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Abstract 

Public relations will continue to transform as 
digital mediums permeate how we interact, 
communicate and relate to others. Social media 
provide a unique environment for conversing, 
sharing and engaging others online. This case 
study investigates the narratives a public 
relations consultancy shares with its 
practitioners, exploring how narratives 
influence relating to others, if at all, in online 
spaces. This study’s findings demonstrate 
social media’s usefulness for public relations 
lies in hosting conversations, making 
connections and sharing, not in creating or 
maintaining relationships. Results also suggest 
a need to investigate the ‘sociality’ of social 
media, its capacity for enacting dialogic 
exchanges and the potential social media offers 
practitioners in converting connections and 
online interactions into something more akin to 
a relationship. 
 

Introduction 

When social media met public relations, 
communication practices evolved, change 
became the new constant, innovative platforms 
emerged and practitioners’ roles changed 
irreversibly. Social media embodies an 
interactive paradigm of public relations by 
bringing to the fore concepts of openness, 
sharing, authenticity, dialogue, and engagement 
in online contexts. Online, we can build 
extensive networks of friends, fans or followers 
with whom we have almost real-time contact. 
These connections develop through creating 
and sharing content around issues, 
organisations and brands. Social media 
provides an arena for many to give voice to 
their ideas concurrently, challenging public 
relations to concede any notions of control and 
to continue listening, rather than talking. But 
connecting is not relating. Building 
relationships with publics and stakeholders is a 

central activity of public relations (McAllister-
Spooner, 2009). Despite the promise of social 
media being relational, this promise is yet to be 
realised. 

The popularity and pervasiveness of social 
media is irrefutable, with 73% of online adults 
now using social media (Pew Research Center, 
2014). This uptake is reflected within public 
relations practice with 86% of practitioners 
confirming online communication as the most 
important communication channel, with social 
media expecting to increase in importance over 
the next three years (Zerfass, Tench, Verčič, 
Verhoeven, & Moreno, 2014).  

The adoption of social media by 
practitioners is important as it affects their 
relationship-building capabilities. Despite 
relationships being enacted via dialogue online, 
practitioners are not currently nurturing these 
dialogic moments to enact relationships in 
online spaces (Theunissen, 2014). A gap exists 
in our understanding of how organisations are 
instructing and educating practitioners about 
the use of social media through organisational 
narratives. The behaviour and interactions of 
practitioners, as social media participants, may 
be influenced by the stories organisations share 
with them. This research explores that 
proposition. Further it responds to the call 
within scholarship to explore the use of social 
media within daily public relations practice and 
the intersection of relationship management 
and online mediums (Diga & Kelleher, 2009; 
Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Levenshus, 2010). 

Globally, dealing with the speed and volume 
of information flow remains a continual 
challenge for practitioners (Berger & Meng, 
2014). A further challenge is communicative 
resonance, where publics collectively co-
produce and consume content (Ouwerslott & 
Odekerken-Schroder, 2008). While this is one 
of social media’s most attractive qualities for 
democratic participation, it presents a 
challenging context for practitioners attempting 
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to participate in and monitor the velocity of 
conversations taking place online. Conversing 
and sharing represent engagement. As a 
profession, we need to articulate ways to build 
on these connections to see if relating is 
possible within online spaces. Understanding 
social media and the accompanying 
communication practices, not just the 
technology, is important for practitioners in 
embracing opportunities and mitigating risks 
when cultivating relationships online 
(Macnamara, 2014).  

The growing literature exploring social 
media within public relations has investigated 
its use and application in a number of contexts. 
Scholars have researched the adoption of social 
media by practitioners (Fitch 2009; Taylor & 
Kent, 2014; Toledano, 2010; Zerfass et al., 
2014), its potential for relationship building 
(Chia, 2008; Coombs & Holladay 2014; 
Gallicano, 2013; Jo & Kim, 2003; Solis & 
Breakenridge, 2009; Waters & Bortree, 2012; 
Willis, 2014), and its potential for informing 
and engaging participants during crises 
(Freberg, Palenchar, & Veil, 2013; Utz, 
Schultz, & Glocka 2013). The dialogic tenets 
articulated by Kent and Taylor (1998) have 
been applied to social media in recent 
scholarship by, among others, Taylor and Kent 
(2014), Theunissen (2014), Watkins and Lewis 
(2014), Briones, Kuch, Liu, and Jin (2011), and 
Bortree and Seltzer (2009).  

Kent (2013) suggests that success in using 
social media while relating to others lies in 
thinking about our online spaces dialogically. It 
also requires an understanding of social media 
users as proactive information consumers who 
define issues through dialogue and who value 
the collaborative creativity afforded to them 
online (Guillory & Sundar, 2008; Park & 
Reber, 2008). As our publics are now online, if 
we want to connect and share with them, as a 
profession we should be meeting them there. 
Social media users are both connected and 
conversational, and the diversity of voices 
constructing the online discourse is one of the 
appealing aspects of social media (Gurau, 
2008). This requires the discourse to revolve 
around what participants want to talk about and 
where they want to talk about it. It is a 

democratic forum where anyone can contribute 
to conversations around issues and 
organisations. While the risks of social media 
environments can be daunting, as a profession 
we need to be learning how to connect, engage 
and, ultimately, relate to publics within online 
contexts (Kelleher, 2009). 

Organisations have embraced social media 
as an important communication channel within 
the public relations mix (Utz, Schultz, & 
Glocka, 2013). Social media challenges the 
very name and central function of the discipline 
of public relations: how to reach publics and 
then relate to them. Social environments 
challenge us to reach online publics by 
engaging with them in ways that go beyond 
sharing and connecting. An unexplored area of 
research is how the narratives organisations 
construct and share with employees shape their 
interactions, if at all, online. This study 
investigates the narratives one public relations 
consultancy shares with its consultants, who are 
also social media users, to see how the 
narrative influences consultants’ behaviour 
online. In particular, it explores how these 
narratives shape interactions that promote 
conversations, encourage sharing and the 
building of relationships in virtual spaces. An 
understanding of what influences and shapes 
our engagement online is imperative. From 
induction, ongoing instruction and interaction 
in the workplace, consultancies socialise 
members, inculcating opinions that frame and 
shape their behaviour on and offline (Hallahan, 
2009). Knowing the drivers of practitioners’ 
behaviour will inform how we approach online 
interaction to facilitate relating to others, 
enacting the relational promise of social media. 

This case study adopts a phronetic focus 
exploring the judgements and decisions 
practitioners make in social contexts 
investigating their personal experience in the 
context of organisational narratives shared by 
their employers (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). 
This research advocates a rich understanding of 
organisational contexts focusing on how 
practitioners are reacting to emerging situations 
(Willis, 2014). Heath (2013) endorses a greater 
emphasis in exploring relationships through 
case study research. This endorsement also 
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comes from Flyvberg (2001) who asserts case 
studies produce “precisely the type of content 
dependent knowledge, making it possible to 
move from the lower to higher levels of 
learning” (Flyvberg, 2001, p. 71). 

Literature review  

The literature discussed here contextualises this 
case study by reviewing the intersection of 
social media with three concepts central to 
public relations practice: engaging, dialogue, 
and relating to others. A brief explanation of 
social media and the sociality of online 
mediums precede this discussion. 
Social media and sociality 
Social media are web-based applications that 
enable public relations practitioners to 
exchange information, communicate with 
others, and create relationships (Hippner, 
2006). Amongst the terms used to describe the 
current mediascape, social media appears 
dominant. The ‘social’ of social media prefaces 
its interactive nature, the types of discourse 
used, and the communities that emerge within 
its ecology. Macnamara (2014) describes these 
elements as “emergent”. Types of media, 
content, and communication practices have 
gone beyond Jenkins’ (2006) notion of 
convergence where boundaries are blurred and 
delivery systems and formats combine. In 
emergent spaces, the means of communication 
are constantly changing, becoming self-
organising and evolving into new and blended 
forms of existing systems (Macnamara, 2014). 
Understanding emergent media and subsequent 
communication practices, not just the 
technology, challenges practitioners to adapt 
and respond strategically to embrace the 
benefits social media offers. 

Gitelman (2008) draws out the ‘sociality’ of 
social media describing its characteristics as 
“socially realized structures of communication, 
including technological forms and protocols, 
where communication is cultural, a collection 
of different people on the same mental map, 
sharing or engaging with the ontologies of 
representation” (p. 7). This social orientation 
embodies the interactive elements of public 
relations practice. Coupled with the reach and 
potential promised by social platforms and 

learning the drivers of engagement to engage 
publics the potential is offered in moving the 
public relations discipline forward. Kent (2010) 
asserts public relations scholarship often fails to 
look past the technology to explore the 
capability of social media in solving real issues 
facing practitioners every day. This includes 
connecting, sharing and relating to others 
online. Practitioners intuitively understand the 
value of relationships, and this knowledge 
coupled with the sociality of social media 
should be playing to our strengths as 
relationships managers. Social media offers 
public relations a chance to shine (Gillin, 
2007). In terms of relationship building, this 
chance is yet to be realised. An abstract 
understanding of how practitioners are using 
social media is one thing; articulating the ways 
of leveraging online connections to engage and 
relate to others is another. Social media starts 
with people who naturally want to participate 
and share experiences. Social media needs to be 
genuinely social or not at all (Kent, 2013). 
There is no quick fix to using social 
environments to engage with others.  
Engaging via social media 
The current communication era has been 
described as “the age of engage” (Smith, 2013, 
p.2). Engagement and dialogue are inextricably 
linked. Through engaging, conversing, and 
sharing with others, organisations and publics 
make decisions building social capital on and 
offline (Taylor & Kent, 2014). In this sense, 
engagement is social and relational, enacted via 
dialogic exchanges. Social media provides a 
co-creational experience where community 
members online help solve problems, share 
information and jointly construct narratives 
online. Engaging is complex. Engaging 
requires an orientation influencing interaction 
as well as the approach that guides it (Taylor & 
Kent, 2014). Often within the context of public 
relations practice, engagement through social 
media represents a promotional activity rather 
than a relational one (Smith, 2013). This 
suggests little understanding of engagement or 
its application in practice in enacting 
relationship building and maintenance. 
Engaging means immersing oneself in online 
discourses, leading to insights, sharing and 
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nurturing dialogic exchanges, and connecting to 
something more.  

Engagement is one of those terms used 
within public relations that is not clearly 
defined and where little is known about its 
nature. We have a sense that engagement is a 
form of involvement or response (Waters & 
Williams, 2011). Factors leading to engaging 
online include content that resonates with social 
media participant’s values and beliefs, the need 
to debate issues of interest, the desire to 
connect with others, and the opportunity to 
develop and share content. Engaging rests on a 
willingness to participate despite the risks for 
both individuals and organisations. Muñiz and 
Schau (2005) argue that publics communicate 
about organisations online regardless of an 
organisation’s presence. Practitioners should 
encourage organisations to participate online, to 
engage with communities where meaning is 
created, discussed, and negotiated. Engagement 
must be participant rather than organisationally 
focused. Engagement is accomplished by 
building communication around stakeholder 
needs, realising the communicative purpose as 
eliciting a response rather than conducting a 
monologue (Groom, 2011). 

To use social media for relationship 
building, we need to think about it differently. 
Social media should be re-envisioned as tools 
for interpersonal and group communication, 
necessitating an ideological shift and a change 
in the way we think about publics (Kent, 2013). 
Social media represents powerful tools for 
enhancing engagement and relationship 
building, but success depends on enacting the 
tenets of dialogue and interaction (Lovejoy, 
Waters & Saxton, 2012). Practitioners should 
consider how social media can be used in more 
robust activities, such as relationship building, 
as it offers public relations tremendous 
untapped potential (Kent, 2013).  
Dialogue and social media 
Engaging in dialogue connects us with others 
via discourse around content which introduces 
the possibility of relationships beginning 
(Bruning, Dials, & Shirka, 2008). Dialogue has 
been defined as “a negotiated exchange of ideas 
and opinions” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 325), 
representing the efforts of relational partners to 

engage in honest, open, and ethically based 
exchanges (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009). Dialogue 
between an organisation and its publics can 
positively influence the intended behaviours 
and attitudes of publics, leading to positive 
organisational outcomes (Bruning et al., 2008; 
Bortree & Seltzer, 2009). Scholars have 
advocated for a need to research how social 
media can facilitate dialogue to further develop 
public relations practice. Online environments 
provide a unique opportunity to engage publics 
dialogically, central to excellent public 
relations (Igenhoff & Koelling, 2009). Further, 
dialogic encounters can lead to the building of 
longer lasting relationships (Kent, 2013). 

Pieczka (2011) questions if public relations 
can claim dialogic expertise, suggesting the 
profession has a poor understanding of the 
concept despite its widespread use. Jahansoozi 
(2006) suggests dialogue is central to relating 
by creating a richer understanding of relational 
partners’ positions where commonality can 
prevail. Dialogue extends beyond listening, to 
responding and acting guided by a 
communicative orientation rather than focusing 
on the tools to achieve that end (Chia & 
Synnott, 2012). Such an orientation demands a 
commitment to transparency and two-way 
communication, as well as a willingness to 
change within an environment of mutual trust 
(deBussy, Ewing, & Pitt, 2003). While 
openness, flexibility and adaptability have been 
goals of public relations for much of the 
disciplines’ history, achieving these within the 
dynamic and fluid online environment remains 
a challenge. Practitioners then have an 
important role to play: facilitating dialogue 
leading to identifying new clients and 
partnerships, identifying new opportunities for 
existing clients, and developing new 
opportunities to engage and build relationships 
with others (Breakenridge, 2012).  

Contemporary practice demands that 
dialogue entails more than the exchange of 
information. It also requires engagement of 
publics, the co-creation of content, as well as 
techniques for personalising interactions 
(Bruning et al., 2008). The dialogic promise of 
the Internet is yet to be realised (McAllister-
Spooner, 2009) but it is still possible (Capriotti, 
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2011). Direct dialogue with stakeholders 
provides unprecedented opportunities for 
organisations to share their narrative widely, 
engage publics and respond more directly and 
personally than ever before (Duhé, 2012). The 
five principles underpinning a dialogic 
orientation within mediated communication: 
mutuality, propinquity, empathy, risk, and 
commitment, should inform online discourse 
and dialogue (Kent & Taylor, 2002). Despite 
recent applications of these principles within 
social media research (Watkins & Lewis, 
2014), Theunissen (2014) points to a 
discrepancy between being seen to be engaging 
in dialogic exchanges and the realisation of it 
within practice. Failing to engage dialogically 
based on the premises of authenticity, 
transparency and co-creationality will lead to 
the damage of relationships with online publics 
and organisational reputations with 
unprecedented speed (Theunissen, 2014). 

Dialogue builds connections between 
participants online, not relationships (Taylor & 
Kent 2014). Other elements are required, 
including the relevance and usefulness of 
information, multiple interactions, user-friendly 
interfaces, and maintenance strategies to 
continue relationships online (Taylor & Kent, 
2014). Contemporary relationships are “multi-
faceted including communication exchanges 
offline and online” with “multiple parties 
contributing to them” (Chia, 2006, p. 8). The 
dynamic nature of contemporary relationships 
requires a fluidity and flexibility in managing 
online relationships. Social media holds great 
promise for facilitating building, maintaining 
and sustaining longer-term relationships (Solis 
& Breakenridge, 2009). Social media could 
benefit greatly from a relationship orientation 
(Breakenridge, 2012; Chia, 2008). Much of the 
current literature focuses on the dialogic nature 
of social media as a foundation on which to 
build relationships (Bruning et al., 2008; Kent, 
2008; Kent & Taylor, 2002). These dialogic 
principles proposed by Kent and Taylor (1998) 
remain current and relevant for practitioners 
today (Levenshus, 2010).  

The scholarly debate fails to reach a 
consensus as to whether dialogic public 
relations are a possible or a practical strategy 

(Kent & Taylor, 2002). Dialogue is a 
multifarious process and coupled with the 
complexity of mediated environments makes it 
even more difficult to achieve. Previous 
research confirms it warrants our time and 
effort. In particular, research asserts engaging, 
and dialogic exchanges leads to positive 
outcomes in terms of relationship building 
(Kent, 2013). Many studies infer social media 
interaction is dialogic, but such interaction 
often looks like promoting and connecting. 
Currently it appears connecting, informing, and 
sharing may be happening at the expense of 
genuine dialogic exchange and relating. 
Relating via social media 
Public relations “deals in communication, but 
what it deals with is ‘relationship’” (Pieczka, 
2011, p. 110). Public relations is devoted to 
creating and sustaining relationships and, 
according to Rand and Rodriguez (2007), this is 
the purpose of social media. There are strong 
connections between relationship building as 
the locus of public relations and the intrinsic 
communicative, interactive, and dialogic nature 
of social media. For this reason scholars have 
called for research investigating the intersection 
of relationship management and online media 
(Breakenridge, 2012; Chia, 2008; Levenshus, 
2010; Solis & Breakenridge, 2009). 

While social media and relationship building 
have been described as natural bedfellows, we 
need to be clear about the type of relationships 
we are attempting to build and the capacity of 
socially mediated spaces to achieve this. 
Several scholars have argued that social media 
facilitates relationship cultivation between 
organisations and groups (Cho & Huh, 2007; 
Park & Reber, 2008; Yang & Lim, 2009). On 
Hung’s (2005) continuum of the types of 
relationships that exist within public relations, 
currently, exchange relationships appear 
prominent rather than the covenantal 
relationships we should be striving for to move 
relating to others online forward. 

Duhé (2012) argues that social media must 
be at the heart of public relations activities as it 
enhances organisation-public relationships, 
thereby increasing community relations, but 
while social media is described as a useful 
environment to enact relationship-building, 
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within public relations literature there is a lack 
of empirical evidence as to how this may be 
achieved (Robson & James, 2013). Within our 
socially connected world, little is known about 
the nature of engagement and exchanges in 
online contexts (Smith, 2013). Social media are 
considered relational devices through their 
capacity for real-time activity (Sundar, 2007). 
Opportunities for sharing, engaging, discussing, 
and interacting with online communities within 
public relations practice are being explored, but 
the promise of relating to others is, as yet, 
unrealised. 

Significant economic, societal and political 
benefits exist for relational parties when 
organisations ‘get it right’ (Bruning, DeMiglio, 
& Embry, 2006; Ledingham, 2006). ‘Getting it 
right’ positions relationships as much more 
than interactions and transactions for economic 
benefit, bringing perceptions, intentions, and 
values as important relational components. 
Heath (2013) warns studying relationships 
within public relations is futile without an 
awareness of the “complexity, 
multidimensionality and multiplicity of 
meaning that derive and result from them” (p. 
428). 

The uncertainty and fluidity of the online 
environment forces practitioners to find ways 
of managing relationships in different and more 
effective ways to maximise relational potential. 
Practitioners need to relate to others creatively 
and strategically while mitigating the 
uncertainty inherent in online relationships 
(Ströh, 2007). Acknowledging the complexity 
and context of relationships and managing 
different types of relationships will move the 
discipline forward as practitioners find new 
solutions to challenges of building and 
sustaining relationships online (Taylor & Kent, 
2014). Being flexible and responsive to the 
shifting realities of constant relational change 
will allow practitioners to maximise the 
potential for relationship building offered by 
online interactions. Online relationships exist 
within a constant state of flux, which makes the 
study of relationships intriguing and essential to 
our understanding of current public relations 
scholarship and practice. The challenge for 
practitioners lies in establishing “shared 

meaning” between relational partners in an 
environment that is anything but static (Heath 
& Coombs, 2006, p. 94). 

Research question 

This study is exploratory, investigating the 
intersection between public relations, social 
media, and how we are relating to others using 
socially mediated environments. The following 
question framed this study:  

RQ: How are organisational narratives 
informing public relations practitioners’ use of 
social media in online spaces?  

This question explores the type of narratives 
one public relations consultancy shares with its 
practitioners through induction and ongoing 
daily practice. In particular, the narratives’ 
influence on the online behaviour of 
consultants is investigated. 

Method 

This research is a case study analysis of social 
media within the constructed reality of public 
relations practice (Yin, 2013). Case studies’ 
potential for developing insights into practice 
has been overlooked and underexploited 
(Daymon & Holloway, 2011). A public 
relations consultancy offering generalist and 
specialist services to clients in both public and 
private sectors in metropolitan Australia 
provides the setting for this case. Researching 
Australian practice is important because the 
adoption and use of social media by Australian 
practitioners, particularly those working in 
consultancies, reflects the adoption and use of 
their counterparts in Europe and other parts of 
the world (Zerfass et al., 2014). Findings of this 
study could be extended to further explore the 
sociality of social media in other contexts, how 
dialogic exchanges can be enhanced, and how 
these dialogic exchanges could be leveraged to 
lead to relating with others online. 

Opportunistic sampling and following leads 
during fieldwork identified archival records of 
the case study organisation as important data 
sources containing organisational narratives 
(Patton, 2005). Archival research into the work-
life of practitioners has the potential to provide 
a useful window through which to widen our 
understanding about behaviour within a 
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particular organisation that may apply to the 
wider context of a cultural sub-group (Daymon 
& Holloway, 2011). Archival documents were 
identified as the source where narratives were 
communicated to practitioners within this 
setting. Archival documents, the graphic 
constructions, and electronically disseminated 
discourses of the consultancy became the units 
of analysis within this case. The archival data 
examined included the following documents 
authored by the consultancy: website content, 
social media policy, approach to social media, 
templates for using new media, and approaches 
to social media strategy. These source materials 
were selected as they reflected the 
consultancy’s approach to engaging with social 
media and the narratives shared with 
practitioners. 

Categorical-content analysis, a form of 
narrative inquiry, analysed the data to uncover 
the narratives within it (Lieblich, Tuval-
Machiach, & Zilber, 1998). This approach to 
analysis is a realistic measure to investigate 
problems within a particular setting where 
emerging narratives are considered 
representative of the behaviour of the social 
group (Bickman & Rog, 1998). Categorical-
content focuses on the discrete, linguistic, and 
stylistic characteristics of the text to initially 
classify, organise and categorise the data 
(Lieblich et al., 1998).  

The categories applied in analysing this data 
were drawn from the theoretical framework 
known as the social media building block 
framework (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, 
& Silvestre, 2011). This framework explains 
the components of social media, ways of 
engaging with it and how social media may be 
used within a public relations strategy. This 
framework proposes social media has seven 
building blocks: identity, conversations, 
sharing, presence, relationships, reputation, and 
groups (Kietzmann et al., 2011).  

Applying the framework to this data, units of 
text were extracted from each of the archival 
documents and classified, organised and 
categorised into one of the seven building 

blocks. Three of the building blocks are 
discussed in this paper: conversing, sharing, 
and relationships. ‘Conversing’ describes 
communicating with others in social media 
settings, ‘sharing’ is the extent to which 
participants exchange, distribute and receive 
content, ‘relationships’ represent the extent to 
which two or more participants develop an 
association online. (Kietzmann et al., 2011). 
The findings, discussed next, provide insights 
into strategies for understanding and 
responding to different social media activities 
in particular how we converse, share and relate 
to others online within the context of public 
relations practice. 

Findings 

The research question guiding this study asked: 
How are organisational narratives informing 
public relations practitioner’s use of social 
media in relating to others in online spaces? In 
answer to this question, it was found that 
practitioners are not using social media to relate 
to others online. What became obvious from 
the case study is that organisational narratives 
did not encourage practitioners to ‘relate’ to 
others in the relational sense central to public 
relations practice. However, organisational 
narratives did encourage practitioners to 
engage and converse with others online as well 
as create and share content, forming 
connections within online networks. But if 
social media is to propel our relationships 
forward in online environments, then more is 
needed to convert connections online into 
something more akin to relating.  
The case study highlighted the seven categories 
from the social media building block 
framework (Kietzmann et al., 2011). Ranking 
the categories in descending order shows the 
presence of each category as a percentage of 
the total corpus: sharing 25.5%, conversations 
16.1%, groups 14.8%, identity 12.9%, presence 
12.3%, reputation 11.9%, and relationships 
6.5%. A summary of the coded data is 
represented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Categorical-content summary. 

Category Evidence 1: 
Consultancy 

website 
content 

 

Evidence 2: 
Consultancy

's social 
media 
policy 

 

Evidence 3: 
Consultancy
's approach 

to social 
media  

Evidence 4: 
New media 
templates  

 

Evidence 5: 
Client social 

media 
strategy 

 

Percentage 
of the total 

data corpus 

Identity 4.9% 16.6% 5.6% 12.8% 16.3% 12.9% 

Conversations 7.3% 10.0% 27.8% 17.1% 18.3% 16.1% 

Sharing 4.9% 20.0% 22.2% 30.8% 29.8% 25.5% 

Presence 17.1% 6.7% 0% 17.1% 8.7% 12.3% 

Relationships 29.3% 3.3% 5.6% 0.9% 4.8% 6.5% 

Reputation 17.0% 33.3% 22.2% 10.3% 3.8% 11.9% 

Groups 19.5% 10.0% 16.7% 11.0% 18.3% 14.8% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 
Acknowledging the theme of this special 

issue and limitations of this paper, the findings 
will focus on ‘sharing’, ‘conversations’, and 
‘relationships’, and the central narratives within 
these categories. The text in quotation marks 
within this section of the paper is drawn from 
the archival data that formed part of the case to 
illustrate the findings. The discussion begins 
with sharing. 
Sharing 
The narratives within this category encourage 
participants to share objects of sociality such as 
text, video, images, and links with others 
online. The narrative of sharing reflects the co- 
construction of content amongst participants 
and sharing this jointly created content. This 
data suggested the newness or novelty of 
artefacts or “objects” as the consultancy called 
them, such as text, video and images, and 
encouraged sharing across online networks. 
The novelty related to brands with which 
participants engaged, their personal experiences 
at offline events, or their desire to be part of an 
online discourse around a particular issue. 
Sharing is described as “it’s all about the new, 
creating, discovering and sharing new content”. 
In this case, the distribution of content through 
participants’ existing social networks led to 
content going viral. 

Communicative exchanges that resonate 
with communities were important when sharing 

content with others online. Online participants 
shared and embraced content that 
“communicates with participants on a new level 
providing objects participants could both relate 
and respond to”. Achieving resonance relied on 
listening prior to engaging “tapping into areas 
of interest, highlighting issues and resolving 
problems, in addition to sharing content, 
thoughts and ideas” of interest to participants 
online. Authenticity of content and messages 
was important in sharing with “genuine content 
and messages” more likely to be shared and 
replicated across online platforms. 
Redistributing content relies on identifying 
“core areas of interest” within online 
communities and developing content around 
the collective profile of the community.  

A narrative within the sharing category 
emerged around tailoring content for specific 
social media platforms as “each social media 
platform required a different approach for 
success”. This approach facilitated the 
“replication of key messages” across the 
myriad of platforms and networks online. Via 
the archival documents, the consultancy, 
through narratives, instructed staff to engage 
online by listening and observing prior to 
participating. This approach actively identified 
influencers crucial to the activation of social 
media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, 
MySpace, and Flickr. Further, an ethical 
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approach to interactions was advocated 
explaining “engaging in derogatory or 
offensive sharing of content of any form” in 
online interactions was discouraged. Ethical 
narratives included online behaviour informed 
by an “understanding that there will be no 
disclosure or sharing of proprietary content” 
with online communities.  
Conversations 
The ease of social media in facilitating 
conversations with others in an almost real time 
interaction saw conversing as the second most 
prominent narrative. The narrative encouraged 
participants to be actively involved in the 
myriad of discourses online encouraging 
consultants to “chat and share content easily 
around dual interests of both the consultancy 
and that of its clients”. The desire to be part of 
the online conversation is reflected in the 
following statistic that saw consultants, as 
social media participants, being amongst the 
“11 million users of Facebook within 
Australia”.  

The timeliness of activating and 
participating in online conversations was 
evident within this category, reflected by the 
following extract: “timeliness is everything, 
there is a real risk of invisibility if online 
activation and engagement occurs at the wrong 
time”. Platforms that were considered by the 
consultancy to be “dialogic” were preferred by 
the organisation such as “blogs, v-logs, 
podcasting, RSS feeds and wikis”. 
Organisational narratives encouraged 
consultants to use such tools in expressing their 
views, to positively influence issues-based 
discourse and encourage others to do the same. 
For instance, when conversing, participants 
engaged by “blogging a response, directly or 
indirectly to an issue online”. Other strategies 
employed included: “seeding stories”, 
“proactive blogging”, and “re-sharing content 
and objects” around positive experiences with 
the intent of “building a coalition of supporters 
ahead of problems developing”. When 
interacting online practitioners’ actions were 
informed by “following the rules of 
engagement” and “style of content” while 
“protocols of use” were evident. So too was the 
possibility of manipulating conversations 

online. The risks of starting and joining 
conversations online emerged as a narrative 
within the data with the associated risks 
outweighed by the need to participate. 
Participants’ willingness in “exposing 
themselves to the bad as well as the good” 
seemed inconsequential compared to the 
overriding desire to be part of the conversation. 

Applying metrics in an attempt to measure, 
monitor, and track conversations was a further 
theme within the conversation category. 
“Tracking the number of responses to blogs”, 
the “number of hits on websites”, and “pings 
back to base” were metrics seen as useful for 
tracking engagement. Measurement tools such 
as “NetVibes and Radian6” were described 
within the organisational narratives as useful 
for monitoring conversation topics and 
participants’ “understanding of online content” 
whereas “blogs, microsites and digital press 
offices” were useful in tracking changes in 
conversations. “Search engine optimisation” 
techniques reflected the metanarratives within 
online discourse and the “seeding of stories” 
illustrated how practitioners attempted to 
influence conversations in a range of social 
networking platforms including Twitter, 
Facebook, and Flickr. 

The narrative of conversation velocity 
emerged as important within this category. 
Velocity refers to the rate and number of new 
conversations within a timeframe, as well as the 
change in conversation sentiment, either 
favourable or unfavourable. Participants 
attempted to track this narrative via monitoring 
tools such as “Technorati and NetVibes” 
identifying new opportunities to generate 
content, share opinions, thoughts, and feelings 
more fully across their networks. 
Relationships 
The central finding of this case study is the 
minimal presence of a relational narrative 
within the data, representing only 6.5% of the 
corpus—the lowest ranking narrative category. 
The primary use of social media by public 
relations practitioners in this consultancy is in 
sharing content and conversing, not in relating 
to others. For public relations, where building 
and maintaining relationships is central to most 
practitioners’ daily activity, social media is not 
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assisting in relating to others in mediated 
spaces online. Conversing and sharing were 
clear narratives within this case but connections 
established through these types of activities do 
not necessarily lead to anything more. The data 
in this category did suggest “developing 
connections may lead to future partnerships 
developing” but how to convert a connection 
into a partnership was inconclusive. The data 
indicated monitoring the behaviour of others 
online including “what participants responded 
to” and what objects increased engagement 
such as the “number of likes” or sharing 
“content passed throughout existing social 
networks” may strengthen an online connection 
and move it more towards a relationship. 

Data in the relationships category showed 
different platforms are seen to build different 
types of networks and connections, with “some 
expanding existing networks” while others 
building deeper connections through “sharing 
of objects and exchanging information over a 
period of time” through avenues such as 
Facebook. Some connections are more formal, 
such as “LinkedIn that requires endorsement 
from other participants” and “referring 
connections to others as part of social 
networking”. Similarly to building relationships 
offline, this narrative confirmed public 
relations’ understanding that it is “deeper 
connections with other participants over a 
period of time that brings results”. This 
narrative reflected the different types of 
relationships that exist online, and the fact that 
some platforms develop different types of 
networks and connections that may lead to 
relationships.  

Participants distinguished between 
“partnerships”, “connections”, and “networks”. 
The partnership storyline had a commercial 
focus based on a contractual arrangement 
between participants with the sub-plots of 
“delivering essential services”, “investing in 
each other’s business”, “delivering outstanding 
results”, and “ethical standards being met”. 

Two further elements emerging within this 
category were identity and experimentation. 
The organisation’s narratives recommended 
practitioners disclose their personal or 
professional presence online in different spaces. 

Blogs, for example, allowed participants to 
“share content around an event, comment on 
news, discuss new products or launch a 
campaign” identifying their connection to the 
brand, product or organisation. Experiential 
marketing, the marriage of marketing and 
public relations, shifted online connections to 
something more akin to engagement. This type 
of activation suggests the opportunity for online 
participants to “express their opinions about 
brands, products and experiences” that would 
lead “to a more meaningful discussion with 
others”. Exploring this approach further may 
offer insight into how practitioners could move 
the online connection towards relating by 
leveraging connections and creating further 
engagement. 

Conclusion  

This paper interrogates three narratives 
highlighted by practitioners in the case 
organisation: sharing, conversing and relating 
to others online. What stories do these findings 
reveal? This case study shows social media is 
not as ‘social’ as the name suggests; 
practitioners online behaviour shows they are 
sharing and conversing, but not relating. 

In the context of this study, sharing leads to 
connecting, co-creating, and empowering, but 
not relating. It is often collaborative, 
responsive, and equitable in online contexts. 
Content, text, and images are shared openly and 
easily, building virtual links across social 
media networks. Practitioners know how to 
share and connect, but little more. The 
interactivity of social media is reflected in 
practitioners’ online behaviour but gaps remain 
in communicating guiding strategies for online 
interactions that go beyond sharing, and 
transforming online connections into online 
relationships (Linke & Zerfass, 2013). Further 
research investigating what initiates and 
sustains sharing amongst online communities 
as well as the platforms that facilitate this 
would strengthen the role of sharing as a 
relationship cultivating strategy. 

Engaging in dialogue is an effective strategy 
for relating to others (Bruning et al., 2008). 
Applying dialogic principles in online contexts 
encourages sustained interaction and prolongs 
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conversations online (Watkins & Lewis, 2014). 
While social media technology has the 
capability of promoting dialogue beyond 
informing and engaging, the narrative of 
conversing in this study was not a dialogic one. 
The conversations studied did not embody 
dialogic principles. So the meaning participants 
draw from exchanges may be skewed, which 
presents an untapped opportunity for practice to 
make sense of conversations online. Features 
that attract participants to conversations online, 
as well as the ‘hooks’ that bring them back to 
conversations when the novelty wears off, 
would be useful insights for practitioners. 
Acknowledging the importance of a range of 
interactions in engaging and relating to others, 
conversing is one interactive step towards that. 
Public relations should continue exploring the 
concepts of sharing and conversing in online 
contexts to enrich our understanding of 
relating. 

Further analysis shows participants to be 
more socially connected, not related. Public 
relations has a long history of research and 
practice leading to a rich knowledge of relating 
to others offline. The focus now needs to be on 
developing the same depth of knowledge in 
relating online. This suggests revisiting our 
notion of a ‘relationship’ so we can learn from 
the narratives emerging from online stories and 
retell this story to others in our discipline and 
elsewhere. Our response to relating online 
needs to be as dynamic and fluid as the 
environment itself, and organisational 
narratives must also reflect this. Currently we 
appear to be developing ‘parasocial’ 
relationships, where interactions mimic 
relationships, rather than enacting relating, 
based on dialogic principles (Coombs & 
Holladay, 2014). Online interactions resemble 
superficial attempts at engaging where a sense 
of interaction is created and sharing is realised, 
while relationships remain illusive. 

It is important to pause periodically and re-
examine our understanding of relationships in 
the changing contexts of practice (Heath, 
2013). Future scholarship exploring social 
media and public relations practice could 
explore the drivers of online interactions and 
what converts interacting to relating. 

Understanding such drivers may enrich our 
understanding of the concepts of sharing, 
connecting, engaging and relating. Further 
research may reveal how online connections 
can be converted to something more akin to 
relationships. Such understandings could 
establish beneficial insights for practice for the 
future. 
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