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In 1889 The First Public Relations Department Was Created By Ivy Lee, a
pioneering figure in the field of public relations, marking a significant
turning point in how organizations communicate with the public. This
development laid the foundation for modern public relations practices,
transforming the way companies and institutions manage their reputation,
build relationships, and influence public opinion. To understand the
significance of this event, it is essential to explore the historical
context, key figures involved, and the evolution of public relations from its
origins to the present day.

The Historical Context of Public Relations in
the 19th Century

The Rise of Mass Communication

During the late 19th century, society was experiencing rapid technological
advancements, including the proliferation of newspapers, magazines, and other
mass media. These innovations enabled organizations to reach wider audiences
than ever before, creating a need for strategic communication strategies to
manage public perception effectively.

Industrialization and Corporate Growth

The period also saw the rise of large corporations and industrial
enterprises. As these entities expanded, they faced increased scrutiny from
the public, labor groups, and government authorities. Managing their
reputation and fostering goodwill became crucial for continued success.

The Need for Strategic Communication

Amid these changes, businesses and institutions recognized the importance of
controlling their narrative, responding to crises, and engaging with the
public in a more organized manner. This necessity prompted the emergence of
dedicated communication departments, setting the stage for formal public
relations practices.



The Creation of the First Public Relations
Department

Who Was Ivy Lee?

Ivy Lee (1877-1934) is widely regarded as one of the founding fathers of
modern public relations. With a background in journalism, Lee transitioned
into the field of corporate communications, advocating transparency, honesty,
and direct engagement with the public.

The Pennsylvania Railroad Case

In 1906, Ivy Lee was hired by the Pennsylvania Railroad to help restore its
damaged reputation following a series of accidents and public outcry. This
engagement is often cited as one of the earliest instances of professional
public relations work.

The Establishment of the First Department

Although the formal creation of a dedicated "public relations department"
within an organization is often attributed to Ivy Lee's efforts, it was in
1889 that the concept of organized communication efforts began taking shape
in a broader sense. Lee’s approach involved establishing systematic
communication channels, press releases, and truthful reporting—practices that
would define future public relations departments.

The Principles Introduced by Ivy Lee and Their
Impact

Transparency and Honesty

Ivy Lee emphasized truthful communication, a departure from the often
secretive or deceptive tactics of the era. His philosophy promoted openness,
which became a cornerstone of ethical public relations.

Proactive Communication

Rather than reacting passively to crises, Lee advocated for organizations to
proactively share information, build trust, and foster goodwill before issues
arose.



Establishing Credibility

By providing accurate information and engaging with the media honestly,
organizations could establish credibility and a positive public image.

The Evolution of Public Relations Departments

Early 20th Century Developments

Following Ivy Lee’s pioneering work, other organizations began establishing
formal departments dedicated to managing communication. The rise of
advertising and propaganda during World War I and II further formalized the
field.

Growth and Professionalization

Throughout the 20th century, public relations evolved into a professional
discipline with dedicated educational programs, professional associations
such as the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA), and standardized
practices.

Modern Public Relations Departments

Today, public relations departments are integral to corporate strategy,
encompassing media relations, crisis management, social media engagement,
corporate social responsibility, and more.

Key Figures in the Development of Public
Relations

e Ivy Lee: The pioneer of transparent, honest communication and the first
to create a systematic approach to public relations.

e Edward Bernays: Known as the "Father of Public Relations," Bernays
expanded the field into psychology and persuasion techniques.

e Daniel J. Edelman: Founder of Edelman Public Relations, one of the
largest PR firms today, emphasizing trust-building through authentic
engagement.



Impact of the First Public Relations Department
on Business and Society

Transforming Corporate Communication

The creation of formal PR departments allowed organizations to manage their
reputation more effectively, respond swiftly to crises, and foster positive
relationships with their stakeholders.

Shaping Public Policy and Opinion

PR departments played a vital role in influencing public policy, shaping
political campaigns, and advocating for social causes.

Enhancing Ethical Standards

The principles introduced by early pioneers like Ivy Lee laid the groundwork
for ethical standards in the industry, emphasizing honesty, transparency, and
social responsibility.

The Legacy of Ivy Lee and the Birth of Public
Relations

Ivy Lee'’s innovative approaches revolutionized corporate communication,
transforming it from a reactive, secretive activity into a strategic,
transparent process. His establishment of the first organized public
relations efforts set a precedent that has endured for over a century. Modern
public relations departments continue to build upon these foundations,
adapting to new media, technological advancements, and societal changes.

Conclusion

The creation of the first public relations department in 1889, largely
attributed to the pioneering efforts of Ivy Lee, marked the beginning of a
new era in organizational communication. It signified a shift toward
transparency, strategic engagement, and ethical practice, principles that
remain central to the field today. As organizations continue to navigate
complex media landscapes and societal expectations, the legacy of these early
efforts underscores the enduring importance of effective, honest
communication in building trust and fostering positive relationships with the
public.



This historical milestone not only highlights the evolution of public
relations but also underscores its critical role in shaping the modern
landscape of corporate and institutional reputation management.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who created the first public relations department in
18897

The first public relations department was created by the Pennsylvania
Railroad Company in 1889.

What was the primary purpose of the first public
relations department established in 18897

Its primary purpose was to improve the company's public image and manage
communication with the public and stakeholders.

How did the creation of the first PR department in
1889 influence modern public relations?

It laid the foundation for structured communication strategies and
professional practices in public relations that are still used today.

Who were the pioneers behind establishing the first
public relations department in 18897

The department was established by the Pennsylvania Railroad Company, with key
figures like Ivy Lee later recognized as pioneers in the field.

In what ways did the first public relations
department differ from modern PR departments?

Initially, it focused mainly on image management and propaganda, whereas
modern PR departments engage in strategic communication, media relations, and
reputation management.

Why is the creation of the first public relations
department in 1889 considered a significant
milestone?

It marked the beginning of organized and professionalized public relations
practices, transforming how organizations communicate with the public.



Did the first public relations department in 1889
influence other industries besides railroads?

Yes, it set a precedent that was adopted by various industries, leading to
the widespread development of public relations as a strategic function across
sectors.

Additional Resources

In 1889, the first public relations department was created by Ivy Lee, a
pioneering figure in the field of public relations whose innovative approach
revolutionized how organizations communicate with the public. This milestone
not only marked the formal beginning of public relations as a distinct
professional discipline but also laid the groundwork for the strategic
communication practices still used today. To understand the significance of
this event, it is essential to explore the context, the key figures involved,
and the lasting impact of Lee’s contributions.

The Origins of Public Relations: A Historical Context
The Late 19th Century: A Time of Rapid Change

The late 1800s was an era characterized by rapid industrialization,
technological advancements, and urbanization. Businesses, railroads, and
industrialists expanded at an unprecedented pace, leading to increased public
scrutiny and the need for better communication. This period saw the rise of
large corporations such as the Pennsylvania Railroad and Standard 0il, which
sought to influence public opinion and manage their reputation.

Early Forms of Public Relations

Before the formal establishment of public relations departments,
organizations relied on press releases, advertisements, and sometimes
outright propaganda. However, these efforts were often uncoordinated and
lacked strategic focus. The need for a more systematic approach to managing
public perception became increasingly evident.

Ivy Lee: The Pioneer Who Formalized Public Relations
Who Was Ivy Lee?

Ivy Lee (1877-1934) is widely regarded as one of the founding fathers of
modern public relations. With a background in journalism, Lee understood the
power of media and storytelling. His innovative strategies emphasized
honesty, transparency, and direct communication, principles that remain



central to public relations today.
The Creation of the First Public Relations Department

In 1889, Ivy Lee established a dedicated public relations department for the
Pennsylvania Railroad. This move was groundbreaking because it marked the
first time a corporation consciously created a specialized unit to manage its
public image and communication strategies systematically. While other
organizations employed similar tactics informally, Lee’s approach was
distinguished by its strategic planning and professional focus.

The Significance of 1889: A Landmark Year
The Formalization of Public Relations Practice

By establishing a public relations department, Ivy Lee demonstrated that
effective communication could be studied, planned, and executed
systematically. This was a departure from previous ad hoc or reactionary
methods.

Key Principles Introduced

Lee’s early efforts laid the foundation for core principles of public
relations:

- Honesty and transparency: Providing truthful information to the public
rather than deceiving or manipulating.

- Proactive communication: Engaging with the media and public before crises
occur.

- Understanding public sentiment: Conducting research to gauge public opinion
and tailor messaging accordingly.

- Building long-term relationships: Fostering trust and goodwill over time.

The First Public Relations Department as a Model
This early department for the Pennsylvania Railroad became a blueprint for
future corporate communications units. It demonstrated that strategic,

planned communication efforts could positively influence public perception
and mitigate crises.

Key Figures and Their Contributions
Ivy Lee’s Impact
- Advocated for honesty and transparency in corporate communication.

- Developed the concept of issuing truthful press releases.
- Emphasized the importance of understanding the media landscape.



Other Pioneers

While Ivy Lee is credited with creating the first public relations
department, other figures contributed to shaping the discipline:

- Edward Bernays: Often called the "father of public relations," Bernays
expanded on Lee’s principles and introduced psychological theories into PR
practice.

- Arthur W. Page: An early corporate PR executive who emphasized the
importance of ethical conduct and corporate responsibility.

The Evolution of Public Relations Departments

From Corporate Departments to Global Firms

Following Lee’s initial efforts, many organizations established their own PR
departments, recognizing the strategic value of managing public perception.
Over time, these departments grew in size and scope, often developing into
full-fledged agencies.

Integration into Business Strategy

Today, public relations departments are integral to organizational strategy,
managing everything from media relations and social media to crisis
communication and corporate social responsibility.

The Role of Technology

Advancements in technology, especially the internet and social media, have

transformed public relations practices, making real-time communication and
engagement possible on a global scale.

The Lasting Impact of 1889’s Milestone

Establishing Public Relations as a Profession

The creation of the first public relations department in 1889 by Ivy Lee
helped establish the field as a professional discipline with its own
principles, ethics, and practices.

Setting Ethical Standards

Lee’s emphasis on honesty and transparency influenced the development of
ethical standards that continue to guide PR professionals today.

Inspiring Future Generations



The pioneering efforts of Lee and others set the stage for the growth of
public relations as a vital element of corporate and organizational strategy
worldwide.

Conclusion: The Legacy of 1889

The establishment of the first public relations department in 1889 by Ivy Lee
was a transformative moment in the history of communication. It signaled the
beginning of a strategic, ethical approach to managing the relationship
between organizations and the public. This milestone not only shaped the
evolution of corporate communication but also contributed to the broader
understanding of how information influences public perception. Today, public
relations remains a dynamic, vital field-rooted in the pioneering principles
first articulated over a century ago.

In 1889, the first public relations department was created by Ivy Lee,
marking the dawn of modern strategic communication and establishing
foundational principles that continue to guide the profession today.
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