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“The truth too carefully told is the 
biggest lie of them all” – Mrs Yeobright
in The Return of the Native by Thomas 
Hardy.



A life’s journey…

• A life in Communication Management

• A brain baby – from Public Relations, to 

Communication Management, to 

Communication and Reputation 

Governance

• The baby became an adult….



Global Corruption Barometer 2013











The current situation needs 

analysis

• Are we doing  things right?

OR

• Are we doing the right things?



Revisiting previous debates..

• Communication professionals found their 

“space in this place”

• If they still do not report to the CEO, not 

have impact in the C-suite, or a place on 

the board and do not yet speak for all 

stakeholders of the organisation, this 

paper posits that they are simply not doing 

their jobs



New questions arise.....

• The fact is: they now have 

the power with immense 

weapons of mass 

destruction

• Question is: what are they 

doing with this power?



Aristotle, Plato, Sissela Bok…

Ekman (1985: 41) defines lying as "a 
deliberate choice to mislead a target 
without giving any notification of 
the intent to do so." 

It includes verbal, nonverbal 
communication, a voice nuance, a 
softer rendition and even silence.



So, if academics have questions, 

they embark upon research….



Purpose of study

• First phase of a longitudinal study to 
explore “lying for the organisation and/or 
CEO by the chief communication 
professional”

• Snap survey - Semi-structured interviews 
with 20 professionals in companies listed 
on the Johannesburg Security Exchange
(JSE)– convenience sampling



The research questions

• RQ 1: What is your job title?

• RQ  2: How much do you earn? All inclusive package – cost to 

company

• RQ 3: Have you ever lied to the media (and therefore also to other 

stakeholders) to protect your organisation and your CEO?

• RQ 4: Why have you lied to the media? Examples

• RQ 5: Will you lie again if similar circumstances occur?

• RQ 6: Will you quit your job if you have to lie again?

• RQ 7: Why will you not quit your job?



RQ 1: JOB TITLE

• Public Relations Director 3

• Communication Management Director4

• Executive Director of Public Affairs 3

• Corporate Communication Director 6

• Chief Reputation Management Officer4

RQ2:  They were all top earners with large 
salaries (95% R1,000,000 or more)



RQ3: HAVE YOU EVER LIED TO THE 

MEDIA (AND THEREFORE ALSO TO 

OTHER STAKEHOLDERS) TO PROTECT 

YOU ORGANISATION AND YOUR CEO?

YES (17)

NO (3)



RQ 4: WHY HAVE YOU LIED TO THE 

MEDIA?

• “I am supporting my CEO, he knows best here” 

• “To protect the organisation”

• “I was told to lie”

• ‘’If I gave the facts, it would have been the end of my 
CEO”

• “You always have to lie to the media”

• “I am paid to lie”

• “We are actually professional liars”

• “ I have more power than the CEO – I practically run the 
company and have more access to the media

• “Everyday I ask myself ‘how much money is my soul 
going for’”

• “I did not have all the information”

• “It was a white lie”



Continued…

• "People who are told what they want to 

hear usually do not regard it as a lie." 

• “Few people can tolerate the 

unadulterated truth on a nonstop basis." 

• “I am the hired gun”

• “Codes of ethics never work – there are 

no recourse”



RQ 5: WILL YOU LIE AGAIN?

• YES – 14

• NO- 5

• MAYBE - 1



RQ 6:Will you quit your job if you 

have to lie again?

• 14 – NO

RQ7: Why would you not quit?

• No other job opportunities…

• The “Take the money and run ethos” is 
also an ethos…

• “I am good at what I do”



After public delivery of these results in Bled, Slovenia, 

hysteria broke out:

The PRSA immediately responded

PR Week US

Business Times International

The Global Alliance

The Netherlands followed

At least many events FIFA, VW, NKANDLA, 

#FeesMustFall, Sanral, etc) attested to the possibility of 

“lying”



Follow-up research

• Wider online questionnaires amongst PR 

and communication professionals currently

• Media discourse analysis of official reaction 

of spokespersons and communication 

management professionals about corporate 

events to the media – in comparison to what 

really occurred 



Conclusions drawn
• When there is a selection to be made between ethical choice and financial 

choice, it will often be the latter

• This is a cynical revisionist view of the new powerful communication 
profession

• It is impossible not to lie in the business environment  - organisational
discourse and narratives – and sometimes their very nature and what they 
do – are euphemisms and untruths

• If professionals have to lie or construe facts – at least they should do it in a 
credible, believable and convincing way. Harm as few as possible 
stakeholders – utilitarian ethics

• Some hypernorm does not exist – we cannot create a new morality…

• Do all stakeholders have to have all of the facts all of the time?

• Should organisations “control” their communicators?

• With the newfound power professionals can become narcissists…

• So  - is lying for the organisation and the CEO an occupational hazard?



Continued…

• Communication management is not a soft skill, but a hard 
core competency

• Reputation is a tangible and not an intangible asset

• Ethicists and communication scholars are now suggesting 
that “transparency” is not really possible – rather “disclosure 
of information”

• The next frontier after communication management and 
leadership is “Communication and Reputation Governance”

• Revisit Aristotle and his tenets of communication either as 
“harmful” of for the “greatest good” again. And also his logos, 
ethos and pathos

• Never lie to the media, say “no comment” or “hide facts”



..the lie, as a virtue, a principle, is eternal. A 
refuge in time of need. None of us can live with a 
habitual –truth teller.  This is simply an impossible 
creature   – he has never existed. Everybody lies, 
every hour, awake, asleep, in his dreams, his 
attitude, his beliefs. It is coping mechanism. 
Brutal truth – let us do what we can to eradicate 
it. An injurious truth has no merit over an 
injurious lie. 

Mark Twain  - “The art of lying”.



Reputation is like virginity – it can be 

preserved, but not restored. Once you default, 

it is hard to go back – Warren Buffet



Good luck and thank 
you...


