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Abstract
Career decisions are often shaped by personal interests, educational opportunities, financial
concerns, and societal experiences. For some people of colour, their ethnic, cultural, and racial
backgrounds, and parental expectations also play a significant role. This research explored how
these influences impact career choices, particularly in entering the public relations profession for
first- and second-generation Canadians. It examined the pressures to pursue prestigious careers
like law or medicine and how PR is increasingly seen as a viable option. Through interviews,
surveys, literature review, and autoethnography, the findings revealed a shift in family attitudes
toward PR, with growing support as parents recognize its opportunities and stability. The
research highlighted the importance of mentorship, networking, and diverse role models for
BIPOC students and practitioners in PR, emphasizing that a more inclusive industry fosters
professional growth and organizational success, reflecting a cultural shift toward valuing

personal fulfillment.

Keywords: diversity, representation, ascribed and avowed identities, individualist and collectivist

cultures, critical race theory, excellence theory, requisite variety, autoethnography
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Introduction

Career decisions are typically influenced by a variety of factors, including personal
interests, educational opportunities, financial considerations, and societal experiences. However,
for some people of colour, their ethnic, cultural, and racial backgrounds, as well as expectations
and preferences from their parents and family, can have a profound impact on their career
trajectories. These influences can either constrain or support their aspirations in specific fields,
including public relations and communications. In industries traditionally dominated by a
predominantly white, Western-centric practitioners, culture, ethnic, cultural, and family
influences can present both opportunities and barriers for people of colour in balancing their
lives in two cultures.

This research examined how these factors shape career decisions in public relations (PR)
and communications among people of colour. By considering cultural values, family
expectations, and ethnic identity, this study provided insight into the motivations and obstacles
people of colour faced as they navigated their professional career paths. It focused on the unique
perspectives of immigrant, first-generation, and second-generation students and practitioners
from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds, and their parents, as well as PR educators. Insights
and personal experiences were gathered through various methods, including surveys, interviews,
and a comprehensive literature review, and incorporating my lived experience through
autoethnography.

Inspired by my personal experiences as a Canadian-born turbaned Sikh, this study
addressed a significant gap in research on ethnic and racial diversity and representation in
Canada's PR industry. It catalyzed the need for representation in leadership in public relations

and established a foundation for future research on the education and professional pathway.
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Research Problem

This research explored how and to what extent cultural, ethnic, and family influences
affect decisions to pursue post-secondary education in public relations and its subsequent career
pathways. The goal was to explore the extent of these influences and identify resources and
support systems that could guide decision-making and assist both students and their parents.
Elements of the autoethnography method were incorporated into this research to reflect on my
life story that guided my venture into the public relations profession. My aim was to gain a better
understanding if students and practitioners from diverse cultural, ethnic, and racial backgrounds
experienced some of the same challenges, barriers, and pressures I experienced over 30 years
ago, and still see today, and what, if anything, has changed.

This paper adopted a mixed qualitative and quantitative research approach, using a
combination of a comprehensive literature review, interviews and surveys to gather insights for
this study. Interviews were conducted with practitioners and parents of students and practitioners
from diverse ethnic, cultural, and racial backgrounds who pursued or are pursuing careers in
public relations and communications, and instructors who teach in a public relations and
communications academic program. Students, instructors, and practitioners were also invited to
complete an online survey. The data gathered from the interviews and surveys was analyzed
thematically, focusing on the influence of cultural values, family expectations, and ethnic
identity on career decisions and experiences. The initial research plan included conducting up to
four student focus groups to gain additional qualitative data from this participant group.
Unfortunately, due to unforeseen delays, this method was abandoned.

I reached out to post-secondary students currently enrolled in a public relations or

communications academic program at a college or university in Canada, PR instructors who
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teach in a public relations academic program, and with public relations practitioners from diverse
cultural, ethnic, racial backgrounds. I invited students and practitioners to share research
information with their parents and ask if they would be willing to participate in a parent
interview. The findings could lead to identifying resources and opportunities to provide
additional support to students and their families in having conversations on the benefits and
outlook on pursuing public relations as a meaningful career option, and help the industry
understand its role and the need for representation in the profession.

Research Questions

To evaluate this research and guide an objective content analysis of the literature
available and insights collected through the qualitative and quantitative research and using
autoethnography to incorporate my personal lived experience into the study, four research
questions were formed to better understand the perceptions of students, parents, instructors, and
practitioners on the influences that impact decisions on career paths.

RQ1: How and to what extent do cultural, ethnic, and familial preferences and
expectations influence a student’s decision to pursue post-secondary education and career
in public relations?

This question examined how family and parental preferences on what career paths are
considered desirable influenced a student’s decision on what education and careers to pursue and
how status within one’s cultural and ethnic community can play a role in career decision-making,
from the perspective of students. For this question, a link to an online survey via LimeSurvey
was sent to PR and Communications program deans and directors with a request to share with
their students, as well as a blog post on LinkedIn directed to students. I was hoping to conduct

three to four focus groups, representing different geographic regions in Canada to gather insights
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from student participants. Unfortunately, due to a lack of time, the student focus groups did not
take place.

RQ2: What factors do parents, especially immigrant parents, consider significant when
advising on educational and career pathways and which careers do they prefer their
children pursue and why?

This question examined factors that parents, and immigrant parents, of first- or second-
generation Canadians consider when advising their children on which careers to purpose and
whether these factors impacted and created perception bias on what they felt their children could
achieve. It looked at whether parents’ preferences are based on social status within their
respective communities, and integration into the larger Canadian (white) community. Insights
from participating parents were gathered through personal, online interviews. Students and
practitioners were invited to share my contact information with their parents if they were
interested in participating in an interview.

RQ3: How can PR instructors and PR education programs better support students from
diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds in developing their career aspirations in the field
and acquiring parental and familial support?

This question examined what role instructors and PR education programs can have in
supporting students from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds in reinforcing their
commitment to public relations as a career of choice and in having conversations with their
parents on the value the profession and career success can bring. It delved into the experience
instructors have had in conversations with these students, what they were hearing, and what
resources could support them in these conversations. Instructors were invited to complete an

online survey via LimeSurvey and participate in personal, online interviews.
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Q4: How did PR practitioners from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds perceive and
navigate familial expectations in their career choices, and what guidance and support
systems do they recommend for students considering a career in public relations?

This question examined the experiences of PR practitioners from diverse cultural and
ethnic backgrounds, how they have navigated cultural, ethnic, and familial expectations as they
progressed through their careers, and whether this impacted the relationships with their parents
or families and perceived status in their respective communities. It identified whether their
parents or family members gained a better understanding and view of public relations and see it
as a valuable profession now. It also looked at what recommendations or guidance they have for
students of similar cultural or ethnic backgrounds who want to get into public relations as a
career. These participants were invited to complete an online survey via LimeSurvey and in
personal, online interviews.

The table below shows the research methods that were used to explore each research

question.
Table 1
Research methods per participant group
.. Objective Research
RQ Participant Group Method

To gather insights on whether their parents, family or ethnic

o . . S

1 Students community influenced their career choices. urvey

To examine how cultural, ethnic, and community expectations

factored in parents’ preferences on career choices for their Interviews
2 Parents .

children.

To gather insights on their experiences with diversity in the Interviews

. lassroom and h hey in T iver I i n

3 PR instructors classroom a d' ow they 1corpo ate diverse perspectives and

representation in the learning process. Survey

To gain understanding of their experiences in the profession, .

. . - Interviews
.. how they have navigated cultural, ethnic, and familial

4 PR practitioners

expectations, and what advice they would share with students.
Survey
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Literature Review

For this study, I reviewed a variety of literature available to inform the development of
the research questions and scope for the topic. As this topic was borne from my personal lived
experience, it was difficult to gather relevant literature that would provide insight and knowledge
in this subject area. I tied in available Canadian-based literature with learnings that could be
adapted and related from countries with similar Western cultures and social settings like the U.S.
and the U.K., as well as key public relations theories that focus on excellence theory, stakeholder
theory and relationship management, cultural and ethnic identities, critical race theory, social
cognition career theory, and on diversity and representation. As I used my personal lived
experience in this study through autoethnography, I have included an explanation and
information about this method in this literature review.
Canadian Population Statistics

According to Statistics Canada, in 2021, almost a quarter (23%) of Canada’s population
were either landed immigrants or permanent residents, with a record of over a million new
immigrants settling in the country between 2016 and 2021 (2022a). Almost two million children
younger than 15 years old had at least one parent who was born in a country other than Canada
(Statistics Canada, 2022a). Second-generation individuals often embrace a dual cultural identity,
blending the traditions and values of their parents' homeland with the norms, values, and official
languages of the Canadians society and serve as a bridge, connecting their immigrant parents
with the broader society (Statistics Canada, 2022a). Regardless of their age, children of
immigrants have contributed to economic growth and supporting a growing and diverse
Canadian population (Statistics Canada, 2022a). The ethnic and racial diversity of the population

varies across regions. For example, the South Asian, Chinese and Black populations are the
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largest groups in Ontario, while the Black and Arab populations are the largest groups in
Quebec, Chinese and South Asians in British Columbia, and South Asians and Filipinos in the
Prairies (Statistics Canada, 2022b).
Dimensions of Diversity

To understand why the perspectives and influences of people in some cultural or ethnic
communities are more impactful than others, it is important to understand the various dimensions
of diversity that affect the role of culture and ethnicity. The primary dimension includes a
person’s features or characteristic that cannot be altered (race, age, ethnicity); secondary
dimension includes characteristics that can be altered (language, income, parental status,
religion) (Sha & Ford, 2007). Two additional dimensions define demographics based on ethnic
or cultural identity — avowed identity (how we see ourselves) and ascribed identity (how others
perceive they see us) (Sha & Ford, 2007; Sha et al., 2012; Toth, 2009). Cultural identify can be
described as a sense of who we are based on our cultural experiences and in the social or
community environment we live in (Antony, 2016; Sha, 2006). Avowed identity reflects on how
we want to be seen as well as the cultural identify we portray, whereas ascribed identity is the
attributions assigned by others who “seek to label an individual as member of a given group”
(Antony, 2016, p. 126). It is assigned by another person or group and may not be the same as
one’s avowed identify (Sha, 2006). This dimension of identity can also be applied to the role of
public relations, our avowed identities of being managerial, professional, and ethical, and the
identities that are ascribed to the profession by media and the public (Sha et al., 2012).

A third dimension on cultural and ethnic identity that was addressed in this study was the
role of intersectionality. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines intersectionality as “the

complex, cumulation way in which the effects of multiple forms of discrimination (such as
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racism, sexism, and classism) combine, overlap or intersect especially in the experiences of
marginalized individuals and groups” (Mariam-Webster, 2022). Every individual has numerous
cultural identities, but research often focuses on one dimension on identity and excluding others
(Sha et al., 2012). In the field of public relations, the focus has been on investigating the
experience of women practitioners at the exclusion of race, ethnic or cultural identity, sexual
orientation, or marital status (Sha et al., 2012). Intersectionality is rooted in the visible and
invisible “social constructed identities [that] shapes the lived experiences and realities of
individuals” (Sha et al., 2012, p. 76).

For this research, each participant’s experience and that of the researcher includes a
different level of intersectionality or layer of identify that may be unique to their experience,
including the education their parents achieved, where they completed their education, the amount
of influence Western or an individualistic culture has played in their upbringing, and the strength
and visibility of their cultural and ethnic identity. This plays a key role in how students and
practitioners of diversity cultural, ethnic or racial backgrounds are seen by a profession that is
pre-dominantly white and are prescribing to a Western culture. This intersectionality includes the
researcher’s identity as a turbaned Sikh or a person with a head covering which is not seen or
visible in the public relations industry in Canada.

Individualist vs. Collectivist Cultures

Research has shown that ethnic identity and cultural values can significantly influence
career choices, particularly for individuals from collectivist cultures. In many non-Western
cultures, family expectations and the desire to uphold communal values often take precedence
over personal ambition or self-interest. Social Cognition Career Theory (SCCT) states that career

development behaviours are affected by “self-efficacy beliefs, outcomes, expectations and career
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goals and intensions which interplay with ethnicity, culture, gender, social-economic status,
social support, and any perceived barriers to shape a person’s educational and career trajectories”
(Akosah-Twumasis et al., 2018 p. 2). SCCT outlines what we believe is our ability to effectively
take a course of action towards our desired career choice, that our efforts will guide us towards
the career goals we are aspiring to, and that we reach those goals (Sawitri et al., 2014). It also
provides a framework for understanding the “dynamic interactions between various factors,
including the individual, the environment, behavior, and career selection process” (Qonitatin et
al., 2023, p. 98).

The concepts of individualism and collectivism outlines how life decisions are made. In
an individualist culture, like a Western white culture (such as Canada), decisions on life events
including education and career choices are made by an individual based on their hopes, desires,
and aspirations (Akosah-Twumasis et al., 2018). According to Hofstede (2011), individualist
cultures involve loose ties between individuals where “everyone is expected to look after
him/herself and his/her immediate family” (p. 11). Their self-image is defined by not their
relationship or sameness with a larger group, but by their independence and individualistic
identity (LeFebvre & Franke, 2013). In collectivist cultures, people are integrated into large sub-
groups beyond the immediate family and can include extended families (uncles, aunts,
grandparents) that enrich the experience of family and joint support, with the expectation of
uncompromising loyalty to the family (Hofstede, 2011). Social collectivism and the strong
relationship with family and the community has a significant impact on the individual’s self-
image (LeFebvre & Franke, 2013). These individuals have various sub-identities that incorporate

their self-image with that of collectivist identities (LeFebvre & Franke, 2013).
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In individualist cultures, decisions on career choices are based on the desires and
aspirations of the individual, whereas for individuals from collectivist cultures (e.g. Asian and
South Asian cultures), decisions are made within groups to conform with familial, cultural or
ethnic standards (Akosah-Twumasis et al., 2018; Somerville & Robinson, 2016; Qonitatin et al.,
2023). Education and career choice is seen as a family or community issue, not just an individual
one (Somerville & Robinson, 2016). Parents and families from a collectivist culture play a
significant role in determining or influencing the career paths of their children. In these cultures,
students have more of an attachment with their families or their community and tend to comply
to these expectations, putting the goals aspirations of their parents or family ahead of their own
(Qonitatin et al., 2023). As well, parents from collectivist cultures are expected and feel a sense
of responsibility to support their children’s endeavours, both financially and morally (Qonitatin
et al., 2023). On the other hand, children from individualistic cultures are brought up to be more
individualistic are encouraged by their parents to “follow their interests and pursue careers that
suit them” (Qonitatin et al., 2023, p. 102).

Navigating Two Cultures

First-generation youth who grew up in Canada and second-generation youth who were
born in Canada who enrol in post-secondary or higher education find themselves at the
crossroads. They are sandwiched between managing life and making decisions within two
different cultures (individualistic vs. collectivist), trying to balance the power between their own
ability to decide their own path or to follow their parents’ expectations and have stature within
their ethnic community (Akosah-Twumasis et al, 2018; Taylor & Krahn, 2013). In other words,
power imbalance occurs when they are told that they cannot have the best of both worlds and

must pick one culture over the other.
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These students and practitioners carry multiple identities and roles in academic and work
settings, and everywhere they go. They straddle the conflicting realities, expectations,
aspirations, and pressures of two or more cultures, as well as of their parents and sometimes their
ethnic communities (Tsalach, 2022). Immigrant parents and parents of second-generation
Canadian young adults put more value on what they deem as professional careers, and young
adults feel their parents want them to do a degree that will guarantee a high income (doctor,
lawyer, dentistry) which they felt would rule out careers in the arts, social sciences, and
humanities (Taylor & Krahn, 2013; Somervile & Robinson, 2016). In some cultures, choosing to
take an individualist approach is seen as rebelling, going against the wishes of one’s parents or
bringing dishonour to their ethnic community (Somerville & Robinson, 2016). In some
collectivist cultures, such as East Asian or South Asian cultures, immigrant parents want their
children to pursue higher education and have successful careers to buffer them from the
“prejudice and discrimination they encountered in Canada” (George & Chaze, 2016, p. 95).
Excellence Theory, Diversity, and Requisite Variety

Grunig’s Excellence Theory outlines principles that contribute to organizational
excellence in communication and when organizations are practicing excellent public relations
(Bowen et al., 2010). It emphasizes ethical, strategic, and relationship-based communication for
organizational success and when organizations are practicing excellent public relations. Among
these principles, Excellence Theory states that public relations professionals from diverse
backgrounds should be represented in roles throughout the public relations department of
organizations to ensure diverse and various viewpoints are factored in when decisions are made

on communications approaches (Bowen et al., 2010; Sriramesh et al., 2013).
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Although Excellence Theory includes the need for diverse representation in public
relations departments, Sha and Ford (2007) state that it doesn’t go far enough. To be excellent,
they believe diverse understandings and perspectives need to be integrated into all areas of the
profession and expanded on the concept of requisite variety (Sha & Ford, 2007; Toth, 2009).
Organizations can maximize their effectiveness if their internal variety (diverse representation)
matches the diversity in their external environment, thus linking diversity and requisite variety
(Hon & Brunner, 2000) and that this variety be reflected in senior level roles as well so students
and practitioners see themselves in leadership roles (Mundy, 2015).

Diversity and Representation in Public Relations

The need for diversity in public relations and communications is widely recognized as
organizations increasingly seek to connect with a global and diverse audiences, both within the
local communities they serve and abroad. However, the underrepresentation of people of colour
in the industry is a persistent concern and there is currently little empirical data available on the
demographic identities in the Canadian PR profession, aside from gender. It is important to
conduct some research to gather the data needed to understand the extent of racial and ethnic
diversity of practitioners and their perspectives on having a more diverse and inclusive
representation. A first of its kind research of 1,231 public relations practitioners conducted in
2021 by the Canadian Public Relations Society (CPRS), the Toronto chapter of the International
Association of Business Communicators (IABC), the Canadian Council of PR Firms, and Leger
found that the profession was diverse in general, but that diversity did not reach the executive
levels (CPRS, 2021). Of the 1,231 respondents, 76% identified as women, 21% as men and 7%
as other genders or preferred not to say. When it came to ethnicity and racial background, 74%

were white and 24% were from racialized and ethnic communities (Black practitioners at 6%,
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South Asian practitioners at 5%, and East Asians at 3%) (CPRS, 2021). Regarding their roles
within an organization, white practitioners held 84% of executive leader roles and 76% of the
senior leader roles (CPRS, 2021). Racially/ethnically diverse practitioners held 15% of executive
leader roles and 22% of senior leader roles (CPRS, 2021).

In comparison, the Diversity Action Alliance (DAA) in the United States published a
report in July 2021 called the Diversity Action Alliance 2020 Race and Ethnicity in Public
Relations and Communications Benchmark Report with data collected in a survey of 12,667
respondents. The survey showed that 79% of practitioners were white, compared to 21% who
were “racially/ethnically diverse” (DAA, 2021). At the senior leadership level, racially/ethnically
diverse practitioners (DAA, 2021) held only seven percent of executive roles and 13% of senior
leader roles.

Students are the future of the public relations industry and reflect the diversity of the
population now more than ever before. To help in creating career pathways, diversity needs to
start at the classroom level to be elevated through the profession (Muturi & Zhu, 2019). It is
important to understand the perspectives of students and post-secondary instructors to improve
diversity and inclusion in the “education-industry continuum” (Bardhan & Gower, 2020, p. 104).
What students learn in the classroom, who they see around them, and learning from instructors
who are from diverse backgrounds will impact their perception of diversity (Bardhan & Gower,
2020). Having a lack of role models, mentors, and awareness of practitioners from similar
diverse ethnic, cultural and racial backgrounds, not highlighting success stories, and not seeing
cultural diversity at senior management levels in PR lead some students to not consider majoring

in public relations (Muturi & Zhu, 2019).
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Public relations practitioners are “insufficiently diverse to provide requisite variety to
organizations” (Toth, 2009, p.8), meaning the profession does not represent the diverse
perspectives and voices of its practitioners. If organizations believe in having a diverse
workplace and serving a diverse community, its public relations departments should bring in
more practitioners from different backgrounds and perspectives to their teams (Toth, 2009). As
the organization’s external stakeholders become more diverse, their public relations team
members must be representative (Hon & Brunner, 2000).

Publics

The relationship between PR instructors and PR academic programs and the student
population can be identified as a responsive one under Grunig’s Situational Theory of Publics.
This theory provides a method for organizations, and in this case post-secondary and higher
education institutions, to segment their stakeholder groups into distinct publics with whom they
need to develop and maintain targeted relationships (Grunig, 2013a). The situational theory
outlines three variables that describe the degree to which the public interact with an organization
on a particular issue or topic: problem recognition, constraint recognition, and level of
involvement (Aldoory and Sha, 2007; Grunig, 2013b). Practitioners identify the demographics of
these publics, can add publics together or separate them (Vardeman-Winter et al., 2013), and can
“segment publics into sub-groups based on essential similarities” (Vardeman-Winter et al., 2013,
p. 280). These publics can be segmented further to include social identities which represent, as
Owens (2003) states, from “categories to which individuals are socially recognized as belonging’

(as cited in Vardeman-Winter et al, 2013, p. 280).

In the context of this study, each participant group can be segmented into specific

publics. These publics can be further segmented into one level of intersectionality, race, and/or
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ethnic identity. They may “detect that something should be done about a situation and stop to
think about what to do” (problem recognition) (Grunig, 2013b, p. 836). They may consider the
extent to which they may or may not want to be involved (level of involvement) (Aldoory & Sha,
2007; Grunig, 2013b) based on their perception of how the academic programs and the industry
respond to matters of anti-racism, diversity, and representation. They may also be reluctant to be
involved due to their lived and living experiences and institutional harm they may have
experienced in the past (constraint recognition) (Aldoory & Sha, 2007; Grunig, 2013Db).

In the initial model, Grunig considered a fourth variable, referent criterion, which
explained how members of the public “communicate in specific situations” (Illia et al., 2013, p.
95). This variable posits that some individuals will seek less information concerning the situation
as they will have gained knowledge and experience from an earlier situation and may not require

or seek additional information (Illia et al., 2013).

Sha (2006) further conceptualizes the situational theory in tying the integration of cultural

identity in intercultural public relations to further define the use of the four variables:

In situations where the avowed cultural identity is salient, differences in identification
with a cultural group will predict differences in problem recognition, level of
involvement, constraint recognition, and type of communicative behaviour; therefore, if
an organisation and its public hold different avowed identities salient to the situation,
intercultural public relations becomes a necessary aspect of excellence public

relationships (p. 46).

In this context, PR practitioners must acknowledge the differences in these cultural identities to
communicate effectively with internal and external publics whose cultural identities and

backgrounds may be different from the communicator (Sha, 2006). Thus, PR teams and
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organizations must ensure requisite variety and make efforts to ensure that their public relations
and communications departments reflect the ethnic and cultural diversity of the organization’s

employees and external communities.

Stakeholder Relationship Management

Stakeholder relations and relationship management is key to ensuring PR and
communications students and practitioners feel that their concerns are considered when looking
at diversity in the PR profession. Broom, Casey, and Ritchey (2000) define organizational-public

relationships as follows:

Organizational-public relationships are represented by the patterns of interaction,
transaction, exchange, and linkage between an organization and its publics. These
relationships have properties that are distinct from the identities, attributes, and
perceptions of the individuals and social collectivities in the relationships. Though
dynamic in nature, organization—public relationships can be described at a single point in

time and tracked over time (p. 19).

Public relations demonstrates its value partly by the relationships it creates with the
organization’s stakeholders and key publics. Strategic public relations can “help build mutually
satisfying relationships, which contributes to an organization’s purpose of being” (de Bussy,
2013, p. 83). Using stakeholder theory, public relations analyzes the relationships between the
business or organization and the groups of individuals, from a stakeholder perspective, who are
affected by a decision made by the organization (de Bussy, 2013). To be effective, organizations
must find ways to solve the issues or problems to achieve its goals and those of its stakeholders

(Grunig, 2008). Stakeholder theory and relationship management theory will help organizations,
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and their public relations departments identify diverse stakeholders, the varying power and

influences on organizational decision-making, and in gaining trust (Mundy, 2015).

In the linkage model developed by Grunig and Hunt (1984), functional linkages are those
stakeholders who are crucial for an organization's operations and are categorized into two types:
input functions, employees and supplies that support in the production of goods or services, and
output functions, the customers and retailers who utilize these goods or services (as cited in
Rawlins, 2006).

Critical Race Theory

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is an academic framework that focuses specifically on
“racial inequality and the construction and function of race as an aspect of (group) identity
shaped by social structures” (Edwards, 2012, p. 59). CRT challenges the idea of white
experiences as the normative standard and instead bases its framework on the unique experiences
of people of color (Taylor, 1998; Pompper, 2005). It uses storytelling to combat negative
stereotypes and is grounded in the “realities of the lived experience of racism” (Taylor, 1998, p.
122). As public relations is still a young but growing discipline, it would benefit from diversity
by integrating practitioner’s diverse minority communities into the profession (Pompper, 2005).
CRT recognizes that race is part of an intersectional identity, emphasizing that different aspects
of a race-informed identity become prominent depending on the context (Edwards, 2012).
Understanding Diversity and Inclusion

It is important for public relations instructors to understand their role and responsibility
for bringing about and supportive changes when it comes to diversity and inclusion in the
classroom (Bardhan & Engstrom, 2021). As Sison (2017) points out, “inclusion is necessary for

diversity to work, and it entails giving voice and opportunity for advancement to those who have
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historically been oppressed and excluded from societal processes” (as cited in Bardhan &
Engstrom, 2021, p. 6). Inclusion is also about having an organizational culture that respects
equity and does not perceive it as “just an “add-on” to already existing culture” (Appelbaum &

Walton, 2015, as cited by Bardhan & Englestrom, 2021, p. 6; Mundy 2015).

Addressing diversity in public relations is long overdue and has many benefits for
organizations. As Grunig (2005) said “organizations become more effective when they have
incorporated diverse values and talents into their structures and culture” (as cited in PR

Coalition, 2005, p. 3).

In outlining the general principles for organizations to be effective in global public
relations, Vercic et al. (1996) stated that, “when a public relations department embraces a diverse
workforce — men and women practitioners who have different cultural, racial and ethnic
backgrounds — it can better understand the divergent perspectives, values, and expectations of
organizational stakeholders” (as cited in Sriramesh et al., 2013, p. 112). This sense of diversity
and representation starts at the academic level to help students from diverse cultural, ethnic, and
racial backgrounds see practitioners who look like them represented at all levels in public
relations and communications, including positions of power and influence and in the dominant
coalition. In turn, practitioners have an opportunity to be mentors and connect with students from
similar backgrounds to show that there are professionals in the industry that look like them.
Autoethnography as a Method

Autoethnography is a qualitative research method that combines elements of
autobiography and ethnography. Autoethnography “draws on and analyzes or interprets the lived
experiences of the author and connects researcher insights to self-identity, cultural rules and

resources, communication practices, traditions, premises, symbols, rules, shared meanings,
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emotions, values, and larger social, cultural, and political issues” (Poulos, 2021, p. 4). It is a style
of writing and research that links personal experiences to cultural aspects and experiences,
situating the individual within a broader social context (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Holt, 2003) and
combines one’s experiences with the external influences that impact their lives (de Andrade,
2014). An autoethnographer aims to make personal experiences meaningful and cultural
experiences captivating while also “be able to reach wider and diverse audiences that traditional
research usually disregards™ (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 277). It also positions the researcher as both the
subject and the researcher, allowing them to draw meaningful connections between their lived
experiences and the broader sociocultural context.

This method attempts to give “credence to a view that does not fit with the mainstream

299

view and might shed some light on the ‘other’” (Muncey, 2005, p. 78). The researcher reflects on
their personal experiences to explore and provides a unique perspective by integrating these
insights that might not be accessible through other research methods. As such, the researcher
adopts both their academic and personal identities to share autobiographical narratives about
aspects of their daily experiences (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Incorporating autoethnography into
scientific or theory-based research as a qualitative approach can be challenging but it offers a
voice to personal experiences (Wall, 2008). Autoethnography can demonstrate how cultural,
ethnic, and racial identities are formed, negotiated, and explored in the realities of postgraduate
students from various cultures (de Andrade, 2014).

Although autoethnography brings the human element into the research and connects the
researcher at a personal level, its use in academic and scientific research comes with risks and

ethical implications. By sharing their personal lived experience in research, autoethnographers

implicate not only themselves in the research, but also other people in their lives who might be
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identified in some way (Ellis et al., 2011). Additional steps would need to be taken, such as
altering characteristics of others involved to ensure their safety and privacy (Ellis et al., 2011).
This approach could be seen as the researcher putting their purpose and perspective before
science, making assertions that go beyond what the data and evidence shows (Wall, 2008).

In the context of this study, I used autoethnography to incorporate my lived experience in
navigating my personal preferences and career aspirations with that of the expectations from my
family, perspectives and influences from members of the Sikh/Punjabi community, and from the
stereotypes or bias attached to my identity as a turbaned Sikh man. This provides the context to
the purpose of studying this research topic.

Autoethnography — My Lived Experience

This research topic was 40 years in the making and was borne from my own lived
experience as likely the first turbaned Sikh to enter and practice in the public relations and
communications field in Canada in 1999. I have used autoethnography writing to give my “voice
to personal experience to advance sociological understanding” (Wall, 2008, para. 1) and provide
the opportunity for me to incorporate the literature mentioned above with my experience and
perspective related to these concepts. This paper gives me the opportunity to reflect on my
identity and self-awareness with a topic that has not been covered in Canada at this level.

To understand how cultural and ethnic influences, ethnic identity, and the role of power
and parental expectations led to challenges I faced as I pursued my academic and career pathway
in public relations, it is important to provide some context to my ethnic identity, both ascribed

and avowed.
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My Reflection

During a conversation I had with a fellow senior communications colleague about 10
years ago, she challenged me to “WOW?’ her with a significant accomplishment from my now
25+ years of experience in the public relations/communications industry. It took me a couple of
minutes to think of one, but it didn’t occur to me at the time that my “WOW? factor had more to
do with something we never talked about — being likely one of the first turbaned Sikhs in the
industry in the entire country.

People might not see this as a major "WOW" factor, but it's important to recognize the
challenges I've faced—and still face—as a turbaned Sikh. The stereotypes attached to my
identity, particularly the remarks from within my own ethnic community, as well as society’s
expectations of what a public relations or communications professional should "look like”
(ascribed vs. avowed identity) add layers of complexity to my experience. The dimensions of
identity played a factor in how I saw myself and how others saw me, including those in the
Punjabi/Sikh community. As Sha, Tindall, and Sha (2012) state, identities are multifaceted and
include many cultural identities or layers within a culture that an individual may identify with
(avowed identity). In my experience as a turbaned Sikh, these identities occurred within a
collectivist cultural context as well, where people within the Sikh/Punjabi community perceived
me as being ‘old fashioned’, ‘not letting go of the old country’, and not ‘integrating into the
mainstream, white society” where I grew up simply becuase I wore a turban and didn’t drink or
party.

My personal identity
I am a second-generation Canadian who was born in Victoria, British Columbia, to

parents who immigrated to Canada in 1969. Growing up, my sibling (who was born in Punjab,
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India and came to Canada with our parents when she was four months old) and I were taught that
family came first and to put the interests of others before our own, even if that meant those
actions or decisions didn’t benefit us in any way. This meant that the interests and influences of
our family and our community came first. The virtuous perspective of our moral obligations and
values was that doing good onto others and addressing their needs to their satisfaction was a
benefit and reward unto itself for us. Thus, we had grown up in a collectivist culture where our
parents had some power and influence over key decisions in our lives, including which academic
or career paths to pursue, and the commitment to family and our ethnic community was not
negatively impacted. As I grew older and went to high school, I started to look at things in a
different way; how others lived their lives around me, the activities they did after school, and the
freedoms they had on the choices they made. I adapted to a more individualistic mindset, which
sparked an internal struggle as I tried to reconcile my personal ambitions with the expectations
and traditions of the collectivist culture I was raised in.

“You can’t live in two cultures. You must pick one.”

That is the comment that some of my family and relatives made to me when I first told
them of my desire to pursue a career in public relations. It was a tale of trying to live in and get
the best of two cultures, the division of individualistic and collectivist cultures, or as some would
say, “having your cake and eating it too”. My family upbringing was closely aligned with the
influences and some teachings of the Sikh faith and of the Punjabi community, being a
collectivist culture where family and community expectations was paramount, which I believe
are quite different to what most communicators in my cohort or the profession would understand.

The connection of second-generation youth of both Punjabi/Sikh and Canadian identities create
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challenges and difficulties, and the value and cultural conflict that are faced by second
generation Punjabi/Sikh Canadians (George and Chaze, 2016).

The emphasis on commitment to serve others and consider perceptions of the Punjabi
community over self-interest was reinforced. And then there was the whole journey of keeping
my hair and wearing a turban. The turban is one of the five symbols that some Sikhs wear to
represent their beliefs and faith to the world.

I was one of only two turbaned Sikh boys in the city; most of other kids from the
Sikh/Punjabi community seemed to ‘fit in” seamlessly with the general student population. As I
became more immersed in my school environment, I was drawn to the sense of autonomy and
individualism that my white friends and classmates had in how they chose to live their lives and
what future choices they would make. This is where the two cultures collided and I had to
navigate the expectations of my parents and the general perception bias of members of the
Punjabi community regarding turbaned Sikh men at the time and the level of success I could
attain with my own personal and career aspirations.

My decision to pursue a career in public relations had much to do with avoiding the
common academic paths that my grade 12 classmates were going to take; many of them wanted
to go into teaching, the sciences, finance, health, or in business. These options didn’t excite me,
nor did [ have any interest in them or the big three careers — doctor, lawyer, engineer. Plus, I
didn’t know if I would get accepted into those programs if other students were considering those
fields of study. My parents weren’t pushing me to follow those careers, but instead suggested I
could go into accounting, if anything professional, or go with more manual labour, ascribing to
the professional or work identity they thought I should have to avoid being too noticeable and

avoid the racism and discrimination I might experience as a Punjabi and a turbaned Sikh like
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what they may have experienced when they moved to Canada. A school friend in grade 11
suggested that I would do great in PR. Neither of us understand what public relations was and
what the career options would be, but they felt it might be an ideal profession for me.

When I shared my decision and my desire to raise through the ranks and, eventually, take
on a managerial or leadership role, the reaction I received from my friends, my parents and
family, and from members of the Sikh/Punjabi community was quite different. My friends and
classmates felt I was making a great choice and were intrigued that I was moving to Halifax,
Nova Scotia to take the Bachelor of Public Relations (BPR) degree program at Mount Saint
Vincent University (MSVU). Growing up in an individualist, Western cultural environment, they
supported the idea of making my own career and life decisions; it was what they were taught at
home and in the Canadian way of living. They could not understand that, for someone from a
different ethnic background, the influences from my parents and family, and sometimes
community perceptions, would be significant factors in the career decision-making process.
Your turban will be an obstacle

On the other hand, the reaction I received from some members of my community,
including my family and relatives, wasn’t so positive or encouraging. They felt that many
businesses and organizations in Canada were racist, and that no organization would ever want, or
allow, a turbaned Sikh to reach management or a leadership role. As Somerville and Robinson
(2016) alluded to, it was as if | was rebelling against the wishes of my parents and norms within
my family by thinking as an individual or being selfish and not following or considering that the
opinions or the perspectives of influencers in our community should be paramount. My
perspective and outlook on life was drastically different from that of my family, which caused

me to be seen as a rebel or a black sheep. Perhaps they were reflecting on their own experiences
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with prejudice, discrimination, and racism or if they were preparing me for the challenges I was

going to face, but I found their reaction unsettling, but not surprising. The suggestions from my

family and members of the Punjabi/Sikh community in my hometown fell into two buckets
which showed the contrast of the identity they subscribed to me (ascribed identity) compared to
my self-identification or authentic self (avowed identity):

1. Don’t even try; rather, get a job in a warehouse or someplace safe. Don’t even think
about going into a career in public relations or communications, you’ll never make it.

2. If you want to get into the field and eventually become a manager, lose the turban,
become clean shaven (no long hair or beard), conform, fit in to how others look and you
might have a chance.

This sharp contrast between the two options showed how ascribed and avowed identities can be

applied to the perceptions in a collectivist culture, especially within the Punjabi/Sikh community

in Victoria. My parents told me to trust only people from my ethnic community as the only
people I can depend on. However, my personal experiences showed me different. Neither of the
two options were acceptable to me. I did not reach out to the people in our community who held
influential roles such as in politics or law to look for career opportunities, as my family were
pushing me to do.

The problem was that I couldn’t point my finger or look to others in the profession who
looked like me and say, “look, he/she did it”. I had no role models or trailblazers to look up to,
no other turbaned Sikh or someone with a head covering to turn to and seek advice or a
perspective. I couldn’t identify anyone from within or outside of the Punjabi/Sikh community
who would advocate for me or support me or understand the internal struggles I was going

through. If I were to pursue career in PR or communications, I would have to navigate the path
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myself as [ went along, finding ways to demonstrate to my family and community members who
doubted my choices that it is possible to blend two cultural identities and perspectives, thrive in
the public relations felt and reach managerial and senior leadership roles as a turbaned Sikh,
without losing my authentic identity.

Charting my own path — being a self-advocate and self-role model

I quickly realized that whatever path I chose, I would be forging it alone. So, I went with
option #3—going solo and becoming my own advocate, mentor, and role model, and forging
ahead with starting my career in public relations. It was up to me to navigate uncharted waters,
chart my own path, and tackle the bumps, roadblocks, and any barriers along the way; and what
some would say, being a trailblazer. Being a turbaned Sikh is a core part of my identity, and I
had been navigating the preconceptions that come with it my entire life. Changing who I was just
to fit in or conform to others' expectations was simply not an option. I also did not want to
conform to what people thought public relations or communications practitioners looked like (a
uniform look) or the dominant demographics of the industry at the time, which was
predominantly white, clean shaven, and shorter hair.

My parents and family weren’t happy with my decision, especially when it meant that I’d
have to move to a different province to study. I didn’t know anyone there and I had no idea what
the Punjabi/Sikh experience was like there. My parents weren’t fully supportive of my choice,
but as they felt they had to support both of their children equally, they did eventually let me
move to Halifax and provided financial support to cover tuition, books, rent and living expenses.
From a cultural perspective, Punjabi/Sikh parents felt it was their duty to support their children

with their education and in establishing their own lives and families (Qonitatin et al, 2023).
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To help manage their concerns, I did connect with one of my dad’s co-workers from our
ethnic community who had a relative in Halifax. They were somewhat helpful in connecting me
with their relatives to establish a relationship, providing some context on the Punjabi community
there, and insights on the best areas for me to look for a place to rent. The promise to connect
with the members of the Punjabi/Sikh community in Halifax did put my parents’ minds
somewhat at ease.

I moved to Halifax in 1994 and enrolled in the BPR program at MSVU, likely one of the
first students with a head covering to do so. I was the only non-white student in my class.
Throughout my university experience, I remained aware of the fact that [ had no idea how many
turbaned Sikhs or people with head coverings lived in Halifax, or what experiences Halifax
residents had in interacting with someone like me. I stayed vigilant, as there were times when
people I encountered, including some of my fellow BPR students, made inappropriate comments
about my appearance or ethnic background. I also had to contend with the geopolitical issues
following the Air India bombing and the public debate of retired turbaned Sikh military members
being refused entry to Royal Canadian Legion halls for not removing their turbans. Being the
only one in that situation meant I had to tread carefully in my responses, unsure of how those
around me would react or whether I would receive any support.

Also, I had my own bias of the local Punjabi/Sikh community, viewing them as having
similar assumptions as the community I left in Victoria. I dissociated myself from the local
community so I could fully immerse myself in an individualistic culture and form my own

approach on how best to manage living in two different cultures.
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My public relations and communications career

When I first entered the public relations field to look for work, I connected with CPRS, a
national professional association of public relations and communications practitioners that
supports its members, provides professional development and networking opportunities, and
advocates for the profession. Attending their events and national conferences, I could see there
was a lack of diversity in the membership and the profession, and there was a significant lack of
representation in their senior leadership and board roles. Some may have seen the lack of
diversity as a reason not to work in PR, but for me, I told myself that if I didn’t see myself
represented at senior levels, I might as well work at getting there myself and being a self-
advocate.

I began my career in 1999 at Langara College in Vancouver where I primarily handled
administrative tasks. Later that year, | landed my dream job with Envirotest Canada, the
contractor for the now-defunct AirCare vehicle emissions inspection and maintenance program.
Over my 15+ years there, I progressed from a specialist role to leading the department and
getting a seat at the senior leadership table, a position I held for over nine years. In this capacity,
I led the department and provided strategic advice to senior leadership of two organizations. My
work encompassed internal and external communications, stakeholder relationships, community
and media relations, crisis and issues management, and government relations. I also spearheaded
communications for several change initiatives, including three program launches that
significantly altered the services offered to Vancouver's driving public, ensuring stakeholders
were well-informed about the changes and their implications.

One of the key highlights of my career was in 2012 when the B.C. government

announced the permanent closure of the AirCare program, set for December 31, 2014. This
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decision also meant the shutdown of both Envirotest Canada and the government oversight
agency by the end of 2014. As the sole communications lead, I used my senior-level leadership
skills and experience to develop and execute a comprehensive communications plan, which
effectively guided the communications strategy and stakeholder relations throughout the closure
process for both organizations and for the program.

Since then, I’ve held managerial and leadership roles with provincial crown corporations,
a local health authority, and in higher education.

Throughout my career, I have continued to bring my authenticity as a turbaned Sikh to
my work and my workplace every day. Understanding that my avowed identity of a public
relations and communications practitioner who is also a turbaned Sikh may not align with the
ascribed identity of a practitioner, I have taken steps to introduce who I am in every new work
setting. [’ve often shared Punjabi food as an equalizer to break the ice and open a conversation
about various ethnic cultures and identities that may not occur in the workplace.

Barriers and bias

I have seen and experienced some barriers in my progression into the field, both internal
bias and external bias. Early in my career, I couldn’t shake the thought that those who doubted
my ability to enter management because of my turban might be right and that I would face my
own glass ceiling. I shared this with my manager at the time when he asked about where I saw
my career going. He reminded me that because of my lived experiences and the layers and
challenges I had and would continue to go through, I could provide a unique perspective on
management, leadership, and thought leadership that no one in Canada could.

Having a foreign sounding name on my resume may have impacted whether I was

considered qualified and skilled enough to be considered for roles. It was hard to say if this was
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the case, but it was something I heard through interactions with other practitioners. I also
experienced some bias during job interviews I’d had. A seemingly innocent question like ‘In
communications, we wear many hats...” would show to me that the interviewers were not in tune
with what they saw in front of them. At first, I wouldn’t react as I thought I was taking the
comment too literally. After the second or third time it happened, I found it important to call it
out and address the perceived bias in the questioning that assumed an ascribed identity of, not
just a public relations or communications practitioner, but any seasoned professional in any field.

As I progressed in my career, the reaction from my parents and my family was
indifferent. They still felt I would experience roadblocks that would prevent me from reaching
management and so I shouldn’t be loyal to any organization. It was not until I was promoted to
manager and leader of the public relations and communications department and joined the senior
leadership table (dominant coalition) in 2006 that my family finally stopped their criticisms.

The barriers outside of the public relations and communications industry cannot be
dismissed. There have been countless times when I have been mistaken for a delivery person, a
bus driver, or a taxi driver. People have also been surprised that I don’t speak with a Punjabi or
Indian accent, that I have an ‘amazing’ command of the English language, and that ’'m not an
immigrant. The ascribed identity others have of a turbaned Sikh continue today.

Lack of Diversity and Representation in the Industry

I’ve also made significant contributions through volunteering. Since 1999, I have been an
active member of CPRS, where I found a welcoming and supportive network at both local and
national levels. I have served on the board of directors at the local and national levels, making
history as one of the first turbaned Sikhs and person with a head covering to do so. I am currently

a director on the CPRS National Board. In 2014, I achieved my Accreditation in Public Relations
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(APR) from CPRS. Again, my parents and family don’t see the value of volunteering at this level
and weren’t swayed or showed any interest in my achievements, nor did they show interest in my
completing the MCM program.

Throughout my involvement, I have noticed that most CPRS members I met at
conferences or on various boards were white, with little representation of individuals like me,
particularly in senior roles. At times, I was the only non-white practitioner at the conference.
Discussions about diversity often focused on increasing the presence of women in leadership
positions, which I fully support given that a majority of members and practitioners in the
industry are women. It was essential though to carve out my own space and advocate for full
representation.

As a man, you have a better chance at career advancement and leadership roles than a
woman

I've often heard that men have an easier path to career advancement and leadership roles
in public relations or communications compared to women, and that, as a man, I couldn’t fully
grasp the challenges that women face. While this holds true in a general sense, I strongly
disagree when it comes to my personal experience. Such statements often overlook the
complexities of intersectionality. As Sha (2006) states, a person’s identity is comprised of a
“myriad of cultural identities, any one or combination of which my become relevant in a given
situation” (p. 53). This includes the intersection of not just ethnicity and race, but different
visible and invisible identities on religion and faith. Men and women of colour often face more
discrimination and may not receive the same advantages as white practitioners, regardless of

gender.
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Being a Sardar—a man who wears a turban—comes with its own set of challenges and
my appearance carries stereotypes that impact my professional journey. I have been called "old-
fashioned," assumed to be a taxi driver, or even subjected to derogatory comments such as
looking like a terrorist. These misconceptions create barriers that are overlooked, highlighting
that my experience in the workplace is not as straightforward as the stereotype suggests.

It’s essential to recognize that we each have our own individual experiences. The barriers
I face illustrate that the landscape of professional advancement is far more nuanced and complex
than a simple comparison between genders might suggest.

My experience today

It was not until three years ago that I met another turbaned Sikh public relations and
communications professional in Canada, and I have become aware of a few other
communications experts who wear a head covering.

That’s my "WOW" factor. While I may not have accumulated any awards or accolades, I
take pride in a significant milestone: being one of the first turbaned Sikhs to work in the public
relations and communications field in Canada. I stand proud of my authenticity every day, never
compromising who I am.

Research Methods

For this study, I took a mixed-methods research approach, using both qualitative
(interviews) and quantitative (surveys). [ had intended to conduct up to four focus groups
sessions with students to gather more in-depth insights from this participant group.
Unfortunately, due to time constraints and unexpected delays in the ethics clearance process and
compressed time to conduct the focus group and data analysis, I did not proceed with this

method. Due to the sensitive nature of the research and the type of data and insights needed for
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meaningful results and for students, parents, and PR practitioners to share their personal stories
in a comfortable environment, interviews were used to gather additional insights from parents
and practitioners. These methods can be helpful in gathering data from families of various ethnic,
cultural and diverse backgrounds (Chope, 2005).

Questions were formed out of the types of career-related information the family provided,
what support was provided by family members and if there were any 'strings attached', any
emotional supports provided, concerns on the impacts of the career choice on the family, and
whether family helped if asked (Chope, 2005).

A mix of purposive, convenience, and snowball sampling were used to share the research
invitations to students, instructors and PR practitioners through personal email invitations with
information on the study, a link to the survey and a method to schedule an interview if they
wished, and a request for them to share the research information with their networks. Also,
emails were sent to the PR program heads or directors of college or university public relations or
communications academic programs with a request to make the information, invitations and
research links available to students and instructors. I used LinkedIn to amplify the invitations to
my connections. The interviews took place via Microsoft Teams upon the consent of the
participants. Students and practitioners were asked if their parents would be willing to participate
in interviews and requests were made through them.

I used LimeSurvey, the platform recommended by McMaster University, to set up and
conduct online surveys and to collect the data and analyze the results. Three surveys were
developed and used to gather data from students, PR instructors, and PR practitioners. The
surveys included multiple choice, Likert scale, and short answer questions, and took about 15

minutes to complete. The surveys also included demographic questions and a question
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confirming that the respondents fit within the participant demographic criteria to ensure validity.
The research was done over a nine-week period.

Due to the delays in research launch, I did a soft launch on December 2024 via posting
three blogs on LinkedIn, each directed to a particular participant group and sent emails to
instructors and practitioners from my personal contact list. I then did a full launch of my research
period in January 2025 to coincide with back to school and back to work post-holiday seasons.
This full launch included sending email invitations to directors and administrators of the various
PR and Communications academic programs at Canadian colleges and universities, reposting
blogs on LinkedIn, and sending invitations to instructors and practitioners in my personal
contacts list.

It is important to state that as the researcher, I am a senior PR practitioner with 25 years
of experience in the industry, am a second-generation Canadian from a diverse background and a
PR program alumnus. This topic came about through my lived experience as being likely one of
the first turbaned Sikh or person with a head covering to enter the Canadian public relations
education and career over 30 years go. For this study, I used the autoethnography method to
incorporate my personal lived experiences in making the decision to enter public relations, the
cultural and family challenges and perceived barriers I faced, and how these experiences shaped

my career path in the profession and how my experiences related to this research study.

Measures were taken to avoid any potential implicit bias by remaining “open to contrary
advice” (Yin, 2018, p. 86). Also, multiple sources were used to ensure the validity and credibility
of this study (Yin, 2018). The insights and data from the participant interviews and surveys, and
the literature review outlined above validated my story of lived experience. This scientific

research and analysis added rigor and objectivity to this study.
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Dataset and Data Collection Method
In conducting this research, it is preferable to gather information from multiple sources or
data points to ensure validity. This case study employed three data points to collect insights and
information: interviews, surveys, and content analysis of the literature available (Yin, 2018), as
well as reflections of my own lived experience related to this research topic through
autoethnography. The research methods were conducted using the following timeline, factoring

in the condensed period available:

e Interviews were held from December 18, 2024 to February 28, 2025.

¢ Online surveys ran from December 6, 2024 to February 9, 2025.

The following table shows the number of completed surveys and interviews per

participant group:

Table 2

Completed surveys and interviews per participant group

Participant group Surveys Completed Interviews Completed
Students 21 n/a
Parents n/a 3
Instructors 18 5
Practitioners 14 12

As a senior PR practitioner with connections in the PR industry across Canada, I used my
network and contacts to reach out to instructors in PR programs to inform them and their
students about the research study and seek opportunities to share research information and links.
To create a list of the PR and Communications education programs in Canada, I searched the

education ministry website page of every province and territory to identify a list of colleges and
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universities. I then visited the college and university websites to search for any public relations
or communications program at each institution, reviewed each program page to confirm the
program description and course content matched the foundational skills needed in public
relations and communications. I then recorded the necessary program and contact information
into an Excel worksheet. I also asked public relations and communications practitioners in my
personal contact list to share the information and survey links and interview invitations with their

connections and amplifying these messages to my LinkedIn connections.

Data Analysis Techniques

Of the four general strategies for analyzing data outlined by Yin (2018), the data for this
research study was analyzed through the theoretical propositions of Excellence Theory and
requisite variety, social cognition career theory, individualist-collectivist cultural identities,
critical race theory, stakeholder relationships, and understanding ascribed and avowed cultural
identities. This approach helped with reviewing and presenting the analysis from the data
collected “pointing to relevant conditions to be described as well as explanations to be
examined” (Yin, 2018, pp. 168-169). As this topic was borne from my personal experience in
navigating ethnic and family expectations and biases, I was both the researcher and a subject in
this research. I utilized the autoethnography method to incorporate my experiences for this study.

Using the theoretical proposition provided evidence, insights, and an explanation on how
students and PR practitioners see how cultural, ethnic, and family influences impacted their
public relations education and career paths. Qualitative content and thematic analysis was done
of the interview responses to identify themes for the topics raised by participants. This data was
triangulated with findings and results from the surveys to respond to each research question and

insights from the literature review. For the surveys, I used the reports available via LimeSurvey
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to create tables showing results of the multiple choice and Likert scale questions. A thematic
analysis was done on the open-ended responses to identify, analyze, organize, interpret, and
report the themes from the qualitative data (Clarke and Braun, 2017; Nowell et al., 2017).
Thematic analysis is used to identifying patterns in the participants’ views and lived experiences
to “understand what participants think, feel, and do”” (Clarke and Braun, 2017, p. 297). This
approach effectively analyzes diverse participant perspectives, identifying commonalities and

distinctions while uncovering unexpected insights. (Nowell et al., 2017).

Data Security and Privacy

Data privacy and security are critical considerations to ensuring the validity of the
research and removing bias in content and thematic analyses of interviews and surveys. This is
especially important due to the sensitive nature of the topic that could have potentially made
participants uncomfortable sharing their experiences. All interviews were recorded and secured
with data and reports from the surveys on my personal laptop and my personal access password
has not been shared with anyone else. All survey results and feedback have been securely stored
on the LimeSurvey platform behind a secure, password protected firewall. Privacy and
confidentiality was maintained by anonymizing data and removing all personal information of
participants’ responses from the research methods. As an additional layer of privacy, research
results and insights gathered was used in aggregate and was not segmented or tailored to share
geographic- or institution-specific insights so as not to identify any research participant. Also,
students and instructors were not asked to identify which college or university they associated

with, nor were they asked to identify the academic program they were connected to.
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Results/Analysis

The first two questions for each survey were screening questions to determine the
suitability and eligibility of participants to complete the survey. As the main survey questions
were focused on gathering information and insights from students and practitioners who are of
diverse cultural, ethnic, and racial backgrounds and are studying or practicing in the Canadian
public relations industry as well as PR and Communications program instructors, participants
had to indicate that they met these criterium. For the parent, instructor, and practitioner
interviews, the first question confirmed that they met the research eligibility (see Table 1 on page
12 for the research method used per participant group).
Students

From the screening questions for the student survey, one participant indicated that they
were not enrolled in a public relations or communications academic program at a Canadian
college or university and six indicated they were not members of a cultural, ethnic, or racialized
community (not White or European). A further 24 participants did not proceed with the survey
past the screening and demographic questions. Therefore, the final number of completed student
surveys was 21, or N =21.
Parents

Parent participants were already prescreened through their children who had completed
the student or practitioner survey, so only a confirmation question pertaining to their cultural,
ethnic, or racial background was required. Three parents participated in interviews.
Instructors

From the screening questions for the instructor survey, four participants indicated that
they were not an instructor or in the faculty of a public relations or communications academic

program at a Canadian college or university. A further 17 participants did not proceed with the



CULTURE, ETHNICITY, FAMILY: SHAPING CAREER PATHS 45

survey past the screening and demographic questions. The final number of completed instructor
surveys was 18, or N = 18. There were five instructors who participated in interviews.
Practitioners

From the screening questions for the practitioner survey, four participants indicated that
they were not currently working in the public relations or communications field in Canada, one
preferred not to answer this question, and four participants indicated that they were not members
of a cultural, ethnic, or racialized background (not White or European). A further 15 participants
did not proceed with the survey past the screening and demographic questions. The final number
of completed practitioner surveys was 14, or N = 14. There were 12 practitioners who
participated in interviews.
Demographics of student and practitioner participants

For this research, [ wanted to gather demographical information on the cultural, ethnic,
racial identities of student and practitioner participants to confirm that they identified themselves
as BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, or People of Colour) as these groups were the focus of my
research. | used the same terms to identify ethnicity as were used in the industry survey
conducted in 2021 and my research project for the COMMGMT 712 course on PR Research. 1
included a note saying that ethnicity descriptions coincided with categories used by Statistics
Canada and may not accurately represent ethnic groups and did not refer to country of origin.
This note was emphasized as some of descriptions reflected geographic regions or countries and

could not portray the numerous cultural and ethnics groups in many countries, including Canada.
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Table 3
Breakdown of gender and ethnic identity for students and practitioners
Gender Ethnic Identity
.. South East Southeast Latin
Participant group Female Male Asian Asian Black Asian American
Students 81% 19% 3% 14% 29%  19% n/a
Practitioners 86% 7% 7% 14% 7% n/a% 7%

Of student survey respondents, 81% (n=17) of participants identified as women and 19%
(n=4) identified as men. No other gender was selected. 33% (n=7) of respondents were South
Asian, 29% (n=6) were Black, 19% (n=4) were Southeast Asian, and 14% (n=3) were East
Asian.

Of practitioner survey respondents, 86% (n=12) of respondents identified as women, 7%
(n=1) identified as a man, and 7% (n=1) identified as cisgender. No other gender was identified.
71% (n=10) were South Asian, 14% (n=2) were East Asian, 7% (n=1) were Latin American, and
7% (n=1) were Black.

In selecting this question, I understand that some respondents may not have been
comfortable with the terms used to identify their ethnicity as some descriptions may reflect
country of origin, not their cultural, ethnic, or racial background. This would especially have
been difficult for second-generation Canadians as answering this question may lead those
reviewing the results and reports to mistakenly identifying this group as being landed immigrant
which would not be correct. This is partially based on my experience of being asked to respond
to this question in surveys and in job applications where potential employers are seeking

demographic information from potential candidates.
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RQ1: How and to what extent do cultural, ethnic, and familial preferences and
expectations influence a student’s decision to pursue post-secondary education and career
in public relations?

This question explored the extent to which cultural, ethnic, and familial preferences
shaped a student’s decision to pursue post-secondary education and a career in public relations.
Three themes emerged from the data: cultural and parental career influences, supporting
individual career choices and balancing cultural identity with personal aspirations. These themes
provide insight into the complex dynamics and growing normalcy of individual career
aspirations and the traditional role that cultural and familial contexts play.

Cultural and Parental Career Influences

To understand if students felt pressured by their parents and cultural influences on their
career decision-making, the survey asked two specific questions related to influence. The first
question asked students how influential their parents and families were in their decision to pursue
higher education, and the second question asked to what extent those expectations and that of
their cultural traditions influenced their choice of study. 62% (n=13) said the opinions of their
parents or family were somewhat or very influential in their decision to pursue higher education,
and 71% (n=15) said those opinions or expectations had little or no influence on their decision on
their course of study. This means that although some parents may have had some influence over
wanting their child to enrol in a college or university, that influence did not extend to the

students on which field of study to pursue.
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Table 4

Influence from parents and families on pursing higher education and choice of field of study

I prefer
not to
answer

Very Somewhat Not that Notatall Don’t
Neutral

Level of Influence Influential Influential Influential Influential Know

How influential were

your parents’ or

family’s opinions in

your decision to 38% 24% 0% 19% 19% 0% 0%
pursue higher

education?

To what extent did

your family’s or

cultural/ethnic

traditions or 19% 10% 0% 29% 43% 0% 0%
expectations influence

your choice of field of

study?

Note: N =21

Some students from East Asian and South Asian backgrounds mentioned experiencing
strong familial preferences for careers viewed as “stable” and prestigious. They reported familial
preferences in fields like law, medicine, accounting and engineering. There is often a preference
for careers that are familiar and socially respected within these cultural or ethnic communities.
One student mentioned that their parents think “intelligence comes from the job” and being a
lawyer, doctor or engineer is “something they praise” and “people in these fields know
everything”.

One respondent noted, “they want me to pursue an academic career,” highlighting how
family pressures can not only influence career choices but also reinforce the importance of
traditional educational and professional paths. Similarly, another individual stated that their
family, particularly extended family, expected them to pursue a career in healthcare or law,
reflecting a broader cultural trend of emphasizing high-status professions.

In some cultures, especially those focused more on personal success or living in an

integrated individualistic and collectivist culture, this trend is changing. Some students described
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a generational shift or evolving awareness as their families are becoming more open to non-
traditional career paths, such as public relations. One student respondent said that they had not
experienced a strong push by their parents to pursue a certain career now whereas when they
were younger, “there was more of an implied expectation among the extended family”. Other
student respondents mentioned that their parents wanted them to choose a career that was best
for them, that they would be happy with, and where there were potential opportunities for
employment.
Supporting Individual Career Choices

Despite the pressures some felt to conform to familial expectations, many students
reported that their parents and families supported their chosen career path, particularly once their
families gained a clearer understanding of the public relations practice. Student respondents were
asked two survey questions about the support they received from their parents and families when
they chose to enrol in a public relations or communications academic program and again during
their studies. The first question asked how supportive parents and their families were when they
chose to study public relations, and the second question asked how supportive they were at the
time this survey was being conducted. 81% (n=17) said their parents and families were very or
somewhat supportive of their decision to pursue public relations as a career, and 90% (n=19) said
their parents and families were very or somewhat supportive now. 10% (n=2) indicated that they
did not know whether their parents or families supported them in their career aspirations. One
student expressed a disconnect with their family and cultural or ethnic heritage, not related to
academia, and said they don’t have status in the community. The student went on to say, “I’ve
learned to completely disregard my cultural, ethnic, and familial expectations to prioritize my

own personal interests and career aspirations”.
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Table 5
Support given by parents and families to their children who pursue public relations education
, I prefer
Level of Support Very . Somewhat Neutral Not that‘ Notat au Dont not to
Supportive Supportive Supportive  Supportive Know answer

How much support

did you receive from

your parents and

family when 71% 10% 0% 5% 10% 5% 0%
choosing to study

public relations?

How do your parents
and family view your
career path in public
relations now?

1% 19% 0% 0% 0% 10% 0%

Note: N =21

For students pursuing public relations, this often involved educating family members
about the scope and stability of the profession. One respondent shared that while their parents
were initially uncertain about the viability of public relations, they eventually recognized it as a
legitimate and stable career option. “Once they saw the possibilities of the field, they began to
support me.” Another student respondent said that their parents worry about how the skills they
learn in the classroom will lead to getting their first job in the PR industry, but once they
explained that communications is an expansive field with a variety of options to focus on areas
such as social media, media relations, or internal communications, they were supportive. This
highlights how awareness and exposure to new career paths can ease familial apprehensions and
result in greater acceptance.

Moreover, several students emphasized the unconditional support they received from
their families once their passion for public relations was evident. One student noted that their
parents were excited and proud of their choice to study public relations, signaling a significant

shift in perception from initial reluctance to genuine support. Another respondent, whose parents
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both worked in academia, shared that their father’s background in communication made him
particularly supportive of their career choice.
Balancing Cultural Identity and Personal Aspirations (living in two cultures)

The challenge of balancing familial and cultural expectations with personal career
aspirations emerged as another important theme. Some students described the internal conflict
they faced when pursuing a career that was perceived as unconventional or less prestigious
compared to more traditional fields. One respondent revealed that they faced cultural judgment,
noting that among their community, “if you’re not a doctor, lawyer, or engineer, you feel
somewhat left out.” This sentiment reflects the societal pressure placed on some students from
ethnic backgrounds to pursue careers that align with long-standing cultural norms, creating a
tension between personal career goals and cultural identity.

However, several respondents expressed how they managed to reconcile this tension or
focused on their personal aspirations. For example, one student shared that they “try to learn how
to communicate effectively and transfer my ideas in a way that politely impacts my culture.”
This strategy of adapting their personal aspirations to align more closely with family values
through creating awareness and understanding of the profession reflects a broader theme of
cultural negotiation. Another student, who pursued a career in public relations despite familial
expectations, emphasized that demonstrating the value of their chosen profession helped bridge
the gap between their personal goals and familial expectations. By excelling in their field and
demonstrating the tangible benefits of public relations, they were able to gain familial respect for
their career choice.

Interestingly, some student respondents reported feeling liberated from these pressures

altogether, describing their ability to prioritize personal happiness and career satisfaction over
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cultural or familial expectations. One participant stated, “I tend to focus on myself more than
care about what others think,” suggesting that for some students, the pursuit of a personal
passion like public relations is more important than conforming to traditional expectations.
Another student respondent felt that every person should be able to make their own choices
about what they want to do with their lives, with no intervention from their parents or families.
They said, “I just think people should have the right to choose what they want to be. If they let
others dictate their future, they won’t be happy in the long run.”

Overall, student respondents do recommend that others from similar cultural, ethnic, or
racial backgrounds go into public relations as their diverse perspectives and voices are needed in
the field. One student respondent chose to go into journalism, and later into public relations,
because it broadened their opportunities to learn and get involved with their community. Another
respondent spoke to the importance of representation as a Black person and how Black people,
especially Black women, should be more represented and have space in the field to have a voice.
They commented that having a PR instructor who was Black increased their ability and
confidence to speak publicly. They said, “it goes to show how powerful representation can be”.
Others cautioned that before getting into a PR academic program, students should have a clear
understanding of what public relations is, have a passion for it, and determine if their personality
and ability to manage conflict would be conducive to the requirements of the profession.

RQ2: What factors do parents, especially immigrant parents, consider significant when
advising on educational and career pathways and which careers do they prefer their
children pursue and why?

To answer the question of what factors parents, and immigrant parents, of first- or

second-generation Canadians consider when advising their children on their educational and
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career choices, I conducted interviews with three parents to gather their perspectives. Through
the interview feedback, three themes emerged: balancing job security and passion, parental
guidance vs. career independence, and the evolution of cultural expectations.
Balancing Job Security and Passion

All three parents emphasized that they wanted their children to follow a career that would
provide them with job security, stability, and financial viability, and where they could build a
quality life and support a family. While the parents stressed the importance of higher education,
they recognized the need for their children to balance their career aspirations and personal
fulfillment, encouraging their children to select a field according to their passion and interests.
The parents cited their upbringing in their countries of origin where stable government or
professional roles, such as those in law or medicine, were highly valued. One parent shared, “in
our culture, we valued professions like doctor or lawyer, but now we realize that what makes a
child happy and fulfilled is more important than just stability.” Over time, the parents shifted
their expectations to focus more on their child’s interests and strengths. One parent who is from a
Chinese background said that “every parent wants their child to get higher education, and the
focus should be their personal interests and desires and what career is best related to their talents
and interest”. He felt that the role of the parent is to guide their children by asking questions that
help them see the big picture and to let them figure out for themselves what career path would
best fit their interests. This stems from their personal experiences growing up in a culture where
their own parents provided similar freedoms.

Another parent recalled growing up in Hong Kong and was taught to value and honour
their parents and ancestors with respect to culture and upbringing. His parents wanted him and

his siblings to get a better education than they did, but did not influence them in directing which
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career to pursue, saying “we had lots of freedom to choose what we wanted to study”. This is a
sentiment and belief that each parent participant passed on to their children.

As their understanding of career options like public relations expanded, the parents began
recognizing the importance of aligning careers with their children’s interests. A common
sentiment was expressed by one parent, who explained, “I want my child to feel fulfilled and
happy in what they are doing. Career stability is important, but passion matters too.” Another
parent began to see how the ethical and community service areas of public relations align with
the values he and his family follow through Confucianism where he says the core beliefs of
“harmony between human and social relations” and “humanity, harmony, and service builds
harmonious relationships” which he says are important in public relations. One parent, who was
also a retired pharmacist who worked in a hospital, highlighted the importance of the hospital's
communications department in addressing issues and effectively engaging with both internal and
external stakeholders. “They must be very objective and unbiased, not swaying one way or the
other. They need to present the facts in a non-biased objective way”.

Parental Guidance vs. Career Independence

Another theme in all three parent interviews was an early shift in parental attitudes
regarding career guidance and how they approached conversations around career aspirations with
their children. Traditionally, many immigrant parents steered their children toward certain
professions, such as studying to become lawyers, doctors, engineers, and accountants. Two of the
parents said they grew up in Hong Kong at a time when it was still a British Colony and they
went through the British-style education system. Their parents would provide some guidance, but

with the British influence, they guided their children to follow their desires and interests in
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choosing which careers to follow. One parent recalled, “I didn’t get the sense that my parents
were enforcing their wishes as to what to study”

These parents said they placed greater emphasis on enabling their children to have the
autonomy to choose careers based on personal interest and strengths. One parent noted, “I never
pushed my children to follow my profession. I wanted them to figure out what made them happy,
what they were passionate about.” Another parent said, “I wanted to give some guidance to my
kids, but I didn’t want to force them into what career to pursue. I don’t want them to feel
pressured into making a choice”. One parent added that she encouraged her children to pursue
higher education to get grounded for a future career and for their life ahead”. This transition
reflects a broader cultural adaptation. The parents shared that, although they provided guidance,
they ultimately respected their child’s autonomy in decision-making. “They had to decide for
themselves.” All three stressed that the focal point for their children should be to choose a career
and course of study that aligns with their interest, talents, and desires which would involve their
own self-awareness and help them answer the question “what do they want to do when they grow
up”. One parent mentioned the importance of picking a career that was versatile so her children
could “pick something that will allow you to go into different areas of work and won’t be
limiting”.

Cultural Expectations and Adaptation

The cultural shift regarding career expectations was significant, as many immigrant
parents moved from strictly adhering to traditional career paths to recognizing diverse
opportunities in the modern job market. One parent highlighted the traditional emphasis on
science-based careers, saying, “in our community, there was always pressure to go into science

because it was considered more secure. Public relations wasn’t even considered a career choice
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in the past”. However, as PR gained recognition as a dynamic and versatile field, some parents
have come to appreciate its value. One parent reflected, “I didn’t know much about PR before,
but now I see how much potential it has. If my child is happy and their career aligns with their
personality, I’d support them in pursuing it”. This shift is also evident in the way parents
approach their children's career choices, focusing more on whether the child feels fulfilled and
whether the career fits their personality, rather than adhering to rigid cultural norms.

Family expectations do play a role in some of the aspirations one parent has for her child
outside of career and professional life. “I wanted my child to choose a career that would allow
her to bring up a family in the future, and perhaps to work part-time”.

The evolving nature of cultural expectations, combined with greater awareness of diverse
career opportunities, indicates a more flexible and supportive approach for parents to use in
guiding children through post-secondary education and career decisions, providing a balance
between personal fulfillment and job security. As one parent noted, “Ultimately, it’s about
ensuring that our children are happy and secure in whatever path they choose, even if it’s
something we never considered before.”

Advice for Other Parents

Interviewees had some advice for other parents of diverse cultural and ethnic
backgrounds on how to approach discussions around education and career decision-making with
their children:

e Allow your children to choose their career path — parents should support their children’s
career choices instead of imposing or directing them to a career that might not be for them.

e Recognize individual interests and talents.
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e Start early and stay involved — engage with your children’s education and extra-curricular
activities from an early age and help them research career options to make more informed
decisions.

e Support and guide them by asking inquisitive questions so their children can find out for
themselves where their interests and aspirations lie and broaden their understanding.

e Encourage open communication — communicate more openly with your children to
understand their interests and aspirations.

e Avoid excessive academic pressure — having high academic expectations can create
unnecessary stress. A balanced approach that values interest, talent, and long-term happiness
is more beneficial.

By considering this advice, parents can better support their children’s educational and career

aspirations in a way that aligns with both individual interests and the evolving professional

landscape in Canada.

RQ3: How can PR instructors and PR education programs better support students from

diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds in developing their career aspirations in the field

and acquiring parental and familial support?

This question explored how public relations and communications instructors and
academic programs could support students from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds in their
academic journeys, and whether they had a role in interacting with parents. Interview and survey
feedback from instructors highlighted that diversity in the PR student population and the PR
classroom has increased over time. 94% (n=17) of instructors say they always or frequently have

students from different cultural, ethnic, and racial backgrounds in their classes and programs, and
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66% (n=12) always or frequently incorporate discussions around cultural, ethnic, and racial
diversity in the profession in their classroom teaching.

Table 6

Diversity in the PR classroom: students and curriculum discussions

Level of diversity Always Frequently  Neutral Occasionally Rarely Never

How often do you

have students from

diverse cultural,

ethnic, and racial 83% 11% 0% 6% 0% 0%
backgrounds in you

program?

How often do you

incorporate

discussion about

cultural, ethnic, and 22% 44% 0% 33% 0% 0%
racial diversity in the

profession in your

classroom teaching?

Note: N=18

Instructors reported that many of their classrooms include a significant number of
international students, particularly from India, China, South Korea, Nigeria, Ghana, and Mexico.
In some cases, over half the class is composed of students from diverse backgrounds in which a
strong understanding of business English would be considered a barrier. The findings highlight
three general themes: challenges and barriers for students from diverse backgrounds, institutional
and program support for diversity, and the need for greater diversity and representation in the PR
industry.

Challenges and Barriers for Students from Diverse Backgrounds

Underrepresented students often face significant challenges, such as language barriers,
cultural adaptation issues, and a lack of role models in the field. These barriers can impact their
academic success, career development, and familial support. Also, they said that many

international students and immigrant students who grew up in another country where English
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may not be the first language they were taught face challenges in PR programs, particularly in
writing-intensive coursework. As one instructor noted, “Students with English as a second
language face significant difficulties in courses that rely heavily on writing.” Additionally,
cultural adaptation and mental health struggles can impact academic performance and career
confidence. Regarding their awareness that these challenges exist, 89% (n=16) of instructors said
they were very or somewhat knowledgeable about the challenges students from diverse cultural
and ethnic backgrounds face in pursuing a career in public relations, and 50% (n=9) felt that
students are significantly or somewhat significantly impacted by their respective cultural and

ethnic influences.

Table 7
Instructor knowledge of cultural, ethnic, racial influences on students
Level of knowledee Very Somewhat No very Not at all ig:fger
& Knowledgeable Knowledgeable Knowledgeable Knowledgeable Answer

How knowledgeable do you

feel about the specific

challenges faced by students

from diverse cultural or ethnic 39% 50% 0% 6% 6%
backgrounds in pursuing a

career in public relations?

Note: N=18

While representation in undergraduate programs tend to be more diverse than the
industry, instructors said challenges remain for students, particularly those from racialized
backgrounds, to see opportunities in communication-related careers. Moreover, career concerns
persist, with some students expressing to their instructors the fear that their ethnic background
may limit job opportunities, especially those from India or Pakistan. However, there is also
optimism. “Workplace acceptance has improved, and there is growing support for diversity in
hiring,” said one instructor. Another instructor stated that PR programs must ensure that students

receive the necessary resources to navigate these barriers and thrive in the industry.
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Some students of certain cultural and ethnic backgrounds such as South Asians, still face
resistance or pressures from their families who may not recognize public relations as a viable
career compared to more traditional careers (e.g. accounting or medicine). During an interview,
one instructor mentioned, “I’ve had students in the past whose parents didn’t want them to go
into PR. They wanted their children to be accountants or possibly nurses”. She went on to say
that these students struggled with getting parental support because their parents felt getting to PR
“was not a good use of their time”. To overcome this, one instructor suggested “it is okay if their
parents do not understand or know much about it [public relations]. Educating them and showing
them examples of the jobs in the field will help them begin to understand”.

Institutional and Program Supports

78% (n=14) of instructors indicated that they do take steps to incorporate different

cultural and ethnic perspectives into their course and program curriculum, and 11% (n=4) said

they were not very effective.

Table 8

Effectiveness in incorporating diverse cultural perspectives into the curriculum

Not s I Prefer
Level of Very Somewhat . Not at all I Don’t not o
effectiveness Effective Effective v Effective Know

Effective Answer
How effectively does
your curriculum
incorporate diverse 22% 56% 1% 0% 6% 6%

cultural perspectives
and practices?

Note: N =18

Table 9 shows services that programs or institutions offer to support students from
diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds to overcome barriers in public relations. 84% (n=15)
said that their programs were doing well or somewhat well in making support services available

to diverse students who need them.
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Table 9
Support services available to support students to overcome barriers
Supports n Percent
Networking opportunities with PR pros 13 72
Career Counselling 12 67
Mentorship programs 11 61
Workshops on diversity 7 39
Other 3 17
Don’t know 2 11
Do not offer support services specific to these students 1 6

Note: N=18

Comments in the Others response was that cultural and ethnic diversity is part of their
curriculum and that “diversity is interwoven into the program by its nature”. One instructor said
they connect students with their local CPRS chapter for their mentorship program which
connects students with practitioners in their region.

Despite these challenges, instructors reported that institutional support, such as tutoring
and community networks, helps bridge these gaps. Beyond the classroom, PR instructors
recognize that mentorship plays a vital role in helping students navigate their career paths for
first- and second-generations Canadians and for international students. Instructors emphasized
one-on-one mentorship and career guidance as a means of fostering student success. In general,
instructors said that through networking opportunities, internship placements, and individualized
coaching, students gain valuable industry exposure and professional confidence. One-on-one
sessions help students explore their values, aspirations, and the impact they want to make in the
industry. As one instructor shared, “I encourage them to find their core values first and then to

pursue those, where they will find they’re greatest conviction and commitment, which will give
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them confidence and credibility.” Added another instructor, “we facilitate a fourth-term
internship, which encourages students of all backgrounds to get important work experience.”
Representation and having the right mentors also matter for students to see people who
look like them in the industry. During an interview, one instructor described how a PR graduate
from their program who is a Black woman and has done very well in the sports communications
in the National Basketball Association. The practitioner established a scholarship for Black
women coming to the PR program at her university. “The scholarship includes a mentorship
element with the practitioner throughout the year, and that’s a game changer,” said the instructor.
Many instructors also provide networking opportunities, connect students to professional
organizations, and promote scholarships geared towards BIPOC, women, and neurodivergent
individuals. However, supporting international students requires additional effort. Faculty
members report helping students adapt to the Canadian PR industry, with some identifying
access to wellness sessions to check in on international students' transition to life in Canada.
Parental and familial understanding of public relations as a career path remains a
challenge. Some instructors indicated programs have recruitment days, milestone celebrations,
and graduation events where parents can engage with faculty and learn about career prospects.
However, there is limited structured parental support at the higher education level, which could
be an area for development. Two instructors indicated that privacy and confidentiality of
individuals meant that they could not interact or discuss their students’ academic activities with
their parents. One instructor mentioned that students are adults so they don’t talk to parents.
Diversity and Representation
A recurring theme is the need for greater representation of professionals from diverse

cultural, ethnic, and racial backgrounds in the profession, in the classroom, and in academia. One
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issue is the lack of role models. “Many students from underrepresented backgrounds don’t see
themselves reflected in the industry, making it harder to visualize a successful career path,” said
one instructor. To address this, instructors have brought in guest speakers from diverse
backgrounds, looked into mentorship initiatives, and connected with alumni networks to show
that there are people that look like them in the field and in leadership roles. Networking
opportunities, career panels, and industry partnerships also play a crucial role in bridging the gap
between students and employers. “When students see professionals who share their cultural
background succeeding in public relations, it boosts their confidence and motivates them to
persist.”

One instructor stressed the importance of diversity and representation in the public
relations industry. “Canada is a diverse country and the communications/PR industry must
reflect that or it will face barriers (lack of understanding, biases) in engaging with different
publics”. Another added, “it is critical for the profession to address the current lack of diversity
in the PR profession in Canada. We must represent the communities we strive to serve”. Another
instructor noted the role of the academic community by saying, “we need to represent the
Canadian multicultural realities in the profession through education”.

Several stressed the need to ensure that faculty becomes more diverse, bring in PR and
communications professionals from diverse backgrounds as guest speakers to talk, not just about
examples of how the theories and concepts learned in class are applied in a real-life environment,
but also about diversity and their lived experience.

There is some caution as well on ensuring diversity is matched with equity and that
credibility and validity of the profession is maintained. One instructor commented, “My

classrooms and faculty have become very diverse in the 18 years that I have been teaching. I am
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more concerned by equity in the industry rather than its diversity, which has been naturally
increasing as our population has become more diverse”. Another mentioned, “PR education is
merit based. If a student performs well, it does not matter their sex, their religion, their ethnicity.
However, we do require high level language and writing skills”. This instructor also expressed
concerns of the reliance that higher education institutions have on revenue generation through
charging much higher fees to international students which they say is “unethical for both the
student and education systems.
Recommendations for Support and Resources
Instructors were asked to share any insights or suggestions they had on what resources
and supports that PR and Communications academic programs could provide for their students,
especially those from diverse cultural, ethnic, and racial backgrounds. One instructor shared the
following as a starting point:
Students come from all walks of life, cultures and ethnic backgrounds; some of which are
complex with different socio-economic influences or even mixed parenthoods. Some
were born in other countries while others are first- or second-generation Canadians whose
families might still carry on certain traditions. It is important to have resources and
frameworks but it is also important to have approaches that provide sufficient flexibility
and are informed by the students who are in the classroom at a given time.
The instructors shared the following recommendations to enhance the effectiveness of PR and
Communications academic programs in supporting diverse students in their career aspirations:
e Incorporate more case studies and examples showcasing the work, campaigns and initiatives
done by PR and Communications professionals from diverse cultural, ethnic, and racial

backgrounds as part of the curriculum.
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e Ensure diversity in the guest speakers, panelists or guest lecturers to classes.

e Emphasize storytelling from PR professionals of diverse backgrounds, focusing on barriers
they faced and how they overcame them.

e Implement faculty training on intercultural competence to improve pedagogy and student
support.

e Increase efforts to hire faculty from diverse backgrounds to reflect student demographics.

e Ensure instructors and professors are trained to create safe, inclusive classroom spaces and
build trusting relationships with students.

e Engage in targeted outreach to diverse Canadian communities through cultural organizations
and events to raise awareness of public relations as an academic and career option to first-
and second-Canadian students and their parents.

e Establish paid internship opportunities specially for diverse students to increase their access
to career pathways.

By integrating diversity and representation into the program experience, expanding mentorship

and networking opportunities, addressing the specific challenges faced by diverse students, and

implementing these recommendations, PR education programs will be better suited to support
the career aspirations of students.

Q4: How did PR practitioners from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds perceive and

navigate familial expectations in their career choices, and what guidance and support

systems do they recommend for students considering or pursuing a career in public
relations?
This question explored the experience of PR practitioners from diverse cultural and

ethnic backgrounds who currently work in the field on whether they had to navigate any parental
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or family expectations in their career decision-making process. To provide some background in
the profession, I asked practitioners how many years of experience they have in the profession.
Of the 14 survey respondents who answered this question, 50% (n=7) have been working in the
industry for 10 years or more. Many practitioners from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds
navigate family expectations, systemic barriers, and identity-related challenges while pursuing
careers in PR. From the interview and survey feedback from practitioners, three themes emerged:
family expectations and support, systemic barriers and career advancement, and networking,
mentorship, and representation.
Family Expectations and Support

Feedback from practitioners indicated that there was a shift in the expectations that
parents and families placed on children on their career paths, partly due to the traditional beliefs
and expectations, the parents’ upbringing, and the influence of a Western (white), individualistic
culture. 79% (n=11) of survey respondents said the parents or families had little or no influence
over their decision on which career path they chose, and 65% (n=9) said their parents and
families were significantly or somewhat supportive of their decision to pursue a career in public

relations or communications.

Table 10
Influence from parents and families on choosing career paths
I prefer
Very Somewhat Not that Notatall Don’t
Level of Influence Influential Influential Neutral Influential  Influential Know Zr?:\;cv(z:r

To what extent did

your parents’ or

family’s expectations

influence your 7% 14% 0% 36% 43% 0% 0%
decision on which

career path to choose?

Note: N =14
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Table 11
Support from parents and families on choosing public relations as a career path
, I prefer
Level of Support Very . Somewhat Neutral Not that‘ Notat au Dont not to
Supportive Supportive Supportive  Supportive Know answer
What was your
parents’ or family’s
initial reaction to your
decision topursea ., 36% 36% 0% 0% 0% 0%

career in public
relations /
communications?

Note: N=14

Although most practitioners experienced support and little to no pressure on career
choices from their parents’, cultural or ethnic influences, some said their parents didn’t fully
understand public relations and the opportunities that would be available in pursuing it as a
career. Their parents were more open-minded about their career options so as long as they
pursued higher education that led to a financially stable career. While parents often did not fully
understand public relations as a profession, they became more supportive over time, especially
when they saw tangible results, such as media appearances or prestigious awards. One
practitioner shared, “they didn’t understand PR, but as long as I was doing well, it was about the
pursuit of excellence.” Another explained, “my parents were relatively open to what I pursued,
just as long as I pursued a post-secondary education.” In an interview, one practitioner
mentioned that what sold her mom about public relations being a rewarding and valuable career
was when she explained a real-life experience of how her company responded to a crisis where
their customers’ personal information was impacted by a computer hack. She explained that
“someone in PR played some role in developing the response and public statement and were
involved in getting this across all the channels to their customers”. After that, her mom began to

understand what she did for a living.
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Some practitioners said that family influences still play a role in career decision-making,
while others experience more freedom. “Growing up, there was an expectation for me to pursue
a career as a nutritionist, but my passion was always in marketing and communications. I wanted
to tell stories, connect with people, and shape narratives, so I decided to follow that path” said
one practitioner who is of East Asian background. Others felt some pressure to consider a career
as a doctor, lawyer, engineer, or an accountant, but that seemed to subside as parents became
keener on ensuring that their children were happy with their careers. Some recounted that they
may have felt less pressure on career choices than their older siblings did. One interviewee who
was from an East Asian background, commented that her sister loved art, painting and creative,
but their dad was adamant about her career direction. “My dad was firm on her and said, no,
you’re going into accounting”.

Financial stability and cultural values often shape career choices, requiring individuals to
justify their paths to their families as well as the ability for work-life balance where, in the case
of East Asian and South Asian communities, raising and caring for a family was important.
Some practitioners who identified themselves as South Asian also mentioned a cultural base that
is intertwined with a different concept of family, called living in a “sandwich generation”.
Recalls one interviewee, “we are expected to take care of our parents, our kids, and be more
closely connected with our extended family”. Another mentioned growing up in a “joint family”
with her dad’s brothers and their families living together, which can compound family pressures
on not just choosing a career to pursue, or to focus on family, especially for women.

Over time, success and visibility helped families understand and support PR careers. One
practitioner mentioned that their parents preferred they join a traditional stream of work, but

once they explained what PR entailed and were able to have a conversation about it, “we were
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able to easily resolve any concerns or questions they had”. In the end, many reported that if they
were financially secure and excelled at their work, their parents were fully supportive.
Systemic Barriers and Career Advancement

Systemic challenges such as biases, limited mentorship, and workplace barriers impact
career advancement. 50% (n=7) of survey respondents indicated that their cultural, social, or
racial identity may have impacted their progression in public relations, while 29% said that they
weren’t sure or preferred not to answer.

Many professionals encountered microaggressions, pay disparities, implicit and explicit
bias, and expectations to conform to workplace norms that may not align with their cultural
backgrounds. This included name discrimination and seeing limited diversity or representation in
leadership roles. Said one practitioner in navigating the hiring process, “I started to get more
interviews when I modified my resume to go by my shortened name”. Another practitioner who
moved to Canada from India found that when she used her Indian last name on her resume, she
only had a few call backs over a six month period but added “when I updated my LinkedIn
profile with my married last name [a white last name], [ landed a new job within three weeks”. A
practitioner who moved to Canada faced microaggressions and bias regarding their English
proficiency. Despite working for an international agency in their home country, handling global
brands in English, they were told during a Canadian job interview, “we’re pleasantly surprised
by how well you speak English.” With frustration, he said, “I thought maybe she was mistaken.
Did you assume that I don’t speak English”.

Some practitioners felt that they have to work twice as hard to be heard and to prove their
credibility. One practitioner found that they had to prove their work, even though they were born

and raised in Canada. “My language skills were constantly questioned and despite proving my
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abilities, the same deliverables I had written versus one from my white colleague were reviewed
differently”.

Another barrier raised was tokenism or being pigeon-holed. Some expressed concerns of
being “diversity hires” and not being taken seriously. One interviewee stated that although she
embraced the idea of communicating directly to her South Asian community on important health
issues impacting them, “I ended up getting pigeonholed in projects that always had an ethnic
piece, which was frustrating because why was I asked to only communicate to that
demographic”. Another said, “if you start to get pigeon-holed, you never get out of it”.

Two male practitioners commented that there weren’t too many people in the field that
looked like them. One mentioned, “I stood out and looked different. I knew that walking into a
room, people were looking at me. You can tell because they give you a different look. I’ve gotten
that look throughout my career”. He went on to say that he stood out like a “sore thumb” in a
room of white professionals. The other male practitioner saw that PR was a “pink collar
industry” and was dominated by white women professionals. He didn’t face any barriers being a
man but did acknowledge that he was the “only non-white guy at some PR industry events [’ve
attended”.

Networking, Mentorship, and Representation

Despite these obstacles, embracing cultural identity is seen as a strength in PR. Diversity
enhances communication, bridges cultural gaps, and fosters authenticity in messaging. In the
practitioner survey, 28% (n=4) said they believe the PR industry in Canada were supportive of
professionals from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds in the profession, while 35% (n=5)
felt they were not. Many said that the PR industry needs to play a role and show support for

diversity and representation.
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Table 12

Industry support for culturally and ethnically diverse practitioners

, I prefer
Very Somewhat Neutral Not that Notatall  Don’t ot to

Level of Support Supportive Supportive Supportive  Supportive Know Answer

To what extent do
you believe the
Canadian public
relations and
communications
industry is supportive 7% 21% 29% 21% 14% 7% 0%
of professionals from
diverse cultural and
ethnic communities
being in the
profession?

Note: N=14

Many practitioners emphasized advocacy, mentorship, representation, and leadership as
essential to breaking barriers and creating more inclusive spaces. One respondent said the
industry’s commitment to diversity and representation must go beyond making performative
statements, “let their actions speak for themselves, rather than speaking to it”. Another said,
“representation matters, not just those at entry levels, but at all levels of an organization so
people see that there is space for them”. Another practitioner added “you need to make sure you
have diversity and representation at the table, at events, in training and in leadership”. He went
on to say that getting a seat at the decision-making table and keeping that seat are two different
things, there is also a need to focus on leadership. “Being good in the world of PR and
communications might get you a seat at the table, showing leadership skills keeps you at the
table”.

Advice for Students
When asked, practitioners provided some advice to students from diverse cultural and ethnic

backgrounds when considering a career in public relations:
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e Educate your parents about the PR field through sharing success stories, the diverse specialty
areas and industries you can get into, and the long-term career prospects in PR.

e Follow your passion, communicate your aspirations clearly to your families, and pursue your
careers with confidence. Whether or not you gain immediate support, perseverance and
strategic networking will help you succeed.

e Seek mentorships from professionals with similar backgrounds and connect with peers in
diverse communities to gain valuable guidance and support.

e Networking is essential, as local connections may offer early opportunities to gain experience
through paid internships, freelancing, or social media projects.

e For immigrant or international students, understanding cultural sensitivities in different
professional environments will help in gaining positive experience.

e PR skills are highly transferable across industries, offering stability and growth potential.
Leverage your unique perspectives and cultural knowledge as strengths in the field, as PR
thrives on diverse viewpoints and communicating to diverse audiences.

e Long-term success in PR requires not only strong technical skills but also leadership abilities
to secure and maintain a seat at the table.

e Career development should be maximized before major life commitments, and students
should push past systemic barriers to create change in the industry.

Discussion
The findings of this study highlight the ongoing complexity that some students and
practitioners face when navigating cultural expectations, parental and familial influences, and
systemic barriers while pursuing public relations as a career. Some felt caught between personal

aspirations and the expectations of their parents and cultural communities, often straddling the
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divide between individualist and collectivist values (Akosah-Twumasi et al., 2018; Taylor &
Krahn, 2013). Based on my own experience, I referred to this as “living in two cultures” and
being pressured to choose between adhering to familial and cultural expectations or forging my
own professional path; hence told to pick one or the other.

Parents of first- and second-generation Canadians from diverse backgrounds often
prioritize careers they perceive as prestigious and financially stable—such as medicine, law, and
engineering—over lesser-known professions like public relations (Taylor & Krahn, 2013). The
research confirmed that in certain ethnic communities, such as South Asian families, there is still
some pressure to pursue these high-status careers; however, this tends to diminish if other family
members have already entered these fields, allowing those interested in public relations or other
non-traditional careers to follow their passions with less resistance. In some cultures, choosing a
different path is even seen as “rebellious,” with individuals distancing themselves from family
and ethnic communities to pursue their dreams (Somerville & Robinson, 2016).

There is a growing acceptance and support towards non-traditional paths like public
relations. Although 62% of students surveyed reported that their families influenced their
decision to pursue higher education, 71% said this had little impact on their specific field of
study. Parents interviewed acknowledged the importance of their children choosing careers based
on personal interests and talents rather than rigid societal expectations. While stability was once
the primary concern, many now emphasize happiness and fulfillment.

Despite initial skepticism, parental support for public relations careers increased as
families gained a better understanding of the field’s stability and opportunities. The research
revealed that 81% of students initially received family support when choosing public relations, a

figure that rose to 90% over time. Families became more accepting of public relations as a valid
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career choice as they saw tangible signs of success, such as media appearances and professional
recognition. Open conversations and education about industry played a crucial role in bridging
generational gaps, demonstrating that perceptions can shift with increased exposure to career
realities. This change reflects a broader cultural shift in which parents increasingly prioritize
their children’s personal interests over rigid occupational norms.

As Western education systems encourage greater career independence, many individuals
find ways to balance their cultural identity with personal aspirations. Open communication with
family members, coupled with the presence of PR role models, has helped many students and
professionals feel validated in their career choices. The upbringing of parents also plays a role in
the level of autonomy they grant their children. Some parents who were raised in individualist
environments, such as the British education system, encouraged their children to follow their
interests and aspirations, rather than influencing those decisions (Qonitatin et al., 2023).

While family pressures have eased for many and parents support their children in making
their career choices, influenced by living in or adapting to individualistic thinking, systemic
challenges within the public relations industry persist. Half of the practitioner respondents
reported that their cultural, social, or racial identity have had an impact on their career
progression. Common barriers included microaggressions, pay disparities, and hiring biases,
such as name-based discrimination. Some professionals reported modifying their résumés to
include a shortened or anglicized version of their names to increase their chances of securing job
interviews. Additionally, international professionals, despite their fluency in English, often faced
biases regarding their language proficiency, highlighting the racial and cultural prejudices

embedded in hiring practices. Some professionals also found themselves pigeonholed into
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diversity-focused roles, limiting their opportunities for broader career advancement and
leadership positions.

Feedback from students, instructors, and practitioners reflects the tension between
ascribed and avowed cultural identities (Sha & Ford, 2007; Sha et al., 2012; Toth, 2009).
Research participants shared examples of biases they encountered, such as assumptions about
their capabilities based on their ethnicity. For instance, an Indian PR practitioner’s language
proficiency may be unfairly scrutinized, or a South Asian Canadian professional may face
greater scrutiny than a White colleague despite having similar qualifications. My own experience
reflects this reality. I was often perceived as better suited for roles such as warehouse work, taxi
driving, or bus operation rather than leadership positions in public relations simply because I am
a turbaned Sikh. Like many others, I had to actively assert my professional avowed identity to
challenge these preconceived notions and stereotypes.

With increasing numbers of international students enrolling in public relations and
communications programs, instructors have raised concerns about English proficiency,
particularly in business writing. The perception is that many international and immigrant
students, even those from English-speaking countries, face challenges in writing-intensive
coursework, which can impact their confidence and success in PR programs.

The research also underscores the critical role of representation in helping students and
professionals from diverse backgrounds envision success in the industry. Cultivating a more
diverse profession begins in the classroom and extends into the industry (Muturi & Zhu, 2019).
How students see themselves represented in the classroom, in the faculty and the practitioners
they see that look like them in the industry will impact their perceptions of diversity (Bardhan &

Gower, 2020). Not seeing myself represented in any level in the profession when I first started
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was both a challenge and an opportunity. Instead of backing away, I took on the role of being my
own self-advocate and self-role model to make space for myself as I progressed through my
career from my entry level roles to the senior leadership team.

A diverse PR workforce is better equipped to understand and engage with the varying
perspectives, values, and expectations of organizational stakeholders (Vercic et al., 1996, as cited
in Sriramesh et al., 2013, p. 112). To promote diversity, academic programs are incorporating
guest speakers from diverse backgrounds, mentorship initiatives, and alumni networks to
demonstrate the presence of successful professionals from underrepresented communities.
Networking opportunities, career panels, and industry partnerships also help bridge the gap
between students and employers. Many participants emphasized that mentorship and connections
with faculty members were instrumental in helping BIPOC students and practitioners build their
networks, develop their skills, and connect with the next generation of industry professionals.

Limitations

There were a few limitations in conducting this type of research. There is limited, recent
data available on the state of diversity of the student population in PR academic programs as well
as practitioners in Canada. Much of the literature focuses on experiences in the U.S. or other
countries with a different ethnic, racial, or cultural demographic than Canada. There isn’t much
literature or research available, aside from the EDI and PR industry study conducted n January
2021, that speak to diversity in the profession in Canada to ensure practitioners of diverse
cultural, racial, and ethnic backgrounds see themselves represented at all levels of the profession.

The surveys and interviews were conducted in English only; therefore, some students,
practitioners, and instructors whose preference is to receive their communications and to be

engaged in French or their own language may have chosen not to participate in the research. If



CULTURE, ETHNICITY, FAMILY: SHAPING CAREER PATHS 77

the option was made available to conduct the surveys and interviews in French or their preferred
language, this may have removed the language barrier for some parents, inviting more
respondents in each group to participate and enriched the data and insights gathered.

Due to timing and delay in ethics clearance, I was unable to schedule and conduct the
student focus groups. These sessions would have given students the opportunity to reflect on
their experience and get context to the feedback and insights for what students had provided in
the survey responses, adding credibility and validity of the research data from this participant
group. Further research in understanding the experiences of students from diverse cultural and
ethnic backgrounds in the PR classroom should include either three or four focus groups or
invitations to participate in student interviews. Another option could be work with PR program
or instructors to conducted interviews and focus groups part of the PR Research classes to give
students a chance to not only the experience of participating in PR research, but to provide
insights in an active research project with implication on the Canadian PR industry. This
additional research or an extension of this study could segment the student stakeholder groups to
first- and second-generation students as well as international students to explore the experiences
of each student segmentation and the growing diversity and representations in the Canadian PR
industry.

The review of literature and my discussions of this topic with colleagues also revealed a
perception bias based on ascribed identity that diversity means having immigrant students and
professionals, and international students enter the public relations education and career pathway;
they did not seem to consider second-generation Canadians who were born in this country.
Anecdotally, there is also a bias that having more diversity on teams means sacrificing

knowledge, skills, and abilities which stigmatizes practitioners from diverse ethnical, cultural,
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and racial backgrounds as not having the same level of expertise as white practitioners or as the
perceived normative standard as outlined in critical race theory. (Taylor, 1998; Pompper, 2005).
This experience would provide an opportunity to conduct further research on the experience of
international students and practitioners immigrating to Canada to pursue their career in public
relations.

Another limitation was the potential need to gain ethics clearance from other college and
university research ethics boards before engaging with their public relations and communications
academic program administrators to request their assistance in sharing research information with
their students and instructors. Two institutions I contacted informed me that this step was
required for their students and instructors to participate. In the interest of time, I did not proceed
any further with these institutions. Although the additional clearance would have added to the
data collection phase, extra time could have been taken to involve the PR students and instructors
into the research and include richer insights to the study. An opportunity could have been
identified to conduct a more thorough study involving multiple institutions on this topic.

There is also potential bias on my part as a turbaned Sikh Canadian who is using his own
experience as a basis for this study which may lead some to question the objectivity and validity
of this research. This bias was minimized by using the autoethnography method to balance the
reflection on my lived experience with traditional scientific research.

I recognize that there will be questions on why this study is focused on diversity and
representation of practitioners of different cultural, ethnic, and racial backgrounds and why it
doesn’t include other marginalized or less represented groups such as women, the LGBTQ2+
community, or people with invisible or visible disabilities. It is important to note that there is no

intention of disrespecting the unique experiences and needs of these groups. I have chosen to
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focus on this marginalized group due to the lack of research done to identify the experiences of
these groups and the need to identify and fill a research and knowledge gap.
Practical Applications and Further Research

The purpose of this study was to understand how cultural, ethnic and family preferences
play a role in influencing education and career decision-making and how students from different
cultural and ethnic backgrounds managed these expectations. Once this project is completed, I
hope to share the key findings through meetings, presentations and discussions with PR
instructors, college and university programs, and professional associations like the CPRS or
IABC on how they can actively play a role in building more diversity into the profession and
ways to support practitioners from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds.

Further research is needed on the importance of diversity in the Canadian public relations
industry and the need for diverse representation at all levels, including senior leadership
(dominant coalition). The insights gained from both qualitative and quantitative data collection
could build on the findings from this study and help close the knowledge gap and identify new
opportunities for collaboration, learning, and research.

Findings from this study highlight the need for further exploration of diversity and
representation, particularly in understanding the career experiences of BIPOC public relations
professionals. Future research could segment participant groups to gain deeper insights into how
first- and second-generation Canadians navigate an individualistic culture and how this
influences their industry experiences. This study also uncovered barriers faced by some
professionals based on ascribed identities, such as skin color or foreign-sounding names, even
when they believed their cultural or ethnic background should not impact their careers. Further

investigation could explore how these professionals address and overcome such challenges.
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Additionally, the study identified a growing number of international students enrolling in
PR and Communications programs, as well as practitioners immigrating to Canada to continue
their careers. Further research is needed to understand how this trend will affect the profession—
not only in terms of the available talent pool but also its impact on Canadian-born youth who
may face challenges accessing PR education.

Finally, there is a need to examine the experiences of senior practitioners from diverse
cultural, ethnic, and racial backgrounds in advancing their careers and securing leadership
positions. This aligns with a key finding of this study—the importance of diverse representation
at senior levels, ensuring that practitioners from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds can see
role models who reflect their identities in leadership positions.

Conclusion

Career choices are shaped by various factors, including personal interests, education,
finances, and societal experiences. However, for many people of colour, ethnic, cultural, and
familial expectations play a significant role in shaping career paths. These influences can either
support or limit aspirations, particularly in fields like public relations and communications,
which have traditionally been dominated by a Western-centric white professional culture.

This research examined the impact of cultural, ethnic, and family influences on decisions
to pursue post-secondary education and careers in PR. The study aimed to assess the extent of
these influences and identify resources that can support students and their families in navigating
career choices. Using interviews, surveys, literature review, and incorporating my own lived
experience through autoethnography as one of the first turbaned Sikhs to practice public relations

in Canada significantly dominated by white practitioners, the research gathered insights from
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students, professionals, parents, and PR instructors to explore how these factors shape career
decision-making.

This study highlighted how cultural expectations, family influence, and systemic barriers
can still shape career choices in public relations. Some first- and second-generation Canadians
face pressure to pursue prestigious careers like medicine or law, while PR remains less
recognized. However, this pressure is easing as other family members have already entered high-
status professions or children have created an awareness and have educated their parents on the
job prospects, stability and versality of public relations.

Acceptance of non-traditional careers like PR is growing, with parental priorities shifting
from financial stability to personal fulfillment because of balancing the desirable qualities from
both individualist and collectivist cultures. While many students felt family influence in pursuing
higher education, most reported little impact on their specific field of study. Parental support for
PR careers increased over time as families recognized the industry’s opportunities and saw their
children succeed, reflecting a broader cultural shift toward valuing personal aspirations.

Greater representation in PR is essential, with mentorship programs, networking
opportunities, and diverse role models helping BIPOC students and practitioners advance. A
more inclusive industry benefits both professionals and the organizations they serve.

Ethics Statement and Considerations

This research has ethical considerations as the methods used involved collecting data and
lived experiences from human subjects that was of a highly personal nature. As well, I
participated in this study both as a researcher and as a subject or participant by reflecting on my
personal experiences related to this research topics. All data collection and analysis were done

for the sole purpose of completing the program requirements for this Capstone Research Project
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for McMaster’s Master of Communications Management (MCM) program and followed the
guidelines outlined by the McMaster Ethics Review Board. It will not be used for any other
purpose. The data was collected anonymized, aggregated, and kept confidential to remove any
personal or sensitive information, and any duplicates were removed to ensure validity of the
analysis, and that no data was calculated twice. Any data collected is stored on my personal
computer for the time needed to complete this research project and then will be permanently
removed once this program is completed.

The information will only be shared with my instructor Dr. Alexandre Sevigny, tutorial
assistant for our capstone research course (COMMGMT 740), Amber Daugherty, and my
capstone supervisor, Josephine Cassano Rizzuti, for the purposes of evaluating and grading this
research paper as part of the successful completion of the MCM program.

Participants were invited to share personal experiences related to their education, career
aspirations, and the impact these had on their relationships with their parents, family, or ethnic
community. I acknowledge that some topics may have emerged during this process that could
have made participants feel uncomfortable. To address this, I reassured participants that the
interview process was a safe place to have an honest conversation, reviewed the steps that were
taken to ensure their identity remained strictly confidential, that their insights would be
anonymized and aggregated to safeguard their identity, and that only I have access to the
recorded discussions. As well, I indicated that their participation was purely voluntary, and they
could withdraw from the research at any time and their responses would be removed from the

research. The research was be conducted in an ethical and responsible manner.
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