
1 
 

 

 

The Role of Public Relations in Private and Public Sectors in 

North-western Nigeria: An Assessment  
 

 
1Chubado Umaru; 2Umar Abubakar Arabo and 3Umar Usman  

 

  
1DVC’s Office, Federal University Gusau, Nigeria 

Chubadoumaru@fugusau.edu.ng or +234(0)7031686161    

 
2Directorate of CRID, Federal University Gusau, Nigeria 

umararabo@fugusau.edu.ng or +234(0)7036418924  
 

3Information Unit, Federal University Gusau, Nigeria 

umarusman992@gmail.com or +234(0)8069581312 

 

ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the role of public relations in private and public sectors, taking into consideration the 

Federal University Gusau (FUGUS) and Guarantee Trust Bank (GTB) Gusau Branch. It also investigates 

how these organizations utilize public relations to enhance mutual lines of communication, understanding 

and acceptance with their publics in order to improve their overall corporate image. A sample of eight 

public relations practitioners were drawn from the institutions using purposive sampling technique. The 

open systems model of public relations guided the conduct of the study. Data collected was coded and 

analyzed by using secondary literature. Results of the study shows that public relations increasingly 

important brand building tools in both private and public sectors in the study area and the country as a 

whole. The paper also found that there is a robust, positive relationship between good public relations and 

the organizational success. The paper therefore recommends that the FUGUS and GTB Gusau branch and 

other organizations been public or private should take necessary steps in involving the public relations 

unit in decision making of their sectors. This is to achieve the main objective of this paper.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Society is increasingly becoming complex with emerging issues and challenges that require creative and 

imaginative solutions from those involved. With the on-going process of globalization, access to 

information through the ever-dynamic communication technologies are exposing individuals to new 

realities that promote new tastes, expectations and demands on product and service producers in place like 

Nigeria. It is now a news when an organization (Public or Private) does not have a Public Relations Unit. 

Public Relations (PR) has been widely recognized as an essential tool in the creation of goodwill and 

understanding among customers, employees and general public (Hon, 1998 and Weinberg, 2009). In the 

execution of this responsibility, Public Relations has become a professionalized activity that is carefully 

guided by ethics and code of conducts unlike propaganda, advertising and persuasion (Luo, 2005). 

Parsons (2008) holds that the increasing media clutter and altering competition has also forced 

organizations to take new stands when planning promotion activities that are aimed at reaching and 

keeping the customers. To do this, a company needs to get and maintain a high amount of credibility in 

front of its customers. At the same time, modern marketing has been found to be consuming increasing 

amount of resources in their promotion activities, which has resulted in products and services with higher 
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prices for the customers. One promotion tool that has gained prominence among organizations in recent 

times is public relations, perhaps due to its lower promotion costs and its tendency to increase promotion 

credibility (Daramola and Nwanne, 2012). 

Kogan (1965) describes public relations as the continuing process by which business tries to win the 

goodwill and understanding of its customers, its employees and the general public at large, inwardly 

through self-analysis and correction, outwardly through all means of expression. Cutlip, et al. (2000) 

defines public relations as a distinctive management function which helps establish and maintain good 

lines of communication, understanding, acceptance and co-operation between an organization and its 

publics. Grunig, et al. (2002) opines that public relations involves the management of problems or issues, 

helps management to keep informed on, and responsive to, public opinions, defines and emphasizes the 

responsibility of management to serve the public interest, helps management keep abreast of, and 

effectively utilize change thus serving as an early warning system to help anticipate trend, and uses 

research and ethical communication techniques as its principal tool. Also defining public relations, 

Offonry (1985) believes that it is the business of creating and maintaining public understanding and 

support through effective communication. In other words, PR is a continuous and constructive exchange 

between business or interest groups and its beneficiary clients (Moss, 2001). 

The definitions provided clearly stated the role public relations could play in both the public and private 

organizations. It is beyond doubt an indispensable activity by all organizations because organizations 

need to have understanding with their clients, employees, host communities among others in order to 

operate peacefully and profitably. 

Organizations have different publics depending on the nature of their focus. It is always strategic to be 

fully conversant with the public that the organization relates with at each point in time: categories, 

characteristics, tastes needs and expectations, etc. These publics are generally categorized as internal and 

external publics. The internal publics consist of the employees and other interested groups within the 

organization while the external public on the other hand include various segments like the surrounding 

communities, various branches and agencies of government, different categories of consumers in markets, 

business partners, security agencies, among other (Weinberg, 2009 and Cutlip, et al. 2000). 

Some of the factors that continue to challenge organizations, thus calling for multiple institutional 

strategies that include effective public relations according to Pate and Musa (2011) to satisfy customers 

are the growing national and international competitions, complex and challenging operational climate, 

hostile surrounding communities, growing expectations, security issues, depressed nature of the economy, 

increasing poverty among the general population, rising costs of production, unending demands from 

labour, unpredictable government policies, expensive media services, etc. Among the most effective ways 

to deal with the challenges is the establishment and sustenance of functional public relations units. Such 

units facilitate an organization capacity to anticipate and adapt to societal demands and trends that 

positively impact on a company's image and reputation that result in a better operating environment; and 

smoothing and enhancing a company's operations, which can lead to increase in sales (Lattimore, et al. 

2004). 

Statement of the Problem  

The concept of public relations is widely misunderstood and misapplied in Nigeria. Many people have 

come to associate it with the singular creation of a favourable image without minding the who, what, to 

whom, at what cost and of what effects the image will serve (Pate and Musa, 2011). Thus the term is 

easily confused with propaganda and advertising. However, this study reviews the role of public relations 

in public and private sectors using FUGUS and GTB Gusau branch as case study respectively. It is set to 

address the issue of corporate social responsibility and how it helps in creating and maintaining cordial 

relationships with publics especially host communities. 

Scope of the Study 

Gusau is located on the high plains of Hausaland. It is the state capital of Zamfara state and largest 

industrial and commercial town in the state. Gusau town is located along Zaria – Sokoto road and the 

town is placed on latitude 120 – 130 to 120 – 180 north and longitude 60 – 290 to 60 – 450 east. Gusau 

bordered today in the east by Katsina and Kotorkoshi, in the north by Kaura Namoda and Birnin Magaji, 
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in the west by Bungudu, Dansadau and Kaduna state in the southern part. A favourable location which 

has contributed to the growth of commercial activities of the town. Gusau town covers an area of 

approximately 3469 square kilometres (Umar, 2015 and Ma’ud, 2020). According to 1991 CENSUS, the 

Gusau Local Government had estimated with the total population of 260,446 and by CENSUS 2006 the 

number has mounted to 383,712 with Gusau town having 241,321 populations (Umar, 2015). This 

population increase has a direct bearing with the status of the town growth in both public and private 

organizations which FUGUS and GTB are in exception. Despite the fact that there is existence of many 

public and private sectors in Gusau and Nigeria at large, this paper therefore is confined to only FUGUS 

and GT Bank Gusau branch alone. These organizations were selected for the purpose of coming up with 

rich work for both the organizations and general publics in order to build and improve their relationship 

with publics and clients nationally and internationally by considering the recommendations of this paper.  

Significance of the Study 

This research paper is significant to many fronts. At the researcher’s frontages, the paper equipped them 

with the knowledge of the inner workings of the public relation units found in the sectors being 

investigated. It also helps them increased both theoretical and practical understanding of how public 

relations is being utilized in the organizations and the state as a whole. Accordingly, the paper added to 

existing literature on the role of public relations and it served as future reference material for interested 

researchers, scholars and students as well as organizations in order to develop their fields and sectors. 

Finally, the paper provided good recommendations to the organizations being examined on the areas of 

their corporate social responsibilities that need to be improved. This therefore, should translate into saying 

that the communities within which the organizations (i.e. FUGUS and GTB) being studied operate stand 

to gain more development. 

                            

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

In this section, the paper provides relevant and related literature to the study. It begins by giving a brief 

conceptual overview of the concept of public relations. This is followed by a discussion on the relevance 

of public relations in the public and private sectors especially banking industry because of the competition 

facing private sectors which calls for more public relations that in the public sectors. The paper then 

outlines and analyses studies on the role of public relations in public and private organizations as 

conducted by other researchers and scholars. It presents the theoretical framework which guides the 

conduct of the work. 

Public relations have been practiced throughout history, dating back to the period of the ancient Greeks 

(Lindic, 2006). Two issues have been related to the emergence of public relations i.e. the World War and 

the Post War Economic boom. Governments also came to play an important role in the consolidations as 

well as legitimation of public relations as a profession (Pate and Musa, 2011). Secondly with an 

impoverished theory to inform the concept of public, the profession of public relations has come to 

function essentially through the use of modern communication media broadcasting and the press. Thirdly, 

and as a result its reliance on the mass media to deliver its services, public relations appear to work within 

the problematic confines of message/effect theory paradigm and therefore subject to the limitations of this 

paradigm. The conclusion that arise from all these are that, neither the historical forces leading to the 

emergence of public relations nor the societal focus of this endeavor imbue it with any liberative capacity 

(Pate and Musa, 2011). 

Although public relations practice gained momentum in the twentieth century, it has always provided 

opportunities to keep people informed, even though most of the time it was used to persuade people. For 

example, the Greek word sematikos, used to describe public relations, means semantics, which can be 

defined as how to get people to believe things and do it (Parsons, 2008 and Merenda, 2004). It is because 

of this that public relations have been referred to as a practice that forces and influences public opinion 

simply to generate publicity for a particular person, political party or organization (Sterne, 2008). 

Over the centuries, the practice of public was often misused and misunderstood, often being referred to as 

propaganda (Sandilands, 2009). However, while the use of the term propaganda came about in World 

War II; both public relations and propaganda are concepts that have evolved overtime. Currently, the 
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purpose of public relations has evolved from simply generating publicity to focusing on relationships and 

building these relationships. One of the main reasons for this is because modern media of communication 

such as the Internet has made public relations ‘public’ again with blogs and sites such as Twitter and 

Facebook (Weinberg, 2009 and Hutton, 2001). 

Defining public relations has been, for academics and professionals alike, a difficult obstacle to 

overcome. The problem is not in knowing what it is that public relations does, or hopes to accomplish, but 

rather breaking it down to a simple, easily understood definition. One of the challenges lies in the fact that 

public relations is practiced in many different types of organizations, and focuses on many different 

stakeholders, and often to the dismay of writers of books and journal among others, it is difficult to parse 

all of those areas into a simple definition. However, the contemporary practice of public relations was 

defined back in 1976 by the pioneer in public relations education, Rex Harlow, who examined close to 

500 definitions and concluded that: Public relations is a distinctive management function which helps 

establish and maintain lines of communication, understanding, acceptance and co-operation between an 

organization and its public; involves the management of problems or issues; helps management to keep 

informed on, and responsive to, public opinion; defines and emphasizes the responsibility of management 

to serve the public interest; helps management keep abreast of, and effectively utilize change; serving as 

an early warning system to help anticipate trends; and uses research and ethical communication 

techniques as its principal tool (Cutlip, et al. 2000). 

In response to this definition, Sterne (2008) offers a more succinct definition of public relations referring 

to it as, “the management function that establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationships 

between an organization and the publics on whom its success or failure depends”. From the above 

definitions, it is evident that public relations are essentially about communicating effectively in order to 

build cordial and valuable relationships with publics (both internal and external) and therefore 

organizations like universities and financial institutions like Banks, dealing with wide variety of publics, 

are bound to use public relations to establish and maintain good lines of communication with those 

publics. 

Many definitions of public relations were provided but all the definitions agreed to the fact that public 

relations are deliberate, conscious and planned activity, which goal is to achieve the creation of mutual 

understanding and sympathy through acceptable or legitimate means, between an organization (public and 

private) and its workers, clients and the public as a whole. 

 

RESULTS  

Firstly, both the Federal University Gusau and Guarantee Trust Bank, Gusau Branch use public relations 

to establish and maintain mutual understanding with their internal and external publics. This is done 

through issuance of press releases and conducting press conferences. Equally Federal University Gusau 

and Guarantee Trust Bank, Gusau Branch use different public relations tools in performing their public 

relations functions. e.g. press conference, press releases, grant interviews, public lectures, motivation, 

customer chats and contact centres, etc. (Lynn, 1999).  

Secondly, Federal University Gusau and Guarantee Trust Bank, Gusau branch use corporate social 

responsibility as a way of retaining the loyalty of their publics. For instance, Federal University Gusau 

has constructed three bore-holes for its host communities; employed most of its junior staff from its host 

communities; and organizes annual lecture where the host communities are being educated. In Guarantee 

Trust Bank, the bank participates in enlightenment campaigns that have to do with educating people in the 

host communities on safety practices.  

Thirdly, the paper finds that Federal University Gusau allocated farmland annually to host communities 

for cultivation of their agricultural products in order to sustain and maintain cordial relations between the 

institution and their host. It also uses public relation unit to advertise to the host communities about the 

University products under consultancy service and University entrepreneur units. Lastly, the University 

do gives scholarship opportunities to the host communities to study undergraduate, pre-degree and 

diploma programmes. 
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CONCLUSION 

Public Relations as a Management function is being practiced by both private and public sectors. This is 

largely because of its importance in the establishment and maintenance of cordial relationship between 

the organizations and their publics (internal and external). As it is, cordial relationship between an 

organization and its host communities to a large extent determines success or otherwise of that 

organization as it as well determines trust which in turns determines output and production. The results of 

this research have indicated the use of public relations by both Guarantee Trust Bank, Gusau Branch as 

private organization as well as Federal University Gusau as a public organization exposing how both use 

different PR tools in performing their public relations function. It could also be deduced from the findings 

of this paper that public relations is an indispensable aspect in businesses as it by and large comprises the 

undertaking of Corporate Social Responsibilities (CSR) by fully grown businesses like Guarantee Trust 

Bank and organizations as a way of showing sympathy and concern as well as identifying with their host 

communities. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

The FUGUS as public institution and GTB Gusau branch as private organization should take necessary 

steps in involving the public relations unit in decision making in its major programmes and activities 

because this would make the members of the unit as part of the Management team of the institution and 

the bank respectively. This is so necessary because the public relations professionals of the unit are able 

to foresee issues that may arise and thus effectively inform the Management of the institution and the 

bank using the two ways systematical method of communication as presented by the excellence theory of 

public relations.     
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