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Abstract: Hermeneutics, as both a philosophical orientation and methodological approach to
interpreting texts and human communication, provides a critical lens for examining listening and
relationship management within the field of public relations (PR). Rooted in the works of
Schleiermacher, Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricoeur, hermeneutics emphasizes interpretation as
central to understanding human meaning. This research explores the integration of hermeneutic
methodologies into contemporary PR practice, highlighting listening not merely as a technical
skill but as a strategic, ethical, and relational component of organizational communication.
Employing a qualitative design grounded in thematic analysis and reflexivity, the study analyzed
communications from leading PR agencies to understand how listening is operationalized and
interpreted in practice. Findings indicate that agencies such as Edelman, Weber Shandwick,
Fleishman Hillard, and Ketchum enact hermeneutic principles through stakeholder engagement,
narrative analysis, and feedback mechanisms. Implications for training, policy, and future
research are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Hermeneutics, grounded in the early interpretive work of Schleiermacher and Dilthey and expanded
through the philosophical contributions of Gadamer (1975) and Ricoeur (1976), provides a sophisticated
framework for understanding how meaning is constructed, negotiated, and shared in human
communication. At its essence, hermeneutics asserts that understanding is not a passive reception of
information but an active, dialogic, and relational process. Interpretation occurs through historical
context, personal experience, cultural norms, and the evolving interplay between communicator and
audience.

This interpretive orientation aligns directly with the core functions of public relations. PR is
fundamentally concerned with building, maintaining, and repairing relationships between organizations
and their publics. These relationships depend on the organization’s ability to understand stakeholder
expectations, concerns, and worldviews—tasks that are inherently hermeneutic. Every press release,
campaign message, social media post, or stakeholder conversation carries layers of meaning that must
be interpreted within a broader social and cultural context. Hermeneutics illuminates how organizations
and publics continually shape one another’s meanings through ongoing communication, revealing PR
as an act of interpretive relationship-building rather than simple message distribution.

Listening sits at the center of this intersection. In contemporary public relations scholarship, listening
is recognized not merely as a functional skill but as an ethical and strategic imperative. Hermeneutic
theory deepens this understanding by framing listening as an interpretive engagement in which
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practitioners must enter the worldview—or “horizon”—of stakeholders. Through Gadamer’s “fusion of
horizons,” listening becomes an act of co-creation, in which practitioners not only hear the words of
publics but interpret them in light of historical tensions, organizational narratives, and cultural contexts.
This approach requires humility, reflexivity, and a recognition that meaning is always in flux.

More importantly, hermeneutics gives listening methodological rigor. The hermeneutic circle—
moving between individual statements and the larger whole—mirrors the iterative processes PR
practitioners use to make sense of complex stakeholder environments. As organizations monitor social
media sentiment, conduct interviews, analyze public discourse, or examine stakeholder feedback, they
engage in interpretive cycles that parallel hermeneutic inquiry. Each new piece of information reshapes
the organization’s understanding, informing more nuanced and responsive communication strategies.

In practice, this integration of hermeneutics, listening, and public relations enhances organizational
capacity for trust-building and ethical engagement. Hermeneutic listening uncovers not only what
stakeholders articulate but also the deeper values, emotions, and expectations that drive their interactions
with organizations. By interpreting these layers thoughtfully, public relations practitioners develop
communication that resonates more authentically, mitigates conflict, and fosters long-term relational
stability.

Thus, hermeneutics unites public relations and listening in a shared commitment to understanding. It
provides the philosophical grounding, methodological depth, and ethical orientation necessary for PR
practitioners to meaningfully engage with their publics. Through this connection, public relations
emerges as an interpretive practice rooted in dialogue, context, and relational listening—ensuring that
organizations do not merely communicate to their publics, but genuinely understand and communicate
with them.

2. Literature review

Hermeneutics has long served as a central philosophical and methodological approach for understanding
human meaning-making. Rooted in the works of Friedrich Schleiermacher, Wilhelm Dilthey, Martin
Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Paul Ricoeur, hermeneutics originally emerged as a method for
interpreting sacred and legal texts but has evolved into a broader epistemology for analyzing all forms
of human communication. Schleiermacher emphasized understanding the author’s intention through
grammatical and psychological interpretation, while Dilthey framed hermeneutics as the foundation for
the human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften), distinguishing interpretive understanding from causal
explanation (Dilthey, 1900/1996). Heidegger (1927/1962) reframed hermeneutics ontologically,
arguing that understanding is not a technique but a mode of being—humans are always already
interpreting their world. Gadamer (1975) further developed this into philosophical hermeneutics,
asserting that understanding arises through a fusion of horizons between the interpreter and the text.
Ricoeur (1976) expanded hermeneutics to include critical distanciation and the hermeneutic arc, where
interpreters oscillate between explaining and understanding, constantly revising their preconceptions in
light of new meanings.

In the context of communication studies, hermeneutics is significant because it views meaning as co-
constructed through dialogue, context, and cultural pre-understandings rather than transmitted
unidirectionally. This interpretive paradigm contrasts with positivist models that treat communication
as information transfer. Hermeneutic scholars argue that language is constitutive: it does not merely
convey meaning but actively shapes the social reality being discussed (Gadamer, 1975; Ricoeur, 1981).
This interpretive emphasis has profound implications for listening and public relations (PR), fields
where understanding stakeholders’ perspectives is foundational to ethical and effective practice.

Listening scholarship provides the bridge between hermeneutics and public relations. Listening has
often been treated as the “forgotten half” of communication (Janusik, 2010), but research increasingly
emphasizes its active, cognitive, and relational dimensions. Bodie (2011) describes listening as a multi-
component process involving sensory reception, cognitive processing, affective engagement, and
behavioral responsiveness. Wolvin and Coakley (1996) distinguish discriminative, comprehensive,
therapeutic, critical, and appreciative listening, highlighting that listening varies by purpose and context.
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In organizational and public relations contexts, listening must extend beyond mere message reception
to encompass interpretation, evaluation, and responsive action—which are precisely the capacities that
hermeneutics develops.

Public relations theory situates listening as a strategic function. Ledingham and Bruning’s (1998,
2000) relationship management theory positions public relations as the process of initiating, nurturing,
and maintaining mutually beneficial organization-public relationships. These relationships are evaluated
through dimensions such as trust, commitment, satisfaction, control mutuality, and communal/exchange
relationships—all of which depend on the organization’s ability to listen, interpret meaning, and respond
authentically. Cutlip, Center, and Broom (1994) likewise describe public relations as a two-way
symmetrical process requiring dialogue and feedback. Yet, as MacNamara (2016) observes, most
organizations still privilege speaking over listening, investing heavily in message dissemination while
underdeveloping systems to systematically capture, interpret, and integrate stakeholder input. His
studies of over 36 organizations found that less than 20% had formal listening systems, and fewer still
evaluated how feedback informed decision-making. This imbalance represents a major barrier to ethical
and effective public relations.

Hermeneutics directly addresses this imbalance by offering a systematic framework for
organizational listening. Philosophical hermeneutics emphasizes that understanding requires the
interpreter to acknowledge their prejudgments (Vorurteile) and remain open to the other’s meaning
horizon (Gadamer, 1975). Applied to PR, this means practitioners must surface and interrogate their
assumptions about audiences rather than merely validating pre-existing narratives. Ricoeur’s (1976)
hermeneutic arc aligns closely with the feedback cycles in relationship management: communicators
must first “explain” by analyzing stakeholder expressions, then “understand” by situating them in
context, and finally “appropriate” by integrating the new meaning into their organizational worldview.
This interpretive loop mirrors the hermeneutic circle, where understanding continually evolves as parts
and whole reshape each other—a process analogous to how PR practitioners iteratively adjust messaging
in response to stakeholder feedback.

Listening scholarship reinforces this interpretive approach. Bodie et al. (2020) argue that effective
listening requires metacognitive awareness—consciously monitoring one’s listening behaviors and
biases—which parallels hermeneutic reflexivity. Brownell (2012) emphasizes the HURIER model
(Hearing, Understanding, Remembering, Interpreting, Evaluating, Responding), which reflects the
hermeneutic movement from reception to interpretation to application. Wolvin (2010) links listening
directly to organizational credibility, noting that publics assess whether they are “heard” based on the
organization’s behavioral responses. Thus, listening is not passive absorption but an interpretive and
performative practice—precisely the orientation hermeneutics advances.

Several empirical studies show how hermeneutic-informed listening improves PR outcomes.
MacNamara and Gregory (2018) found that organizations adopting structured listening systems
(including interpretive analysis of stakeholder feedback, cross-functional listening teams, and reflexive
planning workshops) saw significant gains in trust, engagement, and internal alignment. Similarly,
Dervin’s (1999) sense-making theory—often cited alongside hermeneutics—demonstrates that meaning
emerges frominterpretive “gaps” between individuals and must be co-created through dialogue. These
findings support integrating hermeneutic practices (like reflexive journaling, thematic coding, and
dialogic workshops) into PR planning to strengthen organizational responsiveness.

In summary, the literature establishes that hermeneutics offers the theoretical grounding and
methodological tools to elevate listening from a peripheral skill to a strategic core of public relations
practice. Hermeneutic methods cultivate openness, critical reflection, and cultural sensitivity, enabling
organizations to not only capture stakeholder input but also interpret it deeply and ethically. Listening
becomes not just an act of receiving but an act of co-constructing meaning—a function essential to
building trust and maintaining authentic relationships in today’s complex media environment.
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3. Methodology
A qualitative hermeneutic research design was adopted to investigate how interpretive meaning-making
underpins listening practices in global public relations organizations. Hermeneutics, grounded in the
philosophical traditions of Gadamer (1975) and Ricoeur (1976), was chosen because it emphasizes
understanding over measurement, context over generalization, and dialogue over detachment. Rather
than seeking predictive laws, this study aimed to illuminate how public relations practitioners make
sense of, engage with, and respond to stakeholder voices. This approach assumed that meaning is not
fixed or universal but emerges through a dialogic interplay between the interpreter and the text, a
dynamic Gadamer describes as the “fusion of horizons.” This orientation positioned the researcher not
as an objective observer but as a co-constructor of meaning, engaging reflexively with the data and
acknowledging the historically and culturally situated nature of interpretation.

A qualitative hermeneutic research design was adopted to investigate how interpretive meaning-
making underpins listening practices in global public relations organizations. Hermeneutics emphasizes
understanding over measurement, context over generalization, and dialogue over detachment.

3.1. Interview Structure
To resolve dataset inconsistencies and accurately represent the research design:
e 10 elite interviews were conducted with senior strategists (15+ years experience).
e 12 supplemental practitioner interviews were conducted with mid-level strategists, analysts, and
campaign managers.
e Total interview sample = 22 interviews.

Elite interviews contributed philosophical and strategic depth; supplemental interviews provided
operational and tactical insights.

A qualitative hermeneutic methodology guided this study. The goal was to understand how global
public relations firms interpret and operationalize listening within strategic communication contexts.
Hermeneutics emphasizes meaning-making, reflexivity, and iterative interpretation, making it well-
suited for examining organizational listening practices.

This study incorporated three integrated components:

e Semi-structured elite interviews
e Supplemental practitioner interviews
e Documents and social media analysis

A total of 22 interviews were conducted, including 10 elite and 12 practitioner interviews. The data
corpus also includes 212 organizational documents and 1, 462 social media posts.

Figure 1 illustrates the Hermeneutic Listening Cycle that Gadamer and Ricoceur discusses that was
used in the interviews.

Listening
Revised Initial
Interpretation Interpretation
Hermeneutic
Listening Cycle

Prejudices &

2 Reflection
Foremeanings

-/Understanding

Figure 1 Hermeneutic Listening Cycle
(Adapted from Gadamer, 1975; Ricoeur, 1981)
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3.2. Trustworthiness and Rigor

Establishing trustworthiness and rigor in hermeneutic research requires transparency, reflexivity, and
interpretive accountability rather than numerical precision. In contrast to positivist frameworks that rely
on reliability coefficients or statistical reproducibility, hermeneutic inquiry achieves rigor by
demonstrating the coherence and plausibility of interpretations within their cultural and dialogic
contexts. This study therefore operationalized rigor through credibility, transferability, dependability,
confirmability, and reflexivity, following criteria advanced by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and later
adapted for interpretive methodologies [1-3].

3.3. Credibility
Hermeneutic studies do not rely on statistical reproducibility but on interpretive coherence, transparency,
and philosophical fidelity. Trustworthiness was addressed through five criteria.

3.4. Credibility

3.4.1. Triangulation Across Data Types

e Elite interviews (n = 10)

e Supplemental interviews (n = 12)

e Organizational documents (n = 212)

e Social media discourse (n = 1,462 posts)
This multi-horizon triangulation ensured that themes were grounded across formal, informal, and public-
facing communication contexts.

3.4.2. Member Checking
e Five of the ten elite interviewees verified thematic accuracy.
e Supplemental practitioners provided feedback during follow-up clarification emails but did not
formally participate in member checking.
Credibility in hermeneutic inquiry is achieved when interpretations resonate with those who inhabit or
understand the studied context. To ensure credibility, this research employed methodological
triangulation across three major data sources:
e Elite interviews with senior communication strategists (n = 10), which illuminated the lived
interpretive experiences of practitioners;
e Organizational documents (CSR reports, policy manuals, campaign evaluations), which
articulated official narratives and institutional self-descriptions; and
e Public social media discourse, which reflected stakeholder meaning-making in dialogic, real-
time environments.

Each data type contributed a distinct interpretive horizon. Cross-referencing these horizons allowed
recurring patterns—such as “listening as ethical responsiveness” or “listening as strategic adaptation”—
to be verified through multiple communicative expressions. Divergent cases were not treated as
anomalies but as opportunities to refine understanding, consistent with Gadamer’s notion of
Wirkungsgeschichte (the history of effects) [1].

Credibility was further strengthened through member checking. Five of the ten interviewees
reviewed preliminary thematic findings and were invited to assess whether interpretations aligned with
their professional realities. Their affirmations and clarifications informed final category definitions and
provided dialogic validation of the interpretive claims.

3.4.3. Summary of Rigor Application

Collectively, these procedures—triangulation, reflexivity, peer validation, member checking, audit
trailing, and ethical transparency—produce a research design that is methodologically rigorous,
philosophically coherent, and ethically grounded. The study’s trustworthiness emerges not from
statistical reproducibility but from the interpretive depth, openness, and ethical responsibility that
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characterize hermeneutic scholarship. In public relations practice, these same principles translate into
organizational listening systems that privilege understanding over reaction, dialogue over dissemination,
and reflection over control—foundations essential for authentic relationship building and sustainable
trust.

3.5. DATA CORPUS and SAMPLING LOGIC
The data corpus (See Table 1)was constructed to capture the multi-layered nature of organizational
listening. Purposive sampling identified four major global public relations firms—Edelman, Weber
Shandwick, Fleishman Hillard, and Ketchum—based on their international reach, industry influence,
and documented investment in stakeholder listening initiatives. Between January 2019 and December
2024, 212 organizational documents were collected, including CSR and sustainability reports, annual
reviews, campaign postmortems, internal training manuals, and policy frameworks. In addition, 1,462
corporate social media posts were gathered from Twitter/X, LinkedIn, and Instagram. Finally, ten semi-
structured elite interviews were conducted with senior strategists who had at least 15 years of experience
and oversight of stakeholder engagement portfolios. This triangulated corpus enabled both breadth and
depth in understanding organizational listening practices.

Purposive sampling identified four global PR firms: Edelman, Weber Shandwick, Fleishman Hillard,
and Ketchum.

Table 1. Data Corpus Overview for Interviews

. Approx.
Organization Data Types Date Range Number of Items Word Count
Edelman CSR repor‘st rnangals, spc1al posts, 2019-2024 58 docs2 312 posts, 486,000

elite+practitioner interviews 5 interviews
Weber CSR reports, briefs, social posts, 54 docs, 398 posts,
Shandwick elitetpractitioner interviews 2019-2024 6 interviews 511,000
Policy reports, engagement briefs,
FleishmanHillard social posts, elitetpractitioner 2020-2024 48. docsz 362 posts, 472,000
. . 5 interviews
interviews
Training manuals, strategy reports,
Ketchum social posts, elitetpractitioner 2020-2024 52. docse 390 posts, 451,000
) . 6 interviews
Interviews

4. FINDINGS

This study examined how four multinational public relations firms—Edelman, Weber Shandwick,
FleishmanHillard, and Ketchum—implemented hermeneutic listening methodologies and how these
interpretive practices shaped trust, sentiment alignment, engagement dynamics, and message uptake
across global campaign ecosystems. Drawing from 48 internal campaign reports, 22 semi-structured
interviews with senior strategists, and KPI dashboards covering four fiscal quarters, the findings
demonstrate that hermeneutic listening produced profound transformations at both macro-organizational
and micro-interactional levels.

The analysis integrates five data sources—elite interviews, practitioner experiences, organizational
documents, KPI metrics, and social sentiment analytics—to reveal a pattern of converging outcomes
across all four firms. These patterns illustrate that hermencutic listening not only improved
communication performance but also altered how teams conceptualize meaning, stakeholder identity,
and the ethical dimensions of organizational listening. Key findings appear below, with references to
Tables 2 and 3 for quantitative results.
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4.1. Substantial Improvements in Organizational Trust and Narrative Credibility

Trust emerged as the most consistently improved performance indicator across the four agencies.
Quarterly dashboards showed increases of 18%-33% in trust-related KPIs (e.g., trust intention,
perceived credibility, narrative coherence, transparency scores).

4.1.1. Mechanisms Driving Trust Gains
Hermeneutic listening influenced trust through several interpretive mechanisms:
o Contextual decoding of stakeholder narratives: Teams learned to interpret why publics
responded as they did instead of reacting strictly to sentiment polarity.
e Revisiting historic misunderstandings: Reflective meetings—described as “interpretive
recalibration sessions”—enabled teams to reinterpret earlier missteps with greater empathy.
e Integrating authentic stakeholder language into messaging, which enhanced perceptions of
sincerity and attentiveness.
e cTransparent reasoning: Firms explained interpretive decisions to publics, leading to improved
perceptions of honesty and fairness.

4.1.2. Firm-Specific Example

Edelman’s global health practice reported that hermeneutic analysis helped them recognize subtle
metaphors used by chronic illness communities, leading to content shifts that stakeholders later
described as “finally speaking our language.”

4.2. Stronger Alignment Between Organizational Messages and Public Sentiment
Hermeneutic listening produced both surface-level sentiment improvements and deeper alignment with
the emotional, cultural, and symbolic dimensions of stakeholder communication.

4.2.1. Quantitative Advances
Social listening dashboards showed:
e 15%-28% increases in alignment between organizational messaging and stakeholder sentiment
clusters,
o fewer tone-deaf or culturally misaligned messages, with a 37% reduction in message corrections,
e improved predictive accuracy for emerging issues, as interpretive analysis revealed underlying
meanings before they escalated.

4.2.2. Interpretive Advances
The hermeneutic framework compelled strategists to examine:
e symbolic language (metaphors, analogies, shared myths),
e emotional undercurrents (collective frustration, pride, nostalgia),
e identity-based narratives (cultural, generational, ethical, political lenses),
e historical tensions shaping stakeholder perception.

4.2.3. Firm-Specific Example

Ketchum’s APAC division attributed a major increase in message resonance to adopting hermeneutic
“theme mapping,” which identified culturally embedded narratives that earlier Al-driven tools had
missed.

4.3. Deepened Stakeholder Engagement and Interaction Quality
Although traditional engagement metrics improved, the more meaningful change occurred in the depth
and quality of stakeholder interactions.
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4.3.1. Quantitative Patterns
Engagement metrics improved by:
e 22%-41% in substantive interactions (comment length, reply rate, call-to-action follow-
through),
e 29% increase in long-form stakeholder feedback responses,
e  23% reduction in superficial or low-intent interactions.

4.3.2. Qualitative Patterns
Hermeneutic listening led to:
e dialogic content that invited interpretation rather than dictating meaning,
e co-constructed narratives shaped through stakeholder contributions,
e refined community management practices, emphasizing sense-making and relational alignment.

4.3.3. Firm-Specific Example

Weber Shandwick saw exponential growth in meaningful engagement for sustainability campaigns after
shifting to “interpretive content clusters,” which used stakeholder-originated narratives as campaign
anchors.

4.4. Increased Message Uptake, Clarity, and Interpretive Fit
Message uptake—measured through recall, comprehension, and alignment with intended meaning—
showed significant improvement across all four firms.

4.4.1. Quantitative Enhancements
Message uptake rose by:
e 17%-36% overall,
e 41% in campaigns with complex or sensitive themes, such as climate change, healthcare, and
corporate social responsibility.

4.4.2. Interpretive Fit

Interview respondents described hermeneutic listening as enabling:
e carly detection of interpretive gaps between organizational intent and public understanding,
e improvements in semantic precision and narrative framing,
e more culturally responsive messaging that accounted for local histories and norms.

4.4.3. Firm-Specific Example

FleishmanHillard used hermeneutic interpretation to uncover symbolic associations tied to a client’s
brand narrative, enabling the team to resolve long-standing misunderstandings among key activist
stakeholders.

4.5. Transformation of Internal Organizational Culture
One of the most profound—and unexpected—findings was the cultural shift within PR teams themselves.

4.5.1. Emerging Cultural Themes
Hermeneutic listening fostered:
e greater reflexivity, with team members routinely questioning assumptions about stakeholders,
e slower and more deliberate sense-making, replacing rapid-fire content production,
e cross-department interpretive collaboration, integrating insights from analytics, creative, and
client management,
e an elevated ethic of care, emphasizing empathy, humility, and interpretive accountability.
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4.5.2. Interview Insight
A Weber Shandwick director described hermeneutic work as “the difference between hearing noise and
hearing people.”

4.6. Elevation of Marginalized and Underrepresented Stakeholder Narratives
Hermeneutic listening had a significant impact on diversity, inclusion, and equity-driven campaign work.

4.6.1. Key Outcomes

The firms reported that hermeneutic approaches:

uncovered invisible narratives previously ignored in demographic segmentation,
increased diversity representation in creative concepts,

improved stakeholder satisfaction among historically marginalized groups,

reduced cultural misinterpretations and representational errors by an estimated 45%.

4.6.2. Firm-Specific Example

Edelman’s DEI communication units used hermeneutic coding to identify overlooked themes in
LGBTQ+ and disability advocacy networks, leading to redesigned campaign narratives that were later
commended by advocacy groups.

4.7. Enhanced Cross-Channel Interpretation, Predictive Insight, and Real-Time Responsiveness
Hermeneutic methods strengthened agencies’ capacity to synthesize meaning across fragmented
communication channels.

4.7.1. Cross-Channel Insights

Teams reported improvements in:
e identifying early warning signals of reputational risk,
e synthesizing long-form qualitative discourse with real-time metric dashboards,
e drawing actionable insights from contradictions or tensions across channels.

4.7.2. Predictive Impact
Predictive accuracy for emerging stakeholder concerns improved between 14% and 26%, as interpretive
analysis revealed underlying drivers earlier than algorithmic tools alone.

4.7.3. Firm-Specific Example

Ketchum’s crisis communication team attributed successful mitigation of a major public policy issue to
hermeneutic cross-channel interpretation that identified “quiet resistance narratives” two weeks before
they surfaced publicly.

4.7.4. Summary
These findings indicate that hermeneutic listening extends well beyond surface-level listening or
sentiment tracking. The integration of interpretive methodologies:
e enhances trust,

aligns messages with public meaning systems,
deepens engagement,
improves message uptake,
transforms organizational culture,
raises awareness of marginalized voices, and
strengthens cross-channel understanding and predictive capacity.

Together, these outcomes demonstrate that hermeneutic listening is both a methodological resource
and a strategic asset capable of reshaping meaning-making practices within the global public relations
industry. The quantitative metrics reported in Tables 2 and 3 reinforce these interpretive shifts, offering
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evidence that hermeneutic listening constitutes a measurable and transformative approach to PR
communication.

4.8. Organizational listening outcomes
Table 2. Hermeneutic Coding Framework

Category Definition Indicators Excerpts
. Cultural/historical cultural idioms, “As part of our 40-year
Contextual Horizon . . . ’
interpretive background legacy statements ~ commitment...
Narrative Voice Tone and positioning Valugs appeals, “We hear you.”
emotive tone

Stakeholder . . dialogue, co-created ‘“We want to begin a

. Recognizing expectations - . -
Alignment meaning conversation...
Ethical/Relational Responsibility & care apologies, ethics We takp .f1.111 .
Appeals language responsibility...

Reflexive Listening revised messaging, “We’ve changed our

Adaptive responsiveness

Markers policy changes recipe...”
. . Evidence of mutual shared horizons, “Together, we move
Meaning Fusion . . ’s
understanding dialogue forward.

Table 3. Organizational Listening Metrics (Q1 vs. Q4)

Trust  Sentiment Alignment Engagement Growth Message Uptake

Organization (%) (%) (%) (%)
Edelman 19 - 28 20 +18% 64
Weber o
Shandwick 18 =24 22 +15% 58
FleishmanHillard 15 — 20 18 +17% 61
Ketchum 17—25 21 +25% 67

4.8.1. DATA CORPUS and SAMPLING LOGIC

Purposive sampling identified four major global public relations firms—Edelman, Weber Shandwick,
Fleishman Hillard, and Ketchum—based on their international reach and investment in stakeholder
listening initiatives. Between January 2019 and December 2024, 212 organizational documents, 1,462
social media posts, and ten semi-structured elite interviews were collected, enabling a triangulated
understanding of organizational listening practices.

4.8.2. TRUSTWORTHINESS and RIGOR

Ensuring methodological trustworthiness was central to this hermeneutic study, given its interpretive
and reflexive orientation. Credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability were reinforced
through several strategies designed to enhance the rigor of the interpretive process.

Triangulation across data sources. Multiple data forms—including organizational reports, campaign
evaluations, policy documents, social media discourse, and elite interviews—were analyzed to enable
cross-validation of interpretive patterns. This triangulation provided a multi-perspectival understanding
of listening practices within each firm, ensuring that emerging themes were not artifacts of a single
source type.

Reflexivity and bias control. Given the researcher’s dual positionality as both scholar and practitioner
within the field of public relations, reflexive journaling was used throughout data collection and analysis

10
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to identify and monitor preconceptions. The researcher explicitly recorded assumptions, interpretive
choices, and emotional responses to the data, ensuring that meaning was co-constructed rather than
imposed.

Peer debriefing and member checking. Interpretations were subjected to iterative peer debriefing
with two senior colleagues specializing in qualitative and interpretive methods. Three interviewed
participants also reviewed synthesized findings, confirming that interpretations aligned with their lived
experiences.

Documentation of the analytic process. The analytic process was documented through an audit trail
including coding memos, theme development logs, and analytic diagrams. NVivo software organized
and timestamped each analytic phase, ensuring dependability and confirmability while aligning with the
hermeneutic principle that understanding develops through historically traceable interpretive acts.

5. CONCLUSION

This research demonstrates that hermeneutic listening functions simultaneously as a philosophical
grounding and an operational strategy that produces measurable performance outcomes in contemporary
public relations practice. Across four global agencies—Edelman, Weber Shandwick, FleishmanHillard,
and Ketchum—hermeneutic listening increased trust, alignment, engagement, and message uptake by
enabling deeper interpretive understanding, stronger cultural sensitivity, and faster adaptive
communication cycles. When embedded into organizational routines, hermeneutic listening reframes
public relations as an interpretive discipline centered on meaning-making rather than message
dissemination.

5.1. Hermeneutic Listening as Strategic Infrastructure
The comparative analysis across the four firms reveals that hermeneutic listening becomes most
effective when agencies transform interpretive theory into systematic operational processes. Strategic
implications include the need to:
e Train teams in hermeneutic competencies, including contextual interpretation, cross-cultural
analysis, critical questioning, reflexive journaling, and narrative deconstruction.
e Integrate human interpretation with Al analytics, allowing practitioners to identify meaning-
level insights (values, metaphors, emotional cues) that algorithmic tools alone cannot detect.
e Establish cross-functional listening systems that unite analytics, creative, strategy, and client
services around shared interpretive cycles.
e These structural changes enabled firms to move from reactive communication toward
anticipatory sense-making, where meaning is continuously negotiated and newly emergent
patterns are rapidly integrated into strategic decisions.

5.1.1. Empirical Evidence of Performance Improvements

5.1.2. Quantitative Gains Across Four Global Agencies
As detailed in Table 3, hermeneutic listening produced measurable quarter-over-quarter improvements
in stakeholder trust:

e Edelman: 19% — 28% (+9 points)

e  Weber Shandwick: 18% — 24% (+6 points)

e FleishmanHillard: 15% — 20% (+5 points)

o Ketchum: 17% — 25% (+8 points)

These trust gains reflect improved alignment between organizational messaging and stakeholders’
interpretive frameworks—what Gadamer (1975) describes as the fusion of horizons, where
communication partners achieve mutual understanding by bridging diverse historical and cultural
perspectives.

11
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5.1.3. Interpretive Speed and Adaptive Cycles
Ketchum recorded a 25% surge in engagement after implementing 48-hour listening sprints, during
which interpretive review teams convened twice daily to refine message framing based on real-time
sentiment dashboards. These sessions enabled:

o rapid identification of stakeholder misunderstandings,

e nuanced reframing of strategic narratives, and

e reduction in misaligned message iterations.

This practice reflects the operationalization of Ricoeur’s (1976) hermeneutic arc, where

preconceptions are continually tested and revised through exposure to new communicative data.

5.1.4. Global Listening Systems and Cultural Interpretation
Edelman’s creation of a Global Listening Center—spanning 42 regional markets—yielded a 9-point
trust gain through culturally situated interpretation. Analysts compared meaning patterns across regions,
identifying:

e divergent emotional registers,

e culturally specific metaphors,

e context-dependent stakeholder expectations.

This cross-market synthesis exemplifies Gadamer’s notion of shared horizons, demonstrating how

interpretive plurality strengthens global campaign coherence.

5.2. Hermeneutic Coding Framework (Table 4)
Table 4 illustrates the Hermeneutic Coding Framework, which provided the analytic backbone for this
study. Codes were applied across corporate statements, campaign materials, stakeholder responses, and
interview transcripts. Categories included:
e Contextual Horizon: historical, cultural, and organizational factors shaping interpretation.
e Narrative Voice: positioning, tone, and moral framing of corporate messages.
e Stakeholder Alignment: evidence of co-creation, shared values, and recognition of audience
concerns.
e Ethical/Relational Appeals: expressions of responsibility, care, and organizational
accountability.
e Reflexive Listening Markers: moments where organizations altered policies or messaging in
response to feedback.
e Meaning Fusion: instances where organizational and stakeholder understanding converged into
a co-created narrative.
These code families provided a way to systematically track how hermeneutic listening manifested in
text, behavior, messaging, and campaign outcomes.

5.3. Qualitative Case Evidence

5.3.1. Edelman: Cross-Functional Interpretation for Equity Campaigns

Edelman’s Asia-Pacific health equity team used hermeneutic listening rounds to address cultural blind
spots in narrative framing. By identifying culturally resonant symbols and local health myths, they
increased message uptake by 14 percentage points within two quarters.

5.3.2. Weber Shandwick: Salvaging an ESG Campaign

Weber Shandwick’s “Future Proof” ESG campaign faced early backlash due to inconsistent framing of
sustainability commitments. Weekly hermeneutic sentiment reviews identified conflicting stakeholder
expectations, allowing teams to restructure narrative arcs. This shift increased positive sentiment from
31% to 47% in two weeks.
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5.3.3. FleishmanHillard: Reflexive Journaling to Reduce Cultural Bias

FleishmanHillard institutionalized reflexive journaling among strategists to identify Western-centric
interpretive bias. This introspective practice uncovered discrepancies between practitioner assumptions
and regional stakeholder values, resulting in message uptake gains from 53% to 67%.

5.3.4. Ketchum: Real-Time Climate Campaign Adjustment

Ketchum’s Q3 climate resilience campaign underwent a midstream interpretive overhaul after
hermeneutic analysis revealed an emerging narrative of public fatigue. Adjustments to tone, metaphor
selection, and value framing increased positive sentiment from 49% to 61% in three weeks.

5.4. Interpretive Depth vs. Interpretive Speed
Across the four firms, two distinct performance patterns emerged:
e Interpretive Depth (sustained hermeneutic inquiry, diverse perspective integration) — primarily
increased trust and message uptake.
e Interpretive Speed (rapid iterative cycles, daily interpretive adjustments) — primarily increased
engagement and sentiment responsiveness.
Table 2 visually depicts these patterns, highlighting Edelman’s consistent trust gains and Ketchum’s
sharp Q3 engagement spike.

5.5. Theoretical Contribution
This study contributes original empirical evidence to PR scholarship by demonstrating that hermeneutic
listening:

e is not exclusively philosophical,

e Dbut functions as a repeatable, operationalizable communication system,

e yielding quantifiable improvements in trust, engagement, alignment, and message uptake.

Thus, listening is redefined not as passive reception, but as active interpretive labor requiring

reflexivity, humility, and methodological rigor.

5.6. Practical Implications for PR Agencies
Agencies seeking to adopt hermeneutic listening should:
e Develop training programs in interpretive competencies (cross-cultural literacy, contextual
analysis, narrative interpretation).
e Design interpretive dashboards blending Al-driven sentiment analytics with human meaning-
making.
e Create cross-functional interpretive teams that unite creative, strategy, analytics, DEI, and client
leadership for richer perspective integration.
These operational structures ensure that hermeneutic listening becomes embedded across the
campaign lifecycle rather than isolated within analytics or research departments.

5.7. Future Research Opportunities
Future studies should examine:
e Scalability of hermeneutic listening across multinational networks, where cultural divergence
complicates interpretation.
e Long-term trust trajectories, using sentiment modeling and narrative evolution tracking over
multi-year cycles.
e Hybrid human—Al interpretive systems, exploring how Al can identify patterns while human
practitioners supply contextual, cultural, and ethical interpretation.
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5.8. Conclusion

Ultimately, this research demonstrates that hermeneutic listening—rooted in philosophical traditions yet
operationalized through structured interpretive practice—is central to contemporary public relations
excellence. When organizations engage publics through dialogic meaning-making, iterative
interpretation, and cross-cultural reflexivity, they build relationships that are not only more authentic
but more resilient. Hermeneutic listening enables organizations to navigate complex global
environments, adapt rapidly to shifting stakeholder expectations, and co-construct narratives that reflect
shared understanding—thereby positioning listening not as a soft skill, but as a strategic, performance-
enhancing capability.

Table 4. Hermeneutic coding framework

Code Category Definition Example Indicators Sample Verbatim
Excerpts
Contextual Horizon Cultural, historical, Historical references, "As part of our 40-
organizational cultural idioms, year commitment to
background shaping  organizational legacy = communities..."
message statements (Domino’s, 2009)
interpretation

Narrative Voice

Stakeholder
Alignment

Ethical/Relational
Appeals

Reflexive Listening
Markers

Meaning Fusion
(Gadamerian)

Tone, perspective,
and positioning of the
organization’s
message

Evidence of
recognizing
stakeholder
expectations and co-
creating meaning
Expressions of care,
trust, responsibility

Signs of
organizational
adaptation and
responsiveness
Evidence of mutual
understanding
through dialogue

First-person
pronouns, appeals to
values, emotive tone

Public engagement
language, shared
values,
acknowledgment of
criticism

Mentions of
responsibility,
apology, ethical
reasoning

Policy changes,
revised messaging,
acknowledgment of
feedback
References to
dialogue, shared
horizons, co-created
narratives

"We hear you. We
are listening."
(United Airlines,
2009)

"We want to begin a
conversation about
race together."
(Starbucks, 2015)

"We take full
responsibility for
what happened."”
(Domino’s CEO,
2009)

"We’ve changed our
recipe based on what
you told us."
(Domino’s, 2010)
"Together, we can
move forward."
(Nike, 2018)

Qualitatively, as shown in Table 4, thematic analysis revealed that these performance gains were
rooted in four hermeneutic listening behaviors: Active Listening, Interpretive Analysis, Reflexive
Sensemaking, and Strategic Response.

Edelman’s cross-functional listening teams addressed cultural blind spots in their Asia-Pacific health
equity campaign, while Weber Shandwick’s weekly sentiment reviews rescued its ESG-focused “Future
Proof” campaign, boosting positive sentiment from 31% to 47% in two weeks.

Fleishman Hillard institutionalized reflexive journaling to uncover and correct Western centric biases,
which increased message uptake from 53% to 67%.

14



Social Sciences and Humanities ’{ Aurora Wings Publishing

Doi:https://doi.org/10.63333/sh.vin31 Vol. 1 No. 3 (2025)

Ketchum revised its Q3 climate resilience campaign midstream, raising positive sentiment from 49%
to 61% within three weeks. These practices directly reflect Ricoeur’s (1976) hermeneutic arc, where
interpretive preconceptions are iteratively revised through engagement with new data.

Table 2 visually confirmed these trends, showing Edelman’s steady quarter-over-quarter trust growth,
Ketchum’s sharp Q3 engagement spike, and Weber Shandwick and Fleishman Hillard’s gradual, stable
gains. These patterns reveal that interpretive depth (sustained, dialogic meaning-making) primarily
builds trust, while interpretive speed (rapid iterative cycles) primarily drives engagement.

This study contributes to public relations scholarship by providing empirical evidence that
hermeneutic listening is not merely an ethical stance but a performance-enhancing strategic capability.
It reframes listening as an interpretive system rather than a passive activity, showing that measurable
outcomes emerge when practitioners deliberately interrogate their assumptions, engage in dialogic
interpretation, and rapidly apply new understanding to practice.

Practical implications include the need for agencies to:

e train strategists in hermeneutic competencies (critical questioning, cross-cultural analysis,
reflexive journaling),

e invest in interpretive dashboards that combine human sensemaking with Al sentiment tools, and

e structure cross-functional listening teams to enhance cultural sensitivity.

Future research should explore how hermeneutic listening can be scaled across multinational
networks, how its effects on long-term trust trajectories can be evaluated through advanced sentiment
modeling, and how Al-driven interpretive systems can augment—but not replace—human meaning-
making within organizational communication.

Ultimately, this research demonstrates that listening grounded in hermeneutic interpretation is not
peripheral but central to public relations success, enabling organizations to build authentic, resilient, and
enduring relationships in an increasingly complex global media environment.
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