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Abstract

This study profiles William Lyon Mackenzie King’s role as a counselor to John D. Rockefeller
Jr. in the aftermath of the bitter 1913–1914 Colorado coal strike. Mackenzie King—not his more
recognized counterpart, publicist Ivy Lee—provided many of the modern public relations ideas that
Rockefeller eventually adopted to alleviate tensions and improve labor relations. These included the
development of the Colorado Industrial Representation Plan, a prototype company union structure
that was designed to facilitate employee communications. Mackenzie King, who later served 22 years
as prime minister of Canada, also advised Rockefeller on a wide range of public relations
activities, including testimony before government hearings, meetings with union leaders, commu-
nity philanthropy in Colorado, and Rockefeller’s historic visit to Colorado in September–October
1915.
© 2003 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

The bitter Colorado coal strike of 1913–1914 was a milestone event in public relations history
that is best known for publicist Ivy Lee’s success in neutralizing negative public opinion toward
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the coal operators. His client was John D. Rockefeller Jr., whose family was the largest investor
in the biggest coal company in the state, the Colorado Fuel & Iron Company.1

Although Lee gained widespread notoriety for himself and for the emerging practice of
publicity, Lee actually was only one of two counselors hired to help the Rockefellers address
the serious labor and public image problems confronting them.2 Less known in public relations
annals is the work of William Lyon Mackenzie King, a labor Canadian labor relations specialist
who would gain world prominence only seven years later when he became the prime minister
of Canada.

1. Mackenzie King retained by the Rockefeller Foundation

1.1. Progressive reformer

Mackenzie King was born in 1874 in Kitchener (then Berlin), Ontario, Canada. He was the
grandson of the radical newspaperman and Toronto mayor, William Lyon Mackenzie, who led
the aborted Upper Canadian rebellion against British rule in 1837.

King was educated at the University of Toronto and briefly pursued a career in newspapering.
Then, following a brief stint in graduate studies in social work at the University of Chicago,
the future Canadian politician transferred to Harvard, where he earned a master’s degree in
economics in 1898.3

King devoted his early studies and career to labor issues. Beginning in 1900, following
a year studying abroad, he became editor of theLabor Gazette, a publication of the Cana-
dian federal government. King arbitrated about 40 labor disputes and served as a royal com-
missioner studying anti-Asiatic riots in British Columbia. Soon after being elected to Par-
liament in 1908, he was appointed Canada’s first minister of labor. He held that position
until 1911, when his Liberal Party was swept out of office in fractious parliamentary elec-
tions.

1.2. The Rockefellers’ call for help

King spent three years in political oblivion, until June 1914, when King received a telegram
from Jerome D. Greene, secretary of the Rockefeller Foundation in New York, who wanted to
know whether King would be available to consult on a major project. Greene didn’t divulge the
client until later.4 King knew little about the Rockefellers or their problems in Colorado after
eight shootings of miners and militiamen and the suffocation deaths of 13 women and children
in what came to be known as the “Ludlow Massacre.” However, based on his experience with
the Lethbridge coal strike in western Canada in 1906, King was quite familiar with the coal
industry and its unions.

During the same week that Greene contacted King, JDR Jr. had met with a young publicist,
Ivy Lee. Lee was retained to help deal with the adverse publicity across the country. Lee’s
charge was to conduct a publicity campaign to tell the coal operators’ side of the story.5

Meanwhile, King would focus on the labor problems themselves.
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2. Initial consultations

King came to New York, where he met with JDR Jr. and his staff. Rockefeller was concerned
about the situation in Colorado, but also the larger issue of improving employer–employee re-
lations after the strike. JDR Jr. told King that he believed in collective bargaining and providing
workers adequate representation.6 The conversation then turned to the prospect of conducting
a larger study, to be funded by the Rockefeller Foundation, to better understand the origins of
and solutions to problems between workers and management, which King was confident he
could conduct. Work began immediately, although King’s appointment as director of the new
Department of Industrial Relations at the Rockefeller Foundation didn’t become official until
October 1.

2.1. Advice to Rockefeller

The importance of conciliation and improved relationships and communication were central
themes in King’s first two meetings with JDR Jr. Two months later, on August 1, 1914, JDR Jr.
wrote King to ask him to elaborate on his ideas. Rockefeller’s letter was prompted by aNew
York Timeseditorial, which was written in response to one of Ivy Lee’s publicity bulletins and
called for the Colorado coal operators to consider employer-organized “open unions.”7

In response, King dashed off a hurried memo amid the political turmoil surrounding him
following Canada’s entry into World War I. King wrote JDR Jr. that mere recognition of
the union was a less pressing concern than getting workers to “regard as their friends and
allies companies large enough and fair enough to desire to maintain. . . standards of their own
accord.”8 Contrasting with recognition of unions on one extreme and with the negotiation of
individual agreements on the other, King called for a conciliation board composed of employers
and wage earners employed in the company. The board would meet regularly to make grievances
known and to seek adjustments or settlements.

Rockefeller was smitten with the idea and wrote company officials in Denver to suggest that
King might come to Denver to discuss his proposal.9 But both CF&I Chairman Lamont M. Bow-
ers and President Jesse F. Welborn were opposed. Bowers argued that the strike was entirely the
result of outside union agitation.10 Welborn questioned whether rank-and-file workers would be
really interested in such a scheme.11 In keeping with the family’s long-time policy of delegat-
ing decisions to local managers, Rockefeller acquiesced,12 and King went along.13 Rockefeller
left matters to his Colorado officials, and never imposed King as an arbitrator in the dispute.

3. Counselor on government and labor union relations

From June until December 1914, King’s contact with Rockefeller was mostly by mail
between Rockefeller in New York and King in Ottawa.

When the Colorado strike came to an end on December 10, 1914, King talked with JDR Jr.
about the need to readjust matters as quickly as possible, to reemploy all the men possible, and
to introduce practicable and desirable reforms. Rockefeller asked King to go to Colorado to
assess the situation first-hand, and King agreed to do so.14
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Later in the month, he returned to New York to discuss with JDR Jr. and company officials a
plan of conciliation developed by CF&I management along the lines suggested by King. CF&I
already had hired a former state mine inspector to oversee what would become an interim
scheme of employee representation.15 The idea was to hold occasional employee meetings in
Denver. King challenged the idea that officers should select the participants, urging instead
that miners at each camp elect representatives. Later that evening, at JDR Jr.’s request, King
helped company officials to draft the notice that would be distributed to workers.16

3.1. U.S. Commission on Industrial Relations

King’s appointment was controversial within labor circles, and King had to explain to
his client that the American labor unions wanted desperately to avoid legislation similar to
Canada’s Industrial Disputes Act, which King had authored to mandate arbitration before any
strike could be called. Canadian critics had already attacked King and the Rockefellers. For
example, theToronto WorldandMontreal Mailwrote stories to the effect that the former labour
minister had sold out to Standard Oil.17

King’s appointment was the perfect political grist for the pro-labor leadership of the U.S.
Commission on Industrial Relations. The Commission was established in 1912 as an indepen-
dent agency to investigate U.S. labor conflicts and was supposed to represent industry, labor
and the public-at-large. But the commission was hardly an impartial body under the chair-
manship of former Kansas City labor attorney and Congressman Frank Walsh.18 In October,
the USCIR announced it would hold hearings on the Colorado strike, including the possible
misuse of tax-exempt philanthropies such as the federally chartered Rockefeller Foundation19

Hearings were set for late January 1915.
King was not a newcomer to the USCIR. In April 1914, he had testified about the Canadian

Disputes Resolution Act.20 When King visited Rockefeller in early December 1914, the two
men carefully reviewed the first draft of answers to the questionnaires submitted by the com-
mission and made extensive revisions.21 In early January, King, Lee, Greene, and attorney Starr
J. Murphy held extensive meetings with JDR Jr. to discuss strategy for the young millionaire’s
forthcoming testimony. King and Lee squared off on several strategy issues, including whether
to publicize the Rockefeller’s answers in advance.22 The group also went back and forth about
whether to treat the Colorado situation specifically or to focus on broader labor issues.23

King played a central role in preparing Rockefeller for the testimony—the beginning of
his role as a personal public relations adviser, not merely an industrial relations expert. The
process of revising answers to the questionnaires and of framing JDR Jr.’s testimony con-
tinued for nearly two weeks.24 King continued to recast much of the testimony during this
period.25

While Lee focused mostly on compiling the seemingly endless revisions, the outgoing
Canadian politician courted members of the USCIR prior to the hearings in order to collect
intelligence and, to a lesser extent, to tell the Rockefellers’ story. King met more than a dozen
times with at least six commission members representing industry and the public (but not
labor).26

When Rockefeller’s three days of testimony began on January 25, 1915, King was in the
gallery along with other staff members. King thought that JDR Jr. presented himself well, but
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spotted several weak spots in JDR Jr.’s first day of testimony. He and Lee coached Rockefeller
that night. The public’s response to his presentation was much more positive the next day.27

3.2. Meetings with union leaders

During the hearings, King demonstrated his knack for personal public relations by bringing
Rockefeller together with several union leaders. King held a preliminary meeting with UMWA
Vice President Frank Hayes, where King said that JDR Jr. had suggested a meeting with union
leaders.28 Two days later, JDR Jr. and King met with national union President John P. White,
Green, and District 15 Secretary Edward L. Doyle to discuss conditions and grievances in
Colorado—the first time any Rockefeller had ever met with a union official.

Rockefeller’s most celebrated encounter was with the outspoken Mother Jones, the con-
troversial “angel of the mines camps” who was adored by most union members. At the end
of the third day of hearings, King brought the feisty 83-year-old union activist to JDR Jr.’s
office for a two-hour session. Jones told her life story, described the problems in Colorado, and
reviewed her work to marshal union support.29 When JDR Jr. asked her for specifics, Mother
Jones rattled off a litany of problems and remedies.

Rockefeller was not entirely comfortable with the encounters. JDR Jr. told King, “Don’t fail
to be down at the office when these men turn up. I want my god-father there, or I won’t know
what to say.”30

4. Representing the Rockefellers in Colorado

King returned to New York in February 1915, for meetings with Rockefeller and his staff.
JDR Jr. admonished the group that there must never be another strike in the mines of CF&I
“no matter what is to be done.”31 The discussions included a range of recommendations raised
or supported strongly by King. JDR Jr. also repeated his intention to visit Colorado—an idea
he had announced publicly at the USCIR hearings at King’s suggestion.

4.1. Fact-finding and promotion in Colorado

Soon thereafter, King left on how own preliminary investigative tour of Colorado. King and
his secretary, Fred McGregor, visited a dozen CF&I mining camps, as well as sites operated
by competitors. He interviewed superintendents and pit bosses, visited with the miners and
their families, interviewed staff, compiled demographics on the ethnic composition of each
camp, and recorded information on conditions in every place he visited. However, most of
King’s time was spent in Denver, where he came to know company managers.32 He also met
with government officials, including the former and current governors, the speaker of the state
house, the state attorney general, and the state mine inspector. King met with several union
officials, including Mother Jones, the UMWA’s lawyer, and the attorney for union leader John
Lawson, plus more than a dozen community leaders.33 Although King’s trip ostensibly was to
conduct research, he took every opportunity to promote Rockefeller and CF&I’s position on
labor practices.
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4.2. Spearheading philanthropy in Colorado

One of King’s most important contributions was to urge Rockefeller to address social con-
ditions in Colorado in the aftermath of the strike. Many people were out of work, and the
economy was depressed.

In February 1915, miner Joe Rizzo sent a telegram to JDR Jr. that appealed for financial help
to feed starving men in southern Colorado. The telegram was later published in the newspapers
and generated considerable discussion among JDR Jr.’s staff. JDR Jr. was inclined to only help
former CF&I employees in distress. But King quickly persuaded Rockefeller an unrestricted
gift was more appropriate.34

King then had to persuade the Foundation’s board members that a relief project was con-
sistent with the Foundation’s new commitment to enhancing industrial relations, and was no
different than the Foundation’s work then under way to help starving people in Belgium in
the aftermath of the invasion by Germany. While in Denver, King met at least four times with
Governor George Carlson and the three-person Relief Committee appointed by the governor
to oversee the relief project. Their discussions ranged from the proper protocol for dealing
with the Foundation, to procedures for disbursing the funds, and to the particulars of which
road construction and other projects that would be undertaken to employ laborers. On March
21, King went to Trinidad, Colorado, as Rockefeller’s personal representative, to be formally
announce and publicize the gift.35

4.3. Called to Washington, DC

Beyond research, one purpose of King’s initial trip was to clear the way for JDR Jr.’s visit
originally scheduled for April, but postponed because of the deaths of JDR Jr.’s mother in
March and his father-in-law soon thereafter. King’s own fact-finding was cut short when he
was called to testify, along with Rockefeller again, before the USCIR.

King, from Denver, felt compelled to advise Rockefeller on how to handle this next round
of hearings in an encrypted telegram. King urged Rockefeller to begin with only a brief intro-
duction. No reference would be made to any of Rockefeller’s earlier testimony. Rockefeller
should also avoid being trapped into addressing labor leader John Lawson’s recent murder
conviction or efforts to grant him a new trial. King implored his client to challenge Chairman
Walsh to explain the timing of the hearings (which were politically motivated).36

The May 1915 hearings quickly turned into a mockery that heaped negative publicity on the
USCIR and its Chairman Frank Walsh. The Rockefellers, guided by Ivy Lee, had prepared a
hard-hitting set of responses to accusations leveled several weeks beforehand when the USCIR
staff leaked subpoenaed documents to the press.37

Whereas Ivy Lee had been grilled at the January hearings concerning his involvement, now
it would be the other counselor’s turn. Chairman Walsh went after King viciously. In particular,
he twisted one of King’s responses to make it appear that King had said that JDR Jr.’s will (the
term King used was “conscience”) was the most powerful force in rectifying the problems in
Colorado. In other words, Walsh insinuated JDR Jr.’s will was more powerful and important
than the opinions of the citizens of the state or nation. King became outraged and told Walsh
his handling of the hearings was disgraceful.38
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5. Colorado industrial representation plan

Rockefeller’s purpose for traveling West in the spring was to see conditions in Colorado for
himself. JDR Jr. had not been in the state since 1903. However, with the delay until September
1915, the trip’s mission was transformed to also include the announcement of a program for
improving employee relations at CF&I mines. The Colorado Industrial Representation Plan,
also known as the Rockefeller Plan, was King’s creation.

5.1. Outlining the plan

While in Denver in early May, King wrote and reviewed basic elements of his idea with
CF&I President Welborn.39 Among other things, the company would commit itself not to
interfere in local politics, religion or education. The plan also outlined much-needed im-
provements in sanitation, housing, clubhouses and recreational facilities, and medical care in
the mine camps. (These improvements eventually were undertaken in 1916–1918. Many of
them—particularly improved church and medical facilities—were gifts eventually paid for by
Rockefeller personally.)40 Most importantly, King proposed a policy of representation so “the
employees of the Company have a voice in conference with the president and its officials.”
King gave a copy to Rockefeller in May, then proceeded in June and July to develop a full
text.41

In September 1915, King met with Rockefeller and his staff in New York to hash out final
details.42 The resulting Industrial Representation Plan had four parts: The first section specified
terms and conditions for the election of employee representatives. The second outlined the
functions and details of a series of district conferences, joint committees and joint conferences
to involve workers and company officials. The third section identified actions to be taken to
prevent disputes and to bring about adjustments, including referrals to the state’s new Colorado
Industrial Commission. The fourth defined the company’s program for achieving social and
industrial improvements. A Memorandum of Agreement was added as an attachment that
defined terms of employment, rents for company-owned houses, and other standards of living
and working conditions.43

5.2. Promoting the plan in Colorado

King successfully sold his proposal, and the group concurred that Rockefeller should go to
Colorado to present the plan personally. King left for Colorado a week in advance of his client
to explain the plan to company officials. King indoctrinated company officials, but listened to
objections, invited suggestions and agreed to changes.44

Rockefeller arrived in Denver, accompanied only by his personal secretary, Charles O. Heydt.
Rockefeller, King, Heydt and McGregor—spent three weeks traveling along the Front Range of
the Rocky Mountains. “I never could have made the trip without him. He knew exactly what to
do. I learned more from him than anyone,” Rockefeller recalled about King’s role.45 Based on
his prior visits, King was able to provide his client a comprehensive and balanced perspective.

The miners and their families found JDR Jr. unassuming and self-effacing. Many of these
meetings were one-on-one. JDR Jr. and King twice donned miner’s suits to delve into the
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mines. The eight newspaper reporters who accompanied the group were mostly excluded from
all but group events. Although JDR Jr. wanted to focus on fact-finding and avoid making too
many statements to the press, King fed reporters information.46

After touring the mines and meeting many of the camp representatives personally, company
officials convened a meeting of camp representatives in Pueblo on October 2. JDR Jr. charmed
the group by emphasizing how he had come to already know many of them personally. He then
delivered a pep talk on the need for cooperation between labor and capital, illustrating his point
with a miniature table and a stack of coins. He explained the table had to level in order for the
coins not to fall on the floor. Similarly, if too many coins were placed under one of the legs, the
table would become unstable and could topple.47 King had primed his client on every point, but
kept himself in the background.48 After his introductory remarks, JDR Jr. and company officials
outlined details of the Industrial Representation Plan. A lively, mostly positive, discussion
followed among the delegates, who then endorsed the proposal unanimously.49 Rank-and-file
miners approved the proposal by a wide margin the following week.

While in Denver, King introduced JDR Jr. to the governors of both Wyoming and Colorado.
JDR Jr. also delivered a public address to 500 guests at a Denver Chamber of Commerce
luncheon. His remarks, which started with an emotional tribute to his father, extolled the new
industrial representation plan pact and foretold a new era in personal relations in business.50

The Denver speech would be the first of many talks on industrial relations to be delivered in the
coming years by King’s convert, who soon acquired a reputation as a “new voice” in industrial
relations.51

6. Later activities

During the autumn of 1915, King helped JDR Jr., Lee, Greene and Murphy to write and revise
an invited article on labor and capital to be bylined by Rockefeller. The piece appeared in the
January 1916 issue ofAtlantic Monthlyand received wide attention.52 King also worked with
Welborn to find funding to assure publication of the printed report of the Colorado Committee on
Relief and Unemployment, which extolled the generosity of the Rockefeller Foundation.53 He
also completed his own comprehensive report on his activities to the Rockefeller Foundation.54

King’s work for the Rockefellers was interrupted in 1916 by a series of personal problems,
including the need to relocate his parents to a new home and the death of King’s father only two
months later. King became distraught and chronically nervous, which ultimately led him (at JDR
Jr.’s suggestion) to obtain treatment at the Rockefeller-supported Johns Hopkins University
Hospital in Baltimore.55

King’s appointment at the Foundation ended in February 1918 amid questions by board
members about whether had fully completed his charge. But King continued to serve as a
part-time labor relations adviser to Rockefeller directly in 1918 and 1919.56 Rockefeller en-
couraged King to become a consultant to other large industrial concerns, and paved the way
for him to do so through introductions at International Harvester, Standard Oil of New Jersey,
Bethlehem Steel, and Youngstown Sheet and Tube.57

In 1918, Rockefeller invited King to accompany him and his wife on a vacation to Colorado,
where JDR Jr. wanted to see the progress being made. While visiting Pueblo, JDR Jr. heard
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about plans to dedicate a memorial to the miners and family members killed at Ludlow. Upon
arrival at the large gathering, the Rockefellers stayed in their car, unnoticed by the large crowd.
JDR Jr. wrote a note to the chairman of the event, which was delivered by King. But the inquiry
was declined out of fear of violence or of the union event being upstaged, or both.58

The following year Rockefeller led the moderate contingent at an industrial conference that
tried to bridge the gap between the American Federation of Labor and open-shop proponents.
In May 1919, King arranged for JDR Jr. to meet Samuel Gompers—perhaps King’s greatest
triumph. Gompers had viciously attacked Rockefeller and King and their industrial represen-
tation plan in 191559. However, Gompers’ dislike for Bolshevism was even stronger. The labor
leader used the meeting to ask Rockefeller for financial support of his American Alliance for
Labor and Democracy.60

7. King’s industrial/public relations philosophy

King spent two years, from 1916 to 1918, while still on the Rockefeller Foundation payroll,
outlining his ideas about industrial relations and the need for large industrial concerns to take
a more humanistic approach, to improve communications, and to enhance relationships with
employees.61

The resulting book released in 1918,Industry and Humanity, failed to achieve the acclaim
that King had hoped for from critics or from JDR Jr. or from Rockefeller Foundation offi-
cials who were looking for easy solutions to complex problems.62 Industry and Humanity
instead philosophized that industry existed to serve humanity, not vice versa. King rejected
the then-popular notion of social Darwinism, which idealized conflict and stressed survival
of the fittest. Instead, King advocated social Pasteurism, which suggested that peace—not
competition and violence—was the universal order of things.

Public relations theorists will find the precursors of several important tenets of modern
organizational-public relationships within the pages of King’s tome. These include King’s
recognition that organizations (a) depend upon and serve multiple stakeholders; (b) must be
sensitive to public opinion and communicate with publics; and (c) must engage in direct
communications with groups whose interests differ from their own.

King contended that four groups were parties to industrial relations: capital, management,
labor (unions and workers), and the community (public-at-large). King’s model of industrial
relations was depicted as a large circle representing the community. Within the large circle were
three equally sized, overlapping circles representing capital, management and labor. Where the
four circles overlap, cooperation flourishes; where only two or three circles overlap, confusion
or discord prevails.63 The parties are drawn together through communication and the pursuit
of mutually beneficial peace, work and health.

In large measure, King was influenced by the early sociologists of the day, such as Fernand
Tönnies and Max Weber, who were concerned about the transformation of social life as result of
urbanization and industrialization. King argued that the governance of industry was similar to
governance of a democracy: “An industrial system characterized by antagonism, coercion and
resistance must yield to a new order based on mutual confidence, real justice and constructive
good-will.”64
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King also was keenly aware that perceptions about an organization’s actions are critical to
the organization’s acceptance. In part reflecting the libertarian notion of the free marketplace
of ideas, King believed that public awareness of an organization’s activities and positions was
critical to the equitable and expedient resolution of disputes. King had an enormous faith in
publicity to inform citizens about the merit of opposing contentions and to redress injustices
or social wrongs.65

King appreciated the importance of direct contact between parties—and was an early ad-
vocate of the notion that public relations is ideally practiced as two-way communication. In
contrast to Ivy Lee’s approach, which depended upon the power of mediated communications,
King’s brand of public relations emphasized person-to-person interfaces along with publicity.
In a 1914 magazine profile published several months after being retained by the Rockefellers,
King chided contemporary business leaders for their mistreatment of labor: “You make a mis-
take in thinking these men are ruled by self-interest alone. They also have self-respect. One
of their leaders writes you a letter, and you do not answer it, and you expect to meet them
afterward on a plane of sweet reasonableness.”66

8. Discussion

Mackenzie King’s work for John D. Rockefeller Jr. between 1914 and 1919 was a brief
interlude in the Canadian politician’s life. Upon the death of Liberal Party leader Wilfrid
Laurier in 1919, King returned to Canadian politics. One of several heirs apparent, King was
elected leader of the Liberal Party in August 1919. Only two years later, when the Liberal
Party won a majority of seats in Parliament, King found himself organizing a government as
the Prime Minister of Canada. He would serve as leader of Canada during three separate terms
(1921–1926, 1926–1930, and 1935–1948).

Few prominent world leaders from the 20th century have played such a direct role in the
evolution of modern public relations as Mackenzie King—at least outside of their official roles
as political figures. King’s five-year stint addressing labor issues in the United States made a
lasting mark on American labor relations. And although it’s not entirely known whether King
thought his work for the Rockefellers would ever advance his political career, King eventually
came to viewIndustry and Humanityas the foundation for a the program of liberal reforms he
helped institute in Canada.67

King is important in public relations history for three reasons.

8.1. King’s role in resolving the Colorado strike controversy

First, the details of King’s public relations work for the Rockefellers provides a richer un-
derstanding of one of the most important—and much chronicled—milestones in early Amer-
ican public relations.68 Whereas Ivy Lee’s efforts primarily concentrated on swaying public
opinion by bringing out unknown facts about the conflict, King was more directly involved
in fixing the root causes of the problem. Although Lee had recommended changes when he
visited Colorado in August 1914, it was King—not Lee—who made substantive recommen-
dations.
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In addition to proposing new labor policies and practices, King deployed his political
knowledge and personal relations skills to help Rockefeller. King, of course, never fash-
ioned himself as a “public relations specialist” or “advocate” and would probably blanche
at such characterizations. He resented intimations that he was a hired gun for the Rock-
efeller. Earlier in his career King had refused to work for large Canadian industrial
firms.69

Lee continued to work for the Rockefellers for two decades, until his death in 1934. But
Lee never became as close to JDR Jr. as King. The affable King counteracted Rockefeller’s
tendency to be serious, aloof, colorless, and introverted. King also was the first business
adviser of Rockefeller’s own choosing—and provided advice that was often just the oppo-
site of that provided by his father’s inner-circle.70 King challenged JDR Jr. to be his own
person.71

8.2. Industrial representation plans and company unions

King is important in public relations also because of the legacy he left in creating industrial
representation plans or company unions—mechanisms for improving employer–employee re-
lations that operated in American industry for nearly two decades in the early part of the 20th
century. Between 1916 and 1935, when the Wagner Act guaranteed the right of unions to en-
gage in collective bargaining, the Colorado Industrial Representation Plan—crafted by King
and promoted by Rockefeller—served as a model for labor relations.

Importantly, the creation of a company union structure was an alternative to the growing doc-
trine of Fordism, named after Henry Ford, who opposed unions but thought the way to promote
industrial relations was merely to pay higher wages. The cooperative approach advocated by
King allowed employers to improve productivity (and control costs) by involving employees
in decision-making and the settlement of grievances.72 These elements of cooperation, dialog,
and collective problem solving are at the foundation of models of modern participation-based
management.

8.3. King’s brand of personal public relations

Finally, King illustrates that the antecedents of modern ideas of public relations actually
can be traced back much earlier in history than sometimes thought. Models of public relations
practice that suggest public relations evolved out of press agentry and public information may
be overly simplistic in explaining the evolution of the field.73 King personified the two-way
symmetrical model at work at the turn of the 20th century.

The Colorado coal strike occurred during a period in which a major shift was occurring in
the industrial, cultural and political order. Progressivism had reached its height; the ideals of re-
form, cooperation and participation were prevalent in human affairs generally. Public relations
historians would do well to recognize how the roots of contemporary public relations practice
can be traced to Progressivism. King cannot be credited for having originated all of these ideas,
but he is important because of his efforts to codify them in a coherent model. Moreover, he
was successful in persuading America’s most prominent business leader to actually implement
them.74 This is King’s pubic relations legacy.
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