How effective public relations undermine the legitimacy of humanitarian organizations.
This paper explores two current trends in the public relations practises of humanitarian organizations: 1) The tendency towards an increased use of marketing tools originating from commercial businesses, and vice versa, and 2) The increased interest in cause-related marketing, charity sponsorship and joint ventures from commercial businesses. The paper subsequently argues that while these trends lead to a higher degree of professionalism of the public relations practises in the humanitarian organizations, they may also have a negative impact on the legitimacy of the sector as such.  

In Denmark – as well as in other countries – humanitarian organizations are held in high esteem because of the nature of their work. The mission of humanitarian organizations is helping people in need, and in many cases this altruistic modus operandi has placed these organizations in a position beyond public criticism. But by their new orientation towards the market, the humanitarian organizations become subject to the same kind of public criticism as commercial organizations are. 
The paper argues that this new openness to public criticism is based on two factors:

1) Being the object of cause-related marketing and other sorts of collaboration with commercial businesses involves a kind of co-branding where the involved organizations or businesses draw on each others’ values and distribution channels. In short, the commercial business pays the humanitarian organization a fee to profit on the goodwill connected to their altruistic mission. Apart form financial donations the humanitarian organization also benefits from getting access to the customers of the commercial partner. In this way the partnership facilitates the popularization of messages from humanitarian organizations. But it is not only the humanitarian organizations that lend goodwill to their commercial partners. The brand influence goes both ways: The brand of the humanitarian organization gets affected by the brand of the sponsor.

2) Inspired by Habermas’ system/lifeworld distinction one could say that the legitimacy of the humanitarian organizations is deeply rooted in lifeworld premises. But the above mentioned trends – humanitarian organizations being more market oriented and the market being more oriented towards humanitarian organizations – mark an important shift in the modus operandi of humanitarian organizations as they begin using marketing tools and other tools belonging to the systemic sphere. 
The humanitarian organizations that traditionally have enjoyed a position beyond criticism now find themselves in a situation where they publicly have to account for actions that do not necessarily fit into their altruistic missions. This openness toward public criticism makes the humanitarian organizations vulnerable. Thus empirical studies in Denmark reveal that they have rarely adopted media crisis preparation tools to deal with this problem.

The paper is based on interviews with the involved organizations, press releases and media coverage of two cases: 
1) One where the sponsorships from the largest telebusiness in Denmark, TDC, had a negative impact on the image of two sponsored organizations (Save the Children and Children’s Conditions) as the press published news stories about TDC selling pornographic material to the customers’ cell phones. As both the sponsored organizations’ missions are to fight for children’s rights, being connected with pornography could have severe consequences for their images. 

2) The other case is about humanitarian organizations facing criticism because of their effectiveness – as this effectiveness increases the cost even though it improves the financial results. Child Project Denmark is a small humanitarian organization founded in 2001. It is a small organization and therefore its administrative costs are relatively high compared to larger organizations. In April 2005 the Danish tabloid newspapers initiated a campaign about the administration costs in Child Project Denmark that went on until June 2006 and resulted in 45 news articles.

There were held no press conferences in neither of the two cases, and Child Project Denmark was the only organization to use press releases as a way of addressing the media. They only issued one press release, and not until a year after the press campaign began. In this press release they tried to address a number of so called ‘false accusations’. The lack of press releases in these cases is partly due to the fact that the number of Danish media is limited and they are therefore easier to manage in a direct approach. But there may be other factors to cause this apparent aversion against issuing press releases in crisis situations. 
