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Abstract

This study reviews the literature that uses Framing theory in recent international
public relations studies. It aims to overview the research status of Framing
theory in public relations and the highlighted core knowledge and voids from
scholarly literature. The method used in this study is a systematic literature
review, which involves pre-set criteria in selecting academic articles to be
surveyed within ten years (1 January 2010 to 31 December 2019) and qualitative
synthesis of the findings. A systematic search was conducted related to framing,
Framing theory, and international public relations in three databases namely
Web of Science, ProQuest Central, and Scopus. These databases contain literature
with framing applications in public relations. The main findings reveal that
Framing theory was applied with dynamic framing analysis in PR is still weak.
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Introduction

The origin of Framing theory has two orientations, one in psychology, the other in sociology
(Scheufele, 1999). Framing research was conducted in the psychology area, usually with
cognitive psychology (Gonzalez et al., 2005). Psychology scholars believe that the frame is
the cognitive structure of memory. Sociologists believe that the world is complex, and to
understand the causal relationship between things, individuals often use the “subject
frame” to perceive the world (Sarantakos, 1998). Later, Framing theory became increasingly
popular in mass communication and more prominently conducted in qualitative research.
Framing theory is combined with communication science to emphasize that framing is to
select certain aspects of the facts and make the part chosen more prominent in the
communication context (Entman, 1993). Some scholars believe framing analysis is neither
a fully developed theoretical paradigm nor a coherent research method (Scheufele, 2004).
The research and exploration in many aspects of the theory can be explored and developed.
Therefore, it is meaningful to discuss the development and application of Framing theory
in different subject areas.

For along time, Framing theory research has been popular in mass communication.
It is widely used in mass communication and the field of public relations (Scheufele,
2004). In mass communication research, scholars focused on how different frames can
affect audiences’ sentiments, attitudes, and behavior. These studies pay more attention to
the differences in framing effects than on the impact of multiple frame conditions.
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In general, numerous competing frames of research have not been entirely explored. For
the public relations area, it is the practice of intentionally managing the dissemination of
information between an individual or organization and the public and a process of
information dissemination and information exchange between the organization, as the
subject and the public, as the object. Because of the complexity of overseeing and engaging
with many stakeholders in public relations, the essence of public relations is multi-faceted
and multi-perspectives. Based on this research reality, framing application in public
relations can provide a more significant exploration space for theory advancement. Framing
in public relations is a process used by the media and publicists to have a specific message
perceived a certain way. Inthe framing analysis of public relations research, for capturing
what occurs in public relations activities, the organization’s frame, as opposed to the
media frame, is often compared together.Then the similarities and differences between the
organizational frame and the media frame and their impact on the public frame are examined.
Chong and Druckman (2007) point out, “little is known about the dynamics of framing in
competitive contexts.” As a research paradigm, Framing theory is a family of approaches
to diverse texts, which are often common in a communication context. This approach
theoretically renders a fresh perspective in various areas of social science studies.

However, it has not yet been determined whether Framing theory has been given due
attention and applied in public relations studies because of the discipline’s cross-subject
nature. The extent of how Framing theory has reached current work in public relations is
also unclear thus far. Lim and Jones (2010) summed up the framing research in public
relations from 1999 to 2009. This is the conclusion of the scholars’ summary of the papers
on “framing research in public relations” published between 1999 and 2009. Although
scholars have identified certain studies with problems, it is impossible to fully grasp the
problem’s extent without a systematic examination of the literature. This paper will make
a systematic literature review on the application of Framing theory in public relations in
therecent ten years to explore new theoretical application trends. Reviewing past literature
helps to learn the trends in this area and determine which studies scholars need to design
next. This study systematically summarizes the Framing theory application in public
relations in the recent ten years to answer the following questions.

(i) To what extent does Framing theory influence current public relations?

(ii) In public relations research, how is the frame competition promoted and
influenced by the public?

(iii)  What are the application trends of Framing theory in the recent decade of public
relations research?

If there is no systematic review of the relevant studies, it is almost impossible to
learn the status quo of Framing theory in public relations. This study systematically
summarizes the Framing theory application in public relations in the recent ten years to
answer these questions. The findings will contribute to refining the framing research
paradigm in public relations and provide a guide for the future. This analysis aims to
explain where the framing research is focused and identify areas of concern. Therefore, a
complete, rigorous, and comprehensive overview of the present studies cannot be extrapolated
from a smaller group of samples or sampling influenced by the researchers’ subjectivity.
Traditionally, literature reviews are conducted by selecting materials mostly based on the
researcher’s subjectivity. The identification or analysis of landmark or classic literature relies
heavily on the researcher’s understanding (Vilma, 2015). Therefore, to maintain objectivity in
research, this study adopted a systematic literature review with pre-specified inclusion and
exclusion criteria to fully evaluate research on framing analysis in public relations within the
last ten years (2010-2019) and analyzed these studies to draw findings concerning the above
three research questions.
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Literature Review
Framing Theory in Mass Communication

This paper will begin this section by discussing what is framing. Framing theory originated
in psychology, developed in sociology, and thrived in mass communication (Appelman &
Asmara, 2018). Definitions of the frame can be broadly divided into four categories. The
first category is represented by the definitions given by Hertog and Mcleod (2001). They
argue that the frame is a product of social, political, and economic context. People interact
daily with influential organizations and institutions, which forces individuals, groups,
and organizations to adopt certain beliefs and behaviors, whereby the second category is
represented by Gitlin (2003). He proposed framing as a constant cognitive, interpretive,
and declarative frame and a stable paradigm of choice, emphasis, and omission. This
paradigm is a journalistic routine according to which journalists produce news (Gamson,
1992), representing the third category. He believes that the frame’s definition can be divided
into two levels—boundary and building frame. The news frame has two levels of meaning—
the first is news text choice, and the second is its construction.

Regarded as a theoretical paradigm in mass communication, Framing theory has
attracted people’s attention and was considered as the second level of agenda-setting
theory. Both theories study how news media draw public attention to news issues. That’s
how they set an agenda. But agenda setting deals mainly with the frequency of a topic
covered by the media, but it does not discuss how it is treated. Framing takes a further step
in explaining how the issue is presented, and it proposes that the media focuses on specific
events and then places them within a field of meaning. The Framing theory was then gradually
separated from agenda-setting theory.

Framing Theory in Public Relations

There are two types of conceptualization of frame. They are the communication frame and
audience frame (Bartholomé et al., 2017). These two frames provide a benchmark for
analyzing how public relations scholars understand the nature of the frame. Most framing
studies in public relations literature examine one-sided frames or double frames. However,
more recent research has examined the one-sided frames of corporations (Anderson, 2018).
The initial research on framing focused on cognitive processing at the individual or micro
level; the theoretical emphasis on consumers, not just producers, messages are missing
from much of the framing literature in public relations (Borah, 2011). The field has an
abundance of framing studies. Still, few of them examined the various facts necessary to
contruct and negotiate to mean. This type of research cannot tell us whether an original
frame could survive the strategic response of adversaries (Scheufele, 2004). Based on this
research reality, some public relations scholars started to conduct dual-framing, in which
they focus on news coverage of a group’s frame. These studies recognize time as an important
variable in framing, like most other framing studies in the past. Subsequently, more studies
investigate the impact of competing messages over time and explore the impact of these
frames on the public.

Consequently, counter-framing research came into public relations scholar’s sight.
Adding counter-framing to the study allows a better way for public relations scholars to
examine the democratic environment and helps practitioners use frames strategically,
especially in political public relations (Loan, 2020). While more reseachers realized that
sponsored-framing research should be more central to framing research, more research
should be conducted to explore how influential are sponsors in the interplaying between
frames and discourse (Nelson, 2019).
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Systematic Literature Review

Systematic literature reviews were first and primarily implemented in healthcare
interventions (Eden, 2011). The method aims to provide a comprehensive overview of current
literature relevant to specific research questions and provide a synthesis of the findings
(Wang etal., 2020). Itis distinguished from traditional literature reviews by being objective,
systematic, transparent, and replicable (Siddaway et al., 2019). Its origin dates to the end
of the 20th century when Mulrow (1987) provided detailed guidelines for carrying out
systematic literature reviews in medical studies (Durach et al., 2017). In recent years, it
has been applied in fields such as social work or business management in addition to
medical or biological studies (Sahni & Sinha, 2016). However, because of the idiosyncrasies
of each field, the retrieval, selection, and synthesis of relevant literature in the present
process of systematic literature review designed for medical and biological studies need
to be adjusted to fit new fields (Durach et al., 2017).

To conduct a systematic literature review, four steps should be taken. First, clear
and specific research questions must be proposed. Second, the databases must be clearly
defined under the guidance of well-structured questions, and the inclusion and exclusion
criteria must be pre-specified (Siddaway et al., 2019). Third, a thorough search for relevant
research must be performed with minimal bias. Finally, all samples must be checked
according to the pre-determined criteria for findings relating to the research questions
(Eden, 2011). To maintain minimal bias, samples are taken from a significant database as
well as several supplementary databases. At least two abstractors should do the screening
of these samples to avoid subjectivity in reviewing.

Quantitative syntheses were excluded in the review because quantitative syntheses
are based on a meta-analysis, which is more suitable for identifying common effects or
reasons for variations (Higgins et al., 2019). For example, a meta-analysis could be used to
test the effects of new drugs in a pharmacy to check whether a single case is consistent
with others. As the Framing theory application in public relations studies is examined with
no effect, the review focuses on the research status descriptions. In this case, meta-analyses
of quantitative measurement are not appropriate here, and a qualitative synthesis as the
last phase of the flow is preferred.

Methodology

The keywords in this work are “Framing theory and its application in public relations.”
This keyword includes any words related to “framing.” For instance, “Framing theory,”
“framing research,” and “framing analyses.” At the same time, we limited our scope of
English literature. Because of the bibliographic databases’ availability and coverage, three
databases were selected to retrieve eligible literature for this study: Web of Science, Proquest
Central, and Scopus. Web of Science served as the primary database, while ProQuest
Central and Scopus were used as a supplementary database. These target articles were
selected from digital databases. Proquest Central is the largest multidisciplinary database.
Web of Science (WoS) is a comprehensive academic information resource, offering indexing
in sciences, social sciences, arts, and humanities. Scopus is the largest abstract and
citation database of peer-reviewed literature, which may guarantee us a more thorough
search of peer-reviewed literature. These databases fully contain Framing theory and its
application in public relations. Google Scholar and IEEE are two popular databases that
were not included in this review. According to rigorous literature research, Google Scholar
lacks ‘advanced search features,” which renders it difficult, launching a screening process
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of abstracts, titles, and keywords in a systematic literature review. It is challenging to
replicate Google Scholar’s searches as well because of lacking stability over time. However,
in this subject, Google Scholar is not entirely excluded. In determining the type of literature,
we use Google Scholar as a pre-survey database to help authors choose the classification’s
general categories. IEEE Xplore was excluded in this review because it provides articles
that focus on computer science.

Research selection included searching for academic articles and then conducting
three rounds of filtering screening. Allirrelevant articles were deleted in the first filter. The
second round is to scan headlines and abstractions to remove duplicate and unrelated
articles. In the last iteration, the full article filtered out of the second iteration was carefully
reviewed. Inthe database used to locate the key of the article, to identify Framing theory
research, we use the contains “Framing theory,” “framing,” a mixture of different variants,
such as “framing analysis” keyword, “OR” and “AND” and “operator” and “public relations”
together. The specific query process is shown in Figure 1.

We set the inclusion criteria and exclusion criteria as follows. Inclusion criteria
are:

(i) The articles should focus on public relations studies and be classified with taxonomy
method (Alaa et al., 2017) depending on authors’ preferred style, which include
three main categories: review and survey articles, application articles and future
implications articles;

(ii)  The publication must be a scholarly article, conference paper, or conference
proceeding; and

(iii)  The publication date must be within the range from January 1, 2010, to December 31,
2019.

The exclusion criteria are: (i) non-English; (ii) Publication with words like ‘framing’
and ‘public relations related aspect’ in the abstract but does not include the two as its
research objectives or research methodology, or publication. The two words are used
irrelevantly.

Query
(“Framing theory” OR “framing” OR “framing research” OR “framing analyses” AND
(“public relations” OR “public relation”)

U

[ First download |

Web of Science Proquest Central + Scopus Total number of
(n=177) (n=190) (n=155) papers (n=522)
Screer_]ed out Title and FuII—pgper Final set
duplicates abstract scan = Reading =85
522-22=500 500-365=135 135-50=85

U

proceeding.

Inclusion criteria
- Studies are conducted on framing theory and its application in public relations.
- The article is published in an English journal, conference paper or conference

- The publication date must be within the range from 01/01/2010 to 12/31/2019.

Figure 1. Flowchart of study selection, including search query and inclusion criteria
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Statistical Information Results

The first-round review resulted in 522 papers: 177 from the WoS, 190 from Proquest Central,
and 150 from Scopus. Among them, have twenty-two duplicates. After reviewing abstracts
and titles, articles were further excluded, with a total number of 365 left. The number of
remaining papers with both “Framing theory” or “framing” and “public relations” in their
titles, abstracts, or keywords was 135. However, this did not ensure that all of these papers
would be useful for this review because these words may not have been related to each
other in these studies, or they may not have been a part of the research objectives or
methods. They may have been just individual words that happened to be included in the
paper or referred to as a part of the research background. Eighty-five papers were picked in
the final set, all of which were related to Framing theory application in public relations
through different topics. However, concerning the inclusion criteria set previously, eighty-
five papers on communication, public relations, and sociology were divided into three
categories. The classification method is shown in Figure 2 is used to review the mainstream
research of Framing theory and its general application in public relations. The first category
includes review articles related to the application of Framing theory (3/85 papers). The
second category is related to application articles (81/85). The third category includes
implication articles (1/85 papers). The categories are shown below.

how public relations researchers understand framing theory

how the media framework describes public relations practitioners’ work ]

the value of communication frameworks in corporate communication strategies J

Policy process interpretation model ( NPF ) ]

~
Model development and application
based on framimg theory

Public relations evaluation model

(CSR strategic communication modsl J

& ™ Studies conducted on
Articles on “frammg” framing theory
lication in PR. licaty PR
P PRI, Communication strategy
S — ' e

Frammg
analysis in PR.
activities
. ry

PR Crisis ]

Reputation
management
T -

—_—
Visual frame J

T
Application of
framing analysis

Stakeholder
relations

. 4

'd ™\
Furture implications for

)

Figure 2.Classification on Framing theory applications
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Review Article

This paper summarizes Framing theory’s application in public relations. One study involved
how public relations researchers understand Framing theory (Crow & Lawlor, 2016). Another
involves how the media frame describes public relations practitioners (Dustin, 2008). The
last study summarizes the communication frame’s value in corporate communication
strategies (Zerfass & Volk, 2018).

Studies Conducted on the Application

This section reviews the application of Framing theory in the field of public relations. The
articles are divided into different topics, and the selected works are divided into several
categories.

Model Development and Application based on Framing theory: One category
comprises models developed based on Framing theory, which can be used in public
relations. Under this category, the narrative policy framework model (NPF) can explain the
policy process (Jones, 2018). In public relations practice, through observing the correlations
between the specific media frame and the individual frame, an evaluation model was
established, which could be used in public relations practice to prepare online news
releases and manage organizational image and reputation through media (Jakopovic, 2017).
From the perspective of theoretical considerations, the structural equation model was used to
assist companies with advancing CSR communication efforts (Bhalla & Overton, 2019).

Application of Framing Theory: This part reviews the applications of framing analysis
and its type in public relations. Selected papers were classified depending on the Framing
theory applications in a specific aspect of public relations.

Framing Analysis in Public Relations Activities: This part will summarize the application
of Framing theory in three major public relations activities. The three main public relations
activities are communication strategy, crisis response, and reputation management.

Strategic Communication: The research of strategic communication in public relations,
the work under this category, summarizes Framing theory’s application in communication
effectiveness of public relations information. The review will describe the Framing theory’s
application from five aspects: media relations, public health information dissemination,
corporate social responsibility communication, public relations strategy, and public
diplomacy. Based on media relations, the literature discusses controlled media relations,
for example, “media frames used to generate interest provide insight into strategies for
influencing behavior through a controlled form of media relations” (Holladay & Coombs,
2013, p. 101); The relationship between media practitioners, such as the frame analysis of
media reports, aims to describe media practitioners’ views on national public relations
policies (Sterne, 2010); Media relations in lobbying strategies, such as using the reporting
frames as a control variable to test the impact of media attention on the advocacy process
of interest groups (Debruycker, 2018). Based on public health information dissemination,
for example, how to frame information for low-income people to achieve more effective
communication (Debruycker, 2018) and thematic framing analysis the organization’s email
messages to facilitate a more effective fundraising effort (Weberling, 2012).

Based on CSR communication, Framing theory was used to develop and test a
model (Chung & Lee, 2019). To understand how private interest groups use public art in
public relations strategies Framing theory was applied to media reports (Chambers &
Baines, 2015). It discusses how stakeholders conduct strategic communication using the
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analysis of news frame theme. Based on public diplomacy, several articles have studied
the misinterpretation of national foreign policy by the public due to the lack of the function
of public information frames (Shenhav et al., 2010); clarifying the impact of the column
frame topic on a country’s public opinion and foreign policy (Golan & Carroll, 2012).
Framing theory was used as a tool of political discourse analysis to study the role of
media diplomacy in public diplomacy strategies (AzpAroz, 2013). The thematic
classification of public foreign policy information was carried out to explore which topics
prevail in actual national decision-making (Labonté & Gagnon, 2010). A thematic analysis
of news reports on international relations events was conducted to understand the impact
of government policies and public opinion on the news frames (Bureet, 2015).

Public Relations Crisis: This category’s work summarizes Framing theory in researching
the public relations crisis for public relations crisis research. Papers were summarized
from crisis communication, crisis coping strategies, crisis attributes, and public attitudes.
Based on crisiscommunication, relevant literature includes a news presentation framework,
such as framing analysis of public relations personnel’s statements in a crisis to assess
the impact of emotional and rational frameworks on crisis communication information
(Claeys et al., 2013); Comment frames, such as those that were framing comments on
social media to help organizations understand citizens’ perceive crises (Tampere et al.,
2016); A media coverage frames, such as an analysis of media coverage in a crisis, focus
on a textual element of the crisis communication process or how media politicizes the
crisis (Park et al., 2016). Framing theory was also used to discuss the linguistic impact of
“labels” in media reporting (Appelman & Asmara, 2018). Based on the crisis response
strategy and the perspective of enterprise strategy, this paper conducts a framing analysis
of stakeholders’ comments. The research shows that the proactive framework can produce
more positive effects (Appelman & Asmara, 2018). Based on crisis attributes and public
attitudes, Framing theory was used to examine how the perceived locus of crisis cause
(Ardevol-Abreu, 2015) and the impact of the theme frames on public relations practitioners
and journalists (Yan & Kim, 2015).

Reputation Management: This category’s work summarizes Framing theory in researching
reputation management of public relations. The Framing theory application will be
summarized from two aspects: national-regional reputation and corporate reputation.
Based on national-regional reputation, relevant literature is presented from the perspective
of media content framing analysis. For example, Framing theory is used to analyze how the
cultural framework in Canadian media reports has influenced the Canadian public’s
perception of China and Chinese immigrants (Chen & Gunster, 2018) and how mainstream
European publications frame Beijing’s image (Xu & Cao, 2018). Based on corporate
reputation, relevant literature often links corporate reputation with corporate social
responsibility. For example, framing the materials (media reports, organization websites,
sustainability reports) related to an enterprise’s human resource management plan, to
explore how corporate portrays its aging workforce initiative (Park et al., 2016); Framing
theory can be used to explain the potential effects of CSR communication, and the company
can better deal with negative publicity and protect its reputation (Chung & Lee, 2019).
Framing the state media’s portrayal of corporate social responsibility to help companies
decide how to conduct their business to enhance their reputation (Tang, 2012), is an example.

Frame Types in Public Relations

This section reviews the application of different frames in public relations, including
visual and textual frames.
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Visual Frame: In the study of public relations’ visual frames of public relations, how
visual information influences public relations efforts, especially when giving voice to
silent interests. For example, the visual framing of Picasso’s famous painting Guernica,
which took him just over three weeks to create, this paper and its relevance to public
relations aims to examine how a military event can be framed by visual communication
(Xifra & Heath, 2018); For example, framing the campaign advertisements during the
political election in Australia, these advertisements content were examined as cultural
texts to explore the stance of these politicians (Milner, 2012); The framing analysis of the
photos of detainees in U.S. naval base is an example, showing that discourse can be
constructed through non-linguistic practice rather than linguistic practice (Veeren, 2011).

Text Frame: In the study of the text frame of public relations, this category’s work summarizes
the Framing theory’s application in analyzing the text frame of public relations. The overview
will describe the Framing theory’s application from four aspects: media report text, social
media platform text, public relations material text, and magazine text. Based on media
reports, Framing theory examines how the media under different ideologies report social
events. For example, the coverage frames are interpreted with ideological differences. To
explore the reasons for differences and theoretical implications (Xu & Cao, 2018); Framing
theory was applied to represent different ideological views, such as the function of their
locations (Molloy, 2015). The Framing theory was used to explore how media in different
countries covered the same event and offers insights into opportunities and obstacles of
media reporting for public initiatives (Khakimova et al., 2014).

Framing theory was also used to analyze interdependency between media systems
and political systems interprets how propaganda influences on the media particularly
when the global issue involving their home countries, and examines the coverage context
of politician’s remarks, noting that the frames presented in the media are greatly influenced
by political elites (Betts & Krayem, 2019). Besides, Framing theory was applied to examine
how the media framed the discourse regarding politician, using the frame analysis to
explore the overall media discourse about the politician who manipulated public opinion
during the election (Kluknavska, 2015) or to explore what role does the state media play in
shaping public opinion (Lan, 2017). Framing theory could also analyze the frame competition
in public relations, showing which voices and frames dominate the debate (Wood, 2017).

Based on Framing theory, an experiment was conducted to examine the impact of
different types of CSR-framed news on recipients’ product purchasing intentions (Sikorski
& Miiller, 2018). Specific framing was used to uncover how particular communist legacies
in specific contests create public enemies who lose sympathy and support from the public
(Jakopovic, 2017). One article draws on Framing theory to understand the actors, topics or
issues, and coverage frames used in media during the election period (Matingwina, 2019).
One paper showed how a crisis in the current public healthcare system is presented by
various framing devices (Lewis et al., 2017). Based on the research of social media content,
the review involves two aspects. One is the politicians’ social media tweets: the study
explored how legislators manage their fan pages on Facebook to understand how politicians
manage public relations through social media; the other one is social media comment.
Framing theory was used to analyze public comments, helping to understand the keyframing
approaches (Shelton et al., 2016). Based on public relations materials, Framing theory
was used to explore how political actors frame issues by observing framing behavior and
what it reveals about each side’s political strategy (Mucciaroni, 2011). By analyzing and
comparing frames in public relations materials with those in the third party and newspaper
coverage, the study will determine the political leader’s effectiveness to influence others
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to utilize his frames. Cury, (2017) article use framing analysis of documents produced by
an organization to explore how they are constructed by the policy context. Lancaster et al.
(2011) explore how the media define the public interest by emphasizing specific frames
and construct public discourse to influence political decisions. Based on magazine text,
Framing theory was adopted to study framing devices to reveal the discursive tensions of
celebrity (Hopkins, 2017) to examine the diversity of framing over the past decade by
public relations publications (Austin, 2010).

Stakeholder Relations

This section reviews the application of Framing theory to different stakeholder relations in
public relations. One paper applying Framing theory examined how the media defined the
organization and built its frames into public discourse (Cabosky, 2014). Based on corporate-
media relations, Framing theory was applied to understand how corporate earnings press
are reframed into financial news by investigating whether the company conducted frames
are adopted or reframed by news agencies (Cabosky, 2014). Similarly, organization-
journalist relations, Framing theory was applied to examine to what degree can action
performed by inter-governmental bodies could affect the media’s content (Rettig & Avraham,
2015). In relation to PR practitioners-journalists relations, Framing theory was used to
provoke a discussion about the role of silence and invisibility in public relations (Rettig &
Avraham, 2015). A study conducted framing analysis to understand how journalists framed
PR professionals’ occupational role and job performance (Lambert, 2018). Based on the
implications of future application of “Framing theory” in PR, Anderson (2018) article
seeks to introduce the counter-framing concept to public relations to help scholars examine
the democratic environment accurately where competitive debate is excepted.

Components Results

After content summarizing samples, data were reviewed and arranged according to the
studies’ different components such as research types, research objectives, and research
methods. Inductive methods are adopted in analyzing the results because no hypothesis or
speculation had been set before the literature review.

Figure 3 shows the annual distribution trend of study types for these studies.
There are two findings here. First, in the past decade, relevant research has not always
shown an upward trend. It has been fluctuating for many years. However, in 2018, it peaked
in number, and in 2019, this number fell again. The second finding shows that the number
of qualitative research papers each year exceeds the quantitative research in this field.

Yearly distribution of research types( 2010 - 2019 )

=Quantitative mQualitative = Mixed

Number of articles
o

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 207 2018 2019

Year

Figure 3. Yearly distribution of research types (2010-2019)
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The next aspect being examined is the distribution of research objectives over the
ten years. According to the primary goals of public relations research, they can be classified
as follows: action planning to carry out sports with specific purposes and intent; evaluation
to measure the effectiveness of public relations-related work; communication to pass
public relations-related information; strategies to act as part of the overall strategic function
management of the organization. In Figure 4, the research objectives of these samples are
listed in columns. There are 20 articles about action planning, 20 articles about evaluation,
35 articles related to communication, and only ten articles refer to strategies. This shows
most studies within the last ten years focus on public relations communication, which
focuses on the frame. Few are taking the strategic study, which means a limited
epistemological approach was used to explore how Framing theory was applied in public
relations. However, some efforts are being made to explore new perspectives, such as
studies of the vertical application of multiple public relations frames.

Distribution of research objective within ten years

n Seriesl,
communication, 35

B Scries1, action
planning , 20 W Seriesl, evaluation, 20

B Series1, strategyies, 10

The article number

Research objective

Figure 4. Distribution of research objectives (2010-2019)

Framing theory was applied in an interdisciplinary field with no unified methods.
It borrows tools from other sources. In these samples, diverse research methods are
employed, setting examples for other researchers to plan future studies by importing tools
from fields such as sociology, psychology, linguistics, or rhetoric. Most studies were
conducted with content analysis. Besides content analysis, the articles’ methods over the
last ten years include discourse analysis, thematic analysis, textual analysis, experimental
study, interview analysis, ethnographic study, and focus group study. However, in 3 out of
the 85 samples, the researchers conducted the study with a literature review approach to
describe a specific aspect of framing analysis in public relations.

Discussion

This review introduces the most relevant studies on Framing theory applications in public
relations. The purpose is to reveal the research trends in this field. It is a comprehensive
one, focusing on Framing theory applications rather than framing analysis in the field of
public relations. A taxonomy method, conducted in the systematic literature review, can
benefit this research from two perspectives. On the one hand, a taxonomy of literature will
help a new researcher grab the whole picture who studies Framing theory applications in
public relations. On the other hand, it helps to classify previous studies into a meaningful
and manageable layout.

Although framing theoretically exists everywhere and framing analysis applies to
many different kinds of texts, this systematic literature review indicates that compared
with large numbers of academic articles, including journal papers and conference papers
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within the last decade, most of the Framing theory related works in public relations focus
on stakeholder content (what frame), and there are few publications on frame effects
(locus of effect). In addition to this, there is little research on the frame-building process
(how framing). Another problem revealed in this systematic literature review is that as the
years pass, there is no trend showing that researchers could reflect and reconsider the
fundamental rules in Framing theory because the number of empirical studies always far
surpasses that of theoretical studies.

Statistical data on the research components of articles identify Framing theory
application in public relations areas. The survey conducted revealed aspects with research
status quo, research gaps, and research implications.

The Status Quo of Studies

The systematic literature review identified two general characteristics of Framing theory’s
current application in public relations studies. First, because of different understandings
of framing, researchers attach more attention to research with framing analysis as a tool
without solving the epistemological problem of the term ‘framing.” While most of the studies
on framing tend to analyze the existence of frames in various text, little research has
examined the sources and reasons behind the frame creation and dissemination, especially
the ideological and cultural differences. Second, scholars have put forward several framing
models and theoretical perspectives over the past decade, predicting and explaining key
relationships, crisis response, and reputation management functions of public relations.
However, the positive side is the additional attention paid to empirical research in public
relations framework research. Some researchers borrow tools from other approaches or
subjects and create more diversified research methods. Also, research subjects are moving
from a single frame to multiple frames.

Gaps in Recent Research and Research Implications

In the following section, gaps in recent Framing theory application in public relations
studies are elaborated, and recommendations for such intervals based upon Framing
theory are proposed. Specifically, the gaps between theory and practice and the gaps in
research methods and objectives are illustrated.

Gaps Between Longitudinal and Horizontal Research: The results show that in public
relations practice, the concepts of framing, information subsidies, and agenda-setting
were combined to explore frameworks of stakeholder relations through a timeline reviewing
the literature. And then move to stakeholder frame analysis. After that, the studies turned
the framing lens inward upon practitioners’ discourse and how it was framed diversely
over the last decade. Fortunately, over the past decade, public relations scholars started to
shift their focus from a single frame to a competitive frame, considering the impact of
multiple frames exert an influence on an individual’s perceptions and attitudes. However,
these studies remain at the horizontal studies level, focusing on frames used in
organizational communication to the public rather than how it was framed.

Proposition: The study of public relations through framing can optimize public relations
scholarship itself and contribute to Framing theory’s theoretical context. Thus, the study of
public relations via framing is to approach the frame with more theoretical rigor. We need
to determine the selected frames and salient them. Besides, we also need to pay attention
to who constructs the frames, what purpose they are constructed, what social context they
are constructed, and their effect on the public. That is the way to conduct longitudinal
framing research.
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Gaps in Research Methods: Researchers’ gaps in their understanding and application of
research methods in the public relations framing studies are shown in the literature review.
Some researchers engaged in highly academic attempts by combining framing analysis
with tools from other fields or exploring new methods. Although this has developed different
research methods for the Framing theory application in public relations, according to the
statistical data of research methods, 49.4% of the research focuses on qualitative or
guantitative content analysis. This result still shows the monotony of the research methods
used by scholars. Furthermore, only 9.4% of studies among the examined articles use the
mixed method. The result is the same as statistics from 1990 to 2009.

Proposition: Framing theory is a very promising paradigm for examining public policy,
information, and public response, but it is still a fractured paradigm, without a coherent,
holistic definition (Hallahan, 1999), and public relations study is an interdisciplinary
subject. This combination engenders diversities as well as challenges. Besides content
analysis, researchers have more possibilities to explore in methodology such as fieldwork
and so on. Researchers could use more mixed research methods to enrich the dimension of
research methods, enhancing the research’s reliability and validity.

Gaps in Research Objectives: Another noticeable gap lies in the uneven distribution of
the objectives of these studies. Even though framing is recognized as existing everywhere
around us, current research primarily analyzes frame information in public relations
texts. Statistical data analysis shows that 41.1% of the articles’ research goal is to analyze
which frame themes exist in the public relations text. In comparison, strategic research
accounted for only 11.7% of the total. Action planning research and evaluation research
account for 23.5%, respectively. No matter why public relations studies with the application
of Framing theory could hardly meet the demands of public relations markets.

Proposition: Public relations are defined as balancing organizations and the public’s
interests by managing stakeholders’ relationships. The practice of public relations is
designed to manage relationships and support communication strategy goals. For example,
in the study of public relations crisis, the researchers interested in what frame was adopted
by media rather than how crisis-hit organization responds to it; that is to say, the researcher
does not pay special attention to how to measure the effectiveness of the strategy of public
relations crisis, thus hard to provide actionable guidance and strategy suggestions for the
future public relations practice. Based on the findings in this review of previous studies,
scholars should pay more attention to action planning objectives and strategies to make
public relations research gain more practical guiding significance.

Condlusion

This paper has carried out a systematic literature review by surveying and taxonomizing
related works in Framing theory application in public relations studies during the last
decade (from 1st of January 2010 to 31st of December 2019). While previous systematic
literature reviews have mostly been carried out in the healthcare field with quantitative
synthesis, considering the character of public relations studies, a descriptive qualitative
synthesis has been provided without a meta-analysis. This study aims to do a holistic,
systematic review over the last ten years of all the related research on Framing theory
application in public relations studies with taxonomic description, research trends,
research status quo, and gaps, which provides a better development for further studies.
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The review findings indicate that framing plays a vital role in public relations. It
was used to measure attitudes and behavioral intentions and proposed several models of
framing that could be applied to this research area. There is triple nature of framing
application in public relations research: frames in organizations, frames in media, and
frames in public. Because of the interdisciplinary nature of public relations, the research
closely related to sociology has examined the frame function; research closely related to
psychology has examined framing effects. Research closely associated with mass
communication has examined framing themes. Although the past decade’s research trend
has shifted to focus on the frame’s competition in public relations, the relevant research
remains at the horizontal level. As Chong and Druckman (2007) point out, “little is known
about the dynamics of framing in competitive contexts.” The longitudinal exploration of Framing
theory application could help scholars understand the dynamics of framing in public relations.

However, since a systematic literature review can only maintain minimal bias,
this research is no exception. It has some limitations. First, the study detected setbacks in
Framing theory application in public relations studies through statistical analysis. Still, it
failed to explain why, because individual systematic literature reviews are more suited to
discovering problems than finding ways to solve them. Second, a review of papers published
within the last decade is not sufficient for identifying the evolution of Framing theory
application in public relations studies because Framing theory has been used over a much
longer period. To gain a full view of this theory’s development, reviews should employ a
more comprehensive time range. The third limitation lies in that a rigorous and
comprehensive study of papers published in English has been conducted, whereas papers
published in other languages are not included.
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