing the themes, and 

relating back the themes to the study‘s research questions and the theoretical framework 

or literature review. 

Results 

The following themes emerged from the interviews with the police officials who were 

posted as PIOs at district headquarters in the province. The district quarters are also 

called police lines.  

Lack of Training 

All of the interviewees agreed that they lacked the training to deal with journalists. The 

PIOs did not have a basic diploma in public relations or journalism. A majority of them 

were junior officers in the department. They were assigned the duties of PIOs by their 

higher officials. One of the respondents said: 

There is no criterion for selecting a public relations officer in the department. 

None of us are public relations professionals. The higher-ups assign these duties 

to anyone they think fits best into the jobs. 

Other respondents supported this argument. Even after being designated as PIOs, the 

Police Department does not arrange any PR training for them. A majority of them 

contended that they faced a hard time when deputed to the position initially. They did not 

know how to deal with journalists from different backgrounds, their varied demands for 

information and favors they expected in return for covering police activities and 

initiatives. They informed that they got no on the job training. Their struggles were 

summed up by a public relations officer of the Charsadda district in the following words: 

Some of them [journalists] contact us and ask for different favors. Initially, I used 

to refuse their demands but eventually I had to succumb to their pressure. So I 

would do them favors and ask for good news stories about police in my areas in 

return. 

Public Relations and Media 

The PIOs at the police departments believed that the job of PIOs/PROs was to interact 

with media; send press releases; and invite journalists to press conferences. They 

believed that it was not their job to communicate with other stakeholders like community 

members and address their concerns. One of the public relations officers described his 

duties in the following words: 
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Our job is to get information about the success stories of our department to the 

news reporters and make sure that that information is carried by the media. It is 

not our job to arrange events or interact with other stakeholders. Media will take 

care of other stakeholders. My job is to create a good image of my organization 

in the society through media. 

This point was supported by six more respondents. Overall, all of them agreed that the 

job of a public relations officer is to create a ―positive image‖ of their department in the 

media and keep the masses informed of the successes of their department. They also 

argued that through developing friendships with local journalists they could influence 

news coverage. 

Lack of Resources 

The PIOs complained that they didn‘t get any additional funds for public relations 

activities. They rely on their salaries to do the job. The major incentive for them was to 

work in close collaboration with high officials and be present at all the major events 

arranged by their department. They did not have the capacity to organize an event by 

themselves. The entire district PIOs, except those working in the capital city of Peshawar, 

did not have the services of professional photographers or videographers to cover events 

of the department. They thought that the arrangement of different publicity events would 

increase the positive coverage of their department. However, they did not think that 

publicity events could make a big difference.  They believed that the public opinion 

would be in favor of their department as long as they had cordial relationships with 

different media organizations. One of the officials said: 

First of all, it is not our job to interact with every stakeholder. It will be too much 

of a burden. I cannot interact with every complainant. I run public relations 

activities of the department for the whole district. It is not feasible. As far as 

events are concerned, I never thought about that, but even if I wanted to, I don‘t 

have the human and financial resources to arrange those events. My boss just 

wants to get good news out there, and that is my job. 

Lack of Understanding of the Concept of “Apology”  

A majority of the PIOs believed that it was their job to protect the ―pack‖ at every cost. 

They opined that even if one of their friends did something wrong, it was their job to stop 

media from publication of ‗negative‘ stories about that individual. They considered 

rendering an apology to the masses in the case of any untoward incident detrimental to 

the reputation of their institutions, negatively affecting the morale of their colleagues. 

Therefore, they believed that a police official committing any aggressive act towards 

common people should be punished internally, but they should be defended publicly. One 

of the respondents said:  
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We have to protect them. If we render an apology it means two things: 1) we are 

accepting that the individual [policeman] did something wrong; 2) the police 

department does not care to stand up for its employees. We can issue different 

explanations for the act and reduce an intensity of reaction to that action, but 

rendering apology can put us and the police official into deep trouble. Apology at 

no cost!  

This statement resonated throughout the interviews. The PIOs agreed that their 

department should not issue an apology to the masses at every cost. However, they 

argued that in case of a severe crisis, the department could release information about an 

internal inquiry in the act of a police official to pacify citizens. They believed that due to 

the ongoing ―war on terror‖, police officials were going through severe mental stress and 

their ―minor mistakes‖ like offensive behaviors or statements should be ignored. 

Disadvantage of Being at the Peripheries 

The district PIOs were content with media coverage of their departments. They believed 

that despite their efforts major news organizations were interested in terror related news 

in their areas. Especially, they were ―unhappy‖ with the coverage of electronic media. 

They argued that despite efforts, they had a hard time getting air-time at the main media 

outlets, especially television, unless there is a suicide blast or a major terrorist attack. One 

of the public relations officers said: 

Local journalists who work for national media are my friends, but even if they 

record an event or positive story about us, people in their headquarters refuse to 

give it airtime. I keep waiting, but it never goes on-air unless it is a negative 

thing. They are not interested in positive stories from the districts. Even the 

reporters feel helpless there. 

This theme emerged across different interviews. The public relations officers working in 

the districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa felt being left out by the mainstream media. 

Discussion 

The PIOs at district headquarters aimed to create trust between the police and the 

citizens, build cordial relations with the media and inform people about security related 

issues. However, they lacked capacity to carry out public relations duties properly. All 

PIOs followed the press agentry model of public relations (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). This 

model represents just one part of the overall public relations practices in a wide and 

diverse field, with all the possibilities thrown up by technological advancements. The 

first research question of this study was ―how do public information officers in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa perceive their roles?‖ Results showed that a majority of them viewed their 

role as developing cordial relationship with media persons and develop a positive image 

of their department among citizens by providing information subsidies to the media. They 



PUTAJ – Humanities and Social Sciences              Vol. 24, No. 1 (June), 2017 

 

 

137 

believed their job was only issuing press releases to the media and making sure that they 

got published or aired. The perceptions of the work-role identity of the PIOs at the district 

police headquarters could be attributed to lack of higher education, and especially lack of 

professional training in public relations. None of the respondents had a professional 

degree in journalism or public relations. The PIOs focused solely on the issuance of press 

releases to the mass media, which they complained never got published. Press releases 

going unpublished could be attributed to lack of training in dealing with mass media and 

creating press releases having news value for the mainstream media. In other words, it 

meant the PIOs lacked capacity to produce products for media consumption. 

The PIOs failed to involve stakeholders in a two-way communication process that had 

been found elsewhere more useful in building trust between the police and communities. 

Besides external public, the PIOs had no role in dealing with internal matters of 

significance to the Police Department like keeping up the morale of the police officials in 

the wake of terrorist attacks in the province by organizing different events. Behavior 

change communication techniques should have been used to keep the morale of the 

police officials high, as the officers usually deal with crime and terrorism, and were under 

immense psychological pressure. They also did not use any social media techniques for 

public relations – a common practice in developed countries (Meijer & Thaens, 2013). 

The second research question was ―how do public information officers in the Police 

Department in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa practice public relations?‖ The PIOs worked as 

media publicists with their departments. They did not involve themselves in meaningful 

public relations activities. They revealed that since taking charge of their offices, none of 

them included either internal or external publics in the two-way communication process. 

They issued one-way information to the publics about different issues. At times, they 

even did not provide correct information to the media. The reasons given for not 

releasing factual information ranged from protecting the department‘s repute to keeping 

the morale of the soldiers high. This showed that the officers lacked the capacity to 

involve communities in a meaningful dialogue and that they did not know how to create 

goodwill among the publics by using modern techniques of public relations. They did not 

have any meaningful system of gauging public opinion about their department. The 

police relied on media reports to examine public opinion about their department. They 

did not organize regular surveys, workshops and seminars on different issues to gauge 

how people looked at the performance of the police force and then devise strategies to 

create a positive image by addressing public‘s concern.   

The third research question was ―What are the barriers that hamper the public relations 

performance of public information officers in the Police Department?‖ The obstacles 

highlighted by the PIOs included administrative problems, financial problems, lack of 

capacity to perform their jobs, lack of incentives, etc. A major hurdle in the performance 

of duties of public information officers was administrative. A junior level police official 

was often assigned the role of a PIO. The PIOs did not have the capacity to take 

initiatives on their own. They were in the lower cadre of the administrative structure and 
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even had to seek appointment for a meeting with their high officials. The administrative 

problems did not allow them to perform their functions efficiently. They were not 

authorized to take any part in the decision-making process within the department and 

were not even invited to participate in crucial meetings. They also faced financial 

constraints. They did not have any funds at hand they could use to arrange different 

activities. They relied on other sections of the Police Department to initiate various 

activities. The majority of the PIOs limited their monitoring systems to the collection and 

monitoring of local daily newspapers, filing cut-outs from them. They did not have 

resources to monitor television channels, conduct surveys to gauge public opinion and 

arrange focus groups with the community members or other stakeholders. 

Conclusion 

The majority of PIOs in the public sector organizations in Pakistan are hired in grade 

BPS-16 or PBS-17. However, there is no proper service structure for PIOs in the Police 

Department of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province. They are part-timers. They don‘t even 

know the duration of their stay in the position. Therefore, they do not strive to get 

professional training or improve their knowledge of public relations. The Police 

Department should hire journalism or public relations graduates as PIOs and devise a 

proper career service structure for them. On short-term basis, they should arrange short 

diploma courses on public relations for them. It will help increase the performance of 

PIOs. To engage PIOs and different publics of the organizations in the public relations 

process, the police department needs to follow the basic philosophy of public relations. 

The department should chalk out strategies to properly initiate public relations 

campaigns, do proper research before starting any campaign and at the end devise a 

strategy to receive feedback from different publics so that the performance of the 

organization and its public information section could be improved. The PIOs should also 

look at the larger interest of the publics and their department. The public information 

officers should strive to develop trust between the organization and its publics. This way 

the communication gap between the top management of the organization and its 

stakeholders could be narrowed, bringing more positive results.  

The department should enable its PIOs to monitor all the media outlets. Television sets 

should be installed in all the PR offices so that the practitioners can keep themselves up 

to date with the latest developments in the field. The PI sections should also keep in 

touch with the publics and monitor their feedback on the most recent policies and 

products of the organizations. This will help improve the performance of the 

organizations. All the public information officers should be aware of the modern 

technology and how to use it better for their own purposes.  

They should use social media platforms like twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn. Facebook and 

Twitter can be utilized both for publicity of the organization and eliciting feedback from 

the publics. To make full use of modern technology, the police department needs to equip 

its PIOs with laptops, computers, and the internet. On the other hand, the PIOs should 
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understand that mere publicity and marking of the products and services will not improve 

the image of their department among the masses (Weitzer, Tuch, & Skogan, 2008). The 

police department should devise community-based initiatives. The initiatives can include 

campaigns like tree plantation, distribution of free books, and clothes among the needy 

students etc. The PIOs should be provided access to the top-level management and 

employees. They should be made a part of the decision-making process. The results show 

that none of the PIOs recruited for this study got any funds to arrange public relations 

activities. Due to lack of finances a majority of them even did not think about organizing 

PR activities. They have just limited their job to the issuance of press releases. They were 

not even consulted during the designing of posters for the publicity of the department in 

their respective districts. The PIOs should get budgets. They can use that money for 

different purposes like arranging public relations campaigns, funfairs, workshops, and 

seminars, etc. This will empower the PIOs to work independently and devise public 

relations strategies.  
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