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The Evolution of Public Relations as a Profession
in Israel's Changing Political, Socio—cultural
and Economic Environment

Margalit Shalit-Toledano

Supervisor: Prof. Gideon Kouts, Paris 8 University, France,
2005

This thesis attempts to understand the origins and development
of Israeli public relations and to construct a historical account
of that process. It is based on narratives, both in published
materials and through original interviews, of the public
relations practitioners themselves. In suggesting how the
Israeli story of public relations differs from the profession’s
developments in other societies, it interprets the unique
aspects of the Israeli experience in relations to public relations
theory. It argues that the evolution of public relations as a
profession is best understood in the context of the specific
cultural, economic, media, political, and social developments
at key historical periods. A major emphasis is given to
practitioner—organization relationships, jurisdiction disputes
with journalism and advertising, and the practitioners’ own
professional self image.

While describing the part Isracli public relations
practitioners played in the nation-building effort by shaping
its narratives and symbols, the thesis investigates how this
specific challenge shaped the practitioners’ professional
identity. By tracking Israeli public relations experiences
within major institutions in the public and private sectors,
it also contributes to the professional and academic field of
public relations outside Israel; to contextual research into
professionalization processes, drawing on the sociological
analysis of Abbott (1988), and to the understanding of the
different functions of public relations in different cultures.

Part A of the thesis presents the goal it endeavors to
achieve and its context. The literature review presents different
concepts and theories, which emerged in the relatively young
academic field of public relations over the last two decades.
This section also discusses sociological approaches to the
evolution of professions and examines the definition of
public relations in relations to propaganda, journalism, and
advertising.

Part B identifies key variables in the Israeli environment
that affected the development of public relations in Israel.
It describes the specific characteristics and core values of
Israeli society as grounded in the long history of exile of the
Jewish people and the experience of living within a hostile
environment. It considers how the traditional Jewish public
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sphere’s emphasis on values of solidarity and consensus
rather than on individual rights and freedoms was used by the
Zionist movement, which had, since the 1880s, promoted the
idea of a Jewish state. It illustrates how these values continue
to serve the Israeli political leadership after statehood,
especially in the first two decades of Israel’s existence.

Part C of the thesis presents the core evidence of the
development of public relation practice in Israel. Based on
historical documents, and personal in—depth interviews
with almost forty practitioners, it describes public relations
practice in specific organizations and sectors. The Zionist
revolution’s approach to communication and media was very
different from the public relations precursors of the American
Revolution leaders who wrote that nation’s constitution.
Subsequent research conducted on two major Zionist
institutions: the Jewish Agency and the Jewish National Fund
(JNF), covered the period from the pre—state first decade of
the 20th century to present day. It follows the propaganda
and Hasbara activities of these institutions and also consider
some of their most effective campaigns and how they shaped
Israeli culture.

Following the establishment of the state, the thesis
discusses the role played by directors of information services
and spokespeople of the Israeli government in ministries and
organizations. It focuses on the dilemmas these practitioners
faced in the process of change from political spokespeople
into civil servants.

Two chapters in part C describe the work of the consultants,
who serve several organizations, in the private sector. During
the 1960s there were no more than ten private public relations
consultants in Israel.

The thesis concludes that Israel’s democracy during the
pre—state period, and in its first two decades as a nation,
did not serve as a stimulant for the development of public
relations in the modern definition as a builder of “mutually
beneficial relationships” (Heath, 2001). In a climate where the
government controlled most of the market’s activities, and the
mediawas anobedient servantof the Zionist institutions and the
Israel government, the need for professional public relations
services did not develop. The enlisted or “mobilized” nature
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of Jewish and Israeli society stimulated intensive activities
in specific public relations services that may be identified
with the function of “engineering acceptance” (Heath, 2002)
or as “propaganda of integration” (Ellul, 1965). The thesis
discusses the concept of Hasbara and the predominant role
of fundraising and lobbying as public relations functions
that were stimulated by the system. However, the changes in
Israel’s economic, media, and political system from the 1980s
precipitated a significant shift in public relations concerns
away from nation-building challenges, Zionist Hasbara,
fundraising and state service, and toward the business sector,
consultancies, and specialized services.
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