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I. INTRODUCTION 

This document responds to a request from leaders in the Canadian public relations 
industry to work in cooperation with the federal government to develop clear, fair and 
effective guidelines for the procurement of public relations services. It is the shared 
belief of the majority of public relations professionals that much needed reform is in the 
best interests of the industry, the government, as well as Canadian taxpayers. 

 
The auditor general’s report on the sponsorship program examined the federal 
government’s policies and procedures governing the procurement of communications 
services—primarily focusing on advertising agencies. Following the report, and in the 
midst of the sponsorship scandal, the Liberal administration reinforced the selection 
process for the procurement of advertising services and public opinion research 
services. It did not however address the distinct requirements for the procurement of 
public relations services. 
 
The need for meaningful and effective federal government procurement policies and 
procedures has been a long standing concern and frustration of the public relations 
industry. The industry believes the time has come for the federal government to develop 
and implement new policies and procedures that recognize the unique role and 
application of comprehensive public relations services required by government. 
 
During a meeting with representatives of the Minister’s office and the Department in 
2005, it was agreed that the Canadian Public Relations Society would present an official 
submission for consideration by the Department and the government. 
 
Our submission defines the profession/industry of public relations, reviews the long-
standing issues, as evidenced by a recent survey among practitioners, and recommends 
changes that are necessary to be fair to suppliers of public relations services and to offer 
Canadian taxpayers quality services at competitive prices. 
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Task force members 
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Senior Vice-President 
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II. THE CANADIAN PUBLIC RELATIONS SOCIETY 

The Canadian Public Relations Society (CPRS) is a voluntary organization of 1,600 men 
and women who practice public relations in Canada and abroad. Members work to 
maintain the highest standards and to share a uniquely Canadian experience in public 
relations. The actual number of public relations practitioners in Canada is many times 
the above figure. 
 
CPRS was founded in 1948 from two original groups–the first in Montreal and the 
second in Toronto. In 1953, these became associated as the Canadian Public Relations 
Society, and, in 1957, the organization was incorporated as a national society. 
 
Today, CPRS is a federation of 16 member societies based in major cities or organized 
province-wide. All member societies adhere to the constitution of the national and 
member society. 
 
In cooperation with its regional member societies and with like-minded organizations in 
other countries, CPRS works to advance the professional stature of public relations and 
regulates its practice for the benefit and protection of the public interest. 
 
Membership is restricted to individuals (not firms) who are engaged in the practice of 
public relations on behalf of business and industrial concerns, consulting firms, trade and 
professional associations, governments, educational institutions, health and welfare 
organizations, and other similar endeavours. 
 
To be eligible for membership in the Canadian Public Relations Society, applicants must 
devote most of their work-for-pay time to the practice of public relations, have a degree 
in public relations, or be a career teacher or administrator engaged in public 
relations/communications education at an accredited post-secondary institution.  
 
Society programs include the following: 
 
National level 
 
• National Council on Accreditation: members may establish their proficiency in the 

public relations field through the National CPRS Accreditation Program. Adding the 
coveted APR (Accredited, Public Relations) designation after their name becomes a 
key to career advancement. As an accredited member they join a group of more than 
500 Canadians who have demonstrated this established level of expertise. Only 
Society members may seek accreditation. The APR is also recognized by Global 
Alliance partners. 

• Membership directory: all members have access to an online membership directory 
and receive a printed copy of the annual publication. The directory includes member 
society listings, historical and professional material. 
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• Canadian public relations conference: a conference is held each year, in conjunction 
with a member society. The conference consists of study sessions, case history 
presentations, talks by nationally and internationally recognized experts in the field. 
The annual general meeting of the Society is also held at this time. 

• Awards of excellence: the annual awards competition for members is designed to 
foster pride and a spirit of competition in projects through national recognition and 
reward for high-calibre entries. 

• Major awards: through the national major awards, members are recognized for 
outstanding contribution to public relations, the advancement of public relations itself 
on behalf of the Society, the attainment of the highest level of professional 
achievement and to exceptional public service. 

• Educational institutions: the national society provides support for certificate, diploma 
and degree courses in public relations at community colleges and universities across 
Canada. 

• College of Fellows: the induction to the College of Fellows recognizes a member’s 
contribution to the public relations discipline. 

 
Member society level 
 
• Regular meetings with public relations practitioners including speakers recognized 

for their expertise in the field, case study sessions, panel discussions and 
educational and technical seminars. 

• Career development initiatives through seminars, workshops and courses. 

• News bulletins to keep members up-to-date on professional affairs at the local level. 

• Sponsorship of social events to promote and maintain a stronger sense of identity 
within the community. 

• Involvement in national conferences following nominations as host society. 

 
Code of professional standards 
 
Members of the Canadian Public Relations Society are pledged to maintain the spirit and 
ideals of the following stated principles of conduct, and to consider them essential to the 
practice of public relations. 
 
1. A member shall practice public relations according to the highest professional 

standards. 

2. A member shall deal fairly and honestly with the communications media and the 
public. 

3. A member shall practice the highest standards of honesty, accuracy, integrity and 
truth, and shall not knowingly disseminate false of misleading information. 
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4. A member shall deal fairly with past or present employers, clients, fellow 
practitioners, and with members of other professions. 

5. A member shall be prepared to disclose the name of their employer or client for 
whom public communications are made and refrain from associating themselves with 
anyone that would not respect such policy. 

6. A member shall protect the confidences of present, former and prospective 
employers and clients. 

7. A member shall not represent conflicting or competing interests without the express 
consent of those concerned, given after a full disclosure of the facts. 

8. A member shall not guarantee specific results beyond the member’s capacity to 
achieve. 

9. A member shall personally accept no fees, commissions, gifts or any other 
considerations for professional services from anyone except employers or clients for 
whom the services were specifically performed.  

 
International level 
 
CPRS engages in on-going liaison with the International Public Relations Association, 
the Public Relations Society of America and many other national public relations 
organizations around the world. CPRS has reciprocity agreements with many 
international partners within the Global Alliance of Public Relations and Communications 
Management. 
 
CPRS membership in the Global Alliance (GA) offers the membership a passport to the 
world of public relations. The Global Alliance has a mission to enhance the public 
relations profession worldwide through co-operation between its representative 
organizations and act as an advocate for the profession. 
 
To date the GA has adopted a universal code of ethics with significant input from CPRS 
members, agreed on a reciprocal “at members rate” policy for professional development 
events, publications and other services and has begun research and benchmarking in 
several other areas. Through its Web site the GA offers access to information regarding: 
regional or international conferences and seminars, case studies, awards programs, 
benchmarking research and networking opportunities for professionals. 
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III. THE PUBLIC RELATIONS CONSULTING INDUSTRY 

According to Statistics Canada, there are approximately 29,390 people employed in the 
public relations sector in Canada. The total size of the public relations consulting 
industry in Canada is difficult to estimate since many practitioners are individual 
consultants working out of their homes or employed in small firms of less than ten 
people. 
 
According to the task force’s estimate, the total number of firms in each province, active 
locally or as part of national organizations, is as follows; the number of total employees 
in these firms is also indicated: 
 
 Number Total employees 
British Columbia  20  185 
Alberta  7  47 
Saskatchewan  N/A  N/A 
Winnipeg  N/A  N/A 
Ontario  45  834 
Quebec  20  402 
New Brunswick  3  14 
Nova Scotia  7  39 
Prince Edward Island  0  0 
Newfoundland  3  15 
 
The number of firms of a national nature, working in more than one province, is 
estimated as follows: 
 
 Number of firms 
More than 200 employees 1 
150 to 200 employees - 
100 to 150 employees 2 
50 to 100 employees 3 
20 to 50 employees 5 
10 to 20 employees 3 
 
According to the task force’s estimates, total billings of the Canadian public relations 
consulting industry is estimated to be approximately $400 million per year. Recent 
estimates of the public relations industry in the United States put it at $3.75 billion per 
year.  
 
Public relations consultants provide a broad range of specialized services to small and 
large organizations in both the private and public sectors. Even large businesses and 
organizations with in-house communications departments employ public relations 
consulting firms for on-going counsel, specialized services, and program development 
and implementation.  
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In Quebec, the Association des cabinets de relations publiques represents the firms’ 
views and interests. A similar organization, the Canadian Council of Public Relations 
Firms, is being formed in Ontario under the leadership of a member of our task force, 
Pat McNamara. Both associations are supportive of the present brief. (See Appendix 1) 
 
In fact, public relations is very likely the fastest growing form of communications around 
the world. In 1990 the fees generated by the world's top ten agency/consulting firms 
were about $910 million. Ten years later the top ten generated fees of $2.5 billion. It is 
likely that the fees of the thousands of other smaller agencies and the direct spending on 
PR of organizations increased in the same proportion. 
 
Public Relations is also a major employer. It has been estimated that there are three 
million people engaged in public relations around the world. As already noted, Statistics 
Canada reports in the 2001 census that 29,390 worked in public relations in Canada. We 
believe the 2006 census will show significant growth. According to data from the 
US Department Labour, the number of public relations specialists employed in that 
country in 2002 was 211,000. 
 
As reported in the January 19, 2006 issue of The Economist: “Spending on PR in 
America has been growing strongly and reached some US$3.7 billion last year, 
according to Veronis Suhler Stevenson, a New York investment bank that specialises in 
media. It forecasts PR spending will grow by almost 9% a year. This is faster than the 
overall market for advertising and marketing, now growing at 6.7% a year.” 
 
Public Relations as a discipline has penetrated into the world's governments, industries, 
not-for-profits, NGOs, military and more. Public Relations people have also risen in the 
hierarchy of their organizations. In many corporations the most senior PR executive is a 
member of the executive committee.  
 
Public relations education and training has also blossomed around the world and in 
Canada, with a huge variety of undergraduate, graduate and now doctoral courses 
available at colleges and universities. 
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IV. ISSUES CONCERNING THE PROCUREMENT OF PUBLIC RELATIONS 
SERVICES BY THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 

The public relations industry has identified four fundamental issues concerning the 
procurement of public relations services by the federal government. These four, issues 
are the following: 
 
1. Assimilating public relations with advertising 
2. Absence of overall government authority and control over the procurement of 

public relations services 
3. Lack of confidence in the fairness of the selection process 
4. Inefficient use of private sector time, energy and money 
 
Issue 1.  Assimilating public relations with advertising 
 
The communications industries in Canada and globally are comprised of highly 
diversified and specialized areas of expertise. While public relations and advertising are 
both components of the communications industries they are very different disciplines, 
with distinct roles, functions, and applications.  At the present time, the Government of 
Canada’s procurement policies do not recognize the distinct nature of public relations 
within the broader context of communications firms and their offerings. 
 
The Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat has key responsibilities for the 
Communications Policy of the Government of Canada, revised November 29, 2004, 
which include: 
 

“…advising on the allocation and management of funds for government 
advertising which the Privy Council Office co-ordinates in conjunction with the 
Government Advertising Committee and the Cabinet, and assessing, advising 
on and processing TB submissions from institutions to release funding for 
approved advertising initiatives.” (www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/common/policies-
politiques_e.asp) 

 
The document defines the role of PWGSC in the area of communications as follows 
(pages 4 and 5):  
 

“Public Works and Government Services Canada (PWGSC) operates as a 
common service agency for the Government of Canada. It provides institutions 
with various mandatory and optional information services to ensure that 
government communications are well-integrated and cost effective pursuant to 
Treasury Board policies. 
 
“PWGSC co-ordinates contracting services with institutions to ensure 
consistent and efficient delivery of government communications. It ensures the 
integrity of the government contracting process for advertising and public 
opinion research, for publishing and electronic media monitoring, for film, 
video, audiovisual and multimedia productions, and for fairs and exhibitions. 
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“As well as managing the contracting process for professional advertising 
services, PWGSC manages the contract with the government’s Agency of 
Record. Institutions procure media space for advertising through the Agency of 
Record. PWGSC also provides advisory services to institutions and maintains 
the Advertising Management Information System (AdMIS), which documents 
the advertising activities of institutions throughout the government and forms 
the basis for annual reporting on such activities. 
 
“In its role as the government’s technical and co-ordinating authority for public 
opinion research, PWGSC advises institutions on their research plans and 
strategies, and maintains standing offers and other tools to facilitate the 
purchase of research services. As well as depositing final reports on research 
findings with the Library of Parliament and with Library and Archives Canada, 
PWGSC publishes an annual report on the government’s research activities 
and manages a Web-based database that is used to co-ordinate public opinion 
research activities throughout the Government of Canada. 
 
(…) 
 
“To ensure sound financial management and the consistent application of 
Treasury Board policies and directives, PWGSC provides to the Treasury 
Board of Canada Secretariat, as required, information and advice on the 
allocation of expenditures in contracts for communication services.” 

 
It is surprising to note that even within this important ‘defining’ document there is no 
specific reference to public relations. The document then provides a lengthy discussion 
of what constitutes the essence of the public relations function without making reference 
to the actual discipline. 
 
Appendix B of the document defines the communications function as follows (pages 9, 
10, 11 and 12): 
 

Communications are central to the work and management of the Government 
of Canada. As a function of good management, open and proactive 
communication ensures that the public receives government information, and 
that the views and concerns of the public are taken into account in the 
planning, management and evaluation of policies, programs, services and 
initiatives. 
 
Government communications represent a vital public service that involves both 
providing information and listening to the public. To develop policies, programs 
and services that meet the needs of a diverse public, the government must 
understand the environment within which it operates and respond to the 
concerns of the public in relevant and useful ways. This includes 
communicating in the official language of a person’s choice, and producing 
information in multiple formats to accommodate diverse needs. 
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Communications entail more than simply providing or receiving information. 
The manner in which information is exchanged is also important. The quality 
and timeliness of the transaction has an impact on the value of the information 
and the credibility of its course. 
 
Communications within the Government of Canada is a shared responsibility 
involving officials and employees at all levels. Effective policy and program 
development and administration requires co-operation and co-ordination 
throughout the government: among ministers, senior officials, policy advisers, 
analysts, program managers, communications staff, specialists in human 
resources, information technologies, Web masters, graphic artists, 
researchers, marketing specialists, access to information and privacy co-
ordinators, librarians, receptionists, call-centre staff and others. 
 
Co-operation and co-ordination between institutions are also necessary to 
better serve and inform the public. It ensures that government themes and 
priorities are clearly and consistently reflected in the information and messages 
communicated to Canadians at home and abroad. 
 
In budgeting for and delivering communication services, it is essential that all 
elements of the communications function be properly resourced. Sufficient 
resources must be allocated to all local, regional, national and international 
operations to ensure the requirements of the Communication Policy of the 
Government of Canada are fulfilled. 
 
The communications function, under the stewardship of heads of 
communications in all institutions of the Government of Canada, includes the 
following: 
 
Effective and accountable management 
 

• Providing leadership, support and advice to ensure that communications 
are integrated in all phases of policy and program planning, development, 
implementation, marketing and management; 

• Applying the principles and practices of good management to the co-
ordination of research, analysis, advice and planning, and to the 
organization and implementation of communication programs and 
activities: 

• Preparing and implementing communication plans and strategies—
including analyzes of the internal and external environments—in support of 
policies, programs, services and initiatives: 

• Assessing performance and evaluating results, learning, and adjusting 
processes and activities to enhance effectiveness: 

• Providing effective resource and expenditure management; 
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• Ensuring appropriate accountability and reporting mechanisms to 
Parliament and central agencies for the administration of all 
communication activities; 

• Ensuring the inclusion of communication plans, and the identification of 
dedicated resources, in memoranda to Cabinet and in Treasury Board 
submissions; 

• Co-ordinating activities with ministers’ offices to advance the 
communication goals and priorities of the government; 

• Providing communications support and advice to ministers and senior 
officials on (non-partisan) government matters, including the preparation of 
speeches, news releases, briefing notes, presentations, memoranda and 
correspondence; 

• Collaborating with other Government of Canada institutions to promote 
common communication objectives; 

• Providing advice and support in the establishment and management of 
collaborative arrangements and sponsorships. 

• Integrating corporate communication planning with annual business 
planning and budgeting cycles; 

• Ensuring coherence and consistency of communications across all 
channels—telephone, in-person, mail, publications, Web sites, and so 
forth; 

• Integrating all communication activities, including Internet applications, 
marketing, advertising, public opinion research and media relations to 
promote consistent and well co-ordinated communications with the public; 

• Advising on and assisting in the development of internal communication 
strategies and activities that recognize and support the role all employees 
have in communicating with the public; 

• Supporting an open, co-operative and consultative culture throughout the 
workplace, which includes being open to the views and concerns of 
employees unions, representatives and associations regarding workplace 
issues; 

• Advising on information management to ensure effective use of information 
technologies and electronic communications; 

• Advising on and assisting in risk communication; 

• Advising on and assisting in crisis and emergency communications. 
 
Values and ethics 
 
• Informing the public about policies, programs, services and initiatives in an 

accountable, non-partisan fashion consistent with the principles of 
Canadian parliamentary democracy and ministerial responsibility; 
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• Communicating in a manner that affirms Canadian values of freedom, 
openness, security, caring and respect; 

• Ensuring that public trust and confidence in the impartiality and integrity of 
the Public Service of Canada are upheld; 

• Honouring the value and reputation of the government and public 
institutions in all communication activities; 

• Working collaboratively with institutions to serve the public interest; 

• Providing useful, timely, accurate, clear, objective and complete 
information to the public in both official languages; 

• Respecting privacy rights, security needs and matters before the courts; 

• Avoiding conflicts of interest and the appearance or public perception of 
endorsing, or providing a marketing subsidy or an unfair competitive 
advantage to, any person, organization or entity outside of government. 

 
Listening and evaluating 
 
• Researching and analyzing public issues and the public environment to 

help identify and assess the wants, needs and views of Canadians with 
respect to existing or proposed policies, programs, services and initiatives; 

• Maintaining open communications with the public and developing proactive 
strategies for assessing and addressing public concerns; 

• Learning about the views, priorities, needs and expectations of Canadians 
through various means, including enquiry analysis, citizen feedback, media 
coverage and opinion research; 

• Advising on and assisting in public consultations and citizen engagement; 

• Planning, conducting or contracting and analysing public opinion research; 

• Providing, co-ordinating or contracting media monitoring services; 

• Evaluating communication programs and activities against planned 
objectives and professional standards, and making adjustments or 
improvements as needed; 

• Monitoring and evaluating the degree to which management practises 
comply with the requirements of this policy. 

 
Meeting diverse needs 
 
• Preparing, producing and disseminating information using all forms of 

media and graphic arts, including electronic publishing; 

• Advocating on behalf of those who will or should receive information to 
ensure its clarity and utility for the end user; 
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• Communicating in English and French—complying with official language 
requirements in all communications; 

• Communicating with the public and providing information services through 
the Internet and other electronic media while ensuring more traditional or 
alternative forms of communication are available to meet the needs of all 
Canadians; 

• Recognizing the special needs of many Canadians, including literacy levels 
and perceptual or physical challenges, and designing and delivering 
communication tools to respond to those needs; 

• Recognizing the diverse nature of Canadian society and ensuring that 
communications are fair, balanced and representative. 

 
Outreach 
 
• Applying marketing, citizen engagement and consultation techniques to 

foster citizen feedback or to enhance public access to, awareness and use 
of government policies, programs, services and initiatives; 

• Planning, co-ordinating, implementing regional, national and international 
activities that integrate major objectives of the government, ministers and 
institutions; 

• Planning, co-ordinating, implementing and evaluating advertising, 
publishing and public awareness programs and campaigns; 

• Building and maintaining communication partnerships with various sectors 
of society to help meet the diverse information needs of Canadians and to 
achieve government objectives; 

• Building and maintaining effective relations with journalists and other 
communicators; 

• Planning, co-ordinating and promoting the government’s participation in 
public events, including fairs and exhibitions. 

 
Although the preceding description makes a legitimate attempt to outline 
communications functions, it does not link them to the practice of public relations. In fact, 
these same functions constitute the broad range of initiatives undertaken by public 
relations practitioners on behalf of their public and private clients.   
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As well, the document does not provide any direction on the appropriate steps to 
contract communications consulting services. In fact the “public relations” discipline is 
not mentioned until page 14 of the document under the heading 16-13 Contracting for 
Advertising and Public Opinion Research Services, Section 16.13.5: 
 

• All activities involved in the purchase, by or on behalf of the government, 
for the development and production of advertising campaigns and 
associated space or time in print or broadcast media, or in other mass 
media, such as outdoor and transit advertising. 

• It also includes any collateral materials such as posters, counter displays, 
and printed material such as inserts that are a direct extension of an 
advertising campaign. Public Service Announcements are also considered 
advertising. 

• Public relations, special events, direct marketing and promotion activities 
that are an extension or form part of an advertising campaign are included 
in the definition of advertising. (The underline is ours.) 

• Paid announcements such as public notices regarding tenders, sales, 
public hearings, offers of employment, and business hours and addresses 
may be placed directly with the media by departments and agencies. 

 
The document’s lack of clarity on the depth and scope of public relations services is 
limiting and inappropriate to the real public relations needs of government and the 
stakeholders it serves.   
 
To assimilate public relations with special events, direct marketing and promotion 
activities and to limit its perceived value as merely an extension to, or component of, an 
advertising campaign—is a perspective that is aggressively challenged by The Canadian 
Public Relations Society.  
 
Contemporary management theory views public relations as a management function 
with a broader, more sophisticated and integral role within public and private 
organizations.  
 
In the broadest sense, public relations aims at managing an organization’s relations with 
the stakeholders in its socio-economic environment. It establishes and maintains on-
going relationships between an organization and its employees, clients, shareholders, 
local communities, governments at municipal, provincial or federal levels.  
 
Public relations seeks to persuade with the sharing of fact-based information and 
dialogue. It is not paid for. The media are a public unto themselves as they influence all 
other stakeholders and provide them with third-party, arms-length views.  
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It is acknowledged that public relations can also be a marketing tool to inform consumers 
about products or services. Even in this role, marketing public relations is about 
establishing two-way communications with the stakeholders in order to arrive at an 
informed public opinion.  
 
It is also, generally acknowledged that advertising is primarily used as a commercial 
communications tool to influence consumer behaviour. In its traditional form, print 
advertising and radio and television commercials are one-way communications, with no 
interaction with the targeted public and no screening by third party influencers like 
journalists. The print space or air time is paid for. 
 
The inclusion of public relations services under the broader advertising umbrella—and 
by default making the selection of public relations firms the responsibility of advertising 
firms—creates inherent obstacles and conflicts to the procurement of appropriate public 
relations providers.   
 
Most advertising agencies in Canada do not offer public relations services as part of 
their core communications offerings. Therefore, to fully respond to the government’s 
RFPs, ad agencies must seek out public relations firms to partner with. In all such cases, 
the federal government is not itself selecting the public relations firm of its preference. 
Under this practice, the government is removing itself from the responsibility and 
accountability of the procurement process. It is as if the federal government hired 
architects through RFPs intended for engineers. 
 
On a business level, the practice of ad agencies selecting public firms creates 
management difficulties due to the differences in the business models of both 
professions. Public relations firms and advertising agencies do not operate the same 
way. Traditionally, advertising agencies charge for their services on a commission basis. 
A large part of revenues received from clients is used to purchase media properties. 
They also incur substantial expenses in paying for creation—graphic design, video and 
film production. In contrast, public relations firms charge fees for their services, generally 
based on an hourly rate.  
 
The failure of RFPs to not always distinguish between the two disciplines is not in the 
best interests of government and the communications suppliers they require. It is 
strongly recommended that separate RFPs be developed to reflect each particular 
communications discipline.  
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Issue 2.  Absence of overall government authority and control over the 
procurement of public relations services. 

 
The public relations industry believes the best interests of government, the industry and 
the taxpayers would be served by the designation of a single government management 
authority responsible for having comprehensive information and control over the actual 
procurement of public relations services. This model is currently operating in the 
province of Ontario with a central authority performing such a role to the satisfaction of 
the industry. 
 
Presently, PWGSC has authority over the procurement of public relations services by 
the federal government but it is limited in its application. Although Treasury Board and 
PWGSC develop the rules, PWGSC is only involved in RFPs when other departments 
request its assistance. Government departments are not obligated to go through 
PWGSC. Nor is PWGSC mandated to monitor RFP activity in the various departments.  
 
In addition, government agencies such as Canada Post or the Royal Canadian Mint are 
not bound by any PWGSC rules and PWGSC has no authority over their activities for the 
selection of public relations services. 
 
It is recommended that PWGSC be granted a leadership role in the procurement of 
public relations services and be given the authority to:  
 
-  establish the rules of procurement; 

-  conduct RFPs for all government departments; and  

-  monitor and supervise all public relations RFPs by all government agencies. 
 
It is believed that benefits of this approach will be derived through greater clarity, 
transparency, control and management oversight. 
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Issue 3.  Lack of confidence in the fairness of the selection process 
 
Given the lack of differentiation between public relations and other communications 
functions, and the absence of an independent authority with real oversight, it is 
understandable that the public relations industry views the current procurement process 
as being seriously flawed, if not, unfair.    
 
Again it should be noted that the majority in the industry hold in high regard the 
procurement processes at the provincial level—most notably in Ontario and Quebec—
where the selection process is viewed as being generally transparent and free of political 
favouritism.  
 
Among the present requirements or seemingly tolerated behaviour at the federal level 
that are believed to be inappropriate and counterproductive are: 
 
• The limiting requirement of ‘prior government work experience’ which prevents the 

eligibility of talented firms whose only deficiency may be there inability to have won a 
government contract under the present guidelines. 

• The ‘existing security clearance’ requirement imposed by the federal departments 
and agencies which, by definition, excludes firms who in the past may have not been 
successful in winning contracts under the prevailing guidelines. 

• The practice of circumventing the procurement process and extending tenders ‘by 
invitation only’ where there is an emergency or an urgent need to proceed with a 
project. For instance, the Royal Canadian Mint only invited three prior suppliers to 
bid on a $700,000 communications project that was awarded in June 2004, thereby 
excluding all other public relations firms from competing in this exceptional contract. 
A firm that featured prominently in the Gomery hearings, Lafleur Communications, 
was hired by Canada Post in the 1990s and then dispensed public relations 
contracts around the country for postage stamp promotions, never tendering or 
inviting competition for those assignments. 

• The circumventing of the procurement process as described by the Gomery 
Commission through the vetting of potential suppliers by the PMO, the granting of 
contracts without tenders, and the retention of commissions by an approved firm  
who sub-contracts to another communications firm.  

• The perception that the ‘standing offer’ approach used by PWGSC and government 
supports favouritism. Many firms are frustrated that, after spending time and money 
for “standing offer” status, they never get any work. 

• Practitioners are becoming concerned by the latest proposal put forward by the 
government’s new director general for small and medium businesses that would 
allow departments to use the services of smaller contractors after larger firms made 
a considerable investment in qualifying for standing offers. They call for the strict 
enforcement of the bidding system policy. 
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For all of the above, the federal government needs to put in place a transparent and fair 
process for the procurement of public relations services, to establish trust and counter 
industry perceptions of bureaucratic favouritism or political patronage.  
 
It is strongly recommended that all contracts, including standing offers, of more than 
$100,000 in fees should be awarded through specific public tenders.  
 
No firm should receive more than $100,000 in fees from any particular department or 
agency through the standing offer approach. 
 
When the standing offer method is used there needs to be a mechanism for  fair 
distribution of contracts.  
 
As well, no consultant should be allowed to bill cumulative services on separate invoices 
over $50,000 without tender. 
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Issue 4.  Inefficient use of private sector time, energy and money 
 
The government’s current procurement process and practices are often perceived to be 
inconsistent, inefficient and ultimately, cost prohibitive to many public relations firms.  
 
Among the challenges and concerns that should be addressed include:   
 
• Lack of consistency in the form or substance of RFPs. Every time a new RFP comes 

up, firms’ presentations and credentials have to be redone in order to fit in the 
particular RFP requirements for proposal presentations. 

• Lack of consistency regarding Canadian ownership. Requirements vary over time, 
department to department and may require anywhere from no Canadian ownership 
to up 80% and 100% Canadian ownership.  

• Unrealistic deadlines for submission of proposals. Firms are often asked to spend 
considerable time and resources to meet strict deadlines. Conversely, decisions on 
contracts can take a long time to be made or announced after proposals have been 
submitted. Other times announcements are never made and projects are cancelled 
with no indemnity to firms. 

• Some requirements are sometime irrelevant or do not apply to the public relations 
discipline (e.g.: Do you have your own media placement department?) 
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V.  SURVEY OF PUBLIC RELATIONS PRACTITIONERS’ OPINIONS 

In November 2005 the CPRS task force initiated an online survey of senior executives in 
public relations firms across Canada. The purpose of the survey was to garner their 
perceptions of the federal government’s approach to the procurement of public relations 
services and identify ways to improve the process and practices for the selection of 
firms. 
 
The survey in English was sent to 47 senior public relations firm executives and received 
11 responses, for a 23% response rate. The survey in French was sent to 14 senior 
public relations firm executives and received 4 responses, for a 28% response rate. The 
task force is satisfied that the response rate is reflective of the current opinions of the 
industry, considering that a significant proportion of firms, many of them operating 
outside of Ottawa or central Canada, expressed little or no interest, having lost faith in 
the present procurement process.   
 
Although the methodology used for this instant online survey is not scientific it suggests 
a manifest common distrust of the RFP procedures, a lack of confidence in the selection 
process and criteria, and the government transparency on this matter. Respondents are 
also critical of the time, resources and financial investment required, and of the delay in 
receiving the government’s decision.  
 
A copy of the survey is attached. (Appendix 2) for the consideration of the government 
as it looks to the development of proper procurement policies and procedures. 
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VI. CONCLUSION 

The Canadian Public Relations Society’s task force on the procurement of public 
relations services by the federal government recommends that: 
 
• The Government of Canada should engage into an in-depth review of its 

procurement practices concerning the procurement of public relations services;  

• The objectives of such review should be to establish processes that are fair to 
suppliers of public relations services, based on merit and providing Canadian 
taxpayers quality services at competitive prices; 

• Public relations contracts should be awarded separately from advertising contracts; 

• There should be one central government procurement authority within PWGSC in 
charge of  

- supervising and coordinating all public relations consulting activities in all 
government departments and agencies; 

- developing uniformed regulations and RFPs;  

- awarding public relations contracts of more than $100,000 by government 
departments; and  

- developing standing offers for work of less than $100,000 and monitoring all 
public relations one-time contracts under $25,000 awarded by all departments 
and agencies. 

• The Public Relations Procurement Authority should institute an advisory committee 
of public relations practitioners, representing CPRS and IABC practitioners as well as 
the Canadian Council of Public Relations Firms and the Association des cabinets de 
relations publiques du Québec, in order to benefit from on-going feedback and 
advice on the procurement of public relations services. 

 
A fair and transparent method for hiring public relations firms has existed under the 
Ontario and Quebec governments for almost a decade. Several of the government’s 
current cabinet colleagues who served previously at the provincial level will be familiar 
with it as a model to consider for the federal government. 
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French survey results 
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Survey respondents’ comments 
 

 


