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Abstract

Public relations (PR) plays an increasingly important role in shaping political
communication within Nigeria’s ethnically diverse society and complex media
environment. This literature review aims to examine the strategies, influence,
and challenges of PR in Nigerian political communication, with particular
attention to political campaigns, crisis communication, digital media, and
public perception. The review draws on relevant literature and illustrative cases,
including the 2023 general elections and the EndSARS movement, while
applying the two-way symmetrical model and agenda-setting theory to interpret
PR practices within Nigeria’s political discourse. The findings indicate that PR
strategies can strengthen constituent engagement, shape public opinion,
mobilize grassroots participation, influence voter behavior, and support
political actors in managing crises. Digital media has further expanded the
reach and immediacy of political communication, but it has also intensified
misinformation, political polarization, ethical concerns, and declining public
trust. The reviewed cases demonstrate that PR can facilitate democratic
participation and collective action when applied transparently and responsibly,
yet manipulative or misleading communication may undermine electoral
integrity and democratic legitimacy. The study concludes that effective political
PR in Nigeria requires stronger media relations, improved public media
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literacy, transparent crisis communication, and consistent adherence to
professional ethical standards. These findings contribute to understanding the
intersection of public relations and political communication and offer practical
implications for PR practitioners, political actors, scholars, media institutions,
and policymakers seeking to strengthen public trust and democratic

communication in Nigeria.

Keywords: Crisis Communication; Digital Media; Misinformation; Political
Communication; Public Relations

Introduction

Political communication is a crucial aspect of democratic governance, serving as a
bridge between elected officials and the electorate. In Nigeria, a country marked by its
diverse ethnicities, cultures, and a unique political history, the role of public relations (PR)
in shaping political communication has gained paramount importance. With the increasing
complexity of political landscapes and the advent of digital communication technologies,
political actors in Nigeria are leveraging PR strategies to navigate the intricate dynamics of

public perception, media influence, and voter engagement.

Public relations, as defined by the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA), is "a
strategic communication process that builds mutually beneficial relationships between
organizations and their publics" (PRSA, 2021). In the context of politics, PR encompasses
a range of activities including campaign management, media relations, crisis management,
and public engagement. As Nigerian democracy evolves, it becomes imperative to

understand how PR professionals shape political narratives and influence public opinion.

The Nigerian political environment has witnessed significant transitions since the
return to democratic rule in 1999, characterized by heightened competition among political
parties and candidates aiming to capture the hearts and minds of voters. Research by
Ugochukwu (2019) highlights the importance of strategic communication in electoral
processes, noting that political candidates increasingly rely on PR consultants to curate
their public image and effectively convey their political messages. As the 2023 general
elections approached, the role of PR became even more pronounced, with various political
parties employing innovative communication strategies aimed at mobilizing support and

influencing voter behavior (Afolabi, 2021).
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Digital media has transformed how political communication occurs, presenting
both opportunities and challenges for PR practitioners in Nigeria. Social media platforms
such as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram have emerged as essential tools for political
engagement, allowing candidates to communicate directly with voters while circumventing
traditional media gatekeepers (Ibrahim, 2023). According to Adeyemi (2021), the utilization
of social media during the #EndSARS protests illustrated the power of grassroots
mobilization and the effectiveness of PR strategies in rallying public support for political
causes. This paradigm shift emphasizes the necessity of adapting PR tactics to leverage new
media's capabilities while recognizing the potential for misinformation and the rapid pace

of information dissemination that can complicate political narratives.

In navigating this complex terrain, political actors and PR professionals must also
contend with significant challenges, including political polarization and ethical dilemmas.
Identifying the ways in which misinformation spreads in the digital age and developing
strategies to counteract it has become a pressing concern for practitioners (Akintayo, 2020).
Usman (2021) asserts that political polarization complicates public relations efforts, as
communication strategies must address not only the diverse perspectives of the electorate

but also the contentious nature of political discourse in contemporary Nigeria.

This literature review aims to synthesize existing research on the role of public
relations in shaping political communication within Nigeria, focusing on key strategies used
by political actors and the changing media landscape. By examining relevant literature from
2015 to 2020, this review will explore the interplay between PR practices and political
communication, the challenges faced by practitioners in the field, and the implications for
effective political engagement in the Nigerian context. Ultimately, understanding the
evolution and impact of public relations in Nigerian politics is vital for fostering more
transparent, ethical, and effective communication between political leaders and the citizens

they represent.

Theoretical Framework
Public Relations Models

Multiple models of public relations, specifically the two-way symmetrical model
proposed by Grunig and Hunt (1984), emphasize the importance of mutual understanding

and dialogue in communication. This model is particularly relevant in the Nigerian context,
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where communication between political actors and the electorate requires adaptability and

responsiveness (Ekwueme, 2020).
Agenda-Setting Theory

The agenda-setting theory posits that media influence the public agenda by
highlighting certain issues over others (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). In Nigeria, political
public relations practitioners utilize this theory to shape the narrative and influence what

issues gain prominence (Nwafor, 2018).

Public Relations Practices in Nigerian Politics
Political Campaigns

Public relations strategies are crucial during political campaigns, influencing voter
choices and shaping candidates' images. According to Afolabi (2021), strategic messaging
and media relations during campaigns have become vital tools for political aspirants in
Nigeria, especially ahead of the 2023 elections. For example, the campaign strategies
employed by various parties highlighted the significance of digital engagement, with
candidates utilizing social media platforms to reach a broader audience. The All
Progressives Congress (APC) and the People's Democratic Party (PDP) employed tailored
messaging that resonated with specific demographics, successfully mobilizing young voters

who form a significant part of the electorate.
Crisis Communication

Crisis management is a significant aspect of political PR, particularly in Nigeria,
where political crises are common. Research by Adebayo (2022) underscores the need for
effective crisis communication strategies to maintain public trust and mitigate backlash
during political turmoil. The handling of the COVID-19 pandemic by the Nigerian
government is an illustrative case. The government's PR approach to communicating
health guidelines, updates, and vaccine information involved engaging with various
stakeholders, including health organizations and community leaders, to build trust and

promote compliance.
Digital Public Relations

The advent of social media has transformed political communication strategies in

Nigeria. Scholars like Obi (2019) have noted that political actors increasingly utilize
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platforms like Twitter and Facebook to engage with the public directly, bypassing
traditional media gatekeeping. A notable example is the use of Twitter by the former
president, Muhammadu Buhari, to address Nigerians during critical moments, effectively
using the platform for direct communication and reducing the reliance on conventional

press conferences.

Media Landscape in Nigeria
Traditional Media

Traditional media remains essential for reaching a broad audience in Nigeria.
Television and radio play significant roles, particularly in rural areas (Adamu, 2017). Public
relations efforts are crucial in crafting messages that resonate with these audiences. For
instance, the media coverage of political events, debates, and campaigns showcases the
importance of partnerships between PR professionals and journalists to ensure accurate

reporting and constructive engagement in political discourse.
New Media

The rise of new media has shifted the dynamics of political communication
significantly. According to Ibrahim (2023), the pervasive use of social media platforms
exacerbates the speed of information dissemination, leading to both opportunities for
engagement and challenges concerning misinformation. A proactive approach by political
PR teams, such as fact-checking and debunking false narratives, is necessary to maintain

credibility and public trust.

Challenges in Political Public Relations
Misinformation and Disinformation

Misinformation poses a substantial challenge in the Nigerian political landscape,
particularly during elections. Akintayo (2020) notes that PR practitioners must develop
strategies to counter misinformation while promoting accurate information through
credible channels. For instance, during the 2023 elections, social media campaigns aimed at
debunking false claims about candidates were essential in informing voters and preserving

democratic integrity.
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Political Polarization

Political polarization in Nigeria complicates the role of public relations. As noted
by Usman (2021), PR strategies must navigate highly divisive political environments,
requiring a nuanced understanding of audience segmentation and targeted messaging. The
effectiveness of communication in partisan contexts requires PR professionals to adopt
balanced messaging that appeals to a broad spectrum of constituents while also addressing

critical issues of national concern.
Ethical Concerns

Ethical issues in political PR practices are a significant concern. As highlighted by
Chijioke (2022), the ethical dilemmas faced by practitioners, such as the spread of fake
news and the manipulation of public sentiments, threaten the integrity of political
communication. Therefore, establishing codes of ethics and standards for political PR
professionals is crucial to ensure accountability and promote transparency in political

communication.

Case Studies
The 2023 General Elections

The 2023 elections offered critical insights into the role of public relations in
political communication in Nigeria. Comparative studies conducted on campaign strategies
reveal different approaches by political parties in engaging voters (Ogunleye, 2023). The
emergence of youth-led campaigns, leveraging social media, marked a significant shift in
voter engagement. The "Obidient Movement," supporting Peter Obi of the Labour Party,
is an excellent example of how effective PR can mobilize grassroots support through

relatable messaging, innovative use of digital platforms, and community engagement.
The EndSARS Movement

The EndSARS protests in 2020 showcased the power of grassroots communication
and public relations strategies in mobilizing mass action against police brutality. This event
highlighted the role of social media in shaping political discourse (Adeyemi, 2021). PR
professionals and activists effectively utilized Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook to organize
protests, share information, and raise international awareness, demonstrating the

effectiveness of integrated communication strategies in social movements.
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Solutions to Identified Challenges
Enhancing Media Literacy

One of the critical solutions to addressing misinformation is enhancing media
literacy among the public. PR practitioners can partner with educational institutions and
NGOs to conduct workshops and campaigns that educate citizens on evaluating
information sources critically. A well-informed public is less susceptible to manipulation

and misinformation.
Building Stronger Media Relations

Strengthening relationships with both traditional and new media can help PR
professionals ensure that accurate information is disseminated promptly. Establishing
media advisory boards composed of journalists, PR professionals, and communication
scholars can foster collaboration and facilitate a more organized response to

misinformation.
Implementing Ethical Standards

Developing and enforcing ethical standards within the political PR industry can
mitigate the risks of ethical dilemmas. Organizations such as the Nigerian Institute of
Public Relations (NIPR) can play a pivotal role in cultivating a culture of accountability and
transparency by offering certifications, guidelines, and training programs that emphasize

ethical conduct.
Leveraging Data Analytics

Utilizing data analytics can enhance the effectiveness of political communication
strategies. By analyzing public sentiment, behavioral patterns, and engagement metrics, PR
practitioners can tailor their messages and strategies to align with the needs and interests of

their target audience, increasing the likelihood of impactful communication.

Conclusion

Public relations plays a pivotal role in shaping political communication in Nigeria.
As political actors navigate a complex landscape marked by traditional and new media, PR
strategies are vital in influencing public perception, managing crises, and promoting

effective engagement with constituents. Addressing the challenges of misinformation,
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political polarization, and ethical dilemmas will be essential for the future of political public
relations in Nigeria. The insights gleaned from the case studies and proposed solutions
underscore the need for ongoing research and adaptive strategies that can respond to the

dynamic nature of political communication in the digital age.
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