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In 1998, the Institute of Public Relations launched “a new educational development” 
(L’Etang 2004, p.217) as “an important step towards chartered status” (PREF 1998, 
p.16). This paper examines the consequent twenty-year history of the Institute’s 
diploma qualification in order to evaluate its study as a career development strategy.  

UK-based empirical research into the career implications of gaining a 
qualification in public relations is limited. Moloney et al. (1999) report positive 
indications of career progression among the first six cohorts of Bournemouth 
University’s pioneering undergraduate degree course. However, this work concerns 
attainment of an academic qualification in respect of career preparation rather than 
study of a professional qualification as a career development strategy.  

Vocational qualifications are not mandated for public relations practitioners in 
the UK. Indeed, Wright and Flynn (2017, p.60) note that the field’s philosophy of 
professionalization “places the responsibility of being a ‘professional’ upon the 
individual, including seeking educational opportunities suitable for career 
advancement”. This “individualistic model of careers” (Rosenbaum 1989, p.33) fails 
to consider the role of employers in recognising the value of attaining professional 
qualifications and supporting a culture of lifelong learning. This is surprising given 
emphasis in academic literature and practice on a technician-manager hierarchy 
(Dozier and Broom 2006) of employment and career development within the field.  

Attaining a professional qualification may indicate practitioners’ personal 
ambitions to pursue the linear career progression evident in a bureaucratic career 
form (Kanter 1989). However, this perspective of career mobility ignores inequity of 
career opportunity within organisations and has been criticised for representing a 
normative twentieth century experience of “the white western able bodied middle 
class male” (Patton and McMahon 2014, p.135).  

It is notable that female representation within the Institute’s membership 
increased to 47.8% in the year the diploma was introduced (IPR 1999). This followed 
changes to the criteria for associate membership and allowance of full membership 
based on an approved qualification and “four years’ comprehensive experience” 
rather than ten years’ experience alone (Black 1995, p.177). Consequently the 
diploma offered a route to gain the professional status of IPR/CIPR membership that 
may have been particularly appealing to younger practitioners, especially women.  



This paper involves a mixed-method research design to examine the history 
of the Institute’s public relations diploma from 1998 to 2017 and evaluate its study as 
a career development strategy over time.  

1. Literature review and archive analysis: to examine the career implications 
of original and revised diploma syllabi, reading lists and other materialsi. 

2. A Delphi technique: to explore the knowledge and opinions of a purposeful 
sample of experts involved with the development and delivery of the 
diploma qualification between 1998 and 2017. 

3. A survey: to obtain data concerning the lived experiences of practitioners 
(male and female) who have studied the CIPR diploma.  

Findings are reviewed against a body of academic work that has examined a 
changing career context over the past two decades (Blustein 2013; Patton and 
McMahon 2014; Lawrence et al, 2015). This offers the opportunity to assess the 
historic and contemporary value of the study of a professional qualification in respect 
of strategic career development within the occupational field.  
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i		 Relevant archive materials include those held at Bournemouth University (Public 

Relations Educators Forum, PREF) and the History of Advertising Trust (IPR/CIPR 
archive). 


