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Abstract
This dissertation, Social Media in Public relations: Rhetorical not relational,
investigated the question: How are social media shaping public relations practice?
This research explored the concept of relating, in and around the social media spaces
of a case study organisation. This research argued the participants’ use of social media
enacts the rhetorical components of public relations, rather than the relational ones.
Rhetorical interactions such as connecting, sharing, liking, responding, conversing, and
engaging are important in realising social structures within online contexts, and are
also instrumental in contributing to the possibility of relating to others online. The
social media praxis, within this Case, exposed Public Relation’s inadequacy to realise
the outcome of relating, suggesting current approaches need revisiting, or that the
result of current online activity be described as something other than relating.
This research documented and explored relating from three contrasting, yet
complementary, approaches within Narrative Inquiry. Project one involved an analysis
of content to identify themes and how these themes influenced participants’
approaches to social media to achieve strategic objectives. Project two, comprised a
structural analysis that examined the participant’s online discourse and social
interactions within a campaign around binge drinking. Project three explored relating
through a personal and reflexive analysis of the researcher as a participant, sharing the
process of constructing meaning collaboratively with the participants of this case.
The first research project analysed the archival records of the case study organisation,
exploring the role organisational narratives played in shaping the online interactions of
the practitioners. Analysis drew on Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber’s (1998)
approach to narrative inquiry and highlighted that the formal narratives shared with
participants encouraged relational approaches to social media but the informal
interactions and activities of the participants, observed by the researcher,
demonstrated rhetorical interactions.
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Project two was a nested case study of youth discourses surrounding a recent
Australian Government social media campaign on the issue of binge drinking. This
Project investigated how social media impact relations within public relations. The
language, online interactions, and discourse of the participants were analysed using
Gee’s (2014) approach to discourse analysis and highlighted four areas where social
media impact relations: language was dependent on the context of its use; sign
systems were instrumental in establishing connections between participants online;
language created social identities in mediated contexts, and the participants’
interactions emerged as connecting, responding or engaging on an ascending scale of
interaction online.
The third project explored relating through autoethnography where the researcher
reflected upon her own experience, knowledge and participation within this culture of
practice. The reflexive text synthesised the key insights and turning points from the
research in a re-telling of social media experiences and public relations practice.
For public relations, whose remit is to relate to publics, this research showed three
types of relations using social mediums, but also that these interactions were not
accurately described as relating. This work also highlighted a narrative that placed
unrealistic expectations on practitioners to achieve the outcome of relating within a
context that prevented them from achieving that outcome. Further, the transparency
of social mediums in the didactic approach of public relations, where organisational
messages creep into social spaces, conveyed presumption on the part of the
profession that is impeding, rather than realising the outcome of relating.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
“Relationships, whether fleeting or enduring, are the source of life’s richest meaning,
but as we struggle to establish them, nurture them and sometimes forsake them,
they teach us much” (Mackay, 2013, p. 68).

1.1 Rationale and context of the research
This dissertation reports on three research projects that investigated the
contemporary use of social media within public relations and explored the theoretical
propositions embodied in relational theory. The research explored how social media
usage affects participant’s social interactions, how social media fits within the
landscape of public relations, and how it helps the discipline to enact relationship
building, one of the core functions of practice. Through examining the narratives
within the case organisation and the patterns of participants’ interactions, this
research highlights the issues that come with trying to build relationships with others
online. While social media has facilitated connecting and interacting with ease, and
has the capacity to meet some of the social needs of individuals, the connections and
interactions are often weaker in comparison to the stronger interpersonal attributes
Stoker (2014) suggest are necessary to build relationships with others. These
characteristics include “satisfaction, trust, openness, involvement, commitment and
investment in the relationship”, characteristics often not indicative of the types of
exchanges that take place in social media spaces (p.352). From the literature it seems
that it is possible to build relationships in mediated spaces and that social media is a
useful tool in doing so, but it leaves open the question of what engagement with such
technologies does to practitioners’ relationships with others. This research examined
how technology is influencing these participants’ social habits and interactions in their
attempts to build relationships with them in these spaces. This research supports the
fear often associated with using technology for socialising with others, that online
interactions can become substitutes for the more authentic exchanges necessary to
relate to others (Mackay, 2013).
14

In one of the more recent analyses of social media usage and the online practices of
communication practitioners in Europe, Moreno, Navarro, Tench and Zerfass (2015)
concluded that practitioners, especially regular users of social media, perceive the
media to be very important tools in executing the communication functions of practice
but the majority of practitioners consider that the strategies around social media are
flawed, challenging the discipline to resolve these flaws within research and practice.
A number of scholars concur with Pieczka (2011), including Ledingham and Bruning
(1998; 2000), Hon and Grunig (1999), Tomlinson (2000) and Toth (2000) who describe
relationships as the core of public relations, making the observation that often the
purpose of communicative activity is to establish and maintain relationships with
others. Coombs and Holladay (2015) believe relationships are increasingly important
for public relations due to the pervasiveness of social media suggesting they represent
and encapsulate the character of the profession. Other scholars, such as Moloney
(2006) and James (2009) contest the notion that relationship building is central to the
practice of public relations. Heath (2010; 2013) has also been critical of the
prominence of relationships within public relations scholarship while Harrison (2011)
believes public relations is not the only discipline that manages relationships for
strategic purposes and outcomes.
For all the emphasis by scholars on the relational potential of social media, Carr and
Hayes (2015) confirm that organisations are primarily using social media to
disseminate one-way messages rather than in cultivating two-way relationships. Kent
(2015) reports that social and cultural influences, such as identity formation and
relationship building, are largely absent from social media research in many fields
including public relations, and he criticises the profession for treating online platforms
as another communication medium, rather than investigating the medium itself. Kent
and Saffer (2014) encourage researchers to explore how social media extends our
senses and experiences, rather than simply examining how social media can be used in
communicating with others. Following these scholars, this research explored those
strategies directed towards achieving relational outcomes in online contexts. This
research examined how social media enacted the building of relationships with others
by focussing on exploring how these participants used such media within their social
practices.
15

This investigation of practitioners’ daily use of social media within practice uncovered
patterns of use, the nature of their social interactions, and its usefulness in executing
the core functions of practice. Coombs and Holladay (2010) suggest any discipline
benefits from a reflexive approach to understand its own flaws and to stimulate
discussion in an attempt to resolve those flaws. The impetus for this research was an
initial curiosity about the nature of social media and its potential in enacting a range of
public relations functions, in particular its possibilities for building relationships. Solis
and Breakenridge (2009) define relationships as “the currency required to prosper”, so
this research examined how the discipline used social media to interact with others
online, and explored whether relationships were actually possible (p.80). This curiosity
guided the researcher to reconnect with practice by spending time in the case
organisation so as to experience and explore the phenomena of relating to uncover
approaches that may assist to resolve some of the apparent flaws within practice. The
researcher studied the reasons behind the apparent anomaly between the relational
potential of the medium, and the ability of the discipline to use it for that purpose.
Relating is proving difficult to achieve suggests Theunissen and Wan Noordin (2012),
due to the discipline’s failure to enact dialogue within interactions, which in online
contexts have the potential to lead to relating to others in these spaces. However, the
use of technology to interact and socialise with others is not the universal panacea to
improving our interactions with our fellow human beings and to build relationships
within the practice of public relations. Mackay (2013) explains, accompanying the
“explosion of communication technologies that stimulate and entertain us like never
before” are a range of negative social effects for individuals as they grapple with
adjusting their social practices to environments online (p. 3). He continues by saying
that the downsides of an increasing dependence on technology are greater feelings of
isolation and depression, the unrealistic pursuit of utopian ideals, and relationships
ending at unprecedented rates, which are all opposite to the intended outcomes of
interacting with others. So while virtually we may be more connected, it appears that
we may also be less relational within those interactions.
Current theorisations acknowledge public relations as being challenged by the
pervasiveness of social media while needing to embrace this communicative medium
and explore the opportunities it presents for practice. This research analysed the
16

scholarly literature, field data and the interactions of the participants along with the
researcher’s knowledge and involvement within this community of practice around the
opportunities of social media for public relations. The work examined Heath’s (2013)
assertion that relating to others online may be an idealistic pursuit, rather than a
reality, suggesting research into the impact of social media on the core functions of
daily practice was worthwhile and justified.
1.2 Research problem, aim, question and objectives
This research analysed the potential of social media in enacting the core functions of
everyday public relations practice, particularly relating to others. It explored the
current usage of social media highlighting the possibilities, as well as the pitfalls, of
socialising with others within mediated spaces online. In examining the social
interactions of practitioners, as social media users and online strategists, the
researcher examined the nature of their exchanges when interacting with others
online. This investigation illuminated the approaches and interactions that offered
potential in enacting different types of relations within the online contexts of practice.
This dissertation investigated the primary research question: How are social media
shaping public relations practice? The orientation and trajectory of this research was
guided by seeking data to answer that question, as well as the secondary research
questions guiding each of the three projects respectively: How are public relations
practitioners using social media?, How do social media impact ‘relations’ within public
relations’?, and Can social media help relate to others?
The objectives of this research were twofold; to develop an understanding of
practitioners’ use of social media within current public relations practice; and to
examine the possibilities and challenges social media pose to public relations. This
dissertation comprises three separate but interconnected research projects. The first
project analysed the case study organisation’s archival materials and examined the
direction and advice given to practitioners, through policies and procedures, to guide
their social media engagement on a daily basis. The second project investigated the
online discourse of a social media campaign, Be The Influence (BTI), uncovering the
nature of participants’ interactions that initiated, nurtured and terminated
connections with others online. The third project explored relating through applying
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the personal and reflective methodology of autoethnography, as a form of selfnarrative that placed the researcher as a participant within the case study reflecting on
how to relate to others in social media spaces. The autoethnography: A researcher’s
story of relating online, is what Spry (2001) describes as “a montage text that is
cinematic and multidimensional in shape”, filled with extracts and images from the
researcher and the participants’ shared experiences in the field (cited in Denzin, 2013).
This work followed Theunissen (2015) in investigating the complex phenomena that is
social media where she suggests the medium has multiple possibilities while
simultaneously defining those states as informative, relational and persuasive (p. 13) .
Her quantum view of social media acknowledges that those states are constantly
changing and fluid, due to the medium or context where interactions take place.
Theunissen (2015) suggests that each interaction opens up the possibility of realising
relating, if nurtured by participants, as well as many possible relational outcomes that
a practitioner may value.
1.3 Structure of this dissertation
This dissertation reports the findings of these three projects and synthesises the
conclusions of the work in response to the aims and objectives of the research and the
research questions. In answering the research questions, the researcher discusses the
implications of these conclusions for practice. This dissertation is arranged into seven
separate chapters; the first three introduce and position the research and review the
literature to provide a theoretical context for the work. The ontological and
methodological orientations of this researcher are discussed. Chapter’s four to six
explain the three research projects detailing the methodology applied in collecting and
analysing data leading to the conclusions of each study and, collectively, this case. The
work concludes with a reflective chapter that draws together the findings of the
research within the theoretical propositions of relational theory and suggests some
reorientations for the way public relations is practiced, if relating to others online, is to
be realised.
The structure of the dissertation is represented visually in Figure 1, with a more
detailed explanation of the methods of data collection and analysis for each of the
three projects provided in Chapter 3: Methodology.
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Figure 1: Structure of this dissertation

Structure of this dissertation
Primary Research Question:
How are social media shaping public relations practice?
Ontology: Social Constructionism

Epistemology: Interpretivism

Methodology: Case study
RQ: How are public relations practitioners using social media?
Project 1: Exploring organisational narratives
Archival Research and Narrative Inquiry.
RQ: How do social media impact ‘relations’ within public relations?
Project 2: Be The Influence (BTI)
Nested Case Study and Discourse Anaysis.
RQ: Can social media help relate to others?
Project 3: A researcher's story of relating online
Autoethnography

Conclusion of this case study and Implications for public relations practice

Figure 1 depicts the approach the researcher took in seeking data to answer the
research questions and the methods applied in opening up the data gathered for
interrogation and analysis. A brief discussion of each component of the research
follows.
The ontological positioning is social constructionism, following Patton (2015) in
investigating how these participants interpreted and constructed reality, through
interacting with each other within their network of relationships. This approach
allowed the researcher to examine the essence of relating assigned by these
participants, where Patton (2015) explains the essence resides in relating, rather than
with the participants themselves. The aim of this social constructionist case was to
deconstruct the “truths” referred to by Patton (2015) and defined by the participants
with a focus on praxis and reflexivity as well as understanding the researcher’s own
19

experience, background and actions within this inquiry (p.680). Social constructionism
asserts abstract concepts cannot have essence as they are defined interpersonally and
intersubjectively by individuals interacting within a network of relationships. This
group of individuals, practitioners and other social media users, assign essence to the
phenomena of relating through their social interactions with each other. Essence, the
intrinsic nature of something abstract like relating, resides in the participant’s
interactions, rather than in the phenomenon of relating (“Essence”, 2016).
Three assumptions, following Creswell (2013), guided the social constructionist
approach. Meaning emerged as the researcher actively engaged with the participants
in the field by observing, participating and interacting with them and then constructing
meaning through interpreting and analysing those interactions. The researcher’s tacit
knowledge and experience within the discipline, shaped and influenced the
approaches to collecting data, the means of analysis and the subsequent conclusions
of the case. The researcher acknowledges that the multiple interpretations of
meanings emerged through the continuous interaction with the participants and the
dynamic nature of qualitative inquiry where, Creswell (2013) explains, the researcher
moved seamlessly between collecting, analysing and interpreting the data. Tsetsura
(2010) declares social constructionism provides a sound theoretical basis to inform and
direct this research as it reflects the inherently social nature of the discipline and its
activities based around socially engaging with others within a commercial context. The
tenets of this orientation focus attention on the participants, the practitioners, in
helping to understand their actions and interactions as social beings, along with the
organisations of which they are a part, those organisations they represent, and others
affected by the construction process. This positioning champions the role of
practitioners, as social media users, actively participating in constructing a social reality
with others that can then be analysed in order to understand and interpret their social
habits and lives. Analysing and understanding the social interactions of these
practitioners, suggests Tsetsura (2010), presents new opportunities for analysing
current practices and uncovers new ways to understand communication in a range of
professional settings, including online contexts. Being continually suspicious about
how the world appeared to be within this community of practice encouraged the
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researcher to look for new solutions to existing problems in the dynamic contexts
within which practice now operates.
The epistemological positioning is an interpretivist one, described by Patton (2015) as
aiming to document and explore how these participants interacted with each other
within this social setting and the meanings they constructed through their day-to-day
interactions. The interpretivist position is a broad category, explains Creswell (2013),
which encompasses a range of research approaches, including case study and
ethnographic field work, which were both applied in this research. An interpretivist
orientation uncovered the processes participants used to jointly construct meaning
through observing and then interpreting the participants’ actions, reviewing the field
notes, analysing documents and investigating the online discourses of the participants
to uncover significantly meaningful patterns and themes. Stake (2010) explains the
process of interpretation as a dynamic process of composition, where the researcher
takes the descriptions and observations and interprets them, explicating meaning by
drawing on conceptual relationships known to the researcher and accepted within the
community of practice being studied. Patton (2015) suggests an interpretivist
approach goes beyond describing and attaching significance to what was found within
the data by making sense of the findings, offering explanations, making inferences and
attempting to order an unruly, but patterned, world. Daymon and Holloway (2011)
describe these interpretations as multiple realities and truths, fluid and open to
change as participants act and interact, with each other, the environment, and the
researcher undertaking the inquiry.
The interpretation of the data began by the researcher reviewing her field notes, a
sample of which can be found in Appendix one, the documents of the case
organisation, the online discourse of the participants and reflecting on her own
practice. The researcher’s prolonged engagement in the case organisation, the
experiences shared with the participants and the persistent observations of the
practitioners contributed, according to Lincoln and Guba (1986), to the trustworthiness
and credibility of the data. The researcher’s interpretation of the data helped to
document and explicate the participant’s experience of relating in reaching the
conclusions formulated in the context of this case study.
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The methodological approach is a qualitative one guided by Denzin and Lincoln (2013),
whereby the interpretation of the practices surrounding social media focused on their
socially constructed nature, the close relationship between the researcher and the
phenomena of relating, while acknowledging the situational constraints of the
research. Seeking to answer how social experiences were created and assigned
meaning by participants, the researcher drew on Yin’s (2014) approach to case study in
uncovering the insights into practice within this setting. Yin (2014) defines a case
study as a bounded entity applied here to explore the behavioural phenomenon of
relating within a specific time and place. The focus of this case exposed and analysed
the social routines and habits of these participants revealing, as Rawls (2008) explains,
the tacit knowledge the participants applied in producing order and making sense of
their social world.
The case study organisation is a public relations consultancy in Sydney, Australia that
provides the full range of public relations services to clients in the commercial,
government and not-for-profit sectors. This consultancy was selected as the case
study organisation due to its accessibility to the researcher, as well as following the
advice of Zerfass, Verhoeven, Tench, Moreno and Verčič (2011) who suggest
consultancies are leading practice in terms of social media use and application. The
primary means of gathering data was field work, observation and engagement in the
setting through regular field visits over a three year period. The data gathered
comprised the researcher’s field notes of observations and interactions with
participants in the consultancy, organisationally generated documents and discourses
around social media use, the archival materials of the organisation, together with the
scholarly literature.
Data for each of the projects was analysed using three different yet complementary
approaches. Project one, analysed the case study organisation’s archival materials via
a content analysis to identify themes within the documents and how these themes
influenced the participants pursuit of strategic objectives through social media
activities. Project two is a nested study that involved structural analysis to document
and examine how narratives were constructed through participants’ interactions
within this campaign. Project three is an autoethnography or self- narrative that
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critiques the situated natures of self and others within the social context of praxis
within this case study.
The following section of this chapter provides an overview of what is covered in each
of the remaining chapters of this work.
Chapter 1: Introduction
This chapter introduces the research, explains the reasons for undertaking a case
study, and outlines the primary and secondary research questions as well as the aims
and objectives of the research.
Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter provides an overview of the literature, tracing the development of
relationship management theory and social media within public relations. It examines
the origins of the relational paradigm, the literature review, and critiques the
phenomena of relating within the socially constructed reality of public relations, as
well as in mediated environments online. Analysis of the literature confirms
relationship building is a central activity within public relations and suggests the
potential of using social media in relating to others is proving challenging in practice.
Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter explains the qualitative approach of the case, in particular the ontological
and epistemological underpinnings of the work. Chapter three explains the suitability
of case study in investigating the phenomenon of relating in social media
environments and the respective approaches applied in the three projects that
comprise this case.
Chapter 4: Project 1 Exploring Organisational Narratives
This chapter presents a content analysis of the organisation’s archival materials.
Analysing the archival materials focussed on uncovering the narratives embedded
within the documents to reveal the themes favoured by the organisation that directed
the practitioner’s use of social media through policies and procedures. The conclusion
of this project showed the narratives encouraged relational approaches to social
23

media, but also that the participants’ actions enacted rhetorical activities such as
connecting, conversing and socialising with others online.
Chapter 5: Project 2, Be The Influence (BTI), Social Media Campaign
This chapter further explores the conclusions from the first project by analysing a
nested case, Be The Influence (BTI), a social media campaign within the overarching
case study. This project is a structural analysis of the online discourse of the
participants, as opposed to the content analysis undertaken in the first project. This
analysis shifts meaning from the participants being told how to approach and act in
social media spaces through organisational policies and narratives, to telling, and
exploring how the participants construct meaning through interacting with each other
online. This study applied Gee’s (2014) model of discourse to analyse the BTI
discourse; text, talk, video and semiotic images, to uncover the social practices of
these participants and how meaning emerges as they socialise with each other. This
project concluded that language situates meaning, creates identities and is important
in sustaining connections established by other means online. Further, this project
shows the actions of these participants represent varying levels of interaction online;
connecting, responding and engaging, but not yet relating.
Chapter 6: Project 3, A researcher’s story of relating online
Chapter six presents an autoethnographical account: A researcher’s story of relating
online, canvassing the researcher’s experiences of relating and is written as a reflexive
self-narrative. This narrative, following Mingé (2013), contains shards of the
researcher’s field experiences and “in-the-moment interactions” between the
researcher and the participants, in the form of a montage text, a “story to live and live
with” (p. 437). Applying this emerging means of analysis encouraged the researcher to
immerse herself in the work by considering and reflecting on her own lived
experiences, her understandings of relating, and the possibilities of using social
mediums in relating to others with her discipline of practice.
Chapter 7: Conclusions and implications for practice
This chapter synthesises the conclusions of the three projects into a discussion of how
social media is shaping public relations. The conclusions of this case show social media
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effectively facilitating many components of daily practice such as connecting,
responding and engaging to others personally and professionally and, while important,
these interactions constituted rhetorical, rather than relational, activities. This chapter
also presents some implications for practice, suggesting a reorientation of current
approaches is necessary to realise relating to others in online spaces.
1.4 Defining key concepts
Before proceeding with a review of the literature, the key concepts used throughout
this case are defined. This section of the chapter defines three terms central to this
research: relate, relating and relationships. It is important for both the researcher and
the reader to be clear on the meaning of these terms and how they are interrogated
and used within this research. It is also important because this research concluded
that the discipline’s current approaches to social media are often referred to as
relational, and what is happening in social media contexts as relating, when this
research demonstrates otherwise.
Definitions are scholarly points of view that describe what is important within concepts
and phenomena being investigated, and by implication, what is unimportant. A lack of
clarity around the terms central to a discipline’s practice, also leads to a lack of
direction in the activities designed to achieve the outcomes of practice. Research and
reflection on practice goes some way towards achieving the clarity and direction
required to address the paradoxes and tensions that inevitably emerge within the
practice of public relations. Coombs and Holladay (2010) suggest any discipline
benefits from reflecting on its own practice to stimulate thinking about concepts and
areas of concern, to address these issues and enhance the discipline’s contribution to
society. Investigating the terminology and concepts within public relations is
necessary to pinpoint their meaning, use and application, as these concepts are
pertinent in enriching practice. Fitch (2012) argues that traditional concepts like
relationships remain relevant within practice today, however, she suggests the
discipline needs to develop new understandings to enhance a body of knowledge to
contend with the challenges new practice contexts, such as online, bring. The three
concepts defined below orient the reader to the common usage of the terms, as well
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as their application in practice and within this research. Defining these concepts
clearly is fundamental to understanding the assumptions made by the researcher, and
the conclusions around relating to others in online contexts.
Relate
To relate means to connect with another individual and to show an understanding and
an awareness of others through interaction (“Relate”, 2016). To relate, according to
Mackay (2013), means to recognise, respect and respond to other human beings
within a functioning society. In the context of public relations practice Coombs and
Holladay (2010) describes the term relate as a means to build or establish a link,
through a communicative interaction, between individuals as well as between
organisations and others, sometimes referred to as stakeholders, publics or others,
where ‘others’ describes organisations and collectives of stakeholders and publics.
Following Conrad and Haynes’ (2001), this work assumes the nature of communication
used to relate to others embodies properties that are symbolic, narrative, interpretive,
message-oriented and meaning-centred. Coombs and Holladay (2010) describe how,
within the contexts of professional practice, practitioners relate to others, by
interactions that sometimes attempt to influence those opinions. In this case study,
relate means to establish, connect and maintain an association between an
organisation and others via the medium of social media within contemporary public
relations practice.
Relating
Relating is a verb, used without an object to refer to the act of forming or identifying a
social relationship with another person (“Relating”, 2016). Grammatically, relating is a
gerund, formed from the noun relate, but which functions more like a verb to convey
something that is real or hypothetical. Within public relations, relating is the ideal
outcome of the process of interactions that take place between individuals or between
an organisation and others. Relating is defined by Moloney (2006) as the “process in
which relational partners struggle for a communicative advantage over each other
within the interactions that take place between them” (p.553). This dissertation
suggests the essence of relating is communicative interactions where individuals
display the propensity to reduce the uncertainty of exchanges with others through
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applying tacit knowledge, drawing on their own information, values, and beliefs as
they co-define and negotiate relationships with others. Using relating from a
sociological perspective, as this research does, is consistent with the social
constructionist orientation where interactions refer to a social relation or social
interaction between two human parties. Public relations needs to be clear on what
relating is and what it is not, given that this case argues that relating inaccurately
describes the outcome of the social interactions of these participants.
Relationships
Carr and Hayes (2015) assert that a clear definition of what is meant by relationships is
lacking within social media research. Where one is provided, it often refers to the
acquisition and delivery of information and is sometimes conflated with other terms
such as conversation and dialogue. Given the lack of a definition and no substantial
indicators to assess relationships, Kent (2015) points out there is a serious disconnect
between relationships and what social media scholars have claimed to have studied
though research. This research defines a relationship as an association or connection
that describes the way in which two individuals or a group are connected based on
social interactions, mutual goals, interests, or feelings and where the association may
be based on inference, regular business interactions or a social commitment
(“Relationship”, 2016). Coombs and Holladay (2010) purport public relations has
reenergised the term relationship and this reclamation includes an emphasis on
building strong relationships with others along with ways to measure the strength of
those relationships. James Grunig (2001) defines relationships as the “patterns of
interaction, transaction, exchange and linkage between an organization and its public”
(p.18). Relationships, suggests Stoker (2014), are the outcome of “direct interactions
between people and organisations including one-way and two-way communication,
socialisation, and a series of exchanges of services, products or money” (p. 353).
Hung’s (2008) approach implies relationships develop from the process of ongoing
communication, acknowledging that instead of being a linear process, relationships are
inherently dialogically complex and contradictory in nature (p.459). The types of
relationships represented in this research follow Stoker (2014) where relationships
represent patterns of interaction between relational parties that are jointly
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responsible for the nature of the relationship, ideally based on honesty, openness and
cooperation between them.
Public relations research is dominated by a relationships approach which can facilitate
and sometimes impede the profession. Some scholars, such as Moloney (2006) and
James (2009), contest the notion that relationship building is central to the practice of
public relations. James (2009) proposes that the development of public relations
theory would benefit from considering the concepts of strategy and that the
construction of meaning within a social constructionist approach may be more useful.
Further, citing Botan and Taylor (2004), she argues there is a need for “an umbrella
concept for co-creational approaches, which have up until now primarily focused on
relationship management and place an implicit value on relationships going beyond
the achievement of an organizational goal (Botan & Taylor, 2004, p. 652).
While acknowledging that relationship building’s centrality to public relations is
contested by some scholars, the majority of the literature confirms relationship
building as the ultimate outcome of much of a practitioner’s activity on a daily basis
and is important in contributing to the success of other strategic objectives. As
recently as 2015, leading scholars Coombs and Holladay (2015) stated the application
of relationship has been strengthened by the growth and importance of social media
within the present-day practice of public relations positing that relationships has
become the “defacto identity” for the profession (p. 690).
This chapter has provided an introduction to this dissertation, outlining the research
problem, aim, question and objectives, as well as the ontological and methodological
orientations of the work. The key concepts and terms used throughout this
dissertation were explained and defined for the reader. The structure of this
dissertation was introduced, illustrating the methodologies applied in collecting and
analysing the data and leading to the conclusions of this case. The next chapter,
reviews the literature to provide a theoretical foundation to the central concepts of
this research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter reviews the literature to analyse the central theoretical propositions of
relational theory to contextualise this research. It begins by defining the discipline
being investigated, the rhetorical and relational paradigms, synthesising the debate
around managing versus cultivating relationships, and then examines the phenomena
of social media within a public relations context, studying it as a potentially relational
channel.
2.1 Defining the discipline
The central purpose of public relations is to relate to publics primarily through
communicative interactions that seek to provide the unseen connection between two
parties, or an organisation and others. In 2004, Botan and Taylor described public
relations as a type of applied communication typically ascribed to organisations
operating in commercial sectors. Early research into public relations was criticised as
being almost entirely focussed on the efficacy of messages disseminated by
organisations. This description of practice by Botan and Taylor (2004) represented a
functional approach positioning publics and communication as “tools or means to
achieve organizational ends” (p. 651). However, they also noted that public relations
scholarship has experienced a gradual transition from the functional perspective
described by Botan and Taylor to the more contemporary “co-creational” one, wherein
publics are viewed as co-creators of meaning, collaboratively participating in the
meaning-making process within relationships, rather than being simply targets or
passive recipients of communicative messages sent by organisations.
While there are some nuances in defining the discipline, scholars concur the central
functions summarised by Chia and Synnott (2012), comprise typical public relations
activities: Internal communication management, external networking, multifaceted
communication and relationship building, issues and crisis management, reputation
management, research, public affairs and stakeholder relations. Definitions of the
discipline, from examining the literature, can be categorised in two approaches: those
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that focus on the communicative activities and those that describe the relational
functions of public relations practice.
The rhetorical definitions of the discipline reflect Chia and Synnott’s (2012) description
of public relations as the community of practice that “collaborates with diverse publics
through dialogue, multi-way discussion, networking and relationship monitoring and
management” (p. 11). Johnston and Zawawi’s (2009) definition describes who
executes that practice, saying “public relations can be carried out by organisations,
groups or individuals as they interact with various publics or stakeholders to pursue
objectives and goals” (p. 6.). Within an organisational context Taylor and Kent (2014)
define public relations as a strategic “communication activity that helps organizations
to engage with multiple publics” (p. 384) concurring with Heath and Coombs’ (2005)
description of the discipline as a management function that involves “planning,
researching, publicity, promotion, and collaborative decision-making to help any
organisation’s ability to listen, appreciate, and responding to those individuals and
groups whose mutually beneficial relationships the organisation needs to achieve its
mission” (p. 7). In addition to these definitions that explain what the discipline is, and
what it does, this research advocates the importance of informal ways of acquiring
knowledge within the context of professional practice through daily actions which help
to explain how practitioners acquire knowledge and the meaning attributed to those
actions. Macnamara (2012) theorises this knowledge as “everyday ways of knowing;
traditions and customs, trusted authorities, personal experience, intuition and
tenacity” (p.11), resulting in the ever-changing approaches to practices sanctioned by
the participants of this research. These ways of knowing are essential in illuminating
the daily routines and the social lives of practitioners, as social media participants,
along with the customs, codes of behaviour and experiential learning, which are all
important components in interrogating and understanding, how and why, the
participants behave and interact the way that they do. Everyday knowledge is
important in researching communicative practice, suggests Macnamara (2012), as
communication is central to human interaction, and examining tacit ways of knowing
provides invaluable insights into the traditions and practices of this community of
participants. Macnamara’s (2012) assertion was confirmed by the researcher’s own
experience in the field in gathering data for this research as multiple and varied ways of
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knowing were observed as the practitioners, the participants of the research, engaged
in experiential learning in using social media on a daily basis.
Coombs and Holladay (2010) define public relations from a relational perspective as
the discipline that manages mutually influential relationships within a web of
relationships, such as those that emerge in online contexts. These scholars allude to
one of the common criticisms of public relations, which will be discussed more fully
later in this chapter, that is the notion of managing relationships, as the term brings
negative connotations often equated with notions of controlling or manipulating
others within a relationship. Relational definitions, such as the following one proposed
by Lattimore, Baskin, Heiman and Toth (2012), describe the discipline as having
influence beyond the organisational realm alluding to a societal influence of public
relations in “communicating with all relevant internal and external audiences to
develop positive relations and create consistency between organizational goals and
societal expectations” (p. 9). A relational description of public relations, pose Chia and
Synnott (2012), involves understanding the value of engaging with others within
society in exploring mutual objectives, embracing new ideas and negotiating, which are
all part of the process of developing shared social capital.
Verčič, Verčič and Sriramesh (2015)’s research set out to explore the growth of the
body of knowledge at the nexus between public relations and social media, focussing
on examining if social media had been holistically studied by scholars of public
relations. Interestingly their work sought to determine if social media had encouraged
the discipline to redefine the term public and whether these media had led to the
discipline approaching publics differently. As a counterbalance to their work, this
research examined the impact of social media on relations, within public relations,
concluding the actions of these participants were not relational and their activities
hampered, rather than realised, improved relations with others. This research
concludes there is much work still to be done in determining what relating looks like in
online contexts to establish more conclusively if it is even possible. In addition to
carefully and theoretically studying social media and the communication they
facilitate, this research sought to focus on those undertaking the communication,
namely the participants themselves.
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2.2 Conceptual paradigms of public relations
Conceptual paradigms become useful in identifying and exposing the interconnections
between theoretical and abstract constructs, such as relating, as discussed in the
literature, and how they are enacted in the context of professional practice.
Paradigms become what Macnamara (2012) describes as a conceptual bridge from
theory to practice, showing the causal relationship between phenomena. Center,
Jackson, Smith and Stansberry (2008) point out that theory provides the principles that
guide practice based on the “application of knowledge that has been verified and
confirmed to consistently work in consistent situations” (p.13). Theories, add Chia and
Synnott (2012), also help practitioners from repeating past mistakes by learning from
the wisdom of peers drawing on what has been tested, researched and found to work,
as well as mistakes to be avoided. Of the many conceptualisations which have been
proposed throughout the discipline’s history, two are pertinent to this work; the
rhetorical and the relational.
The rhetorical paradigm
When defining public relations within a rhetorical paradigm, Heath (2001) explains the
focus is on meaning production and sense making, positioning organisations as entities
capable of shaping and influencing societal development and change. While a
rhetorical approach focuses on communication, it does so in a relational and cultural
sense. Toth (2013) describes communication as the symbolic behaviour of
organisations, with a role to play in creating and influencing relationships between
organisations and others, with the potential to transform cultures through the
information shared by establishing norms that coordinate the actions of individuals.
Rhetorical scholars Cheney and Dionisopoulos (1989) advise organisations to act
responsibly and be self-conscious and reflexive about their role in contributing to, and
exercising power within, public discourses. Heath (2013), drawing on the work of
Burke (1969), argues this paradigm should enact a dialectic approach where the role of
rhetoric is to explain situations faced by organisations that require a strategic reponse,
involving multiple audiences, messages, images or opinions of participants around the
situation. Heath and Coombs (2005) posit that this approach to public relations
assumes factual evidence, reasoned argument, and ethical judgement which are
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critical to effective communication and the establishment of relationships with
organisational others. The downside of the rhetorical position is that it is criticised for
embodying the tenets of manipulation and persuasion, which can be partially offset
according to Toth (2013) and Heath (2013) by a more ethical approach which they
refer to as an invitational approach to practice. An invitational approach, says Toth
(2013), attempts to maintain equilibrium, tempering the privileging of an advocate’s
point of view over another within communicative interactions and encouraging
relational partners to be open minded to multiple advocates, and being considerate of
various perspectives in resolving organisational issues.
Heath’s (2010) theorising of the discipline provides a useful conceptual bridge from
theory to practice which helps in interrogating the current practice of Public relations
with a particular emphasis on the online contexts of practice. Continuing to progress
rhetorical theory, Heath (2010) proposed three revised paradigms for conceptualising
Public relations practice; “management adjustive, discourse engagement and
normal/critical/ethical” which offer useful approaches for understanding the role of
Public relations particularly in social media contexts (p. 1). The first of the paradigms,
the management adjustive approach, considers how organisations respond to and
survive within the complex and dynamic contexts of modern day practice. The second
paradigm Heath (2010) articulates as discourse engagement, which encompasses the
interactive and participatory communicative interactions and describes participants
interacting dialogically, shaping conversations and discussions, both off and online. Of
the three paradigms, discourse engagement resonates with this research where the
research agrees with Heath (2010) that Public relations should abandon, rather than
perpetuate, the metanarrative wherein one partner should dominate another when
interacting online. The final paradigm emphasises the contribution of Public relations
to the broader society, particularly the efforts of the discipline towards resolving a
range of issues in the interest of promoting and facilitating harmony (Heath, 2010).
The underlying principles of these three paradigms, explain Motion, Heath and Leitch
(2015), include; proactivity to achieve mutual objectives, collaboration through
discourse to develop shared meaning, and a commitment to the responsible and
ethical practice of Public relations, and these apply equally to its practice in online
contexts. Rhetorical theory is enacted in social media contexts through participants
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connecting, sharing, liking, responding, conversing, and engaging with others in the
mediated environments that exist online. These interactions are important in building,
realising and maintaining social structures that emerge within online communities and
that prove instrumental in realising more purposeful interactions, whatever that might
look like online.
The relational paradigm
While the rhetorical paradigm focuses on communicative interactions, the relational
paradigm focuses on the outcome of those interactions, relationships. Relationships
are the central component of relational theory and, as introduced in chapter one, are
understood in this work as an association or connection that describes the way in
which two individuals or a group are connected based on social interactions, mutual
goals, interests, or feelings where the association may be based on inference, regular
business interactions or a social commitment (“Relationship”, 2016).
Within the relational paradigm described by proponents Ferguson (1984), Hutton,
(1999), Ledingham and Bruning (1998) and Chia (2008), public relations is seen as a
strategic relationship building function and an integral process in managing
organisations. The understanding of relationships, what they are and the importance
of nurturing them within Public relations, began with Ferguson’s seminal work in 1984
beginning the reorientation of the discipline from focussing on communication to
relationships as the outcome of interactions between parties. Ferguson (1984)
advocated for relations, rather than organisations or publics, to be the unit of study for
Public relations researchers. Center, et al. (2008) represent the collective thoughts of
relational scholars making it clear that an organisation benefits from investing in
relationships through communication as positive relationships enhance the realisation
of strategic and business objectives.
Scholars such as Ledingham (2003), and other proponents of the relational paradigm,
sought to define relationships, articulate the types of relationships that exist in
professional practice, propose dimensions of organisation-public relationships (OPRs)
and outline strategies to maintain and nurture them. Ledingham and Bruning (1998)
articulated five dimensions that facilitate relational success; trust, openness,
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involvement, commitment and investment in the relationship. Collectively, these
dimensions contribute to the chance of developing healthy relationships, as well as the
perceptions others develop about the organisation. The literature on interpersonal
relationships has also contributed to our understanding of how organisations relate to
others. Scholars Broom, Casey and Ritchie (1997), Ledingham and Bruning (2000), and
Hon and Grunig (1999), have drawn similarities between interpersonal and
organisation-public relationships, including the need for interaction and the impact of
communication on credibility as suggested by Banning and Sweetser (2007). The
necessity for relational exchanges to be dialogic has been argued convincingly by Kent
and Taylor (1998) and, more recently, by Theunissen (2015) and with good reason.
Dialogue is an essential characteristic in developing interpersonal relationships offline
and Kent (2013) and Theunissen (2015) affirm its presence is critical if public relations
is to progress towards relating to others in social spaces online.
Much of the public relations literature draws on the concept of organisational-public
relationships (OPR), that is, those that exist between the organisation and its publics.
Heath (2013) recently challenged this concept by seeking clarification as to “whether
OPR stands for an organisations simple and singular relationship with one public, the
‘public’ or many ‘publics’?” (p. 426). He suggests it may be more fruitful to presume
organisations have relationships with others, represented in the acronym OOR, rather
than a single public and where others refer to other organisations to which the
organisation relates as well as to the various types of stakeholders and stakeseekers
that comprise society of which the organisation is a part. Heath’s (2013) distinction is
important in providing a conceptual framework for understanding the nature of those
to whom to relate in online contexts. Online, not only can practitioners relate to
organisations and others, but also the relational partners of those organisations and
others describing the networked effect of relating online. Further, Heath’s (2013)
conceptual model advocates social exchange theory as highly relevant to
conceptualising, researching and enacting relationships at an organisational level,
prefacing the social construction of reality that is enacted and defined through the
discursive interactions of individuals within organisations. Embodying a social
exchange positioning, Heath (2013) describes relationships online as phenomena that
are negotiated and co-defined between those within the relationship, where the
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relationship is discursively defined and enacted. Examining the relationships that
organisations develop in online contexts, as described by Bechmann and Lomborg
(2013), positions “social media as adding to the processes of human sense making
within a participant-centred perspective that involves exploring of self and others” in
the social interactions of everyday life (p. 766).
Relating to others online remains challenging for the discipline according to the
current literature and in particular to the work of Theunissen (2015), Taylor and Kent
(2014) and Chia (2006; 2008). The literature provides two clues that illustrate why
relating online remains difficult: the context in which relational exchanges occur
significantly alters the nature of those exchanges making relationships more difficult to
achieve; and the risk of taking commercial agendas into social spaces online.
Understanding the influence of context, through relating online, draws heavily on the
rhetorical paradigm due to a participant’s reliance on text, rather than visual clues and
body language such as in face-to-face interactions, in interpreting and making sense of
relational exchanges. Scholars Ledingham and Bruning (1998; 2000), Grunig and
Huang (2000), Hon and Grunig (1999), Taylor (2004) and Taylor and Doerfel (2005)
have all collectively identified the following characteristics as necessary to enact
relating; satisfaction, commitment, control mutuality, or control and power within
relationships. The higher the perception of these dimensions within relational
interactions, according to Ledingham and Bruning (1998), correlates with participants
developing favourable attitudes and loyalty towards the organisation. Chia (2008)
adds to the online context to the relational debate, confirming these characteristics
are critical to developing and nurturing relationships but also suggesting relationships,
particularly those online, are constantly changing, so an understanding of context, and
the ways contexts alter changing relational dynamics, is needed. In online contexts,
due to the absence of visual clues, participants rely on tacit knowledge and clues to
enact the relational dimensions discussed earlier in this chapter. Heath (2013)
describes interacting online as participating in a discursive web of relational text:
“loyalty, positivity, control, power, negativity, frustration, hope, love, hate,
intimidation, social support, self-reliance, co-dependency, independence,
interdependence, dependence and alliances, partnerships or associations” (p. 431).
Embodying these characteristics, Heath’s (2013) OOR foregrounds a dialogic, discursive
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and rhetorical approach to relating which he proposes offers rich insights into
contemporary relationships that he describes are “textual, multidimensional,
multilayered and complexly interrelated” (p. 431).
Understanding relational others, and the risk of taking commercial agendas into social
spaces online, also affects the ability to connect with others online. Ryan (2009) cited
in Ki, Kim and Ledingham (2015), suggested approaching relating with organisational
objectives in mind is only part of the equation and says scholars need to pursue a
holistic understanding of relationships, urging public relations to play this role and
asserting this is the next step in the evolution of relationship management for the
discipline. The principles guiding the process of building relationships between
organisations and others mirror those required to enact interpersonal relationships
and help to explain how the discipline might enact relating in online contexts.
Understanding that relating is a process, as well as the outcome of interactions in
offline and online contexts, will also help. The process of initiating a relationship
according to Ki, Kim and Ledingham (2015) has five stages; initiating - showing respect;
experimenting – do you want to further the relationship; intensifying – feelings are
expressed more openly; integrating – sharing identities; and bonding – public gestures
about relationships (p. 53). These stages also apply to building relationships in online
contexts, as they do offline.
Ki, et al. (2015)’s recent research is important in drawing our attention to a concept
often overlooked in the current literature, the fact that relationships are not always
positive, are usually challenging, and sometimes fail and need to be terminated, which
is an activity that also falls within the remit of Public relations practice. The process of
ending relationships also happens online and comprises five stages; differentiating –
“me more than we”; circumscribing – communication decreases; stagnating – nothing
much happens; avoiding – putting distance between the other and terminating –
ending the relationship (p. 54).
While the emergence of the relational paradigm has reoriented the discipline’s focus
from a rhetorical to a relational one, a similar reorientation is currently occurring as
social media propels the discipline in another new direction. Social media is changing
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the discipline, those with whom the discipline interacts, as well as the nature of those
interactions. Given the use of social media by these participants reflect rhetorical
activities dominate relational ones, the question arises where public relations can
realise relating in these contexts. It is also conceivable that perhaps two competing
narratives, rhetorical and relational may coexist within in online public relations
practice. If so, it appears within the context of this case, that the relational narrative
dominates practitioner’s discourse in intent, rather than in practice of using social
media on a daily basis to interact with others. Social mediums, according to Rosen
(2006), have repositioned publics from groups formerly referred to as audiences, to
others which includes publics made more real, less fictional, more able and less
predictable than ever before. Relational partners online are not passive or pliable
audiences and it is a mistake to think so. Those with whom the discipline hopes to
relate, confirms Solis (2012), are not present in online contexts to listen and applaud,
instead to socialise and follow their own interests and pursuits. Synthesising the
comprehensive ongoing debate about relationships as the locus for practice is, as
Macnamara (2012) proposes, that public relations is not communication for the sake
of communication, or for short-term self-interest, but for enacting dialogic interactive
exchanges undertaken as a crucial part of the process of creating and cultivating
relationships.
A number of scholars, notably John Ledingham and Stephen Bruning (1998, 2000),
Linda Hon and James Grunig (1999), Dean Tomlinson (2000) and Elizabeth Toth (2000),
say relationships are the core of public relations. These scholars make the important
point that communication is undertaken to establish and maintain relationships with
others. Despite the dominance of relationships within public relations literature, not
all scholars agree with this assertion. Heath (2010; 2013) has been critical of the
prominence of relationships within public relations scholarship. Heath (2010) cautions
“Relationship management theory draws on interpersonal communication” often
inaccurately equating the term relationship to mean something “that is good and
enduring” (p. xiii). In his later work (2013) Heath criticised the profession for assuming
effective relationships between organisations and stakeholders and publics was a cure
all for the challenges facing contemporary practitioners. Instead he suggested
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interrogating the power attributed to the term ‘relationship’ re-examining its
conceptualisation within the profession.
Harrison (2011) asserts that effective relationships are crucial to contemporary public
relations practice but qualifies this by suggesting it is stretching the concept to define
public relations as the discipline that lays claim to the management of such
relationships. Ledingham (2006) also points out there are some difficulties in a
dependence on relationships as a general theory of PR practice. Harrison (2011)
summarises these difficulties as follows: the management of relationships is not
unique to public relations; relations are dynamic and difficult to quantify and relations
are a means to an end, rather than the end itself.
The management of relationships is not unique to public relations as many disciplines
seek to cultivate and maintain good relationships with their stakeholders. For example
in an organisational sense, establishing effective working relationships are often the
remit of human resources and supervisors. Hutton (1999) asserts “few observers of
the field appear to be aware that other fields are more advanced than public relations
in developing what should be the central organising theme of public relations theory
and practice – relationships (Hutton, 1999, p. 209). Relationships are dynamic and
extremely difficult to quantify as they are constantly changing in nature and intensity
(Chia, 2006). Thus validly and reliably comparing relationships as outcomes from one
period to the next is virtually impossible. Ledingham makes the connection between
relationships and the “attainment of organisational objectives”, but fails to
demonstrate a direct connection with return on investment or other tangible
measures of organisational performance (Ledingham, 2006, p. 466). James Grunig
(2006) also concedes he hasn’t been able to achieve this “proof” either. For
practitioners to base performance on a nebulous concept like the state of their
relationships, suggests this is an extremely tenuous position to be in (Sinickas, 2003).
Regardless, Ledingham and Bruning (2006) persist in assuring us that relationships are
central to contemporary practice:
“The relational perspective is said to clarify the function of public relations within
an organisational structure and to provide a framework for determining the
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contribution of public relations to the attainment of organisational objectives”
(Ledingham, 2006, p. 466).
Grunig (2006) supports this suggesting: “I now believe that the concept of relationship
cultivation strategies is the heir to the modes of public relations and the two-way
symmetrical model, in particular (Grunig, 2006, p. 168).
2.3 Managing or cultivating relationships
Much of the relational literature discusses the discipline’s attempts to manage
relationships, where this dissertation argues that cultivating, rather than managing
relationships is a more effective approach, particularly in online contexts. Public
relations scholarship continues in perpetuating the notion that something as complex,
dynamic and inherently human as relationships can somehow be managed through
public relations activity. The process of managing relationships proliferates the
literature originally defined by Cutlip, Center and Broom (1994) referring to the act of
building and maintaining relationships with others. This research argues cultivating is
a more useful way of describing and approaching contemporary relationships. The
uncomfortableness of the concept of managing relationships was captured by Stoker
(2014) who explains the expressed intent to manage a relationship is paradoxical, as it
would be the discipline’s attempt to exert influence over something that should
typically develop organically from the free will and interactions of the relational
parties. Like Coombs and Holladay (2010) this research argues cultivating rather than
managing more accurately represents public relations activity, particular online, where
the relational interactions involve a range of tools and multiple interactions nurtured
over time.
Relationship building is considered a fundamental skill of public relations and
nowadays, suggests Chia and Synnott (2012), includes activities such as planning online
communication and exploring new and different ways to work collaboratively with
relational others through social media, storytelling and narrative platforms. The
approach of this research to relating aligns with Hung’s (2008) suggestion of cultivating
rather than managing relationships. Sharing the responsibility for the wellbeing of the
relationship between those involved is ideally based on characteristics of honesty,
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openness and cooperation, and is important to the health of the relationship as well as
considering the context in which the interactions take place. Coombs and Holladay
(2010) describe online relationships as interdependent rather than independent,
explaining the flow on effect when relational partners communicate with each other,
where such interaction has the potential to affect more than that relationship due to
the web of relationship effect online. The notion of a web of relationships helps to
visualise the nature of relationships that emerge online, where relationships begin
between two parties but, through the associations and networks online, quickly
expand to include the links to other relational partners based on the original
connection. Coombs and Holladay (2010) suggest the role of practitioners in online
contexts should be to build and maintain relational links rather than obsessing over the
number of relationships, which may prove to be a more effective approach to relating.
While the review of literature until this point has focussed on relationships, the
discussion now moves to reviewing the intersection of social media and its use and
potential for public relations practice.
2.4 Social media defined
This section synthesises the literature on social media into three key discussions: what
social media is and the tools it encompasses; and the nature of sociality in online
contexts; and how it aligns with the functions of practice. Social media, suggest Page,
Barton, Unger and Zappavigna (2014), refer to the “internet-based sites and services
that promote social interaction between participants” which groups together a diverse
range of platforms originating from different genres (p. 5). One of the more recent
definitions, from Motion, Heath and Leitch (2015), fundamentally describes social
media as spaces for connecting and conversing with people. Within a public relations
context, Hippner (2006) describes social media as the web–based applications that
enable practitioners to exchange information, communicate with others, and create
relationships. It is important to distinguish between the concepts of new and social
media and Duhé (2007) suggests social, rather than new media, offer greater potential
in relating to others. New media, according to Carpentier and De Cleen (2008), refers
to digital technologies as well, however the term ‘new’ becomes problematic as the
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definition is time-bound and suggests a discourse of novelty or originality, which is not
always accurate.
Kent (2010) defined social media as “any interactive communication channel that
allows for two-way interaction and feedback,” further specifying social media are
characterised by their “potential for real-time interaction, reduced anonymity, a sense
of propinquity, short response times, and the ability to ‘time shift,’ or engage the social
network whenever suits each particular member” (p. 645). Howard and Parks (2012)
proposed a more complex definition of social media as media consisting of three parts:
“(a) the information infrastructure and tools used to produce and distribute
content; (b) the content that takes the digital form of personal messages, news,
ideas, and cultural products; and (c) the people, organizations, and industries
that produce and consume digital content” (p. 362).
Carr and Hayes (2015) suggest defining social media is a slippery endeavour. If you
asked a group of individuals what social media are, the likely response will include a list
of social media tools, rather than a concrete definition of the medium itself. They
contend that this lack of clarity in articulating what social media are, limits our ability
to develop robust theories about its use. The lack of a clear definition is perhaps due
in part to the myriad of social media tools and the need to include future tools yet to
emerge. Attempting to provide some clarity, Carr and Hayes (2015) define social
media as follows:
“Internet-based channels that allow users to opportunistically interact and
selectively self-present, either in real-time or asynchronously, with both broad
and narrow audiences who derive value from user-generated content and the
perception of interaction with others” (p.50).
This definition raises the concept of “disentrainment”, based on the notion that social
media are experienced asynchronously and channels exist without human interaction
(p.50). Entrainment, originating from organisational behaviour literature, means to
adjust one’s pace or cycle to match that of another; thus, disentrainment means that
this adjustment is unnecessary (Ancona & Chong, 1996). In a communicative context,
disentrainment refers to the channel where the communication takes place in a space
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where participants choose to participate, as opposed to face-to-face communication,
where both parties need to be committed at the same time, to the communicative
interaction (Walther, 1996). In online contexts, social media provide communicators
the opportunity to engage via a form of disentrained, asynchronous communication
that does not require simultaneous attention from participants where temporal
commitments are discretionary, and where individuals have greater time and flexibility
in deciding how they present themselves to others online (Walther, 1996).
Disentrainment is important to researchers investigating social phenomena in virtual
worlds as it explains how various platforms continue to function without participants
being continually present and active. Kent (2015) suggests the concept of
“disentrainment”, helps us to understand how social media are experienced
asynchronously, without the personal interaction of individual participants. As Carr
and Haynes (2015) explain, Facebook does not cease to function or decline in value
because a single user is not online; rather, it operates continually as participants come
and go at a time of their choosing.
The second element of Carr and Haynes (2015) definition, relevant to this research, is
the concept of “perceived interactivity”, where users only need to think or believe that
they matter to others online for the experiences and interactions online to be
perceived as genuine (p.51). While other proposed definitions have included
interactivity among users as a requisite for social media, such as Kaplan and Haenlein
(2010) and Kent (2010), Carr and Hayes (2015) argue that the perception of
interactivity with other users is necessary to distinguish a social media, where the
interaction seeks to mimic, but does not necessarily need to be interpersonal in nature
provided a sense of engagement is achieved.
Suggesting a common definition of social media will facilitate communication scholars
proposing theories around the processes and the effects of social media. Bechmann
and Lomborg (2013) describe the range of tools that encompass social media as “blogs,
social networking sites, location based services, microblogs, photo and video sharing
sites in which [participants] communicate with each other in creating and sharing
content though computers and mobile devices” (p. 767). Adding to this list of tools
Solis (2007) includes message boards, podcasts, bookmarks, networks, communities,
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wikis and v-logs, which participants use to share content, profiles, insights, experiences
and perspectives that begin and sustain conversations and interactions amongst
participants. As well as being the tools to facilitate socialising online, these forums
provide cultural spaces where protocols guide communication and where Gitelman
(2008) sees the nature of communication practiced in those spaces as cultural rituals,
uniting disparate parties through the sharing of content and opinions interacting
around issues of interest. The different types of social media, content, and
communication practices evident today have gone beyond Jenkins’ (2006) notion of
convergence where boundaries are blurred and delivery systems and formats combine
to what Macnamara (2014) defines as “emergent” a catch-all phrase where the means
of communication is constantly changing, becoming self–organising and evolving into
new and blended forms of existing systems. Understanding emergent media and
subsequent communication practices, not just the technology, challenges practitioners
to adapt and respond strategically in order to embrace the benefits social media
offers.
The term social media implies a user centred channel of communication, a facilitator of
human communication or enhancers of human networks – webs of individuals
interacting to collectively create social value (Van Dijck, 2013). He cautions, social
media, regardless of its form, remains inevitable, an automated system that engineers
and manipulates connections thereby coding relationships into algorithms (Van Dijck,
2013, p. 12). In this sense social media conflates the notion of human connectedness
with automated connectivity.
Social media, suggest Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), provide participants with an online
layer through which they can arrange and act out their social lives. This layer, the
technology, the mediated environment, irreversibly changes the nature of interactions
making them by nature more transactional than personal in nature. Despite the
buzzwords used to describe social media as participatory, nurturing connections and
building communities, it does so technologically, rather than personally. Van Dijck
refers to this notion as “platformed sociality” that has matured to become an integral
part of our everyday social practices (p. 5). Communication scholar Zizi Papacharissi
(2010) argues that social media have introduced a context where boundaries between
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private and public spaces are blurred and where such imprecision opens up new
possibilities for identity construction.
It appears many scholars are grappling with defining social media, its tools, and
applications as well as the social effects it is having on participants. In exploring the
sociality of the media Ariel and Avidar (2015) attempt to clarify the ‘social’ in social
media by explaining the relationship between three central terms in a social media
environment: information, interactivity, and sociability (p.19). They propose
information is the basic unit of a communication process, when social media users
have the control in deciding whether and how much information to share, and when
and whether to comment on a social media platform. Hence not solely the
technological features of a platform determine its level of interactivity and sociability,
but also the performance of the human participants; the users that use it. What is
important about Ariel and Avidar’s (2015) notion of interactivity is their explication of
the various types of interactivity: human to human, human to machine, human to
document and human to system interaction, all of which take place online.
As human beings we are increasingly reliant on technology in socialising with others.
Boyd (2006) alludes to our reliance on technology and the extent to which it has
become embedded into our social and professional lives, where practising Public
relations in mediated spaces demands an understanding of the networked practices
within the discipline. The popularity and pervasiveness of social media is irrefutable,
with 73% of Australians being identified as users of the internet and social media
(Internet World Statistics, 2015). According to Internet World Statistics, Australia’s
online connectedness is exceeded only by North America and Europe in terms of
internet world penetration rates. This uptake is reflected within Public relations
practice with Zerfass et al.’s (2014) research estimating 86% of practitioners confirm
online communication as the most important communication channel, with social
media expecting to increase in importance over the next three years.
The nature of sociality in online contexts
Being ‘social’, describes an individual, group or an organisation associated by
interaction or companionship embodying the characteristics of friendliness, geniality
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and enjoyment (“Social”, 2016). Being social in online contexts reflects an idea that
presence and activity represents some semblance of a real connection with another
individual where humans are naturally inclined to seek the company of others, usually
for recreational purposes. Baym (2010) suggests that social groups emerge online
when several individuals aggregate together to a greater or lesser degree, either
because they share certain features or because they are bound together by patterns of
interaction.
The Oxford Dictionary defines presence as the “fact or condition of being present; the
state of being with or in the same place as a person or thing; attendance, company,
society, or association” (“Presence”, 2016). In online contexts, the presence of
participants interacting with each other takes on a social dimension, aligned with the
focus of this research. Tu & McIsaac (2002) describe social presence online as “the
degree of feeling, perception, and reaction to another intellectual entity” (p.149).
Social presence has three dimensions—social context, online communication, and
interactivity which Tu and McIsaac (2002) describe as needing to be present to
establish a sense of community among participants online and also proposing the
following may have positive influences on social presence: “familiarity with recipients,
informal relationships, better trust relationships, personally informative relationships,
positive psychological attitude toward to technology, and more-private locations”
(p.140-141). Presence alone may assist in connecting with others, but enacting the
other characteristics necessary to build and maintain a social presence are more likely
to enact the objective of relating to others.
Social media appears to be indispensable to our social lives and well-being, and in
building connections and relationships with others. 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). Gitelman’s (2008) definition articulates
clearly the social nature of these spaces and how people act within them, in terms of
the choice of language, sharing photos, developing content and inviting others into our
social lives online. The internet has brought to users the possibilities of forming
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relationships with others that transcend space and where sharing a location is no
longer a prerequisite for choosing or interacting with relational partners. Chia (2008)
suggests relationships emerge naturally online out of the networks and communities
facilitated by these spaces. Participants can use social networking sites to maintain
new relationships, as well as in rekindling or activating old ones. Haythornthwaite
(2002) describes this latter action of participants as activating “latent ties”, where
participants reconnect with others in social contexts that they previously connected
with offline. The architecture of social networks facilitates reconnecting with old
acquaintances in which latent ties can become sources of new relationships, courtesy
of social media.
Socialising with others via mediated mediums challenges our conventional
understandings and approaches to relationship building with others. Papacharissi
(2005) suggests the nature of interactions online and offline are not as dichotomous as
they appear, suggesting online interactions merely represent new ways to interact
with others while managing social contact, time and the various identities individuals
adopt in cyberspace. Instead of taking place on separate social planes, online
interactions offer scholars the forum to examine interactions and opportunities to
study social interactions via technology that blurs our conventional understandings of
time and space (Papacharissi, 2005).
Van Dijck (2013) described how social media infiltrate everyday communication that
shapes social behaviour online determining that “social media constitute an area of
public communication where norms are shaped and rules get contested” (p.19).
Norms, defined by Foucault (1980) constitute the social and cultural cement for rules
and regulations. Norms for online sociality have dramatically changed and van Dijck
(2013) asserts are still in flux as patterns of behaviour that traditionally existed in
physical sociality are blurred with sociotechnical norms created in online spaces.
Offline, Mackay (2013) counsels we are more likely to form relationships with those
with whom we meet, assessed through a range of visual clues, with whom we share
common interests. Such socialising naturally occurs where individuals are in the same
place at the same time. This prerequisite to interacting offline is superseded in online
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contexts which circumvents assessing others more purposefully prior to entering into a
relationship with them. When socialising online, people may be unaware what our
relational partner looks like, and this may not be revealed until well into the
relationship making the use of nonverbal clues redundant within interactions online.
Baym (2010) suggests participants try to replicate these clues in online environment by
the use of emoticons, to signal friendliness for example, and others times punctuation
is used to insert feelings into informal social exchange that occur online. Knapp (1983)
asserts that the prospect of enacting genuine relationships with others in online spaces
is impossible in the absence of non-verbal clues and messages. Once a relationship has
begun, Knapp (1983) suggests often non-verbal clues are important in nurturing
relationships, connecting with others through a smile, through eye contact, through
standing closer and touching our relational others which not only signals our
relationship, but works to strengthen that relationship with them.
Social media have changed the nature of social interactions as well as challenging
notions of more traditional relationships and how relating may be enacted online. The
social interactivity of participants manifests in numerous ways summarised by
Henderson, Henderson and Bowley (2010) as participation, connectivity, usergeneration, information sharing and collaboration. Social media offers participants the
opportunity to build an extensive network of friends, fans or followers with whom they
are in almost real-time contact. Page et al. (2014) suggest communication between
participants via social media differs from other web-based interactions through
allowing for two-way communication exchanges between participants, inferring the
dialogic and collaborative potential of these mediums. Some social discomfort
develops online as often interactions that can lead to relating develop between
participants who may not ordinarily connect with each other in a face-to-face
encounter. Participants communicating in disparate geographic locations using online
mediums, suggests Clarke (1998), blur social boundaries and challenge preconceptions
about social norms and the appropriateness of social behaviour. Sharing the same
location with those to whom we choose to interact has been important in forming
relationships with other human beings for much of our history. Offline, these
individuals are likely to be in the same place as us at the same time. Clarke’s (1998)
studies of teenage online dating argued that social interaction via chat rooms provided
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the context for the ideal “pure” relationship of the connected age where the
relationship offers “imagined intimacy without the need for trust or commitment; one
that is “fulfilling and liberating, ultimately and primarily to the self” (p.182).
Online participants seem to be developing new social routines, such as connecting and
sharing around content, sharing their social lives online, and withdrawing when
interest wanes rather than resorting to the same old stereotypes that sometimes
creep into our offline interactions. Meeting and interacting with others virtually
challenges much of what we have taken for granted in relating to and forming
relationships with others. Meeting online challenges the tried and tested ways of
assessing others and deciding whom to interact with. In mediated spaces our visual
assessment of others is dependent on photographs others choose to share that often
represent them in an unrealistic light, sometimes we are unaware of what others look
like which is important in the early stages of establishing relationships but, Knapp
(1983) confirms, visual clues decrease in importance as relationships develop. Face-toface interaction allows us to convey emotions to others easily through facial
expressions and gestures, whereas online, emoticons attempt to replicate this with
varying levels of success. Mesch and Talmud (2006) found that relationships that
transcend age barriers are more likely online than offline, where individuals tend to
form relationships with those of a similar biological age. Online offers participants the
opportunity to ‘play’ with notions of relating, experimenting by playing different roles
and inventing new personas, sometimes real and sometimes imagined, in various
spaces online and with limited negative consequences. Others disagree suggesting
that, despite the opportunity online environments offer to break free from social
conventions, participants often fall back on the tried and tested categories of the
offline environments carrying over the constraints of their true personality into online
personas (Postmes, Spears and Lee, 1998).
Social media and socialising in these spaces is uncovering new ways in which
relationships can develop, challenging the more conventional notions of traditional
relationships and how they may be enacted in online spaces. Rhetoric about the use of
social media, perpetuated by those who support Baym’s (2010) explanation of
technological determinism, focus on the authenticity of identities and relationships
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that develop online, suggesting interactions and engagement are poor substitutes for
the diversity and richness of offline relationships. Such rhetoric highlights some of the
flaws in socializing online where the need to trust, connect, socialise and nurture
sometimes gets lost as other objectives overtake social ones.
2.5 Using social media rhetorically and relationally
Taylor and Kent (2010) wrote, “The question today is not so much a question of ‘if’ but
‘how’ to use social media in public relations” (p. 207). In discussing social media’s
impact on public relations practice, and how it may be applied in enacting its core
functions, the researcher returns to the two theoretical paradigms introduced earlier
in this chapter: rhetorical and relational, as the framework for investigating social
media in this case and drawing on the concepts presented in the literature.
Using social media rhetorically, according to the literature, has resulted in irreversible
changes in communication practice where change is the new constant, innovative
platforms emerge almost daily and practitioners’ roles have altered significantly.
According to Van Dijk (2013) sharing the same physical location is no longer a
prerequisite for interacting with others, courtesy of social media’s engineering of social
spaces. The asynchronous nature of communicating in online contexts provides the
means for social groups to sustain social interactions, according to Baym (2010), and
she describes the nature of interactions amongst the myriad of communities and
groups prevalent online. Socialising plays out in numerous ways online through
conversations, interactions, exchanges and engagement, which collectively comprise
discourse which is discussed more fully later in this chapter. Social media provides an
arena for many to give voice to their ideas concurrently, challenging public relations to
concede any notions of control and instead encouraging the discipline to listen, rather
than continuing talking. Kennedy and Sommerfeldt (2015) challenge the assumption
that social media should be used as a tool for organisation-communication. They
argue scholarship has “assumed social media can be used to foster and maintain
relationships, where relationships are defined on the basis of information acquisition
and dissemination, reinforcing a systems model of public relations, rather than a
relational one” (p.34).
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Understanding social media, the communication practices it evokes, and what
influences interactions online, that moves beyond technology, is important for public
relations to working towards relating as an outcome of interactions. Schoenmaker
(2014) found that the narratives organisations share with practitioners through
policies, procedures, induction and ongoing interactions with peers in the daily
execution of practice influence how practitioners approach and engage online. Kent
(2013) suggests successfully using social media for interacting with others lies in
thinking about online spaces dialogically. Park and Reber (2008) concur adding, that to
use social media dialogically 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. As publics and others are now
online, if we want to connect and share with them as a profession, public relations
needs to be meeting them there. Social media users, Gurau (2008) suggests, are both
connected and conversational, and the diversity of voices constructing the online
discourse is one of the appealing aspects of social media. This requires the discourse
being participant, rather than organisationally, driven where conversations follow
what participants want to talk about and where they want to talk about it. Kelleher
(2009) commends that the democratic nature of online allows anyone to contribute to
conversations around issues and organisations and while the risks of social media
environments can be daunting, as a profession public relations needs to lead, where it
is currently following others, in relating to others online.
Using social media relationally should play to the discipline’s strength as relational
experts intuitively understand the value of relationships but this relational expertise in
creating, nurturing and sometimes concluding relationships, in online spaces is as yet
unrealised. The effective use of social media by public relations is important as it
affects the discipline’s ongoing activities that lead to the outcome of relating. Utz,
Schultz and Glocka (2013) describe social media as an important communication
channel within the public relations mix, suggesting as yet the discipline has not
mastered its use to enact building relationships with others. The sociality as Motion,
et al. (2015) describe is synergistic with the central concepts of practice such as
“authenticity, power, knowledge, social capital, dialogue, relationships, sharing,
meaning, risk, transparency and truth as they are played out in social media contexts”
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(p. 4). Kent (2013) criticises the discipline’s current inability to enact relating with
others online, suggesting the discipline may have overlooked the obvious, the sociality
of social media instead employing it as yet another tool to push organisational
messages to others. Bortree and Seltzer’s (2009) research showed research on
dialogue, online engagement and relationships, tells a story which confirms a
transmission model of communication rather than exploiting the relational potential
promised by online tools. Social networking sites, such as Facebook, are designed
around the social interactions of users where Valentini (2015) explains participants, as
users, are seeking to fulfil one of our most basic human desires, to feel accepted, fit in
and belong to a group, albeit virtually. In the pursuit of using social media in practice
contexts, the discipline is sometimes misusing the space, attempting to engage
professionally, in a medium that is inherently social.
One of the main embodiments of social interaction online takes place in applications
such as Facebook, which provides the source of data for the second project reported in
this research. Facebook described by Fraser and Dutta (2008), is an egocentric site
that appeals to participants by allowing them to construct profiles of themselves
virtually facilitating online identities and connections with others online. Bortree and
Seltzer (2009) describe social networking sites, like Facebook, as providing spaces for
participants to engage around topics of mutual interest, a condition necessary for
stimulating dialogic communication, which is indisputably social in nature. Further
they emphasise establishing and embracing environments online where dialogue is
possible sets public relations on the path to developing ongoing interactions that look
more like relating online, while at the moment the discipline is surrendering such
opportunities by ineffectively utilising the dialogic strategies inherent within social
networking sites. While purported as a dialogic medium, Sweetser and Lariscy (2008)
suggest the profession is yet to realise using social media dialogically with significant
gaps emerging within the discipline, and with some areas of professional practice, such
as political campaigners, seeming to be more proactive and successful in leveraging
the dialogic capabilities of online.
Solis and Breakenridge (2009) describe public relations as the discipline where
“relationships are the currency required to prosper” and where relationships are now
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multi-faceted, involving communicative exchanges that blur the demarcation lines of
offline and online, and where multiple parties now contribute to relationships (p. 80).
The scholarly community suggests social media holds great promise for facilitating the
development of relationships. Relating to others in online spaces, Taylor and Kent
(1998) suggest, relies on being aware of and enacting the principles that have been
proposed as useful in building relationships online: “a dialogic loop to give and receive
feedback; sharing information relevant and useful to public; encouraging multiple
interactions over time; and interfaces to facilitate maintaining relationships once
established” (p.326). The intersection of relationship building and maintenance and
the use of social media are dominant within the literature, having been investigated by
Bortree and Seltzer (2009), Kent (2008), Chia (2008), Kent, Taylor and White (2003),
Ledingham (2003) and Kent and Taylor (1998). Briones et al.’s (2011) investigation
confirmed trust as one of the central components in building relationships between
organisations and publics, which is one of the most difficult characteristics to achieve
in relating to others online.
As an outcome of activity, realising the possibility of relating involves public relations
ceding control and assuming the position of equal partners, rather than controllers,
within interactions online. Gilpin’s (2010) research confirms online environments have
undermined organisation’s perceived control over relationships, many of which are
now negotiated publicly and globally in online mediums. Waters, Burnett, Lamm and
Lucas (2009) found organisations are failing to utilise the interaction functions of
Facebook which could lead to cultivating relationships. Briones et al.’s (2011) research
on online relationship building shows that where practitioners understand aspects of
social networking sites, their interactions are more likely to engage and lead to the
possibilities of relating to others. Social media, amongst other digital technologies as
confirmed by the European Communication Monitor (2014), have gained relevance for
public relations not only for communication to and with stakeholders but for also
nourishing relationships with them. Coombs and Holladay (2014) assure that social
media can help to achieve objectives for people, for organisations and for clients such
as developing two-way communication exchanges, conversations, and dialogue with
stakeholders and publics which are all essential steps in relating to others. The
outcome of relating, suggest Briones, Kuch, Lui and Jin (2010), is as much about
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keeping abreast of the technologies that make relating possible as it is about
understanding the varying aspects and capabilities of the myriad of social media tools
that emerge and evolve almost daily and the nature of interactions that can take place.
2.6 The order of interactions online
After analysing the scholarly literature and the debate surrounding social media, three
concepts emerge that suggest a type of order to the interactions that are possible
amongst those who participate online. These components seem necessary activities in
pursuing the outcome of relating in online spaces: understanding the nature of
discourse online, engaging others through interaction and the sharing of content as
well as creating the opportunity for dialogue between participants.
The nature of discourse online
Discourse is a catch-all phrase that captures the following components of these
participants’ superficial interactions with others; liking, posting photographs and
conversing with others online. Discourse also includes participants more purposeful
interactions such as developing content and engaging in dialogic interactions online.
Gee (2014) describes discourse as the sum of communicative interactions online,
including text, conversations, images, videos and semiotic content created and shared
amongst participants to sustain interactions. Meaning emerges through the
assumptions participants apply in interpreting the discourse, the behaviour of others,
what and how we communicate to others and what is understood. Others, such as
Parker (2004), describe discourse as the active representations of the sociality of those
active online. While language is a major element of discourse, Daymon and Holloway
(2011) describe it as more than language alone because it is instrumental in
constituting or producing a particular view of social reality. Discourse also describes,
says Gee (2014), the ways of combining and integrating language, actions, interactions,
ways of thinking, believing, valuing and using systems, tools and objects in enacting
social identities. Bloomaert (2005), following Michel Foucault in doing so, describes
the transformative nature of discourse as altering the context in which it occurs from a
social and cultural context to a communicative one. For social researchers Wetherell,
Taylor and Yates (2001), examining discourse is imperative in explicating the
constructed reality experienced by the participants of this research as often social
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problems, like binge drinking for example, are the starting point for rich debates that
offer potential for ongoing discussion and can lead potentially to societal changes.
The nature of interactions online can take a myriad of forms, from liking a post,
sometimes commenting, posting a photograph, joining a conversation or generating
and sharing original content. The nature of the interaction is inconsequential, suggests
Calder, Malthouse and Schaedel (2009), compared with the willingness of users to
freely participate, and to join and be a part of discourse online is an important
antecedent to attitudinal and behavioural responses to interactions with others. Such
willingness has consequences for relationship oriented interactions online which,
according to Men and Tsai (2013), “naturally lead to the cultivation of meaningful
relationships” (p.15).
Sturken, Thomas and Ball-Rokeach (2004), describe social spaces online as sites where
participants enact their social lives and the site where the messages are reflective,
revealing as much about the communicators as they do about the context in which the
communicative interaction takes place. Collectively, the sum of interactions around
particular issues online are revealing about the realities participants construct through
text and talk and interacting with others. Before interacting, it is useful to become
familiar with the nature of discourse and its capabilities for making those interactions
dialogic in online spaces. Interactions online communicate information about the
individual participants, the need to interact and create a sense of community through
groups which often reflects societal interactions and conversations taking place offline.
Because of this, observing the interactions and discourse online is one of the most
effective places to see, review and investigate the interactions of participants within a
social context and within a particular moment in time. For public relations, Baym
(2010) advises studying the online discourse of participants provides a lens though
which to examine their thoughts, words, conversations, stories, images and video
collectively in helping the discipline to “negotiate what interpersonal relationships are
and what we want them to be” in mediated contexts online (p. 23).
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Engaging others through interactions online
Engaging is described in the literature as the second level of interaction following
discourse and, within this research, means to occupy the attention or efforts of
another, such as involving someone in a conversation or discussion that has meaning
or purpose (“Engaging”, 2016). Taylor, Vasquez and Doorley (2003) define
engagement as the process of seeking a dialogue between an organisation and its
publics to resolve issues that develop from time to time between parties within an
interaction. Engaging others requires an understanding of the sociology of online
environments rather than just the tools that facilitate interaction as these tools can
emerge, fuse and dissipate easily. While understanding the types and pitfalls of a
range of social media tools useful to public relations, according to Solis and Thomas
(2008) the benefits of social media for public relations lies in creating and cultivating
opportunities to engage others through interactions defined by mutual value and
benefits for relational partners, in return for their time and attention.
Muñiz and Schau (2005) argue that publics communicate about organisations online,
regardless of an organisation’s presence. For organisations to be part of that
engagement requires, in part, an ability to develop content that resonates with a social
media participant’s values and beliefs, a willingness to be part of, but not control the
conversation, and the desire to engage with organisational others genuinely. As a
discipline, public relations should guide and encourage organisations to interact with
others where meaning is created, discussed, and negotiated between participants. As
Smith (2013) describes, engagement is simultaneously social and relational, enacted in
part through interactions that include engaging, conversing and sharing with others,
with organisations, where the collective outcome is building social capital amongst the
participants. Social media, suggest Taylor and Kent (2014), facilitate engaging with
others by providing a co–creational experience where community members online
help solve problems, share information and jointly construct narratives, an orientation
that guides both the approach and the actual interactions that take place. Groom and
Levine (2011) suggest to engage others requires interactions to be participant, rather
than organisationally, focused which is accomplished by building communication
around stakeholder needs and realising the communicative purpose as eliciting a
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response rather, than conducting a monologue. Schoenmaker (2016, in print)
delineated three levels of interaction amongst participants online; connecting,
responding and engaging, with engaging offering the most potential in working
towards relating as the outcome of interactions online. Realising engaging, and
possibly relating, using social media requires re-envisioning current public relations
approaches and practices, an ideological shift in the way the discipline thinks about
these spaces. Kent (2013) advises success in engaging others using social media relies
on interactions that are dialogic that may lead to realising the higher levels outcomes
of practice, like relationship building.
Creating opportunities for dialogue
Dialogue, within this research, is considered to be the highest level of interaction
described in the literature confirming it to be an invaluable asset due to its potential in
enacting relating, or something like it, online. Dialogue has been defined by Kent and
Taylor (1998) as the “negotiated exchange of ideas and opinions” (representing the
efforts of relational partners) to engage in honest, open, and ethically based exchanges
(p. 325). Bruning, Dials, and Shirka, (2008) assure us that dialogue increases the
likelihood of sustaining connections with others around content shared, leading to the
possibilities of realising the conditions required in relating to others. Kent (2013)
advocates research into how social media might facilitate dialogue and suggests online
environments provide a unique opportunity to engage publics dialogically and can lead
to the possibility of building longer lasting interactions that resemble something akin
to relating online. Theunissen and Wan Noordin (2012) suggest public relation’s
inability to enact relating is in part due to its failure to nurture “dialogic moments”
between those to whom organisations interact (p.11). Kent (2013) and Kent and
Taylor (1998) concur suggesting using social media in relating to others lies in thinking
about online spaces dialogically, where dialogue represents the efforts of the
profession to interact with others honestly and openly online. Dialogue has generally
been a concept associated with interpersonal communication until Pearson (1989)
reconceptualised it as an orientation to others that recognises their self-worth in
advocating ethical approaches to communicating online. In 1998, Kent and Taylor
reintroduced dialogue to public relations within mediated contexts proposing it
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provided the means for interactions to be more genuine and meaningful in online
contexts. According to Kent (2011), the features necessary to enact dialogue include a
willingness to change personal opinions, trust and interactions over a period of time to
provide opportunities for purposeful interactions to emerge. Kent and Taylor (2002)
define dialogue as one of the critical components for developing some form of relating
and requires interactions to exemplify a two-way exchange format between
participants, either as individuals or as organisations. Dialogue, Kent (2013) explains, is
so much more than simply communicating with others, it is a one-on-one relational
tool, a relational give and take based on fairness, trust and openness and an
orientation towards communication with others where encounters offer potential in
building long-lasting relationships. To realise relating, Theunissen (2014) suggests, or
something close to it in online contexts, the first step is learning how to enact dialogic
encounters and reconceptualising as the guiding approach to designing
communication strategies in online spaces. When this approach is ignored, Kent
(2013) sees the discipline reverting to a community of practice where practitioners
perform roles as counsellors, marketers and advertisers rather than relationship
builders.
The dialogic promise of the internet and social media is yet to be realised, notes
McAllister–Spooner (2009), but the literature indicates it remains possible. Duhé
(2007) asserts direct dialogue with participants online provides unprecedented
opportunities for organisations to share their narrative widely and engage with them
more directly and personally akin to the interpersonal interactions that take place
offline. Theunissen (2014) points to the current discrepancy within the discipline as
appearing to be engaging dialogically and the true realisation of it within practice.
Kent and Taylor (2002) propose five principles underpinning a dialogic orientation
within mediated communication: mutuality, propinquity, empathy, risk, and
commitment that should inform online discourse and dialogue (p.24). Leitch and
Neilson (2001) affirmed that authentic dialogue is problematic for public relations due
to its potential for producing “unpredictable and dangerous outcomes”, and often
results in an approach where organisations may attempt to determine in advance the
terms of interactions in which they engage with others undermining achieving genuine
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dialogue (p.135). Kent (2010) agreed, arguing that social media give the illusion of
genuine dialogue and relational exchanges, when the practice shows otherwise.
Relating to others using social media
The highest level in the order of interactions, according to the literature and this
research is to enact relating within online contexts, using social media tools to
facilitate it. Public relations is devoted to creating and sustaining relationships with
others and Rand and Rodriguez (2007) claim that is also the purpose of social media.
There are strong correlations between relationship building as the locus of public
relations and the intrinsic communicative, interactive, and dialogic nature of social
media. While social media and relationship–building have been described as natural
bedfellows, public relations needs to be clear about the type of relationships it is
attempting to build and the capacity of socially mediated spaces to achieve this. 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 the discipline should be striving to enact within the daily execution of
practice. Duhé (2007) contends that social media must be at the heart of public
relations activities as it enhances the possibilities of relating being the outcome of
interactions online. While social media is described as a useful environment to enact
relationship building, within public relations literature, Robson and James (2013)
contend there is a lack of empirical evidence as to how this may be achieved. Within
our socially connected world, Smith (2013) suggests public relations may need to
reconsider its current approaches to engaging with others in online contexts.
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, unfulfilled. Bruning, DeMiglio and Embry (2006) suggest
significant economic, societal and political benefits exist for relational parties when
organisations get it right. ‘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 practice is futile without an awareness of the “complexity,
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multidimensionality and multiplicity of meaning that derive and result from them” (p.
428).
The uncertainty and fluidity of online environments has challenged public relations to
find new ways of approaching relationships in different and creative ways to realise it
as an outcome of public relations activities. Ströh (2007) suggests the discipline needs
to learn how to relate to others creatively and strategically while mitigating the
uncertainty inherent in mediated spaces. Carr and Hayes (2015) propose scholarship
may be hindered by its ambition to show the relationship building potential of social
media, which comes from a systems-based worldview wherein an organisation is
dependent on strategic relationships with others. While Smith (2010) argues social
media increases the possible interactions an organisation can have with others, which
may assist organisational stability, he confirms the ability for organisations to build
relationships or participate in dialogue via social media is questionable.
Acknowledging the complexity and the nature of interactions online will move the
discipline forward, say Taylor and Kent (2014), in order to find new solutions to
challenges of building and sustaining relationships online. 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, Heath and Coombs (2005)
point out, lies in establishing “shared meaning” between relational partners in an
environment that is anything but static (p. 94). Carr and Hayes (2015) suggest that
while social media may make it easier for public relations to reach and interact with
relational others, they concede it is also less likely for relationships and dialogue to
occur as a result.
2.7 Studying social media from a post-modernist perspective
Given that social media plays such a central role in communication, and indeed in the
contemporary practice of public relations, observing and reflecting on that practice
exposes some of the flaws in the discipline’s application of social media. Social media
cannot be embraced uncritically so examining its use through a postmodern lens,
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suggest Kennedy and Sommerfeldt (2015), encourage “different and plural discourses:
that allow scholars, to perceive more possibilities than what is in the field of vision
within the dominant discourse of a discipline of practice” (p.34). Public relations
scholarship has assumed social media can be used to foster and maintain relationships
when relationships are often defined rhetorically in terms of information acquisition
and dissemination, rather than in terms of humans interacting with each other, or
virtually. The approach of this scholarship is to examine the intersection of social
media and relating in contemporary practice through a postmodern lens to examine
and suggest where, perhaps, the discipline can do better.
Postmodernism is more a philosophy, rather than a singular theory, suggest Kennedy
and Sommerfelt (2015), and requires researchers to adopt a constantly critical state of
mind where the usefulness of this philosophy is in revealing gaps or inconsistencies in
our knowledge and opening up spaces to think and talk in a new light about what was
formerly taken for granted. Postmodernists look for underlying processes of power
and discourse that shape social reality and lead us to form consensus about what we
consider ‘knowledge’. One of the metanarratives within the literature asserts how
good social media is for public relations in helping develop dialogue, and perhaps over
time, suggests Valentini (2015), relationships. Scholars, with few exceptions, including
Kent (2013) and Valentini and Kruckeberg (2012), endorse social media due to its
interactive and dialogic potential, and its possibilities for connecting people, its
directness for communicating with others, and bypassing the previous filtering process
of journalists and other gatekeepers. The experience in practice is not however,
universally positive. Such media do not always present positive opportunities for
organisations and participants, sometimes posing risks to reputations, organisationally
and individually, exposing identities and lacks of transparency, which are all damaging
to social relations. While social media has played a positive role in advancing the
rhetorical aspects of practice, realising its relational potential appears more
challenging. Avidar (2013) suggests this appears equally challenging for organisations
across all sectors of practice. A failure to utilise the interactive potential of the
internet, a willingness to participate, and usage dictated by organisations, all impede
truthful and transparent interactions, preventing the emergence of dialogic
interactions, and perhaps, something more. This failure, cautions Rodriguez (2006),
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may be partly attributed to the fact that the discipline has mastered some, but not all,
of the ‘social rules’ that social media participation requires such as authenticity,
transparency, dialogue, sharing and giving up control. There are numerous examples
online where organisations are being publicly held to account for their actions online
by others, and rightly so. Sometimes in practice the discipline is momentarily deluded
in imagining social media as some kind of online utopia, separated from reality, rather
than as a reflector and magnifier of human interactions offline. Thinking critically will
encourage public relations to revisit and revise practice towards a more social, rather
than a business orientation, in online spaces.
The following chapter, Chapter three, introduces and discusses the methodology of
this portfolio, in particular the suitability of case study methodology in investigating
relating and in uncovering information pertinent to the central question.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter positions the research within a qualitative paradigm, explicating more
fully the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of the work. After explaining
the suitability of case study methodology in investigating relating and in uncovering
information pertinent to the central question, the chapter proceeds to explain the
approaches to data collection and analysis in each of the three projects. The diagram
below, Figure 2: shows the methodological approaches applied within this dissertation.
Figure 2: Research methodologies applied in this dissertation.

Research Methodologies
Primary Research Question: How are social media shaping Public Relations practice?
Ontology: Social Constructionism

Epistemology: Interpretivism

Methodology: Case Study
RQ: How are Public Relations practitioners using social media?
Project 1: Exploring organisational narratives
Data collection: Archival Research (Yin, 2014).
Data analysis: Narrative Inquiry (Lieblich, Tuval-Maschiach and Zilber,1998)
RQ: How do social media impact ‘relations’ within public relations?
Project 2: Be The Influence (BTI)
Data Collection: Nested Case Study (Patton, 2015)
Data Analysis: Discourse Anaysis (Gee, 2014).
RQ: Can social media help relate to others?
Project 3: A researcher's story of relating online
Data collection and analysis: Autoethnography
(Adams and Ellis, 2012, Mingé 2013)

Conclusion of this Case Study and Implications for Public Relations practice
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3.1 Problematising Public relations
Foucault (1986) proposed an approach to thinking about situations that allows them to
be objectified, interrogated and problematised leading to individuals choosing to
follow a particular course of action. Foucault’s (1986) concept of problematisation
moved beyond merely posing questions, reflecting and explicating how certain
systems of thought and practices came to be, highlighting paradoxes and difficulties
that inevitably develop within human interactions. His approach provides a framework
for questioning the discourse and associated practices within human interactions,
more specifically within disciplines, as communities of practice, and more widely
within society. The framework of problematisation provides an approach for
questioning and interrogating the role of public relations within society, opening up
the possibility of examining and questioning the dominant narratives within the
discipline. Guided by Foucault’s (1986) notion, this research uncovers the conditions in
which scholars and practitioners examine “what they are, what they do and the world
in which they live (p. 10). Analysing the paradoxes within public relations, such as the
relational possibilities of social media, exposes the thoughts and practices that
perpetuate rather than challenge this assertion. The candidate argues that
confronting the paradoxes in practice may propel the discipline forward rather than
supporting metanarratives which are wishful thinking rather than reality.
3.2 Qualitative inquiry
As a species humans cannot help but interact with each other. It is a compulsion
Loevinger (1976) describes as the very essence of being human, involving making sense
of, and assigning meaning to, those experiences. A qualitative approach adopted in
this dissertation allowed the researcher to uncover what Patton (2015) describes as
how these participants create meaning through interaction and how they make sense
of the world in which they live. This approach allows the researcher to uncover the
nature of human interactions in a particular context with a view to examining and
understanding the realities constructed by these participants and on their terms.
Keegan (2006) recommends qualitative research to those looking for a rigorous,
reflective, reflexive, and intuitive approach that allows for exploring the complexity
and transformability of contemporary communicative relationships.
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The choice to follow a qualitative line of inquiry was partly determined by the nature
of the research question: How are social media shaping contemporary public relations
practice? A qualitative approach allows the researcher to employ a dynamic approach
described by Maxwell (2012) as one that allows the researcher to stop, reflect, reform
and change direction throughout the course of the research, responding to new
insights and developed as new lines of inquiry unfold. The aims and objective of the
research also informed the methodological decision as Denzin and Lincoln (2013)
describe qualitative methods as useful in deepening understandings of familiar
phenomena in new contexts, such as relating online. Additionally, a qualitative
approach allowed the researcher to undertake the research as opportunities
presented and spend extended periods of time in the field, immersing herself in the
field setting and obtaining data first hand from participants and the case organisation.
This research, as with many qualitative investigations into communicative practice, is
shaped by the researcher’s inherent understanding of the world and how
communication should be examined, making the approach personal and inseparable
from the researcher as the instrument conducting the inquiry. The researcher’s
individual experiences are important as they shape, suggests Patton (2015), the
background, experience, training, skills, interpersonal competence, values and beliefs.
These experiences inform and guide the researcher in choosing one form of inquiry
over others. Acutely aware of this, this dissertation recounts my journey as a
qualitative researcher, being invited into as well as studying the social lives of the
participants of this case. Typical forms of qualitative data were gathered including
scholarly literature, organisational documents, field notes, social media discourse and
the researcher’s own knowledge and experience reflexively, to find meaning and
patterns across the data. Stake (2010) describes the process of finding such patterns
as the act of composing the research, taking descriptions from the data and examining
them within theoretical and conceptual concepts. Illuminating how participants
collaborate and construct meanings through online interaction opens up the
possibilities of learning new insights from this data to resolve some of the current
tensions within public relations practice.
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3.3 Reflexivity within Qualitative Inquiry
Reflexivity is a defining feature when conducting research about human behaviour in a
postmodern world and is often applied by qualitative researchers to explore insights
into individual and social experiences. Following Finlay’s (2008) typology of reflexivity,
the variant that represents this approach, in this case, is ironic deconstruction. Given
that the researcher’s challenge was to uncover the rhetoric in the organisational
narratives, online discourse, and self-reflect on her own rhetoric and interactions with
participants in the research setting, this variant informed this line of inquiry.
Reflexivity as ironic deconstruction, is a form of social critique which allows the
researcher to examine the meaning and ambiguity within the language of participants
interacting with each other online to uncover the dynamic and multiple meaning
embedded within the texts shared amongst the participants (Finlay and Gough 2008).
Reflexivity frames the approach of the three research projects within this case,
allowing the researcher to explore relating from professional practice in projects one
and two, and from her own personal practice and experience in the final
autoethnography.
Patton (2015) defines reflexivity as a particular type of reflection grounded in the indepth, experiential, and interpersonal nature of qualitative inquiry. The decision to
use Patton’s definition of reflexivity to inform this research is consistent with the
ontological positioning which attends to both rhetoric and discourse in the
examination of the research data. The result is a negotiated, relative and socially
constructed research story about relating within public relations practice. Pillow
(2003) explains reflexivity is commonly used in qualitative research to legitimise,
validate, and question research practices and representations. Applying reflexivity
positions the “researcher as central within the research, where the research is coconstituted, meanings are negotiated within a particular social context and subjectivity
is acknowledged” (Finlay, 2002a, p.531). This research aims to convey a thoughtful
while simultaneously critical self-aware analysis of the relationship between the
researcher and her participants. In doing so, reflexivity shaped the methodological
approach of this work requiring the researcher to be critical of her social background,
assumptions, position and behaviour and their impact on the research process.
Further, it demanded the researcher openly acknowledging the important role
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participants play in co-constructing the insights and findings uncovered during the
research process (Patton, 2015). Reflexivity allowed the researcher to acknowledge
the situated nature of the research where the subjectivity of the work becomes a
strength, rather than a weakness, allowing her to focus on the particular within the
broader case approach (Finlay and Gough, 2008).
3.4 Ontological positioning: Social Constructionism
Social constructionism allows the researcher to gather data to investigate the social
and professional activities of practitioners in a manner that aligns with her
collaborative nature as a researcher as well as the case study organisation’s approach
to practice. The conclusions presented in this research are inherently constructionist
and developed jointly by the researcher and her interactions with the participants of
this case. Guided by Flick (2008), rather than claiming these conclusions of this
dissertation to be true or absolute, this researcher acknowledges, as do all
constructionists, this new knowledge becomes viable only when it fits into the world
experienced by the participants, and applies in understanding their own experiences
and communication within a specific setting.
Social constructionists, according to Andrews (2012), view knowledge as constructed
not created, focusing on the nature of knowledge in making sense of human
interactions and where meaning contextualises those interactions. The social
constructions that emerge via interaction are abstract and interpreted subjectively by
the researcher, yet the constructions correspond to something perceived as real by
these participants. Hammersley (1992) describes the realities as socially defined and
reflexive of the participant’s subjective experiences of everyday life representing their
attempts at trying to make sense of what it is to be human. Like many research
orientations, variations of approaches exist within social constructionism. On the
continuum of social constructionist positioning, this research follows the current trend
within qualitative inquiry to find some middle ground between the polarising positions
defined by Denzin and Lincoln (2005) as realism and relativism. Andrews (2012)
explains the realist position as one that assumes an objective reality, ignoring the
researcher’s interpretations of the findings and instead assuming what is reported to
be a true and faithful interpretation of a knowable and independent reality. He also
67

explains the opposing relativist position as encompassing many possible realities that
may be interpreted from the same data and where the interpretations are just one
representation of the social phenomena being investigated. Following Hammersely
(1992) this work embraces a subtle realist positioning, a mid-point or compromised
position between the two. Acknowledging the presence of an independent reality,
independent of the researcher’s perception of it, the conclusions of this dissertation
represent one construction of the participant’s engagement with social media, rather
than the only construction possible from this data as would be the case if realism was
the approach favoured in this work.
The central idea of constructionist research, according to Holstein and Gabriel (2008),
is to investigate the world participants live in, acknowleding that their place within it
does not simply exist, but rather participants actively construct this every day world
and the elements that comprise it. In seeking understanding of the participants’
world, Creswell (2013) advises exploring the subjective meaning participants attribute
to their experiences, that is meaning directed towards objects or things which are
multiple and varied, providing insights into the nature of interacting with others. This
research showed some of the realities that develop in social media contexts and how
these participants engage and interact with each other, virtually, online. The resulting
realities, Andrews (2012) suggests, are influenced by the routines and habits that
constitute the tacit knowledge of the participations within this community of practice.
Examining and uncovering multiple meanings is central to understanding public
relations practice, asserts Tsetsura (2010), by investigating meaning as a product of
practitioners socialising and interacting with others online. Shotter and Gergen (1994)
describe the process of meaning making as fluid and creative where understanding is
reinforced through ongoing social interaction. Beyond the multiple realities
constructed by the participants, following Noor (2008), this research considers the
implications of meaning for these participants and for the collective of participants
that comprise the community of public relations practice. In the tradition of Schütz
(1962), Berger and Luckmann (1966), Gergen (2002), Neuman (2005) and Schwandt
(2007), and more recently, Sarantakos (2005) and Patton (2015), this work uncovered
the social conventions, perceptions and knowledge in the daily lives of the participants
informed by Creswell (2013), and relying as much as possible on the participants’ views
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in developing a rich understanding of the social setting and professional context in
which the interactions take place.
Despite its limitations, social constructionism establishes a useful theoretical basis for
understanding public relations as an activity, for understanding the discipline, the
practitioners themselves, the organisations they represent, and others involved in the
construction process. One of the difficulties in examining the social interactions of any
group, suggests Miller and Salkind (2002), is their constantly changing nature which is
offset to some extent in this work by investigating many interactional events to
develop a more accurate picture of the social behaviours of these participants. This
positioning, Tsetsura (2010) says, provides for the comprehensive analysis of public
relations’ role in co-constructing meaning among, and by, the practitioners who enact
its practices, as well as offering a way of understanding communication practices
within professional settings. Practitioners, through practising their craft, construct
their own reality of public relations through routines, habits, processes and procedures
that become the constructed reality called public relations. This research uncovers
and describes those realities as well as challenging the validity of those constructions
within practice in online contexts.
Social constructionism, suggests Burr (2015), acknowledges different constructions of
the world that sustain different types of social interactions. The interactions examined
in this dissertation include the constructions of text, language and online discourse of
the participants where the meaning generated is in a constant state of flux as the
context is interactional. Denzin’s (1995) definition of text is assumed in this work
where text means “any printed, visual, oral or auditory production available for
reading, viewing or hearing created as individuals interpret and interact with them” (in
Burr, 2015, p.52). Language refers to the system of spoken or written communication
typically consisting of words used within a regular grammatical and syntactic structure
(“Language”, 2016). The defining characteristic of language, describes Burr (2015), is
how it functions within discourse and how participants use language in building social
identities and lives endorsed by others through ongoing interaction. Language is
constantly evolving however it provides the means for participants to describe their
internal state such as thoughts, opinions and feelings to others. Language is the tool
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these participants used in giving expression to things that already exist within
themselves or in their world, shared with others via social mediums. Language was
one component of these participants’ discourse which Gee (2012) says comprises
“combining language with actions, interactions, ways of thinking, believing, valuing
and using symbols tools and objects to enact a recognisable social identity” (p. 222).
Social constructionism applies not only to the participants, but also to the technologies
participants use within their social lives where Baym (2010) suggests that instead of
assuming technologies are driving social change and participants are powerless, this
research shows participants as the source of change in acting out their social lives
online.
3.5 Epistemological orientation: Interpretivism
Qualitative inquiry, suggests Patton (2015), involves interpreting data to find
substantially meaningful patterns and themes within it. Interpretation is then an act of
composition where the researcher takes the descriptions within the data and makes
them more meaningful by drawing on conceptual relationships. Interpretation is
central in making sense of the social and professional worlds around us, advises Stake
(2010), by paying attention to what people are doing and saying, describing these
interactions and the meanings attached to them. Meaning emerges as the participants
interact with each other using social media in the course of their daily lives, privately
and professionally. Interpretivism acknowledges the existence of multiple realities and
‘truths’ that are open to change according to Daymon and Holloway (2011) and reflect
the diversity of opinions online that can change rapidly, the embellishment of content
shared in those spaces, and the fickleness of human nature. Additionally, the
interpretations within this research are shaped by the life experiences of the human
participants including the researcher whose own biases, interests and preferences
influence the interpretation of the data and the subsequent construction of meaning.
When researching managed communication, such as online, interpretive researchers
do so from the perspective of those they are investigating, rather than imposing
predetermined concepts when collecting and analysing data. The strength of the
interpretive framework, suggests Patton (2015), is its recognition that communication
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experienced by people is not logical and lineal, but rather open, complex and human,
inseparable from the social and historical contexts in which communication takes
place. An emphasis on interpretation permeated each of the three projects that
comprise this research. The first project investigates and interprets the narratives the
case organisation shared with participants through policy, staff meetings and ongoing
training and interaction within the community of practice. The second project
interprets the online discourse and interactions of participants around the issue of
binge drinking and the subsequent identities that emerge from the language in use.
The third project combines the collective knowledge from the first two studies
analysed through an autoethnographic narrative, analysing the researcher’s own
experience of relating.
3.6 Methodology: Case study
Case study defined by Yin (2014) is one form of social investigation that focuses on
examining the particularity and complexity of the contemporary phenomenon of
relating, within a realistic context. Merriam (1995) describes the depth, yet flexibility,
of case study allowing the researcher to examine a specific activity, the individuals
partaking in that activity, and applying a variety of data collection methods over a
period of time. Following the advice of Flyvberg (2011) it is important to place a
boundary around the phenomenon central to the case in order to delimit the focus of
the inquiry. The candidate chose case study for two reasons; firstly, the nature of the
research question, and secondly the compatibility of the method with the researcher’s
collaborative approach to undertaking this inquiry. The nature of the question being
studied was what qualitative researchers refer to as a ‘how’ question: How are social
media shaping Public relations? Such a question, assets Yin (2014), focusses the
researcher on insight, discovery, interpretation and the processes of meaning making
all relevant to the primary research question of this case. Secondly, case study aligned
with the researcher’s collaborative approach to praxis, investigating and defining the
case within the context of the discipline as well as the phenomenon being studied.
Further, case study fulfilled the researchers desire to conduct the type of social
investigation described by Creswell (2013) as being within a bounded system and
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within a specific period of time exploring the particularity and complexity of relating
within a social setting.
According to Daymon and Holloway (2011) case study facilitates an intensive
investigation of a specific phenomenon involving a holistic and in depth examination of
a single issue within a social context, such as a professional group. Pieczka (2007)
explains that public relations often uses case studies typically to demonstrate “best
practice”, for promotional opportunities, and for competitive reasons in attracting new
business in practice contexts (p. 338). In academia, public relations scholars have
failed to offer a primary role to case study inquiry according to Gaither and Curtin
(2008) who suggest the potential case study provides, for developing insights into
practice, has been overlooked and not yet fully explored. Undertaking a case study
requires defining the actual case which, according to Yin (2014), can be a bounded
entity, a person, organisation or a behavioural phenomenon where the boundary
between the case and its context are blurred. Defining a case, says Patton (2015),
necessitates placing a boundary around the phenomenon of interest specific to a time
and place, which determines what the case is, and therefore the focus of the inquiry.
This case investigates the behaviour and interactions of public relations consultants, as
social media participants within the broader context of public relations practice. The
unit of analysis was identified as a public relations consultancy in Sydney, Australia as
an exemplar of public relations practitioners and social media users. The case
organisation was purposefully selected as an information rich source to illuminate the
use of social media by practitioners. Further a consultancy was chosen as the unit of
analysis as Verhoeven, Tench, Zerfrass, Morena, and Verčič (2012) suggest “public
relations consultancies are leading the profession in using social media and
implementing policies to guide its use within practice”, and this acknowledgement is
important in the context of this study (p. 163). The objective of spending time in the
chosen organisation was to collect data, to interact with practitioners to see how they
are affected by the setting, and to explore what can be learnt by observing behaviour
and interaction within a field setting. Case methodology is useful in examining the
online social behaviour of participants because of its ability to capture the imminent
properties of life, describes Noor (2008), such as the “ebb and flow” of participant’s
actions particularly in a space that is changing quickly (p. 1603). Noor’s (2008)
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description captures the transparency, dynamic and fast pace of online exchanges as
well as the context of the organisational setting.
Some of the common limitations directed at case study, according to Yin (2014),
include: a failure to adopt a systematic procedure leading to bias in presenting
findings, limited generalisability of findings, time required to gather data and the
validity of data gathered and analysed. Case study is criticised for its lack of
generalisability but Yin (2014) defends the criticism by explaining case studies are
generalisable to theoretical propositions rather than populations, with the intention of
case research to expand and generalise theories. The ability of case research to
capture the complexity of public relations practice, suggest Daymon and Holloway
(2011), a research approach should have a high degree of validity achieved by drawing
on multiple sources of evidence, establishing a chain of evidence and having
participants review the analysed data.
On entering the field, the researcher was looking for observational data that had depth
and detail sufficiently descriptive so the reader could understand what occurred as
well as how it occurred. Preliminary negotiations involved the researcher entering the
setting initially as an observer, becoming what Stake (2010) describes as the eyes, ears,
and perceptual senses for the reader producing descriptions that are factual, accurate,
and thorough without being cluttered by irrelevant minutiae and trivia. The design of
the fieldwork was guided by Patton (2003) and included consideration of the role of
the researcher as observer and as a participant including the degree of participation;
the tension between insider (emic) and outsider (etic) perspectives; degree and nature
of collaboration with participants, the disclosure and explanation of the researcher’s
role and the duration and focus of the field visits. The researcher completed 15 field
visits between December 2012 and October 2015 collecting data for analysis. Data
collected included field notes and observations, the electronically disseminated
discourses of the case organisation, informal conversations and interactions with
participants, organisationally generated documents and the discourses of the
organisation both on and offline typical sources of data within case work (Yin, 2014).
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Participants of this research represent what Daymon and Holloway (2011) refer to as a
homogenous sample, belonging to the same subculture and sharing similar
characteristics. Participants joined voluntarily, had their rights as participants
explained, provided written consent and had their confidentiality maintained in
accordance with the research protocols of the sponsoring university. The two
inclusion criteria for participants were, firstly; public relations consultants and
secondly, daily users of social media for personal and professional purposes. Following
Patton (2015), participants were recruited using a purposeful sampling strategy with
the intention of gathering data from those deemed especially knowledgeable about
the use of social media within public relations practice and who were willing to share
that knowledge with the researcher. This approach also allowed for the selection of
specific units of analysis within the case organisation, examined in each of the projects,
permitting the researcher to reconnect with contemporary practice while remaining
open minded and responding flexibly as new understandings opened up new paths of
inquiry. Following Patton (2015) these participants were referred to as “key
knowlegeables” drawing on their wisdom and capturing their experiences in their own
words in an accurate and ethical application of case, endorsing the researcher in
representing the knowledge and understandings of participants accurately and on
their own terms (p. 284).
This dissertation in its entirety includes three interconnected research projects
compared and contrasted by drawing on the same unit of analysis, the single case
study organisation with the design of the research. This dissertation recounts a
naturalistic inquiry into contemporary public relations practice where an emergent
flexible research design allowed the researcher to adapt the inquiry as understanding
deepened and as situations changed. A brief overview of the methods of data
collection and analysis follows in the remainder of this chapter, with additional
explanations provided in the subsequent chapters detailing each project.
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3.7 Archival Research
Archival research provided the means of collecting data in the first research project.
During fieldwork, opportunities arose to talk formally and informally with participants,
to attend staff meetings within the case study organisation and to observe and
participate in activities that could not have been pre-empted prior to entering the
field. While providing invaluable data to address the research question, these
opportunities contextualised the data gathered, and the observations and experiences
interpreted in reaching the conclusions of this dissertation.
During fieldwork the researcher identified the archival records of the case study
organisation as important data sources for communicating organisational narratives
influencing the participants’ social media use. Undertaking archival research,
according to Daymon and Holloway (2011), provides rich insights into the working lives
of practitioners providing a useful window through which to understand the
experiences of participants. Within case studies archival research often takes the form
of computer-generated documents used in conjunction with other sources of
information, scholarly literature, theoretical frameworks and field notes in producing
the case. Following Yin (2014), the researcher acknowledged that the archival records
consulted were produced for a specific purpose and audience, other than this
investigation, and this was considered by the researcher in determining the usefulness
of the documents in answering the research question (Yin, 2014). Within
contemporary public relations practice all kinds of activities leave paper trails and
artefacts which can be mined during fieldwork providing the researcher with
information about many aspects of the participants’ lives and experiences that cannot
be observed. Patton (2015) assesses the value of documents in revealing things that
have taken place before the research began to which the researcher would not
otherwise be privy, and which provide a further context for analysing this data.
Examining the archival records of the consultancy proved valuable, not only because of
what was learned from the documents themselves, but in revealing paths of inquiry for
the subsequent projects to follow.
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Archival documents, the graphic constructions, and electronically disseminated
discourses of the consultancy became the data corpus for the first project. The
following archival documents authored by the case organisation were analysed:
website content, social media policy, approach to social media, templates for using
new media, and approaches to social media strategy. These archival documents were
selected by the researcher as reflecting the organisation’s approach to engaging with
social media and the narratives shared with practitioners that influenced their
behaviour and interactions online. The process of analysing these documents was
narrative inquiry.
3.8 Narrative inquiry
Data gathered in the first project was analysed via narrative inquiry following one
approach described by Patton (2015) as focusing on stories and how these stories can
be interpreted to understand and illuminate the actions and culture that created it.
Riessman (2008), one of the thought leaders in narrative analysis, explains researchers
are turning to narrative inquiry because of the truths the stories reveal about human
experience honouring lived experiences as important sources of knowledge in
understanding the social nature of humans. Patton (2015) claims narratives help to
organise and shape our experiences revealing insights about “our lives, relationships,
journeys, decisions, successes and failures” (p. 128). This research distinguishes
between story and narrative; stories are the data and narrative the process of analysis
that interprets the story, placing it in a particular context and comparing it with
existing knowledge of the discipline about relating online. The first project analyses
the narratives within the practice stories including the stories of the participants and
influenced by the organisation’s archival documents. Patton (2015) theorises practice
stories show how practice changes over time as norms, rules and organisational
arrangements are acted on and adapted by participants through a range of
interactions within a professional context. Much of the methodological focus in
narrative approaches, suggests Silverman (2010), is on the nature of interpretation
which poses the problem for the researcher of how to analyse the talk, text and
images that comprise the narrative. This data was interpreted applying Lieblich, et al.’s
(1998) approach to narrative inquiry, called categorical–content analysis, a form of
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inquiry used to interrogate archival records. This approach assumes the narratives
within the data provide a realistic measure of the phenomena being investigated and
where the narratives are considered representative of the behaviour of those being
studied. Categorical-content focuses on the discrete, linguistic, and stylistic
characteristics of the text to initially classify, organise and code the data into
categories (Lieblich et al. 1998). The coding process identifies patterns in the data, as
well as themes and ideas that help in answering the research question.
Bochner (1997) encourages researchers to use narrative inquiry in a process of
discovery, applying existing ways of knowing specific to the discipline in exposing the
narratives within the data. As such the narratives explicated are presented from the
perspective Freeman (1998) calls the “insider’s experience”, describing the lived
experiences of these participants and allowing the reader to share the participants’
experience of relating (p. 465). This interpretive process allows the research to be
selective, choosing threads of the narrative, organising, collecting and evaluating them
in constructing meaning from this data. Riessman (2008) contextualises narrative in an
organisational sense adding memoirs, biographies, diaries and other organisational
documents to the diversity of sources where narrative manifests as artefacts of
organisational life. The second project within this dissertation comprises a nested case
as the applied methodology.
3.9 Nested case study
Stake (1995) explains a single case study is likely to be made up of many smaller cases
or observational units which are the stories of specific individuals, organisational units
and other groups. He describes a nested case as a smaller unit of analysis within the
overarching case study, often coming to the researcher’s attention while looking for
further evidence to come to an understanding of relating within a particular
circumstance. An opportunity emerged for the researcher to observe and participate
in an Australian Government health campaign called Be The Influence (BTI) a social
media campaign attempting to start conversations with youth around the prominent
societal issue of binge drinking. Patton (2015) explains a case as being comprised of
single bounded units, like a campaign, often emerging within a case study typically
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focussing on examining particular themes emerging from the nested case. The
researcher selected the BTI campaign as a rich unit of analysis for the second project,
investigating relating within a particular online context, around the prominent societal
issue of binge drinking amongst Australian youth. Following Yin (2014), the researcher
gathered data within the nested case through observation, then transitioning to
participant-observer, engaging with participants more fully once accepted and
comfortable in the setting. This dual role of the researcher was fluid, altering in shape
and form as required to gather data from the myriad of sources over time and in
response to the activities happening within the setting. Patton (2015) advises that
participant observation requires a constant mindfulness on the part of the researcher,
being fully present and respectful of both the setting and its participants. The
observations are context sensitive, discussed within a societal and temporal context,
where the careful analysis and interpretation of the data extrapolates findings relevant
to the discipline being investigated.
Observation
Field notes were the primary method of capturing data and comprised the researcher’s
observations of the field setting, organisational documents, notes from client files and
photographs. De Walt and De Walt (2010) describe field notes as both data and
analysis, providing a description of what was observed as well as being the product of
the observation process providing a ‘stream of consciousness’ about what was
happening within the research setting. Wolcott, Press, McHenry, Goodman and
Foster’s (2001) guidelines for taking field notes were applied recording the day, date,
and time of the observation and applying a simple coding system for keeping track of
entries, reflections on the researcher’s mood, personal reactions as well as random
thoughts which assisted during data analysis. Following Schensul, Schensul and
LeCompte (1999), the researcher made accurate field notes without imposing
preconceived criteria, rather than allowing the data to emerge organically from
observing the participants within the case setting.
Observations were guided by a focused observation approach described by Werner
and Schoepfle (1987) where the data gathered guided the researcher's decisions about
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what to observe, focussing on different types of activities and attempting to delineate
the differences amongst those activities. The preliminary framework adopted during
the initial observations followed Spradley (1980) where the researcher observed
“space, actors, activities, objects, acts, events, time, goals and feelings” explained in
the Table 1 below (cited in Daymon and Holloway, 2011, p. 270).
Table 1: Dimensions observed during Fieldwork
Dimension Explanation
Space
The location
Actor
Participants in the setting
Activity

Behaviour and actions of
people

Objects

Things located in the setting

Act

Single actions of people

Events
Time

What is happening
Sequencing that takes place
over time
Things people are trying to
accomplish
Emotions felt and expressed

Goal
Feelings

Example
The case study organisation
Practitioners as social media
users and key knowledgeables
Social interactions of the
participants in mediated contexts
online
Documentation (Archives,
organisational policies,
procedures and electronic data
Actions and interactions using
social media
On a daily basis
Prior to, during and after using
social media
Goals of using social media within
practice
Attitudes towards using social
media (formal and informal
discussions and observations in
the field

Guided by Hennink, Hutter and Bailey (2010), the researcher focussed on three main
aspects during the observation: actions and interactions, what the participants said
and did not say, how it was said and observing: the interactions between participants;
the body language of participants, non-verbal communication providing rich data on
the situation and interplay of power and social control amongst participants; observing
how participants made use of the social setting, the layout of the consultancy and the
activities that took place within it.
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Participant observation
Data was also gathered by participant observation described by Schensul et al. (1999)
as “the process of learning through exposure to or involvement in, the day-to-day
routine activities of participants in the research setting” (p. 91). This method allowed
the researcher to obtain what Hennink et al. (2010) describe as a detailed description
of the social setting situating participants’ behaviour within public relations practice to
understand and interpret the interactions observed (p. 170). The goals, De Walt and
De Walt (2010) explain, are to develop a holistic understanding of the use of social
media by public relations practitioners that is “as objective and accurate as possible
acknowledging the limitations of the method" (p. 92). The researcher has a dual
purpose according to Spradley (1980): firstly, to engage in activities appropriate to the
situation and, secondly to observe the activities, people and physical aspects of the
situation. Prior to entering the setting, awareness of six features necessary to execute
the role of a participant observer articulated by Spradley (1980) were considered: the
dual role of both participant and observer; being explicitly aware of details of the
setting; approaching the observation with a wide-angle lens; acknowledging the
feelings of being both an insider and outsider simultaneously; embracing
introspection; and recording field notes of what is seen and experienced.
The researcher employed an immersion approach in executing the participant
observations, the advantage of this summarised by Hennink et al. (2010) as allowing
the researcher to develop a rapport with the participants while maintaining sufficient
distance to observe and describe their actions in detail within the context being
studied. This immersive approach allowed the researcher to develop useful
relationships with participants that enriched both the data gathered and the
interpretation of that data to respond to the research question. De Munck and Sobo
(1998) describe this approach as giving the researcher backstage access to the
organisation, particularly in observing unscheduled events, resulting in richly detailed
descriptions and interpretations of the "behaviours, intentions, situations witnessed
and experienced by the researcher” (p. 43). Data gathering was a process of discovery
within the field setting and the means of collecting for all three projects included
recorded observation, interactions with participants, artefacts, written materials, such
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as field notes, organisational archives and records and published literature. This data
was supplemented by talking with participants formally and informally either face-toface, on the telephone and by email in between field visits. These supplementary
techniques provided the researcher with a more thorough understanding of the
context in which the data was located leading to a more holistic analysis and
interpretation of the data.
Participant observation, as with any means of gathering data, has its limitations.
Johnson and Sackett (1998) articulate some limitations including; the researcher as the
instrument for data collection bringing an innate source of bias to the collection
process, the data may not be representative of the culture being studied and the
researcher may be predisposed to observing and recording data only of interest to the
research question. Spradley (1980) responds to these limitations suggesting following
a systematic and proven approach to observing participants, a rigorous sampling
process and adopting a wide-angled lens when gathering data as contributing to
offsetting these limitations. While following these guidelines will assist a researcher,
Spradley (1980) points out the researcher occupies a somewhat privileged status in
being allowed to participate in the research setting, without being fully integrated
within the group, so the quality of the observation rests on the personal skill of the
researcher to observe, document, and interpret the data gathered.
3.10 Discourse analysis
Wetherell et al. (2001) list five core traditions inside the discourse analysis field,
namely, sociolinguistics, conversation analysis, discursive psychology, critical discourse
analysis and Foucauldian analysis (p.ii). The approach applied in the second study of
this research follows a Foucauldian type of analysis specifically applying Gee’s (2014)
model which builds on the work of Foucault. Gee (2014), like Foucault, moves away
from the notion of language as a system of representation. Instead for him it is
through discourse that meaning and knowledge are produced. Foucault (2002)
suggests the way individuals see the world is shaped and defined by the way they talk
about it as language creates what is understood as real and meaningful as well as
defining categories that help to establish boundaries within social relationships.
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Macnamara (2010) recommends research into social media utilises ethnographic
methods to explore knowledge claims through the observation of practices and the
content of the communication online. Ethnography and discourse analysis research
are not mutually exclusive and the epistemological and methodological principles that
are at the roots of both traditions greatly differ. This work combines these two
approaches to create, what Creese (2008) refers to as “a linguistic ethnography”
(p.232). Creese (2008) argues for research approaches that examine socially
constituted linguistics, defending the integration as follows: “Ethnography provides
linguistics with a close reading of context not necessarily represented in some kinds of
interactional analysis, while linguistics provides an authoritative analysis of language
use not typically available through participant observation and the taking of field
notes” (p.232).
This discourse analysis follows an ethnographic orientation embodying the following
characteristics espoused by Emerson (2009): the researcher was located in the field
setting, the investigation explored the relationships of the participants within that
setting. The purpose of the field work was to allow the researcher to observe the
attitudes, linguistic and cultural manifestations within the participants’ relationships
that might help to understand relating. Schoenmaker (2016) argues discourse analysis
proves that language does so much more than merely conveying information in online
contexts; it connects individuals with others through enacting social identities, builds,
but also terminates connections, as well as signalling the type of interactions
participants wish to have with others in mediated environments. Parker (2004)
captures the function of discourse in online contexts succinctly describing it as
statements that bring social objects into being, enacting the social life of participants it
sets out to describe. Gee’s (2014) model of discourse analysis, a method compatible
with ethnographic approaches, was applied to analyse participants’ online discourse,
posts to the BTI campaign Facebook page. Van Dijk’s (2011) approach informed the
analysis of the Facebook data supporting the assumption that any social and
organisational research should include a detailed analysis of text. Researchers cannot,
suggests Fairclough (2005), investigate relations between discourse and other social
elements without using methods that allow for examining the linguistic, semiotic and
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the interdiscursive features of the text. Several assumptions accompany this
application of Gee’s (2014) model, where the meaning is derived and situated in the
context of this campaign, and meaning is based on the construal of that context as well
as the past experience of participants.
Socially mediated spaces are in a constant state of flux, so situated meaning is
constantly revised and negotiated between people in and through communicative
social interactions. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, online discourses have a
reflexive property which reflects reality – the way things are, and constructs it to be. A
detailed analysis of the BTI discourse, talk, text, images and video, was undertaken to
allow the researcher to examine how the participants construed a version of reality
that was shared and understood by others within the BTI community. Gee’s (2014)
approach allowed the researcher to interpret the meaning and multiple realities
constructed through participants interacting online with each other, as well as
examining the role of discourse in constructing identities that were recognisable and
that sustained social interactions between the participants. Further, Gee’s (2014)
method implies meaning derived from the data is situated in the context of this
campaign and that meaning is derived based on the construal of that context and also
influenced by the researcher’s knowledge and experience. The meaning that develops
is understood to be dynamic, rather than static and constantly revised and
renegotiated between participants through their communicative interactions online.
The strength of Gee’s (2014) approach is its reflexivity, exposing the reflexive
properties of the discourse that reflect the multiple and socially constructed realities
created and experienced by participants online. Understanding the nature of language
online, its enacting and multidimensional properties, is vital for public relations as
designers of online communication in maximising its communicative potential.
3.11 Autoethnography
The methodology applied in the third project is autoethnography, described by Patton
(2015) as a sub-method within narrative inquiry that compels the researcher to ask:
How does my own experience of my culture offer insights about this culture, event,
situation and way of life? (p. 101). Spry (2001) explains this approach as a “self83

narrative that critiques the situatedness of self and others in a social context” (p.710).
Ellis (2009) describes the autoethnographer as both the author and focus of the story,
“the one who tells and the one who experiences, making the researcher the
intersection of the cultural and personal, thinking and observing as an ethnographer
and writing and describing as a storyteller” (p.13). Autoethnography is applied in
project three as both the method for collecting the data and the procedure for
analysis. Guided by Chang (2008) the application of this approach uses the
researcher’s autobiographical data to analyse and interpret her cultural assumptions
guided by the following conventions: culture is a group oriented concept where the
self is connected to others and the reading and writing of a self-narrative provided a
window through which self and others can be explored and understood. While sharing
some of the storytelling features with other genres of self-narrative, Ellis, Adams and
Bochner (2011) explain how autoethnography differs from them by transcending the
narration of self to engage in an examination of self within a broader analysis and
interpretation of a particular culture.
Gathering data for analysis in the third project required revisiting the existing sources
of data obtained for the first two projects and then analysing the researcher’s own
personal reflections, notes, images and recollections to connect her personal
observations with those of her culture. As a means of analysis, autoethnography is
highly reflexive. Following Ellis and Bochner (2000) the first stage of analysis examined
the data “through an ethnographic wide-angled lens” seeking data that revealed the
social and cultural aspects of participants’ experiences then turning inwardly and
reflexively, searching for meaning describing the researcher’s emic experience of her
culture, situation and way of life (p. 37). Ellis, Adams and Bochner (2011) define the
importance of reflexivity within autoethnography explaining the process of writing an
autoethnographic narrative sees the researcher retroactively, reflexively and
selectively writing about their experiences within their culture. Schön (1987) suggests
reflexivity is essential in constructing an autoethnography allowing the researcher to
reflect-in-action on observations perceived as unique, surfacing her intuitive
understanding of those moments from practice which are often confronting, puzzling
and uncertain. It is through acknowledging and analysing these feelings of discomfort
within professional experiences that Harvey, Hunt and Schroder (1961) assert leads to
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looking for new solutions and directions to address tensions within a discipline. By
embedding reflectivity into the design and execution of this research, the researcher
creates opportunities for meaningful knowledge to arise through a self-examination of
the assumptions, tacit knowledge and patterns of action and interactions of both the
researcher and the researched.
The resulting autoethnographic narrative shared in Chapter six of this dissertation is a
montage and co-constructed text. The selectivity of the observed and recorded events
described within this data is acknowledged producing what Mingé (2013) describes as
a montage text, co-constructed through interpreting the shared experience and
understandings of relating within the social construction of public relations. It is also a
text where the research participants are instrumental, as suggested by Page (2003), in
co-creating the narrative by social consensus between the researcher and the
participants. The resulting narrative does more than simply tell a story, contend Ellis
and Bochner (2000), by including scholarly justifiable sources combined with multiple
sources of evidence: observation, participant observation, informal interviewing, field
notes, researcher’s reflexivity, organisational data and online discourse. This method
allowed the researcher to incorporate online sources following Pink (2013) who
describes such sources as useful ways of constituting ethnographic knowledge,
representing it and sharing it with others, and suggesting ways to reconsider the
current approaches within professional practice.

3.12 Ethical considerations
The researcher faced multiple ethical decisions in all stages of this research from the
proposal through to analysing the data and reporting the findings to others.
Undertaking this research, as Punch (2005) describes, involved collecting data from
people about people. The researcher set out to inform, protect and develop trust with
the participants of this case in an ethical approach to executing this research. The
researcher was informed and guided by the ethical guidelines of the University, which
approved this research, as well as by the scholarly literature detailing ethical
approaches to qualitative research. In the execution of this research, the researcher
was guided by Corbin and Strauss (2014) who summarise the following as three
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important areas of ethical considerations for qualitative researchers; “the participants,
the research and the researcher undertaking the inquiry” (p.13).
The Participants
The relationship established between the researcher and participants of this case
raised a number of ethical considerations that were taken into account in the design
and execution of this work. Within the case, data was collected with the intent of
investigating and describing the experiences of these participants and interpreting the
meanings of the different aspects of their experiences. To achieve this, the researcher
needed to be physically present in the research setting of the culture being studied,
and as such this approach demanded the researcher be responsible for her role, and
the potential consequences of participating in the field setting. Following Creswell
(2009), the researcher obtained informed written consent from the participants,
preserved their anonymity and maintained their confidentiality through all stages of
the research process. In negotiating entry to the case organisation, the researcher was
respectful of the research site and complied with the ethical requirements of the
consultancy, as a registered consultancy with the Public relations Institute of Australia,
the governing body of public relations practice in Australia and thereby bound by the
Institute’s Code of Ethics. The researcher attended a staff meeting within the case
organisation to brief the participants prior to commencing the research to clarify the
following issues for potential participants: the nature of the study, the participants’
potential role, the identity of the researcher and the University, the objective of the
research and how the results would be used and published. Following Creswell (2009),
the participants were also encouraged to question the researcher at any stage during
the research and reminded of their right to withdraw from the research at any time
without fear of negative consequences. These actions were undertaken prior to
inviting and obtaining the written consent of every participant who was involved in this
research. One of the difficulties the researcher encountered was one consultant who
expressed some reservations about participating in the research. Honouring the
participant’s decision, the researcher continued to interact with the consultant while
in the setting but excluded any information or data provided informally by that
participant within this research. The researcher preserved the anonymity and
confidentiality of participants through all stages of the research by applying the
86

following strategies, as suggested by Corbin and Strauss (2014), protecting the
personal information of these participants by secure data storage methods, the
removal of identifier components within the data, removing all biographical details and
through applying pseudonyms to the names of individuals, clients and the case study
organisation. Following Patton (2015), prior to leaving the field setting the researcher
confirmed with the participants and the directors of the case study organisation that
their anonymity, and that of their organisation, clients and their contribution to this
research, would be preserved.
Research
The second ethical consideration is the approach to the research itself. In undertaking
this work, the researcher had many ethical responsibilities including, as suggested by
Corbin and Strauss (2014), preserving the integrity of the method while recognising
that the parts of the research methodology worked together in a holistic approach to
achieve methodological rigour in executing the research. This research, like most, was
conducted within a number of constraints including time and financial constraints and
the researcher’s obligation to the participants to conduct the data gathering and
analysis professionally and ethically. Publishing the results of this research was a
further ethical issue considered by the researcher. The participants of this case gave
freely of their time and knowledge in the belief that the results may be published to
assist others, while also affording the researcher the opportunity to contribute to the
knowledge base of her profession. Creswell (2009) suggests that it is through the
continuous generation of new knowledge that a profession, such as public relations,
maintains its relevance over time.
The Researcher
The third area of ethical consideration is that of the researcher undertaking the
inquiry, stepping beyond the known and returning to the world of the participants
hoping to contribute to the empirical knowledge about public relations. Corbin and
Strauss (2014) explain the researcher has an ethical responsibility to herself, to the
participants, and to the profession to produce the highest quality of work she is
capable of delivering. Beyond the researcher herself, they explain research as an
“opportunity for growth” where the process of undertaking the work broadens
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understanding giving insight into people and situations that might not otherwise occur
(p.14). In undertaking this research, the lines between researcher and participant
became blurred as, Corbin and Strauss (2014) confirm, is common within qualitative
inquiry. The close contact the researcher established with the participants during the
three years of this research poses some ethical challenges, but also overwhelmingly
adds a unique richness to the work and the researcher’s journey. Ellis (2007) reflects
the researcher’s own personal experience in conducting this work where the
researcher became friends with those she studied because she couldn’t help herself
and, perhaps more importantly, because it made the process easier and more
enjoyable.
Undertaking an autoethnography as a genre of writing and research, presented some
unique ethical considerations that began with the researcher’s personal experiences of
studying her role within her culture of practice. Autoethnography, described Ellis
(2007), involves back-and-forth movement between experiencing and examining a
vulnerable self, and observing and revealing the broader context of that experience to
others. The researcher’s experience of writing autoethnography taught her the
importance of living the experience of undertaking research collaboratively with
others, in particular “how to think it through, improvise, write and rewrite, anticipate
and to feel its consequences” (p. 22-23). The researcher embodied Frank’s (2004)
cogent advice distilled as ‘seek to do good’ throughout the research process. Frank
(2004) said:
“We do not act on principles that hold for all times. We act as best we can at a
particular time, guided by certain stories that speak to that time, and other
people’s dialogical affirmation that we have chosen the right stories....The best
any of us can do is to tell one another our stories of how we have made choices
and set priorities. By remaining open to other people’s responses to our moral
maturity and emotional honesty...we engage in the unfinalized dialogue of
seeking the good” (pp. 191-192).
Undertaking an autoethnography required the researcher to embrace the
communitarian ethical approach of its foundations, referred to by Callahan (2003), as
embodying “social meaning, implications and context” complementary to the social
constructionist orientation of this work (p. 287). Sindall (2002) further describes the
central premise of communitarian ethics as one that “emphasizes social
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connectedness, and sees individuals as members of a community embedded in the
community norms and history” (p. 202). Its application within this work provided a
useful method of minimising potential harm to participants while simultaneously
embracing and encouraging their active engagement and collaboration in producing
this work. Instead of being a prescriptive ethical approach, Callahan (2003) suggests, it
provides the researcher with a set of analytical skills that recognised the personal
virtues of both the researcher and the researched, including insight, sensitivity to the
embedded quality of human lives, imagination and rationality, including reasoning and
emotion. Guillemin and Gillam (2004) added to Callahan’s (2003) list a further
analytical skill, reflexivity, consistent with the central tenet of the autoethnographic
methodology applied in the third project of this research. Consideration of these
ethical issues informed the researcher’s approach in making informed ethical decisions
in the execution of this research.
3.13 Overcoming limitations in data collection and analysis
Shortcomings were addressed in selecting, observing and interpreting the data
through following Patton’s (2015) purposeful sampling strategy, strategically selecting
an information-rich case study at the outset that by its nature presented the
researcher with rich data around relating within public relations. The limitations in
collecting and then selecting the data that comprised the case were offset in part by
following Yin’s (2014) case study protocol. Yin’s (2014) approach required the
researcher to be cognisant of the fact that in order to observe the real-world
experiences of practitioners, she needed to intrude into the world of the case. The
data collection protocols applied by the researcher included gaining access to the case
organisation and its participants, sourcing resources to undertake the fieldwork,
negotiating a schedule for field visits, and following protocols for observing and
interacting with participants in the field while remaining open-minded and flexible to
respond to new lines of inquiry as they emerged (Yin, 2014). A series of guiding
questions reflecting the researcher’s line of inquiry was developed prior to each field
visit which served to focus the researcher’s attention while observing and collecting
evidence pertinent to the research question.
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Various approaches were employed in overcoming the limitations in analysing and
interpreting the data within the case. In the first project, rigour during the coding of
the organisation’s archival records was achieved by following the prototypical series of
steps of a narrative categorical-content analysis and by undertaking a sample coding
process prior to the actual coding of the data (Lieblich et al. 1998). In the second
project, the fourth stage of applying Gee’s (2014) model of discourse analysis
identified areas of convergence, agreement and coverage within the data based on
answers from a series of reflective questions applied to interrogate the data. In the
third project, the researcher applied a type of “member checking”, a form of
triangulation articulated as the most “crucial technique for establishing credibility
within qualitative research” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 314). This technique required
the researcher to take the data, and her interpretations, back to the participants of the
study so they could confirm the credibility of the information and narrative account.
3.14 Usefulness of the research design
A qualitative approach following Patton (2015) guided this in-depth exploration of
relating to others from three contrasting, yet complementary, approaches within
narrative inquiry. Project one involved an analysis of content to identify themes and
how these themes influenced participants’ approaches to social media to achieve
strategic objectives. Project two, comprised a structural analysis that examined the
participants’ online discourse and social interactions within a campaign. The final
project explored relating through a personal and reflexive analysis of the researcher as
a participant, sharing the process of constructing meaning around relating
collaboratively with others, and in the context of this case. A qualitative approach
enabled the researcher to immerse herself in a professional communication setting to
undertake this investigation, to uncover the participants’ views, interactions and
experiences through interacting with them within their organisation. Supporting
Daymon and Holloway (2011), the “rigorous, reflexive, interpretive and subjective
nature of this qualitative inquiry provided a useful framework for exploring the
complexity and transformability of contemporary communicative relationships within
public relations practice” (p. 7). Spending extended periods of time in the field
allowed the researcher to capture and respect the multiple perspectives of relating
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within the particularity of this case, which enriched the descriptions provided by the
researcher, the experience for the researcher herself, and the quality of the insights
gleaned from those who shared their experiences and perspectives. The design of this
research and the choice of complementary, yet diverse methodologies, proved useful
in yielding rich data pertinent to the primary research question, illustrating the unique
experiences of these participants and deliberately shining a lens on language, a
uniquely human way of expressing meaning that is shared with others. This case
achieved its aim in analysing the current application of social media in enacting the
core functions of everyday public relations practice, particularly interacting with others
online, highlighting the possibilities, as well as the pitfalls, of socialising with others
within mediated spaces online. Through examining the social interactions of
practitioners, as social media users and strategists online, the researcher gained insight
into the factors that influence contemporary approaches as well as the nature of the
current interactions that take place in social spaces online. This case study captured
and interpreted the social experiences of these participants, at this juncture in public
relations history, in responding to the demands social media is placing on them and
their practice.
The social constructionist positioning of this work allowed the researcher to
deconstruct the “truths” or beliefs created by these participants through interacting
with each other to understand the human dimensions of social media and how it may
be used relationally. This case was intentionally focussed on praxis and reflexivity,
understanding how the researcher’s own experience and background affected what
one understands and how one acts in the social world including this process of inquiry.
Intertwined with this ontology, an interpretivist epistemology facilitated the
researcher, interpreting the interactions and experiences of the participants to start to
build meaning around the concept of relating. Meanings emerged as the researcher
observed and experienced the participants’ interactions in using social mediums in the
course of their daily lives, with those interpretations shaped by the personal
experiences of the participants as well as the biases, interests and preferences of the
researcher. Agreeing with Flick (2008), the researcher, rather than claiming the
conclusions of this research to be absolute, believes this research becomes viable
when it fits into the world experienced by these participants describing their
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experiences, interactions and approaches to communication within this social setting.
The application of case study allowed the researcher to conduct the type of social
investigation necessary to investigate relating within a bounded system, in a specific
period of time allowing her to explore the particularity and complexity of relating
within a realistic setting. The choice of autoethnography allowed the researcher to
adopt a less formal structure in the third project, providing an alternative way of
examining relating, described by Ellis and Adams (2014), from an intimate and
personal context.
3.15 Generalisability of the case study findings
The issue of the generalisability of findings from case study is the area in which the
methodology has been most challenged. Stake (2005) suggests this criticism is valid
when the researcher’s attention is on generalising the findings rather than on
developing a rich description of the complex processes and influences within the case
itself. The value of a rich description, suggests Geertz (1988), is that the reader feels as
if they have experienced the case along with the researcher and rather than referring
to the findings of a case as ‘generalisable’, prefers the term ‘extendable’. Daymon and
Holloway (2010) suggest the findings of a particular case are not universal to other
cases, yet some of the case findings may resonate with the readers in such a way that
they may apply to other situations. Flyvberg (2006) calls this notion the “force of
example”, explaining that just because findings cannot be formally generalised “it does
not mean that the findings cannot enter the collective process of knowledge
accumulation” (p.277) where he believes there is an overemphasis on generalisability.
Johansson (2003) describes generalisations made from a single case as analytical,
based on three principles of reasoning: deductive, inductive and abductive (p.8). As
public relations communication processes and relationship are intrinsic aspect to this
case, trying to generalise the findings would remove them from the particular real-life
context which gives them their meaning (Daymon & Holloway, 2010).
The researcher proposes that interpreting the findings of this case requires the reader
to exercise their own judgement to see if the difficulties in achieving the objective of
relating in this case, has relevance to their own experiences and circumstance of
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practice. Rather than generalising, the researcher attempted to provide a sufficiently
richly described case that the reader can make an informed decision as to if, and how,
the findings of this case may transfer to their own context. Further, the findings of this
case uncover patterns in practitioners’ approaches to using social media that suggest it
is often inaccurately described as a tool with relational potential, challenging one of
the central narratives of the discipline.
This chapter has provided an explanation of the methodological position of this
research articulating the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of the work in
applying a case study methodology in investigating the phenomena of relating. The
next chapter, reports on the first research project of this dissertation, researching the
archival records of the case study organisation in exploring whether organisational
narratives shape practitioners’ use of social media.
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Chapter 4: Project 1- Investigating organisational narratives
4.1 Research design for project one.
This first project embodies the social constructionist orientation discussed in detail in
the previous chapter through investigating how practitioners are using social media to
execute their roles and address issues that arise within the constructed reality of
practice. The interpretivist orientation suggests the actions and interactions of these
participants are deliberate and carried out based on the meaning that they, and their
peers, attach to those actions. Following Creswell (2013) the researcher sought to
investigate the subjective meanings, that is those directed towards certain objects or
things that participants developed and negotiated through social interactions with
each other. One way to investigate these meanings was to examine the everyday
situations of practice uncovering what guides and shapes the participants’ approaches
to using social media in practice contexts. Meaning develops through the
practitioners’ knowledge of practice but also by the information shared, the narratives
formally and informally shared with them by their organisation and peers. Narratives
are instrumental in shaping participants’ behaviour as social media users, designers
and strategists as confirmed by Patton (2015) who explains narratives “organise and
shape experiences and also tell others about our lives, relationships, journeys,
decisions success and failures” (p.128). The narratives investigated in this research are
embedded within the consultancy’s archival materials which Patton (2015) describes
as capturing the material culture of the organisation, providing a rich source of
information about the organisation, its policies and procedures, and how these
influence participants. Narrative also plays an important role in online contexts with
Pfahl (2011) describing Twitter and Facebook as examples of condensed narrative
platforms where evolving narrative language creates a “multidimensional intertwine of
social exchange” amongst users (p.81). Analysing the organisation’s narratives was
timely within the context of this research, being undertaken at the beginning of the
research and proving useful in supplementing the information about the organisation
that cannot always be observed and provided as a stimulus for the direction of the
subsequent two projects that follow.
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The aim of this first project was to investigate the narratives embedded within the
organisation’s archival records and materials and how those narrative shaped the
participants’ approach to using social media. The specific unit of analysis for this
project was a public relations consultancy based in Sydney, Australia. The consultancy,
operating since 1991, is a full service consultancy offering the complete range of
services for clients in government, commercial and non-government sectors. The
design of the case followed Yin (2014) and contains five components designed to focus
the researcher on gathering data to answer the question guiding the study. The five
components of this case are as follows: the research question guiding the
investigation - How are practitioners using social media?; the case study’s central
proposition, that social media may be helpful in relating to others within public
relations practice; the unit of analysis, the consultancy, specifically the practitioners as
daily social media participants; the logic of the case, the archival records that
contained information pertinent to the practitioners’ use of social media; and lastly,
the criteria for analysing the archives, the honeycomb of social media as theorised by
Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre, (2011).
The design of this project is narrative inquiry which analysed the archival records and
materials of the case study organisation, supplemented by the researcher’s field notes,
observations and participations in the field setting. As the archival records were the
primary source of data: the method applied in analysing these records was narrative
inquiry, following the approach developed by Lieblich, et al. (1998). Each of the design
components of this project will be explained in more detail prior to the analysis of the
archival material and the conclusions emerging from that analysis. The execution of
this project begins this dissertation’s intensive examination of the phenomena of
relating in a practice content and the usefulness of social media in contributing to
enacting this core function of practice.
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4.2 Archival research
In the field setting, the researcher was an active participant within the case
organisation, conversing and interacting with practitioners, joining in staff meetings,
reviewing the electronic files, client records, reports and documentation in
experiencing the daily life of the organisation. Time spent in the field led the
researcher to identifying the organisation’s archival material as a useful source of
information in addressing pertinent issues relevant to the research question. The
archival material provided the researcher with some understanding of the formal
guidelines, frameworks and procedures within the organisation that shaped the
practitioners’ approach and use of social media within daily practice. Patton (2015)
describes the value of archives as cultural assets that go beyond conveying information
and became examples of the organisation’s material culture embedded in documents.
Such documents socialise the participants through scaffolding the routines and
practices commonplace within the organisation, and the practices preferred by the
organisation. Particularly relevant for this project, the archives were accessible,
readable collectives of the organisation’s policies and procedures, summarising its
daily practices, including the practitioners’ use of social media.
Vogt and Johnson (2011) define archival research as the study of historical documents
or existing records which contain information about an organisation’s past and its
practices. Archives, while historical, are also living sources of data, where they
describe and represent the past as they continue to have an impact on the present and
the lives of those within the organisation. Daymon and Holloway (2011) explain the
importance of archival research as a useful lens through which to explore the
behaviours of a particular group of people within a specific setting. Access to the
archival documentation was negotiated with the key players within the organisation,
by the researcher at the beginning of the fieldwork. While acknowledging that these
records were produced for a specific purpose and audience other than this research,
the researcher determined these documents contained information pertinent to the
question being investigated through this project. The archives, suggests Patton (2015),
were useful in supplementing the researcher’s observations and interactions within
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the setting, clarifying and confirming what the researcher saw though direct
observations and engagement in the organisation.
Creswell (2013) claims the stance of the researcher is important in conducting archival
research. The collusion of the researcher, participants and the data is a key aspect of
this approach, uniting implicit and explicit theories, such as philosophies, morals,
values and judgements within the setting and in the analysis and interpretation of the
data. Archival documents, the graphic constructions and electronically disseminated
discourses of the consultancy, became the data corpus for this project and included
the following documents authored by the case organisation: website content, the
social media policy, the consultancy’s approach to social media, templates prepared
for clients around the use of social media, and a social media strategy. These
documents were selected by the researcher as reflecting and capturing the
organisation’s approach to social media engagement. The archives served a secondary
purpose by filling in some of the gaps about aspects of practice that the researcher
cannot observe such as the rules and decision making processes within the group of
participants being investigated.
4.3 Archival records
The following archival records identified in Table 2 were identified by the researcher as
the most useful documents in providing insights into the participants’ use of social
media within their daily practice and became the data corpus for this project. An
extract from one of the archival records can be found in Appendix 2. Seeking to
understand the archival data more fully, the researcher consulted the following
additional sources of data to supplement the archival material: scholarly literature,
field notes recording the researcher’s observations and participation in the
organisation, social media discourses and the researcher’s knowledge and experience
of public relations practice.
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Table 2: Archival records analysed in project 1.
Archive
No
1.

2.
3.
4.

5.

Archive Name

Brief description

Consultancy’s website
content, August, 2013.

A series of related web pages on the Internet
including text and images introducing the
organisation, the staff and the range of
services provided by the consultancy.
Consultancy Social Media
Policy given to new consultants to inform and
Policy, August, 2012.
guide their use of social media for the
consultancy and on behalf of clients.
Consultancy’s Approach to
PowerPoint slides providing an overview of
Social Media, January, 2013. the consultancy’s approach to the use of social
media on behalf of clients and the tools used.
Consultancy New Media
PowerPoint presentation explaining the
Templates, November, 2012. different types of new media, the strategies
the consultancy uses for each media and the
benefits for clients.
Client Social Media Strategy, PowerPoint presentation to a client in the Fast
May, 2012.
Moving Consumer Goods Sector outlining a
proposed social media strategy.

Footnote: The archival records in Table 2 were selected for analysis as they provided a rich depth of
information documenting participants’ use of and engagement with social media on a daily basis.

4.4 Narrative Inquiry
Narrative inquiry analysed the archival data, an approach that typically analyses
organisational documents including policies, presentations and educational material.
Discussed in detail in Chapter three, applying this approach, says Patton (2015)
focusses the researcher on the organisational narratives within these documents and
how they can be interpreted to understand and illuminate the actions and culture of
the organisation that created them. Yin, Bickman and Rog (1998) describe this form of
inquiry as a useful real-world measure in uncovering narratives that direct the habits of
individuals which are considered representative of those being investigated.
The approach to narrative inquiry applied to the archival material was categoricalcontent analysis, a specific form of narrative inquiry developed by Lieblich et al. (1998).
This approach embodies pluralism, relativism and subjectivity by acknowledging the
multiple ways in which the documents can be interpreted while asserting that the
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narratives within them are representative of the experiences of the members of the
organisation. Extracts of text were drawn from the archival materials and then coded
and sorted into categories drawn from the theoretical model known as the honeycomb
of social media (Kietzmann et al. 2011). This framework describes the functions and
implications of social media within an organisational context and is described in the
next section of this chapter. As well as providing the codes for categorising the
archival data, this framework assisted in explicating the narratives this organisation
shares with participants regarding the use of social media within their daily practice.
4.5 The honeycomb of social media
The honeycomb of social media is a framework that articulates seven functional
building blocks of social media and the implications of those functions in organisational
and commercial contexts (Kietzmann et al. 2011). This framework, explains Kietzmann
et al. (2011), represents one attempt to theorise and understand the ecology of social
media, in particular how to engage with it strategically, and how to develop methods
for monitoring, understanding and responding to a range of social media activities.
Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe (2007) describe that the value of such understanding for
public relations lies in the potential and possibilities of social media in helping to enact
both the rhetorical and relational components of practice. Understanding the nature
of social media, as well as the risks is poses in relating to others is important. While an
indispensable part of the communication mix, the profession must be aware of the
consequences of getting it wrong in social media spaces (Utz, et al. 2013). A challenge
for public relations, and other disciplines, lies in the number and diversity of social
media channels that seem to emerge almost daily and the need to discern which of
those are useful in the executing the core functions of practice. One way to do this is
to learn and understand the nature of the social media ecosystem through examining
theoretical models that conceptualise social spaces online. Schultz (2007) proposed
Social Media Ecosystem – Weave, a model describing some of the tools and platforms
that comprise social media. Corcoran (2009), building on Schultz’s model, separated
the ecosystem further into three media types; owned, paid and earned media. Bernoff
and Li (2008) segmented participants, rather than media, based on their social
behaviour categorising participants as creators, critics, collectors, joiners or spectators.
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Using social media tools and spaces strategically depends on understanding its
fundamental components and their potential for interacting with others. The
honeycomb framework presents one way to do this, with the advantage of this
framework being its generality, with each block increasing the understanding of the
fundamentals of social media, regardless of their platform. The components of this
framework are represented in Figure 3 below, and will be briefly discussed as an
introduction to the analysis of the archival data.
Figure 3: The honeycomb of social media (Kietzmann et al. 2011, p. 243)

Each component of the framework is discussed in turn showing how practitioners
might use social media and the associated implications for practice. Identity, explains
Kietzmann et al. (2011), is the first component of the framework and represents “the
extent to which participants reveal their identity in a social media setting” and shows
how practitioners construct and share information in representing themselves to
others online (p. 243). The sum of online discourse becomes a participant’s digital
profile and persona online. Conversations illustrate communicating with others online
comprising the reasons for the conversations that take place including, explains
Kietzmann et al. (2011), to inform, influence, converse, share, socialise and interact
with others. Sharing explains Kietzmann, et al. (2011), represents the sociality of
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participants exchanging objects, content, images, talk and text in establishing common
interests with others online. Engeström (2005) asserts sociality in online spaces is a
combination of the purpose of engaging in the medium, as well as the objects shared,
where sharing represents a preliminary interaction that may not lead to any further
interactions amongst participants. Presence is the accessibility and visibility of
participants which can be represented, according to Kietzmann, et al. (2011), by the
status, such as available or hidden, revealing the connectivity of participants and
bridging the gap between the real and the virtual (p. 245). Kietzmann, et al. (2011)
define Relationships as two or more participants that form an association online (p.
245). Reputation in online contexts, explains Kietzmann, et al. (2011), depends on
metrics generated through “mechanical turks”, tools that aggregate user-generated
information to produce a measure of trustworthiness online such as the “number of
views” or “number of likes” (p.245). Groups comprise the communities and subcommunities of participants that develop online who characteristically, according to
Kietzmann, et al. (2011), are large and dispersed collectives of individuals. Collectively,
these building blocks provide the codes applied in analysing and categorising the case
organisation’s archival data.
4.6 Analysing archival records
The particular form of narrative inquiry applied to these archival records is Lieblich, et
al.’s (1998) Two-by-two model for analysing archival materials. This model comprises
four cells formed by two intersecting continua, holistic versus categorical, and content
versus form, represented in Figure 4 below.
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Figure 4: Two-by-two model analysing archival records (Lieblich, et al. 1998, p. 13.)
HOLISTIC-CONTENT
Uses the complete story of an
individual focusing on the content
presented by it.

HOLISTIC-FORM
Focuses on the plot or structure of the
narrative.

CATEGORICAL-CONTENT
Content analysis where categories of
the phenomena are defined and
separated from the text and sorted
into categories.

CATEGORICAL-FORM
Focuses on linguistic characteristics of
defined units of the narrative.

Lieblich et al.’s (1998) categorical-content approach was selected over categoricalform due to its focus on the discrete, linguistic and stylistic characteristics of defined
units of text being analysed within the archival data. The process of analysis involved
extracting segments of text from the archival documents, analysing the segments and
then classifying and organising the coded data in a systematic manner. Lieblich et al.
(1998) suggest two units of analysis were relevant; firstly, “utterances, segments
abstracted from the archival documents” and secondly, “principal sentences” or shards
of the archival documents that expressed new and distinct narratives within the
document (p. 115). The segments of the archival documents were extracted and
coded to form a new “sub-text” of the archival documents being analysed (p. 115). This
“sub-text” was then coded into the categories from the honeycomb of social media
framework. Table 3 below, shows the categories drawn from the framework, a brief
definition of each category, as well as an example of the segments of the archival data
coded into the categories.
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Table 3: Categories from the honeycomb of social media applied to archival data
(Kietzmann, et. al., 2011)
Category

Definition

Example from archival record

C1: Identity

The extent to which
participants reveal
themselves
The extent to which
participants communicate
with each other

“These are my personal views”
(Archive 3).

C2:
Conversations

C3: Sharing

C4: Presence

C5:
Relationships
C6:
Reputation
C7: Groups

“Social media is about starting a
conversation with an audience
and allowing them to participate
in the communication process”
(Archive 2).
The extent to which
“Social bookmarking is a tool that
participants exchange,
allows participants to share their
distribute and receive
favourite websites by online
content
services” (Archive 4).
The extent to which
“In the swirling endless universe
participants know if others of twinkling brands you want to
are available
be the one that’s shining bright”
(Archive 1).
The extent to which
“Connections online based on
participants relate to each mutual respect, trust and ethical
other
behaviour that deliver long term
value” (Archive 5).
The extent to which
“Doing the right thing and telling
participants know the
others about it” (Archive 1).
social standing of others
The extent to which
“Participants with similar
participants are ordered
interests that share information
or form communities
within their own community”
(Archive 3).

Rigour during coding was achieved by following the prototypical series of steps of a
narrative categorical-content analysis and by undertaking a sample coding process
prior to the actual coding of the data. Table 4 provides an exemplar of the principal
sentences and their categorisation of the archival record five called the Consultancy
Social Media Policy, August 2012. A more comprehensive example of the coding of the
archival data can be found in Appendix 3 of this dissertation.
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Table 4: Exemplar of the coding of principal sentences from Archival Record five.
Principle sentence from the
Archival Record five

Category

Researcher’s Note

The consultancy team members are
bound by a confidentiality agreement as
part of their employment contract.

Identity

Real versus virtual
identity.

Computers, email addresses and
internet connectivity are provided by
the consultancy to team members for
the express purpose of facilitating their
work at the consultancy.

Conversations

Tools and reasons
for conversations

It is understood that there will be no
disclosure or discussion of the
consultancy, its clients or corporate
proprietary information.

Sharing

Ethical discourse and
conduct online.

A fast changing online world where
work, clients and personal opinions can
end up sharing the same online space.

Presence

Bridging real and
virtual worlds.

The coding process searched for patterns in the data and ideas that helped explain
why those patterns exist, relevant to the research question. Through coding, the data
was grouped into categories based on shared characteristics, and according to Miles,
Huberman and Saldana (2013), required the researcher to apply a series of filters that
influence the perception, documentation and interpretation of the data. The coding
filters acknowledged in this research include the researcher’s involvement as a
participant and observer, and prior knowledge of the discipline being studied.
Evidence of core narratives within the archival documents emerged as the researcher
selected and coded what Lieblich et al. (1998) term the “‘principal sentences” that
were identified, chosen and set aside during analysis (p.115). As the data corpus
included more than one type of data, PowerPoint presentations and other electronic
documents, the researcher cross referenced the documents, seeking similarities and
differences across the data. The numerical amount of “principal sentences” coded into
each category was counted followed by the researcher commenting on the sentences
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to facilitate the analysis and discussion of the findings (p.115). This process was
repeated with each of the five archival documents that comprised the data corpus.
The number of extracts coded to each category was counted and calculated as a
percentage of the total data corpus and is represented in Table 5 Categorical-content
coding summary, below.
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Table 5: Categorical-content coding summary
Code

Evidence 1:

Evidence 2:

Evidence 3:

Evidence 4: New

Evidence 5: Client

Category as a %

Consultancy

Consultancy's

Consultancy's

Media templates

Social media

of data corpus

Website

Social Media

approach to

Content

Policy

social media

% (n=41)

% (n=30)

% (n=18)

% (n=117)

% (n=104)

Identity

4.9

16.7

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

0.0

17.1

8.7

12.3

Relationships

29.3

3.3

5.6

0.9

4.8

6.5

Reputation

17.1

33.3

22.2

10.3

3.8

11.9

Groups

19.5

10.0

16.7

11.1

18.3

14.8

Total

100

100

100

100

100

100

Strategy

Ranking the categories in descending order shows the presence of each category as a percentage of the narrative’s presence within the total data
corpus: sharing (25.5%), conversations (16.1%), groups (14.8%), identity (12.9%), presence (12.3%), reputation (11.9%), and relationships (6.5%).
106

The inclusion of a quantitative table summarising the coding of the archival data may
initially seem in opposition to the interpretivist orientation of this qualitative case.
Informed by Maxwell (2010), the researcher included Table 5, a quantitative
representation of the coded archival data as “a legitimate and valuable strategy for
qualitative researchers when used as a complement to an overall process orientation
to the research” (p.480). The researcher has presented the data in this format for two
reasons; firstly to make explicit to the reader the statistical basis of coding of the
archival records illustrating how the researcher reached her conclusions (Becker,
1970); and secondly, “to facilitate pattern recognition or otherwise to extract meaning
from the qualitative data, account for all data, document analytic moves, and verify
interpretations” (Sandelowski, Voils, & Knafl, 2009, p. 210).
4.7 Discussion of the analysis
Synthesising this analysis shows these participants used social media to share content
with others as the predominant use of the medium, influenced by the narratives from
the organisation’s archival documents. Participants used social media in hosting and
joining conversations, in joining groups and communities, building digital profiles
online through multiple identities and personas and in maintaining individual and
organisational reputations through sharing content with others online. Surprisingly,
the lowest use of social media by these participants was in relating to others, a core
daily function of public relations practice. The findings of each category are now
discussed more fully in light of the aims of the project and the research question, with
extracts from the archival material shown in italicised text and with the reference in
brackets, indicating the archival record from which the data was extracted.
Sharing was the most prominent use of social media.
Sharing was the most prominent use of social media for these participants, exchanging
text, conversations, videos and images that proved important in connecting
participants to each other online. Social networks developed and expanded around
such content that by nature was unique, novel, innovative and appealing to others.
Dove’s YouTube clip as part of the Real Beauty campaign demonstrating the photo
shopping of a model (Archive 4) was one example of the content shared amongst
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participants. The sharing and re-sharing of content connected participants around
brands, online and offline events, experiences and topics of interest to them with the
proviso; it’s all about the new, creating, discovering and sharing new content with
others (Archive 5). Sharing objects online extended participants’ social networks
exponentially, for example when a post goes viral as a result of participants
redistributing content through existing social networks online (Archive 4). The strength
and usefulness of the connections within those networks varied, but nevertheless did
represent a type of social capital that emerged amongst these participants. Putnam
(2001) describes this type of sharing as bridging capital, exchanged between
participants who differ from each other, and do not share strong relationships, but
form a connection around particular content online. Participants favoured and shared
content that communicated to them on a new level and that provided objects that they
can relate and respond to (Archive 5) with success in sharing content dependent on
tapping into areas of interest, highlighting issues and resolving problems of interest to
others online (Archive 5).
Generating new, innovative and sharable content was a repeated focus and ongoing
activity for participants (Archive 2) as was the need to generate enough content to
sustain their profile and presence online (Archive 5). Participants’ ability to generate
original content was limited only by their imagination, passion and ability to think
laterally (Archive 1) without breaching compliance and copyright legislation or
publishing proprietary information regulating content online through organisational
and online policies and procedures (Archive 5).
Sharing content was one way that these participants engaged and interacted, growing
existing communities and proved to be a useful means of executing a public relations
strategy (Archive 2). Practitioners were using social media not as an isolated medium
but integrated it as part of a broader Marketing Communication strategy to directly
engage with other participants (Archive 4). Tailoring content so that it was ‘fit for
purpose’ was an important implication for practitioners with every social media
platform requiring a slightly different approach for success (Archive 4). Differing
protocols and guidelines for online discourse and engagement were adhered to by
participants recognising success in social spaces that was achieved through ongoing
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commitment and interaction, rather than being campaign driven (Archive 4). Engaging
in derogatory or offensive sharing of content of any form was discouraged by the case
organisation with participants approaching interactions ethically, understanding the
importance of not disclosing or sharing proprietary content with others which was selfregulated in online contexts (Archive 5). Practitioners used social mediums to give
their client’s organisations a persona and presence online, which saw organisations
extending their current networks, receiving greater exposure and engaging others on
new levels (Archive 1).
Social media was used to converse and interact with others online.
The use of social media by these participants saw them engaging in a range of social
and recreational activities including participating in Conversations with others that
reflected the sociality of the context where participants chatted and shared content
and interests easily (Archive 3). These participants, in conversing with each other,
embodied one of the defining qualities of communication technologies described by
Gergen (2002) as disrupting the usual mandatory connection between message
delivery and the shared space usually necessary in interacting with others. These
participants were everyday users of Facebook within their digital online footprints,
reflecting most Australian social media usage and resulting in Facebook having 11
million Australian participants with the average user spending approximately 7 hours
per week engaged in social media (Archive 5). Participants were aware of the time
pressures online interaction presents indicating timeliness is everything, there’s a real
risk of invisibility if the activation occurs at the wrong time (Archive 3). While active
participants in conversations online, these participants were also familiar with the risks
of starting and joining conversations reflected in the following question being posed, if
social media is so risky, why do it at all? (Archive 5). This concern was outweighed by
the need to engage, to have an online presence, both personally and organisationally,
attempting to position themselves at the forefront of effective worldwide
communication strategies demonstrating a willingness to expose themselves to the bad
as well as the good (Archive 4). Participants embraced a range of tools in conversing
with others. Blogs, for example, were used to stay connected asynchronously,
resulting in richer conversations over a period of time and allowing participants to
proactively blog on an issue or elicit audience feedback on products and services
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(Archive 4). Participants used blogs in bridging the real and virtual worlds with some
participants questioning their [blog’s] reach and readership, surpassing others who
believed the percentage that do read blogs then spread the news by word of mouth
(Archive 3).
These participants were adept in monitoring and tracking conversations taking place
online by tracking the number of responses to blogs and the number of hits on websites
and pings back to base were metrics cited by participants to track engagement
(Archive 4). Participants conformed to format and protocol guidelines, tracking the
velocity of conversations by experimenting with different tools across a range of
different platforms. NetVibes and Radian6 (Archive 3) monitored participants’
understanding of online content whereas blogs, microsites and digital press offices
(Archive 3) proved useful in tracking changes in conversations. Search engine
optimisation and seeding stories detected the influence of issues within participants’
conversations while monitoring social networking platforms including Twitter,
Facebook and Flickr, offered insights into various activations of participant-generated
content (Archive 3).
The velocity of conversations, that is the number of new conversations within a given
timeframe, as well as a change in the direction of the conversation, were important
components of participants’ conversations with others online. Tools such as
Technorati and NetVibes were used to record and monitor conversations while Blogs
and YouTube tracked changes in the nature of conversations occurring within
participants’ social networks (Archive 4). Participants were encouraged, through the
archival documents to strive for dialogic interactions across multiple channels such as
blogs, v-logs, podcasting and wikis (Archive 4). Participants used such tools in
expressing their views, positively influencing discourse and encouraging others to do
the same by blogging a response, directly or indirectly to an issue online (Archive 3).
Participants seeded stories, engaged in proactive blogging and the re-sharing of
content and objects (Archive 4) around positive experiences online, building a coalition
of supporters ahead of problems developing (Archive 3). Using social media in
conversing with others showed practitioners blurring the lines between participating in
and manipulating conversations in online contexts with the rules of engagement, style
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of content, protocols of various social media tools and regulation from other
participants (Archive 1) exposing this more transparently than ever before. Some
participants were more adept at executing their role as equals, rather than leaders, in
online conversations.
Participants congregated online in groups around common interests and content
Data analysed and coded into the category called Groups described the ways
participants congregated online via webinars, case study blogging, discussions with
leading experts and social bookmarking, proving useful in building and sustaining
communities. The supportive exchange of resources was evident between participants
in various groups online, as was the provision of social support for members of the
group, even if this was not the expressed purpose of the group online. Participants’
actions and interactions were largely supportive and enabled participants to feel a part
of a group where members had common interests or concerns. Different social
platforms enacted different types of communities. For example, participants used
social bookmarking to enact virtual worlds where participants could interact and meet
online, like Second Life (Archive 4) compared with experiential marketing that connects
consumer’s products inviting them to become part of a larger and more meaningful
community (Archive 4). Large online communities self-regulated, developing protocols
to manage participants’ engagement, for example one user’s Facebook audience
reached 7,937 requiring ongoing responses to new posts and comments to maintain
interest in the page and continue to engage participants (Archive 5). Other
communities divided the content generated into segments such as product-led
content, information and feedback from franchisees and trade and consumer media,
enabling participants to respond to other’s posts in an informed and timely manner
(Archive 5).
Communicating key messages and keeping the brand in front of influencers and
engaging directly with stakeholders were consistent applications of sharing by
participants regardless of the group or community. Being members of a range of
different groups built and maintained participants’ social networks and became an
online support mechanism serving a number of purposes. Some participants sought
social and emotional support through groups, personal reinforcement when
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participants responded positively to posts, comments and content, and informational
support, advice or guidance in response to a need or problem shared with others
online. These participants demonstrated responsible group membership using social
media in demonstrating support for existing community members, eliciting feedback
and opinions from participants on topics of interest and sharing content through case
studies outlining best practice (Archive 5). Such usage reflected offline interactions
where individuals gather to discuss issues important to themselves, their family or
community. Joining groups required participants to learn the rules and protocols
before joining a community’s conversation and offering something new and in a format
reflecting an understanding of keywords and influencers within the group (Archive 5).

Participants adopted multiple personas in online contexts.
Identity showed how these participants used social mediums to share their social lives,
thoughts, opinions and experiences with others and, in doing so, constructed online
identities that may have been pre-existing or that developed and evolved online.
Participants assumed various roles including experts, influencers, conversationalists,
educators, followers, fans and trolls. Welser, Gleave, Fischer and Smith (2007)
describe these types of roles as consistent and systematic behaviours that serve
particular functions online. Within these various roles participants attempted to
balance the conscious disclosure of information these are my personal views, with
unconscious disclosure such as liking a brand, group, post or comment (Archive 5).
Transparency and disclosure are important in online communication, yet this remained
at the discretion of the participants in this research (Archive 1). Participants adopted
multiple identities, real and virtual, interacting online, using nicknames or handles like
@NotQuiteNigella and were observed by the researcher during fieldwork. Others
delegated the construction of their identity to practitioners empowering them to
engage in social media spaces on their behalf. An online persona is a social identity
that an individual establishes in online communities and websites that can be
considered as an actively constructed presentation of oneself. Online personas vary,
with some individuals choosing to use their real names online, while others prefer to
be anonymous, identifying themselves by means of pseudonyms, which reveal varying
amounts of information about themselves. Sometimes online personas are
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determined by an individual’s relationship to a certain social group they are a part of
online. Online personas may be embellished, misleading and in some cases completely
fabricated by the individual.
Participants assumed multiple personas, for example, when blogging and interacting
via LinkedIn to build their professional identities by joining conversations in an industry
space online (Archive 1). Building identities also involved participants adhering to the
protocols of various social media platforms getting to know the target audiences and
developing a style guide and tone of voice prior to joining conversations online (Archive
5). Participants assessed risks of engagement by being aware of other participants
with the potential to build or damage their identity within social networks online
(Archive 5). Some participants chose to remain anonymous, while still connecting with
others, via generating and sharing content. Others were bound by confidentiality
agreements as part of their employment contract a precautionary measure to protect
their personal identity when interacting online (Archive 2). Engagement was
considered and ethical, influenced by a respect for clients and co-participants by not
sharing information with others that may reference them online (Archive 2).
Participants demonstrated an understanding of being more accepting and trusting of
brands that are open and honest, a critical factor in strengthening interactions online
(Archive 5). Participants interacted, despite the risks, demonstrating an awareness of
the potential misuse of information, such as posts, being taken out of context and
potentially threatening users’ personal and professional identities. A risk management
process offset this risk to some extent, guiding participants’ behaviour in response to
trolling and ranting, misinformed comments and unhappy stakeholders across multiple
social media platforms (Archive 5).
Participants managed their online presence in virtual spaces.
Interactions by these participants coded to the Presence category described how
participants created and managed their virtual locations online amongst the swirling
endless universe of twinkling brands online (Archive 1). Participants posts connected
their real and virtual worlds by posting their physical location online via platforms like
Foursquare or Twitter balancing their social lives with their virtual presence which
maximised their visibility to others online (Archive 5). Some participants proactively
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pre-planned their interactions by developing social media calendars that scheduled
content shared to maintain their visibility within communities and networks (Archive
1). The presence of participants was indicated by status lines such as available or
hidden inviting others in close physical proximity to assemble for a brief time and then
disperse such as a Flash-mob. Other tools used by participants enacted presence via
webcasts or webinars, allowing attendees to see one another and interact visually and
textually via on online interface which had associated commercial benefits in
strengthening an organisation’s presence online, sharing content to keep stakeholders
engaged by increasing traffic to a client’s website and converting this online interest
into increased footfall into stores (Archive 3).
Presence was also deliberately orchestrated by participants through activities including
search engine optimisation, informed blogging, experiential marketing and social
bookmarking and networking and keeping brands or organisations in front of key
influencers online attempting to grow brand visibility with younger generations who
are more cynical towards more traditional communication channels (Archive 4).
Presence was closely linked to the categories of conversations and relationships
suggesting organisations need to pay attention to user availability and location, as the
higher the level of social presence the more influential the conversation is likely to be
(Archive 3). The interactions of these participants suggested availability and location
are important online, indicating participants preferred to interact within a fast
changing world where work, clients and personal opinions end up sharing the same
space online (Archive 2). The immediacy of the interaction also strengthened
interactions between participants, both in real time asynchronously, such as Facebook
posts and Tweets, and synchronously, by voice or sharing data (Archive 1), amongst
participants based on personal preferences. Participants preferred using a mixture of
social media platforms maximising presence across all social media channels and
mixing viral emails, experiential marketing, podcasting, tweeting and blogging (Archive
3).
Participants assessed online reputation through perceptions of shared content.
The Reputation of these participants was assessed by their fellow participants online
based on their perception of their posts, content liked, interests and social activities
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disclosed and shared online. Reputation was comprised by number of likes, followers
or fans as well as the evaluation of content such as blog content, posts, videos, url’s
and music shared with others (Archive 3). Reputation developed in part by doing the
right thing and telling others about it and acting ethically and adhering to protocols of
conduct but also by building a bank of goodwill online (Archive 3). Reputation also
developed by repeated interactions over time and represented the social standing of
participants as influencers, thought leaders or industry leaders as well as the content
generated and shared with others increasing positive sentiment towards an
organisation without disclosing information to discredit others (Archive 4). While the
tools for indicating reputation were crude, such as the number of followers, posts or
likes, they provided some quantitative insight into reputational strength, assessed by
peers online. More informative data regarding reputational strength and positioning
by reviewing social media activity against key competitors, the number of mentions,
sentiment of the post may be more useful indicators of reputation online (Archive 3).
Managing potential threats to reputation required participants to plan ahead,
identifying areas where conflicts can arise and the strategies that can be utilised to
deal with them where online activities should at all times live up to the purpose,
mission and vision of the organisation determined by others online (Archive 3).
Participants confirmed one of the perils of social media was the casualness of the
conversations and the need to be vigilant in disclosing and inadvertently sharing
information with others (Archive 5). Participants were expected to produce content of
a personal yet professional nature within the protocols and preferences of the
organisation across platforms online (Archive 3).
Relating to others was minimal via social media.
Participants used social media the least to build and maintain relationships with
others. This is a significant finding for those scholars notably Ledingham Bruning
(1998; 2000), Hon and Grunig (1999), Tomlinson (2000) and Toth (2000) who confirm
relationship building remains core business for practitioners within contemporary
practice. The possibility of interactions that may lead to something like relating relied
on participants monitoring the interest of others including what current fans
responded to and what objects increased the number of likes or positive comments
(Archive 4). Different kinds of interactions were possible via the platforms participants
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used that offered potential to develop formal and informal connections with others.
Of the minimal examples of relating within this data, more formal interactions were
enacted via platforms such as LinkedIn that required endorsement from other
participants based on an online referral system allowing participants to make
connections with others in similar areas of professional practice in an explicit form of
social networking (Archive 4). Informally, social networking provided participants with
the means to keep in touch with friends as well as industry colleagues (Archive 4).
Other participants expanded existing relationships and connections through sharing
objects and exchanging information and deepening connections over time for the
mutual benefit of interactional parties (Archive 4).
Participants distinguished between partnerships and relationships. Partnerships were
commercially focussed and based on contractual arrangement where participants
committed to delivering essential services, investing in each other’s businesses and
striving for outstanding results, ethically and within the high standards we set for
ourselves (Archive 1). Relationships were more likely to develop when interactions
developed around mutual respect, trust and ethical behaviour that delivered long term
value for all participants (Archive 5). How participants connected determined the
types and manner in which information was exchanged; blogs, for example, permitted
participants to share content around an event, comment on news, discuss new
products or launch a campaign around personal or professional issues (Archive 3).
Other participants engaged in a more fantastical mode, using platforms such as Second
Life, a virtual world where participants meet and interact with others (Archive 4).
Experiential marketing, another different platform, illustrated the marriage of
marketing and Public relations methodologies creating a direct interface between
customers and an organisation moving them from consumers to participators where
participants expressed their opinions about brands, products and experiences in a more
meaningful discussion with others (Archive 4).
For practitioners the possibility of enacting relating required managing the number of
connections as well as the position of the participants within online networks
represented by the number of views and positive comments strengthening connections
by exchanging, distributing and receiving content (Archive 3). Participants managed
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the flow of interactions by controlling the objects shared with others such as text,
images, movies and pictures (Archive 3). The analysis suggested the possibility of
building relationships is reliant, in part, on a participant’s ability in sharing and resharing content around objects of sociality that were recognisable and interesting to
others and offered potential in strengthening connections online (Archive 5).
Participants interacted with each other around objects of sociality which could be text,
video, images, and links around organisations, issues or brands or combinations of
these shared with others, such as the content represented in Figure 14. Some
participants responded to textual based content. For others interactive links were
appealing. Whereas for others visual images and semiotic posts were important
objects around which connections could be developed. The implications of this for
practitioner’s means that messages may be more effectively communicated if
presented in different formats across different platforms to maximise the chance of
connecting with others online and achieving cut through amongst the clutter online.
This analysis is now synthesised into conclusions discussed in the content of the aims
of this project.
4.8 Conclusions from project 1
This section of the chapter presents the conclusions from the analysis of the archival
records in relation to aims of this project and the research question. Synthesising the
analysis of the archives in answering: How are Public relations practitioners using
social media? Sharing content with others, hosting and joining conversations within
online communities, were the primary uses of social media by these practitioners.
Constructing and sustaining online personas, needing to develop a presence online,
building and maintaining individual and organisational reputations, were secondary
uses of social media in this context. Unexpectedly, the analysis of the archives showed
using social media, in relating to others, as the least important application of social
media, raising an important tension for public relations practitioners whose remit is to
relate to others.
The aim of this project was to begin to develop an understanding of the use of social
media through an intensive examination of practitioners’ use of it within an
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organisational context. This analysis showed practitioners using social media in
enacting the communicative elements of practice, over the social ones. Practitioners
were adept at using a range of social media platforms to connect, share, converse,
debate, influence and discuss a myriad of personal and organisational issues. Social
media interactions were more purposeful when participants took the time to observe
and learn about social spaces, in a type of online reconnaissance, before engaging.
These participants were active in mapping the terrain of social spaces in ensuring their
interactions were within the protocols and guidelines self-determined by groups
online. Understanding the functionality of different social platforms in enacting
different kinds of interactions as well as understanding of where and why participants
were congregating, and around what type of content, may lead to greater
involvement, responses and more focused engagement via social mediums.
Using social media for the purpose for which it was intended, to socialise with others,
was obviously absent within this data. This may partially be due to the misalignment
of objectives where practitioners were attempting to negotiate the balance between
meeting organisational and client objectives in a space where the focus is social, rather
than commercial. The democratic nature of social media and the associated
redistribution of power of practitioners, as social media users, occupied the same
status as others and were dealt with harshly and publicly when participants attempted
to push commercial agendas in social spaces online. While participating in social
mediums is not an exact science, failing to understand its purpose and the rules of
engaging led to the social exclusion of participants in the online context.
The second aim of this project was to examine how narratives, embedded in policy
documents, were used to direct and guide practitioners in managing their day-to-day
social media activities. The archival narratives facilitated and encouraged the
practitioners’ daily and ethical use of social media in building and maintaining a
presence for their clients online, monitoring mentions of clients and products and
services, seeding conversations, hosting competitions and posting content attempting
to position clients strategically, within relevant online communities and networks.
While relevant and useful activities to undertake in meeting clients online public
relations needs and having a range of interactions to report to clients, the
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practitioners’ ability in converting these more tactical elements of practice into
something more strategic, like relating, was less evident.
Acknowledging that these conclusions are context dependant, the main conclusion of
the first project suggests social media usage is not supporting the objective of relating
to others in online mediums and warrants further investigation to more fully
understand its veracity and the implications, if true, for practising public relations
online. The practitioners’ reliance on social media was an indispensable tool,
occupying a significant portion of practitioners’ daily practice and this was verified by
the researcher’s observations and experiences in the field. The archives represented
collectives of the organisation’s policies and procedures of its daily practices and were
instrumental in socialising practitioners through scaffolding the routines and practices
directing social media use media within the organisation. Further, the archives were
physical and electronic representations that provided indicators and clues as to
aspects of the organisation’s material culture which, when supplemented with other
means of socialising practitioners, such as informal conversations and the tacit
knowledge within the organisation, favoured a communicative use of social media over
a strategic one, where the potential for building relationships with others is more
likely.
The second project, in Chapter five to follow, investigates the possibilities of using
social media in relating to others within a specific context, a social media campaign
around youth binge drinking in Australia.
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Chapter 5: Project 2 – Be The Influence Nested case study
The conclusions of the previous project indicated social media provide a unique
environment for practitioners, as daily social media users, to connect, converse and
interact with others within Public relations practice, but using social media to relate to
others was surprisingly the least prevalent application of the medium. The
organisational narratives influenced the reported explanations and social interactions
of these participants when using social media, demonstrating how the interactions of
these participants construct shared realities and how meaning emerged and was
shaped online. The synthesis of the conclusions of the first project showed
participants using social media to enact the rhetorical components of practice, over
relational ones. Participants acted out their social lives online, established identities
that connected them with others, joined communities and acted as ethical and
responsible users in online contexts. Further, participants used social media to
produce and share content which proved important in initiating and sustaining
connections, a necessary foundation to more purposeful forms of interaction online,
like engaging and, potentially, relating.
5.1 Research design for project 2
This second project sought to contribute to answering the overarching question of how
social media is shaping contemporary Public relations by extending our understanding
of practitioners’ use of social media by now narrowing the focus of the research to
investigate social media in a specific instance of use. Informed by the conclusions of
the first project, this second project addressed: How does social media impact upon
‘relations’ in the term ‘Public relations’? Further, this project investigated if it were
possible to use social media in relating to others using a social media campaign as the
context for the investigation.
Baym (2010) claims social media has brought to users the possibility of forming
relationships with others that transcend space, where a shared physical location is no
longer a prerequisite for interacting and where the potential number of those to
whom it is possible to relate has expanded infinitely. Revisiting the public relations
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literature suggests relating to others in all contexts, on and offline, remains central to
practice, however both the literature and the conclusions of the first project suggested
this is proving challenging in online contexts. This project seeks to examine the
possibility of using social media in relating to others which Kent (2013) argues is
central to public relations. Realising relating or something similar to it, Ellison and
Boyd (2013) contend, requires understanding more fully the “sociality” of social media
and how to use it more effectively within public relations to pursue the outcome of
relating. While connecting is a necessary first step towards relating, an understanding
of the types of online interactions that sustain connections and realising more
purposeful interactions, would be beneficial. The aims of this project are to further
investigate the sociality of social media through observing, experiencing and analysing
practitioners’ interactions within a binge drinking campaign, and to identify the types
of interactions that may lead to more focused interactions online.
The research design guiding this project is a nested case, defined by Stake (1995), as a
“smaller unit of analysis within the overarching case study”, which came to the
researcher’s attention while in the field and provided the opportunity to investigate
the possibility of relating via social media within a specific context of use (p. xi). The
researcher, guided by the advice of Johnson and Sackett (1998), completed the field
work at regular intervals over a three year period, to minimise fatigue associated with
spending extended periods of time within the case study organisation and to maximise
the data collected during each visit. During one field visit the researcher participated
in a staff meeting where the Directors of the consultancy advised staff that the
organisation had won the contract to execute a binge drinking campaign for the
federal government. Following Patton’s (2015) purposeful sampling strategy referred
to as opportunistic, the researcher identified the campaign as a useful site for
exploring further the nature of the interactions that take place there. This campaign
emerged as a research opportunity to observe and interact with the participants
throughout the duration of the campaign, none of which could have been planned in
advance of entering the field.
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As well as being a unique and timely research opportunity, Patton’s (2015)
opportunistic approach recognises the value of the participants in the research
process, something important to the researcher undertaking this work. Within his
approach, Patton (2015) positions the practitioners as “key knowledgeables”
recognising their contributions in providing useful data for analysis informed by their
“knowledge, experience and expertise” (p. 283). The campaign, called Be The
Influence (BTI), became the nested case for this project as the campaign provided rich
data and insights into the social lives and habits of the participants interacting with
each other within the context of this campaign. The campaign provided occasions to
explore how practitioners co-constructed meanings through the language, text and
images that comprise their discourse when interacting online. Understanding social
media interaction is important for public relations, says Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), in
nurturing and maintaining connections in online contexts that may lead to something
more. Data was collected primarily from the campaign’s Facebook page being
supplemented with the researcher’s field notes, observations and experiences in the
field setting at regular intervals throughout the campaign’s duration. Data was
analysed following Gee’s (2014) approach to discourse analysis. The data for this study
was drawn from the BTI Facebook page from the campaign’s inception in January 2013
through to its completion in July 2014. Posts to the BTI Facebook page from 1 January
2013 to 31 April 2013, and again from 1 January 2014 to 1 April 2014, comprised the
data corpus. A total of 120 posts, including text, images and videos were analysed.
Field notes, social media discourse and organisational documents were also consulted
to provide further contextual and background information to the discourse analysis
and to supplement the Facebook data. A brief overview of the campaign follows, prior
to discussing in more detail the means of analysing the data.
5.2 Be The Influence (BTI) Campaign
Despite widespread health campaigns targeted at Australian youth advocating
moderation in alcohol consumption and substantial evidence of the negative health
and societal effects of binge-drinking, DrinkWise (2014) confirms it continues
unabated. It is evident that knowing the risks of binge drinking does not alter the
behaviour of young Australians as alcohol abuse is one of the most prominent health
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risks for Australians aged between 18 and 25. Muthen and Muthen (2000) explain
drinking accelerates during adolescence, peaks at the age of 20 and begins to decrease
after the age of 25 amongst Australian drinkers. Binge drinking is defined by
DrinkWise (2014) as drinking too much on a single occasion, drinking continuously for a
number of days or weeks, or drinking to deliberately get drunk. The Be The Influence
(BTI) campaign was developed as one way the federal government could be seen to be
engaging with, and attempting to address, this prominent issue. The campaign began
in January 2013 and concluded in June 2014 with the disbanding of the government
department the Australian National Preventive Health Agency (ANPHA) which was
responsible for executing the campaign. Phase one of the BTI campaign constituted an
advertising campaign and a range of community initiatives to engage youth, with
limited success. Phase two, the focus of this study aimed:
“To positively change conversations around binge drinking and get youth to
take responsibility for themselves and their peers for better outcomes. In order
to do this we must build content that will be willingly shared and spoken about.
It must be around topics, people, events and situations that are real, life-like
and cool. Action sports and music festivals are the two platforms that drive
complete social media and digital engagement in this demographic (ANPHA
response, p. 2).
The consultancy’s approach to implementing the campaign centred on engaging youth
with anti-binge drinking messaging, primarily through the use of social media,
(Facebook Twitter and Instagram), to generate conversations and the sharing of
content attempting to move participants from a latent position, though awareness,
towards action around this issue. Figure 5 below shows a fragment of the BTI
campaign Facebook page “Be the Influence” (2013).
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Figure 5: Fragment of the Be The Influence Facebook page (February 2013)

The campaign also comprised a number of offline activations including sponsoring
multiple events appealing to the target age group including the Big Day Out Music
Festivals, Skateboarding Boarder Cross competitions and the Australian Surfing
championship events. The Facebook posts around these activations were the primary
source of data analysed within this nested case.
5.3 Field data
The data corpus comprised field notes, informal conversations with consultants,
organisationally generated data, such as client reports and campaign planning
materials, and the discourse, text, image and videos from the BTI Facebook page. Data
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collection involved multiple sources which came about through interactions at
different strategic locations: attending strategy meetings, on-line reconnaissance and
talking informally with practitioners involved in the campaign. The researcher also
participated in planning meetings during the implementation of the campaign from the
campaign’s inception in January 2013 through to its completion in July 2014. Posts to
the BTI Facebook page from 1 January 2013 to 31 April 2013, and again from 1 January
2014 to 1 April 2014 were the primary sources of data. A total of 120 posts, including
text, images and videos were analysed. Field notes, social media discourse and
organisational documents were also consulted to provide further contextual and
background information to the discourse analysis and to supplement the Facebook
data.
Purposeful sampling identified the participants of this campaign and comprised
individuals who created, shared, posted and responded to content on the BTI
Facebook page which received 163,638 likes throughout the campaign. Posts to
Twitter and Instagram were also examined, but to a much lesser extent, with the
majority of the data coming from the Facebook page and organisational sources. The
BTI community comprised youth, influencers, educators, ambassadors and public
relations practitioners, all social media users and participants of the campaign.
5.4 Discourse analysis
Gee’s (2014) model of discourse analysis interpreted the data generated as the
participants interacted and engaged with each other throughout the duration of the
campaign. Gee’s (2014) model was chosen over other approaches to discourse
analysis because of its emphasis on the social nature of language which aligned clearly
with the researcher’s intent in undertaking the analysis of the discourse of the
campaign.
Following the work of Fairclough (2005) and Van Dijk (2011), Gee’s (2014) model
assumes that the meaning derived from the data was situated in the context of this
campaign and based on the participants’ construal of that context. Such meaning is
dynamic, rather than static, and constantly revised and renegotiated between
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participants through interacting and communicating with each other. The strength of
Gee’s (2014) approach is its reflexivity, exposing the reflexive properties of the
discourse that reveal the multiple and socially constructed realities created and
experienced by these participants.
Analysing language in situated contexts of use, such as this campaign, revealed
significant insights into the dynamic nature of language online and was revealing in
describing the social experiences and lives of its users. Barton and Lee (2013) describe
this approach to analysis as a “technobiographical” investigation that expounds the
social and everyday lives of participants as they communicate to others using
language, images and videos to invite people into their social world online (p. 3).
Language does so much more than merely conveying information in online contexts, as
Schoenmaker (2016) shows, because it enacts social identities, builds and terminates
connections, and signals the types of interactions participants want with others in
mediated spaces. For public relations, understanding the nature of language within
online interactions, in particular its enacting and multidimensional properties, is vital
for the discipline as designers of online communication wishing to maximise the
communicative and promised relational potential of social media.
Online participants disclose cues through the use of a range of tools, such as language,
images and video, often in the form of posts, which collectively comprise discourse
that can be analysed to reveal the social experiences of the participants. Online
participants in this case study refer to posts by all participants within the campaign
including public relations practitioners and general members of the BTI community.
One type of social experience is the ability to relate and to nurture relationships with
others. Baym (2010) suggests most often relationships in online spaces emerge
naturally out of the online communities and networks that develop around interests
and issues online. Haythornthwaite (2002) explains that, although social networking
sites like Facebook are often used to maintain existing relationships, they are also sites
where new relationships form, despite being structurally and technologically enabled.
Friends of other friends on Facebook, similar to acquaintances offline, are an example
of what he refers to as “latent ties” describing potential relationships within social
networks online. Ellison et al. (2007) suggests the architecture of social media spaces
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facilitates the possibility of converting such acquaintances or online connections into
something more, and this is important information for practitioners. The digital trail
followed in investigating the possibilities of converting connections into something
more lies in examining the posts and interactions of participants within a defined
context, such as the BTI campaign.
A detailed analysis of the BTI discourse (text based posts, images and video) was
undertaken to uncover the social realities and meanings participants were constructing
through the language they used online. This approach to discourse analysis, describes
Fairclough (1992), is one way to disclose the social and cultural flux that exists within
professional groups, such as public relations practitioners attempting to relate to
others as part of the daily practice of their profession. Further, Fairclough (2005) adds,
such an analysis explores the links between the participants’ discourse and other social
elements, such as the linguistic, semiotic and inter-discursive features of text within
their interactions with others. For the most part, says Baym (2010), observing the
exchanges of participants online shows patterns within their communication that are
revealing about the nature of those parties involved in the interaction. As participants
become familiar and comfortable with each other to the point where a relationship,
whatever that might look like online, may develop, the interactions of the participants,
explains Baym (2010), assume consistent patterns. Ongoing interactions, she says,
serves as an opportunity to affirm the relationship, if nurtured and maintained by all
relational partners.
This discourse analysis of the BTI data has the following purposes: illuminating and
providing evidence of the role of language in online contexts, to examine the sociality
of social media, and finally to explore how interactions online may assist in addressing
issues that affect people as social beings and social citizens. The analysis of this
discourse around binge drinking takes place within a societal context where youth are
expected to interpret and manage highly ambiguous messages about alcohol within
Australian culture. Contemporary Australian cultural norms around alcohol endorse
excessive consumption, while expectations of restraint co-exist, sending strongly
conflicting social-cultural messages to youth about alcohol and its place in our society.
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5.5 Stages of data analysis
Gee (2014) describes the language used by participants as communicating to others
what they are “saying, doing and being” which creates common meanings that support
certain practices to sustain social groups, cultures, organisations and institutions (p.
31). As participants interact through language or text, they simultaneously construct
seven areas of “reality” which he describes as the “building tasks of language” (p. 32).
Gee (2014) explains these building tasks as follows: Significance, Practices, Identities,
Relationships, Politics, Connections and Sign Systems and Knowledge. His approach,
applied to the BTI data involves asking specific questions to explicate the reality
constructed by each task. This would lead to a very long analysis indeed so, following
Gee (2014) by “only dealing with some of the building tasks”, the researcher selected
three tasks pertinent to the research question (p.141). The building tasks selected
were Relationships, Connections and Sign Systems and Knowledge and they were
applied in analysing the BTI data (p.141). Gee’s approach involves four stages, each of
which will be briefly introduced below and then applied to the campaign’s Facebook
data in the following section.

Stage one: Identifying motifs
Stage one, Gee (2014) explains, involved looking across the data set for motifs, themes
or images that correlate with each other, connecting diverse parts of the data and
giving coherence to the data set. Key words, phrases or semiotic material was
extracted from the Facebook data and coded into categories assigned by the
researcher. The Facebook data was coded manually by the researcher by closely
reading each of the Facebook posts and following Gee’s (2014) four stages of discourse
analysis: identifying motifs, situating meaning through tools of inquiry, reflective
questioning and finally identifying areas of convergence. A comparison coding was
undertaken by the researcher’s supervisors for the purposes of ensuring the accuracy
and thoroughness in applying Gee’s approach to this case data. The categories were
informed by Gee (2014) and were developed based on the researcher’s assessment of
the situated meaning of the word, phrase or semiotic text within the BTI context. The
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collective sentiment of each category became the motifs connecting diverse parts of
the data corpus.
Once the motifs were identified, they were interrogated further by asking Gee’s (2014)
specific discourse analysis questions to explicate the reality constructed by the
language of these participants. By way of illustration, exploring how the language used
within the BTI campaign constructs a “reality” around Relationships and involves
asking Gee’s (2014) question: “What sort of relationship(s) is this piece of language
seeking to enact with others present or not?” (p. 34). The “reality” of Connections is
articulated, suggests Gee (2014), by asking: “How does this piece of language connect
or disconnect things, how does it make one thing relevant or irrelevant to another?”
(p.35). The “reality” constructed by the building task of Sign Systems and Knowledge is
explored through asking: “How does this piece of language privilege or disprivilege
specific sign systems or different ways of knowing and believing or claims to
knowledge and beliefs?”(p.35). Each of these realities were interrogated more fully by
applying Gee’s tools of inquiry to this data.
Stage two: situating meaning through tools of inquiry
This stage examines the situated meaning of the words, phrases and semiotic posts
categorised in stage one, by applying six tools of inquiry to analyse what the building
tasks are accomplishing within this data. The six tools of inquiry defined by Gee (2014)
comprise: “situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
discourses and conversations” (p.140). These tools constitute areas where the
researcher can ask questions about how language, at a given time and place, enacts
realities around the building tasks of Relationships, Connections and Sign Systems and
Knowledge. For example, the first tool of inquiry, situated meaning, Gee (2014)
explains is uncovered by asking the following question about the Connections building
task in stage one: “How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds,
intertextuality, discourses and conversations being used to make things and people
connected or relevant to each other or irrelevant to and disconnected from each
other?” (p. 141).
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Stage three: Reflective questioning
Stage three analyses the enacting dimensions of language used by participants through
answering reflective questions around Relationships, Connections and Sign Systems
and Knowledge. For example Gee’s (2014) questions around Relationships are as
follows: “What sorts of social relationships seem to be relevant to, taken for granted
in, or under construction in this situation?; How are these social relationships
stabilized or transformed in the situation?; How are other oral or written texts quoted
or alluded to so as to set up certain relationships to other texts, people or discourses?
And, in terms of identities, activities, and relationships, what discourses are relevant
and irrelevant in the situation? How are they made relevant and irrelevant in other
ways?” (p. 111). The differences and similarities within the answers to the reflective
questions identify areas of convergence, coverage and agreement about the language
used by participants in this context.

Stage four: Identifying areas of convergence, coverage, agreement and linguistic
details.
Informed by the answers to the reflective questions, Gee’s (2014) stage four identifies
areas of convergence, agreement and coverage within the data. Convergence, Gee
(2014) explains, identifies similarities that emerge from the reflective questioning
process. The more the answers converge, the more valid the analysis is said to be. By
contrast, agreement, defined by Gee (2014), refers to participants’ consensus that the
analysis reflects how social languages functioned in this setting. Coverage, Gee (2014)
explains, refers to how the analysis could be applied to related sorts of data, making
sense of what has come before, and after, the analysis. Finally, Gee (2014) concludes
the analysis should show the communicative functions being uncovered that support
the social languages used, as well as the multiple realities constructed by the
participants. The application of these four stages to the BTI data produces one
possible model of “reality” around Relationships, Connections and the use of Sign
Systems within this campaign which inform the conclusions of this nested case and the
whole research.
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5.6 Discourse analysis of the BTI campaign data
The four stages of Gee’s (2014) analysis are now applied in analysing the BTI data.
The italicised text in the analysis section which follows are verbatim extracts of
participants’ Facebook posts used throughout the BTI campaign.
Stage one: Identifying motifs.
Three motifs emerged within this data: Rebelling, Staying Safe and Bingedrinkinbillies
the collective names the researcher assigned to the narratives emerging from
analysing the BTI campaign data. These motifs, contends Gee (2014), describe how the
participants rendered certain things connected and relevant to each other within this
context.
Motif 1: Rebelling. Participants described drinking to excess, experienced as puking
and waking up on a park bench regretting everything about the night before, having a
regular whiskey break between beers ignoring risks having a water break between each
pill, embarrassing yourself and your peers because you don't know when to stop. The
intent is getting bliiiinnnd, having a big one, having a binge, binge drinking and getting
nude, drinking to excess and over inebriation. After effects can be even worse than you
remember bahahah, told my boss to suck it at the work Christmas party, was awkward
on Monday but I still have my job yet remained undeterred. Participants drink to
forget, a lot of bad things happen when I'm sober! I can't recall anything bad
happening when I'm drunk! LOL!. In sharing experiences bad decisions make good
stories, such as regretting everything and a cashhangover. Advantages outweigh the
risks, sex and beer LOL, getting sloshed in the nice weather and the B group, beer,
beach BBQ's, BOOBs, bourbon, burnouts, no bongs tho.
Motif 2: Staying safe. The second motif described participants taking responsibility
for their own choices, being strong enough to say enough, you don't need to get
wasted to have a great time, don’t get carried away and do anything they’ll later
regret. There was a preference for sharing experiences with friends, binge-drinking
can get in the way of a good time at a gig, be a Legend – not a mess, having a better
time with live music and enjoy laughs with friends. Moderation however, didn’t mean
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abstinence stay hydrated, have a water break regularly between drinks, drinking too
much impairs judgment often leading to bad decisions”, have fun and stay safe tonight!
The language is advisory in nature, maybe some people should spend the evening in the
emergency depart of major hospitals, and see the after effects of binge drinking and
recharge, refresh and regroup, don’t overdo the parties and miss all the sports, arts or
cultural activities that your campus offers. Set yourself a limit before going out and try
to stick to it, keep tabs on how much you drink. There was also a moral element with
excessive alcohol consumption impairs judgment often leading to bad decisions so
don’t get carried away and do anything they’ll later regret and get some perspective on
drinking.
Motif 3: Bingedrinknbillys. Bingedrinknbillys first appeared in the campaign in April
in the lead up to ANZAC day, a public holiday in Australia that celebrates Australia and
New Zealand’s armed forces participating in the World War I. This motif reflected the
larrikin attitude, camaraderie and ‘enjoying a beer with friends’ attitude within
Australian culture. For Bingedrinknbillys alcohol is integral to socialising with friends
keeping an eye on your mates and be a legend, not a mess, there is nothing wrong with
saying: I’ve had enough. Drinking is part of our national culture and identity, this
ANZAC day, look after your head, don't fall on your tail! Respect our legends today and
drink responsibly, #ANZACDay is a time to remember the sacrifices made by a
generation of young Australians. Celebrate responsibly, and make our relationship
with alcohol this Australia Day a healthy one. Australian culture and continual
celebrations are reflected in this data: Don't end up #green faced this #StPatricksDay!
Drinking and playing cricket and the beach, bingedrinknbillys, BBQ’s and beers, loved
by their Aussie fans. Drinkers are being encouraged to get up early, take it easy and
enjoy the game, one’s enough, time to go home, the toll of drinking – social and health
implications as well as the impact on your family and friends. Resist the booze –
remember everything, there is always a time to say No, sorry mate I’m trying to look
after myself, I have as much fun without drinking and provide evidence to support their
position on the issue 70 people every week under the age of 25 are hospitalised due to
alcohol related issues. Not good enough.
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These three motifs represent the connections and disconnections made by these
participants’ interactions and collective discourse within the BTI campaign. It is
apparent that Staying Safe and Bingedrinkingbillys are reminding participants of the
effects of overindulging and warning about the after effects of binge drinking, ending
up in hospital emergency departments, and missing out. Despite an awareness and
understanding of the stay safe messages, Rebelling is seductive for participants and
resulted in regretting, rather than remembering, which also emerged as a motif within
this data.
Stage two: Situating meaning through tools of inquiry.
Stage two applies Gee’s (2014) six tools of inquiry: “situated meanings, social
languages, figured worlds, intertextuality, discourses and conversations” in analysing
the BTI data. Answers to the specific questions mined from the data explicated the
constructed reality of participants around Relationships, Connections and Sign Systems
and Knowledge. Further, these tools analysed what each building task was
accomplishing in the instances of the language of the participants within the campaign.
Inquiry tool one: Situated meaning, following Gee (2014), examined the specific
meaning the text, phrases and images took on within the specific contexts of use.
Participants constructed text to guide the reader in developing meaning based on
what was said as well as the context in which it was said. From puking and waking up
on a park bench, regretting everything the situated meaning showed rebel participants
wishing they had made different choices the night before. Contrastingly, from the
excerpt be a legend, not a mess, rebels construe this to mean more responsible
behaviour from their peers who value enjoying and remembering their social activities
with others.
Inquiry tool two: Social languages investigated the variety of style, writing or dialect
associated with a socially-situated identity. Four social identities emerged within BTI:
Bingers, Influencers, Educators and Ambassadors and showed how participants’ style
of language communicated their personas to others online. From the style of writing
and choice of language favoured by participants, the Binger celebrates the affective
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functions of language. Their language was coarse, vernacular involving abbreviations
commonly used by other bingers such as LOL. The tone was often negative and
rebellious reflecting a pattern of behaviour detrimental to themselves, their friends
and their families: Puking, regretting, smashed, embarrassing, don't know when to
stop, have a regular whiskey break between beers, I don't remember, water break
between pills, a lot of bad things happen when I'm sober! I can't recall anything bad
happening when I'm drunk, if you are going for a night out, please honour Daniel’s
memory by thinking before you drink.
By comparison, the social language of Influencers was more objective, fact-giving,
informational and judgemental in tone often written by authoritative figures
attempting to persuade, influence and motivate others to adopt their viewpoint: Stay
hydrated, have a break between drinks, be the good influence, binge-drinking can get
in the way of a good time at a gig, have a Better Time with Live Music, look after your
head, don't fall on your tail!, respect our legends, drink responsibly, even worse that
you remember, alcohol free, Be a Legend – Not a mess, Make sure your mates don’t get
carried away and do anything they’ll later regret, Big congrats, stay safe through till
the last set, Look after your mates and be a legend.
Educators provided information that attempted to influence other participants’
behaviour: excessive alcohol impairs judgement, have fun and stay safe tonight, check
out the video, if you are here, come past and chill out with us, Yo people, If you're
heading to Melbourne Big Day Out check out the Be the Influence: Tackling Binge
Drinking tent, have you overindulged lately? Kick start a healthier you by signing up to
Febfast, check out our video from the Gold Coast.
Ambassadors endorsed, repeated and shared key messages around responsible
alcohol consumption. Sally Fitzgibbons and Owen Wright are at the top of their game,
enjoy laughs with friends and are loved by their Aussie fans. Let’s follow their lead and
say no to one drink too many and make our relationship with alcohol this Australia Day
a healthy one, enough is enough, take it easy, enjoy the game, be strong enough to say
enough, get some perspective on drinking. Ambassadors wanted to build their
popularity online by influencing others through their profile and the content they
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shared in their Facebook posts. Each of the four socially-situated identities within this
campaign used particular language to convey their identity to others within the social
worlds created and constructed through social interaction.
Inquiry tool three: A figured world defined by Gee (2014) is a “theory, story, model or
image of a simplified world that captures what is understood as typical or normal
about people, practices, things or interactions”(p. 226). The following exemplars show
some of the figured worlds of BTI participants that represented their social lives and
shared experiences: having a whiskey break between beers, binge drinking and getting
nude and the B group, beer, beach BBQs, BOOBS: beavers, bourbon and burnouts.
Other phrases communicated a more responsible relationship with alcohol developing
the stay safe motif via phrases such as you don’t need to get wasted to have a good
time, be strong enough to say enough and keep tabs on how much you drink. The
Bingedrinkinbillys kept an eye on their mates, encouraging them to be responsible
through posts such as make sure their mates don’t get carried away and do anything
they’ll later regret. The next tool of inquiry, intertextuality, examined the context of
the participants’ language and how it constructed shared meanings amongst the
participants.
Inquiry tool four: Intertexuality analysed the spoken and written texts that Gee (2014)
says helped participants make connections within the data as part of the process in
building meaning. It included references to material outside of the campaign that
participants are often familiar with, a type of tacit knowledge, applied in
understanding meanings of the language within this context. For instance: Be a voice
for change, make a difference, chase your dream, life changing, another chance, a new
beginning are common phrases in movies, interviews, articles or books that help
understand the phrase in this situation of use. Narratives around interacting and
connecting via sign systems and sharing knowledge focused attention on how language
builds and destroys relationships, connects and disconnects ideas and privileges
different signs systems and ways of knowing. This analysis, like most other discourse
analyses, examines more than just the language of participants, also considering other
components of the discourse such as images and semiotic data which also describe
participants’ realities. Discourse represents language and more, the way in which
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participants integrated words, interactions, thoughts, tools, time, and enacted the
social identities within BTI. Discourse is the next tool of inquiry applied in this analysis.
Inquiry tool five: Discourse, explored the varieties and styles of language used by the
participants to enact socially-situated identities that emerged within BTI: Bingers,
Influencers, Educators and Ambassadors. Gee (2014) explains this tool explored how
participants combined and integrated their language with actions, interactions,
thinking, believing, symbols, tools and objects to construct identities recognisable to
others online. Examples of the language that enacted each of the identities are
described below.
Bingers are very social creatures socialising with friends and telling others about it
through text and images online. Alcohol is crucial as a social lubricant within their
experiences and is reflected in their posts such as bad decisions make good stories.
Their social behaviour is heavily influenced by peers and their opinions and actions,
both on and offline. The social activities of bingers centred on entertainment, such as
the Big Day Out music festivals, sporting events, surfing, skating, football and drinking
with their friends. The celebratory atmosphere of these events appealed to the social
nature and habits of Bingers whose primary focus was themselves and having a good
time.
Influencers, by comparison, were the “voice of reason” suggesting they may have a
longer history with alcohol which has been more negative than positive. Their identity
was evident in their discourse such as don’t let bingeing get in the way of a good time
or make sure you don’t get carried away and do something you’ll regret. They openly
shared their experience and wisdom with others online, hoping to change their
behaviour and opinions towards alcohol. The above phrases from influencers included
posts by practitioners. The tone and choice of language used by the practitioners
made relationships almost impossible by the language they used, which often repelled
other participants, causing them to terminate connections and making relating
unachievable.
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Leveraging peer group pressure and promoting the stay safe motif pervaded the
discourse of this identity group as reflected in the following semiotics posts by
Influencers’ discourse within the campaign.
Figure 6: Semiotic posts by Influencers within BTI

Facebook post 29 April 2013

Facebook post 25 June 2013

The above posts are examples of Influencers messages within the BTI discourse.
Educators differed from Influencers as their language was less emotive and more
factual, attempting to modify the behaviour of other participants through sharing facts
and figures around alcohol consumption. For example Figure 7, shows some of the
semiotic posts by Educators within the campaign:
Figure 7: Semiotic posts by Educators to within BTI

Facebook post 12 June 2013

Facebook post 10 May 2014
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The Educators’ posts above illustrate their use of semiotic material in their discourse
within the context of BTI.
Ambassadors represented participants who were successful in their respective fields
from A-League soccer to NRL, surfing and skateboarding, crediting a healthy
relationship with alcohol and clean living as contributing to their success. The
discourse of Ambassadors was powerful in integrating language with actions,
interactions and ways of thinking, believing, and shared typically by short videos
posted to the BTI Facebook page. Their discourse encouraged participants to copy
their behaviour including their relationship with alcohol using language such as: say no
to one drink too many, don’t become a statistic, settle down hero I’m keen to
remember this. Figure 8, shows one of the video testimonials posted by an
Ambassador to the BTI page.
Figure 8: Exemplar video posted by an Ambassador within BTI

This tool of inquiry showed Ambassadors being recognised by others which facilitated
connections and encouraged other participants to respond and engage with the
content they posted. The language used by Ambassadors needed to be consistent
with semiotic material posted adding to the reality constructed through their social
identity. Conversations around alcohol consumption that took place offline were also
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important in providing additional context for these participants, constructing multiple
realities within BTI.
Inquiry tool six: Conversations, reflected the societal debates around alcohol both
online and in society, that encouraged participants to adopt and discuss their stance
with others online. This analysis also considered the broader societal conversations
about the drinking habits of Australia’s youth showing three conversations that
captured the discussion at the time of the campaign; conversation one captured the
conflicting messages around alcohol consumption facing youth, conversation two
considered the peer pressure around drinking; and conversation three captured the
discussion of those participants who chose not to drink alcohol at all and the
challenges associated with that decision.
Conversation 1: Alcohol consumption is firmly embedded within Australian culture.
Moreover, Borlagdan, Freeman, Duvnjak, Lunnay, Bywood and Roche (2010) explain
the consumer focus dominating western cultures positions alcohol as a highly desirable
product. Australian cultural norms around alcohol endorse excess, while
simultaneously expecting youth to exercise restraint and self-regulation around
alcohol consumption. Australian youth continually confront strongly conflicting
cultural messages about alcohol including preferring the negative consequences of
being drunk, rather than risking the social exclusion associated with abstaining.
Conversation 2: Participants who were non-drinkers expressed the pressure
associated with not drinking in their language and discourse, feeling obliged to share
their reasons for choosing not to drink. The expectation amongst these participants
was that drinking to intoxication was the social norm within the participants’ reality
and deviating from that expectation risked social exclusion. This discourse showed
participants’ drinking usually happened within social contexts rather than drinking
alone. The level of confidence alcohol provided participants was a valued social
commodity within these participants’ online networks. Reflecting the offline
conversation, Borlagdan, et al. (2010), assert youth looked to alcohol as a key resource
in achieving social competence, acceptance and belonging.
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Conversation 3: The BTI participants’ discourse reflected the challenges for youth in
building a social profile online built on sobriety rather than bingeing. This analysis
showed drinking alcohol was almost mandatory for young people in establishing a
socially acceptable identity online. This conversation emerged as the dominant one
reflected in the discourse of the campaign and enacted through the language, photos
and text posted to the BTI Facebook page. The photos in particular were deliberate
strategies in elevating the status and viability of non-drinkers and moderate drinkers in
social networks online. The duty of care narrative amongst some participants in
relation to alcohol consumption was evident within the staying safe and
Bingedrinkingbilly motifs of the campaign. Have fun and stay safe, keep an eye on your
mates, and there is always a time to say no legitimised the stay safe conversation
within the BTI discourse. Additionally, the campaign’s sponsorship of offline activities
such as Big Day Out, Boarder Cross and Surfing Championships, all alcohol free events,
reinforced the duty of care message to participants online. The images participants
posted around these events were important as peer-to-peer communication was the
most influential discourse in connecting participants to the anti-binge drinking
message. These three conversations highlight the importance of examining societal
conversations to contextualise this analysis and the realities described and
experienced by the BTI participants. This sixth tool of inquiry concludes stage two of
the analysis with the discussion now progressing to the third stage of the discourse
analysis, reflective questioning.
Stage three: Reflective questioning
Stage three, following Gee (2014), examined the enacting dimensions of the
participants’; language by answering reflective questions around the three building
tasks of: Relationships, Connections and Sign Systems and Knowledge. The answers to
the questions for each building task are discussed, leading to a summary of the reality
constructed by participants in the following stage of the analysis, stage four.
Building task one: Relationships. Answers to the series of reflective questions about
relationships reveal that participants construct a reality around relationships online
that suggests language creates and sustains social relationships, but also has the
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power to end or damage them. Language signalled the types of relationships
participants wanted to have or were trying to build with others within BTI. Language
like: Yo people, must haves, head over to, check it out, selfies, big congrats, massive
shout out, chill out with use were examples of vernacular, cool, popular language
suggesting participants wanted to build social, friendly, peer to peer, non-deferential
relationships with others in this context. Language such as: don’t get carried away and
do anything you will regret, stay safe till the last set, keep an eye on your mates, say no
to one drink too many, suggested participants wanted to exercise power over others
within relationships online, trying to influence or modify other participants’ behaviour
towards binge drinking. This choice of influential and persuasive language was
unappreciated by other participants and was more likely to harm, rather than
strengthen, relationships between participants. For example the following were post
by an Influencers: If you are having a big day out this weekend remember to stay
hydrated and have a water break regularly between drinks, elicited the following
responses from a Binger: have a whiskey break between beers, water breaks for chicks
wearing white t-shirts or have a water break between each pill. Dialogue, critical in
building and sustaining relationships between participants offline, was noticeably
absent in interactions within BTI, especially between participants expressing opposing
opinions such as Influencers and Bingers and Educators and Bingers. Dialogue was
more prevalent between participants within the same identity group such as Bingers
with other Bingers or Influencers with other Influencers. The presence of dialogue
helped to stabilise, and sometimes transform, interactions amongst the participants
within this context.
The reality about relationships constructed with BTI showed relationships in various
stages of construction, some were newly formed, some were taken for granted, some
under construction and others were being destroyed. Although sites like Facebook are
often used to maintain existing relationships within BTI, Haythornthwaite (2002)
advises it was also the site where new relationships can form when connections can be
converted into higher levels of interaction over time. In the early Facebook posts in
2013, Influencers were attempting to form relationships and connections with other
Influencers within the context of BTI based on shared opinions around alcohol. Other
relationships were further developed such as participants’ posting photos of
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themselves as the Big Day Out, an annual national music festival, within established
relationships with others online. The language used by participants demonstrated its
power in destroying connection and interactions, making relationships impossible. The
sentiment of posts, expressed through the language used by participants, conveyed
participants’ opinions to others, for example: you don’t need to get wasted to have a
good time. Sharing such sentiments openly led to other participants disengaging and
disconnecting when contradictory opinions were shared, destroying the possibility of
engaging with others online.
Building task two: Connections emerged as a reality within BTI as participants shared
ideas, images and text and making things and people connected or relevant to each
other. The answers to the reflective questions about Connections illustrated
connection develop around objects shared amongst participants that communicate
shared realities to others. Forward and backward connections emerged within and
across this data. Forward connections developed through participants purposely
identifying others who shared similar opinions and posted similar content online, for
example look after your head, don't fall on your tail! Backward connections emerged
between participants referring to previous binge drinking campaigns within their posts
such as planning a night out you need a plan B and media coverage relating to the
death of young Australians through binge drinking honour Daniel’s memory by thinking
before you drink. These posts connected like-minded participants around the issue of
binge drinking online.
Building task three: Sign Systems and Knowledge were integral in effectively
communicating to others and were sustained in part by participants sharing visual
images with others. Selfies, such as those in Figure 8, a photograph one has taken of
oneself with a smartphone or webcam and uploaded to social media were privileged
Sign Systems in this campaign (“Selfies”, 2016). Their relevance was more salient as an
exemplar of a peer-to-peer interaction which was more influential within this age
group.
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Figure 9: Exemplars of Sign-Systems used within BTI.

Facebook post 11 April 2014

Facebook post 31 March 2014

Posts, such as those above in Figure 9, were privileged by participants as a visual
means of constructing reality within the BTI online community. Semiotic material,
images and photographs were used along with hashtags such as #cashhangover,
#nofilter, #greenfacedthisStPatricksDay, encompassing the language used in this
context and recognisable to others online. Further, these images and hashtags
represent ways participants built meaning and developed ways of knowing around the
three motifs of this campaign. Semiotic posts were important components of the
building tasks of language analysed here, in particular illustrating how youth related
and connected to each other within a socially relevant context. The analysis of the BTI
data showed selfies were privileged sign systems, shared more frequently and more
widely than other visual content such as memes. This suggests practitioners may find
the process of “seeding” campaign messages in ways that can be incorporated with
selfies increases the likelihood of such content being shared amongst the target age
group of this campaign, 18-24 year olds.

Stage 4: Areas of convergence, coverage, agreement within the data.
Informed by the answers to Gee’s (2014) reflective questions in the previous stage of
analysis, this stage summarises areas of convergence, agreement and coverage within
the data. The rigour of this analysis rests in how these ideas helped in illuminating
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other data (coverage), data that would lead another researcher to similar conclusions
(coverage) and the identification of similar themes (agreement) from the BTI data.
A synthesis of these four stages of analysis constructed one possible reality about each
of the three building blocks. The researcher acknowledges that, in proposing these
constructions of reality, they represents only one of the possible realities that could be
constructed from analysing this data.
One reality about Relationships within BTI: Relationships within BTI were enacted
through the language of participants as one component of their online discourse which
reflected their ideas, attitudes and behaviour towards binge drinking. Through
interacting with others, participants enacted socially-situated identities that saw
connections and interactions develop between other participants who shared similar
opinions when interacting with each other online.
One reality about Connections within BTI: Connections emerged through the use of
images and semiotic material that showed common interests recognised by other
participants online and that they were supported by the language used by participants
in maintaining those connections. Connections needed to be nurtured and maintained
over time, as offline connections to convert the connection into something more like
responding or engaging. Connections were the necessary first step in interacting more
purposefully with others in online contexts, such as BTI.
One reality about Sign Systems and Knowledge within BTI: Sign Systems within the
context of this campaign equated to the notion of body language in offline
communication exchanges. They represented the unspoken assessments humans
make of other participants and the prior knowledge, beliefs and values used in making
sense of text, image or video shared online within a particular context.
The following section explicates some understandings about relating in online contexts
and four areas of impact identified as a result of undertaking this second research
project.
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5.7 Some understandings of relating online
Firstly, language is context dependent, secondly, Sign Systems were important in
establishing connections with others in online spaces, thirdly, language enacted social
identities recognisable to others and finally, three different levels of interaction
emerged explaining the interactions of these participants online. The implications for
the practitioner will be elucidated in the Conclusions section to follow.
Impact 1: Language is context dependent
The language favoured by BTI participants was context dependent which facilitated the
building of relations through sharing relevant content between those who chose to
interact within the campaign. Language situated meaning within this particular
context and was instrumental in maintaining relations that were established online.
These contexts, in turn, built and supported the forming of connections with others
promoting interactions over time. Situated meanings arose as the language of
participants was recognised and understood by others as the participants applied tacit
knowledge unconsciously to interpret the content, and intent, of the communicative
interaction. These meanings were recognised and understood by others that
established common ground, furthering connections and also opening up the
possibility of ongoing interactions in the future. Consider the following excerpt getting
smashed and waking up on a park bench regretting everything about the night before.
As an exemplar of language being context dependent, this excerpt shows participants
inferred the meaning of smashed in the BTI context, to encompass notions of letting go
and opting out, drinking to excess, escaping, and a loss of control. Other participants
then visualised the social activities of others constructing an image of going out with
friends, drinking to fit in and then taking it too far. This visualisation is the result of the
intertextuality where participants referred to others’ texts, or what others have said or
written, to make sense of the communication and the language used in a particular
context. The language of participants was an example of texts used in one social
language or borrowed from other social languages. Fairclough (1992) refers to
intertextuality as “snatches of other text which may be explicitly demarcated or
merged in with another text” (p. 84). Meaning developed when any symbol, word or
image, represented or referred to something other than itself. Smashed could be
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logically understood in other contexts as a verb meaning badly broken or as a noun
referring to a collision of motor vehicles. Participants used certain conventions to
understand what the language used actually meant in a specific application. The
choice of language helped participants to fill in the gaps by providing insights into their
social world and what participants perceived as real and accepted.

Impact 2: Sign systems built connections online
Sign systems were a privileged means of communication between these participants
and instrumental in establishing relations with others in online spaces. Sign systems,
Figure 10, were also important in building and maintaining these connections and as
such were firmly embedded in the social practices of these participants. To initiate
connections, the visual images and vernacular language adopted by the participants’
needed to align with the figured worlds of others. Selfies, photographs participants’
take of themselves and graphics were privileged Sign Systems within this social
network.
Figure 10: An exemplar of a Sign System used within BTI (3 February 2014)

The sharing of semiotic materials for these participants was an important way in which
they created knowledge collaboratively within this context as well as being a way, as
Pink (2013) explains, of representing that knowledge and sharing it with others. The
sharing of visual images, text and videos, which could have been embellished versions
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of reality, became the currency traded between participants, developing and
strengthening connections that were important in converting connections that
developed online into something more.
Impact 3: Language enacts socially recognisable identities online
The relations that develop online may be tenuous due to the inauthenticity of
information that participants share in constructing their identities and personas online.
Further, the notion of identity in online contexts also threatens the ability of public
relations to interact genuinely with others, an essential precursor to something
resembling relating. Language enacted socially recognisable identities online, as well
as signalling the types of interactions participants preferred in online contexts. Four
social identities were enacted within BTI: Bingers, Influencers, Educators and
Ambassadors. While the language of participants enacts identities that are
recognisable to others, the identities were not necessarily authentic, genuine or
trustworthy, complicating efforts towards achieving the outcome of relating to others.
Stone (1991) condemns the internet for challenging the notion revered in many
cultures that “each body gets one self”. Baym (2010) contextualises this in social
media contexts labelling it “disembodied identities” where digital spaces separate
selves from actual bodies and that identities exist only in actions and words (p.105).
Altman and Taylor (1973) explain self-disclosure as a powerful communication practice
towards relationship building which requires authentic and balanced information to be
shared, describing this process as social penetration whereby individuals get closer to
others by revealing aspects of themselves, peeling back the layers like on an onion
until the parties know each other more fully.
The nature of interactions amongst the participants varied within this campaign,
delineating three different levels of interaction, which are discussed next.
Impact 4: Three levels of BTI online interaction
Participants’ interactions emerged as either connecting, responding or engaging in an
ascending scale of interactions online. Firstly, connecting, the base level of interaction,
required minimal effort by the participant, such as liking an image or sign system, or
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watching a video without commenting. Participants connected within the context of
the BTI campaign by simply liking posts such as the one illustrated in Figure 11, below.

Figure 11: Exemplar of Connecting within BTI (6 March 2014).

Despite minimal conscious effort required to like a post, connections were established
as participants applied tacit knowledge where content often reflected their own
experience of social reality. Connecting represented a commonality, at a basic level,
showing further potential for nurturing that connection into something more
meaningful. Where connecting was the objective of the communicative interaction,
knowledge of the Sign Systems used by participants, and appealing to others within
communities, was crucial information in designing online communication to achieve
that objective.
Responding, the second level of interaction, assumes connecting, but required more
effort from participants such as commenting, re-sharing or disclosing new and
sometimes personal information with others. Responding, like connecting, required
participants to interpret the communication, recognise the discourse, share the sense
of humour and respond in some way. Illustrations of responding include: Puking and
waking up on a park bench regretting everything about the night before; the after
effects can be even worse than you remember; A lot of bad things happen when I'm
sober! I can't recall anything bad happening when I'm drunk! or liking a semiotic post
such as Figure 12 below.
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Figure 12: Semiotic post within BTI (31 March 2013)

Responding represented a stronger interaction compared to connecting as participants
identified with the language, social identity or social practice conveyed and then took
action. The use of vernacular language, peer-to-peer tone and the novelty of content
maintained and strengthened connections amongst participants. Responding
encompassed opportunities for further exchanges between participants over time
around issues which resembled more than connecting, but not yet engaging. The type,
tone, novelty and frequency of communication were important in eliciting responses
from others in online networks. Enlisting the support of social identities recognisable
to others increased the chance of participants responding to communicative
interactions online.
The third level, engaging assumes the previously described dimensions of both
connecting and responding. Engaging required an active response from participants
such as sharing, reposting, responding multiple times, generating new content or
attending offline events. Participants engaged by developing music video posts around
the perils of binge drinking, creating graphics, using hash tags such as #be a legend,
#not a mess or attending events sponsored by the campaign such as surfing
competitions and sharing images from these events online. Further, observing the
conventions and protocols established by online communities and social platforms
enhanced the chance of engaging, over connecting or responding. Connecting and
responding were useful building blocks for engaging others, however social media’s
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potential in moving beyond engaging, towards something like relating, was not
evident in this project. Engaging was enacted in interactions through posts using
language like: Don’t get carried away and do anything you will regret; Stay safe till the
last set, keep an eye on your mates, say no to one drink too many; If you are having a
big day out this weekend remember to stay hydrated and have a water break regularly
between drinks; have a whiskey break between beers; or making an original video as
part of The Be Project a visual means of communciatng to others about the perils of
binge drinking.
Figure 13: Participant’s video created within BTI (8 April 2014)

These three levels of BTI online interaction offer insights for public relations in
understanding the dimensions of communicating in online spaces and how language
enacts each level. The implications for practitioners, of each of these areas of impact,
are now discussed in terms of Conclusions.
5.8 Conclusions from project two
Four areas where social media impact relations were highlighted: Language is context
dependent; Sign Systems are useful in establishing connections online; language
enacts social identities online and participants’ interactions emerged as either
connecting, responding or engaging one of three levels of BTI online interaction.
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Firstly, language is context dependent. Because language is context dependent it
created the ‘in between’ that filled in gaps between language, the language used and
the meaning inferred and understood by other participants. Language within the BTI
discourse required participants to apply their own tacit knowledge in interpreting the
interactions online, firming up the common ground between participants,
strengthening connections. From this practitioners can learn that the meaning of
language varies in different contexts of use with context playing an important role in
explicating the meaning participants infer from language within the discursive
interactions online.
Secondly, sign systems were a privileged means of communication between
participants, meaning that they were instrumental in establishing connections in social
spaces online. Before any relationship can develop, relational partners must be aware
of each other (Bruning and Ledingham, 1999). Within this case study, this awareness
was created through sharing semiotic content and using vernacular language. These
were powerful ways for participants to connect with each other as well as to capture
the knowledge participants created through collaborating with others online. This is
important for public relations in designing online communication that connects
participants to messages, content and more importantly to others. This is one way for
communicators to get the attention of participants and gain traction amongst the
clutter of information online.
Thirdly, language enacts identities recognisable to others by conveying their social
practices and beliefs to others through language. Acknowledging the notion of
disembodied identities, designing communicative interactions requires practitioners to
adopt a Hansel and Gretel approach, following the virtual clues participants leave
behind in social spaces acknowledging that communicative interactions must be
inherently social to have any chance of penetrating the social spheres of participants
online.
Finally, online engagement leads to different levels of interaction; connecting,
responding and engaging. Different types and forms of content lead to different
responses and different levels of interaction amongst those online. Public relations
practitioners’ awareness of these levels should guide their approach in when to initiate
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approaches to others online, with these objectives in mind, or if others should be
approached at all. All three levels are complementary and synergistic in the context of
an integrated communication approach, however responding should be the aim when
trying to establish a ‘relationship’ with others online.
The language used by participants and the semiotic objects that comprised their online
discourse provide clues to others, including practitioners, in how to react and respond
to interactions within the context in which the discourse was created and used. This
reflects what Thurlow and Mroczek (2011) describe as the general progression of
online language towards emphasising the “contextual and particularistic nature of
language” in online spaces (p. xxii). This case showed an important intersection
between social media and the social use of language, illustrating the linguistic variables
that exist within online discourse. These variables, explain Thurlow and Mroczek
(2011), include the structure of the discourse; (typography, spelling, word choice);
meaning; (symbols, words, utterances and exchanges); interactions; (turn taking,
topics of discussion and the sociality of language); identity construction (humour, play
and conflict), as important components in planning interactions online. Generic
interactions that ignore these variables, and that are incongruent with the context in
which the interaction takes place, are more likely to harm rather than nurture
connections and ongoing interactions with others. Taking the time to be a participant,
mapping the terrain and becoming familiar with the ecology of online spaces where an
organisation wishes to interact, is a worthwhile investment of time and resources for
practitioners. Online public relations demands a different mindset which involves
humanising and personalising information for those public relations are trying to
reach. Purposeful public relations online, suggest Solis and Breakenridge (2009), is
about telling stories in a way that makes people identify with like-minded individuals
to share information and build strong relationships. Further, following the virtual clues
provided by participants through observing, before interacting, will assist public
relations in understanding the nature of exchanges that might improve relations
online. The challenge for practitioners involves balancing the rhetorical interactions
with more relational ones. This may go some way to resolving some of the current
anomalies between online and offline practices through exploring the myriad of ways
social media are shaping the core of public relations practice.
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This case study showed participants’ interactions manifest as connecting, responding
and engaging, but not relating, thus challenging the embodiment of relational theory.
Despite assertions within the discipline of the relational potential of social media, this
research concludes that the ultimate goal of relating is, as yet, unfulfilled. This poses
implications for the profession of public relations whose remit is to relate to others in
all contexts, both real and virtual. Resolving this persistent contradiction involves
acknowledging the complexity of content in which the discipline is trying to relate to
others. This complexity of online environments was described by Willis (2015) as one
characterised by “relational turbulence, non-linearity and unpredictability” as well as
the difficulty of building, maintaining and nurturing relationships, themselves (p. 685).
Such complexity requires a new positioning in public relations thinking and approaches
to social spaces where relational goals are more deliberately pursued over rhetorical
ones.
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Chapter 6: Project 3 - A researcher’s story about relating
This chapter presents the third and final project in this research portfolio, the
researcher’s own story, in a collage, not presented as a substitute for written
experience, but rather to add layers to the researcher’s experience of relating. This
project is an autoethnographic story, the researcher’s personal story of relating
intertwining threads from scholarship, practice and personal reflection in creating,
what Mingé (2013) refers to, as montage text.
6.1 Research design for project 3
The design guiding this project is autoethnography, which uses the researcher’s
personal experience to critique cultural beliefs, practices and experiences and thereby
compels the researcher to ask questions. Patton (2015) suggests these questions
should include: “How does my own experience of my culture offer insights about this
culture, event, situation and way of life?” (p. 101). While a highly reflexive and
personal approach, this project draws on the first two projects the researcher’s own
experience and knowledge of relating within her culture of practice. Complementing
the etic perspectives of the first two projects, this project examines social media’s
impact on public relations from an emic perspective, the researcher or insider’s
perspective with the knowledge captured and shared as a narrative.
Barton and Lee (2013) explain that investigating online discourse and the participants’
practices that comprise it, provides for new methodological possibilities, combining
the discourse analysis of the previous study with autoethnography applied here. This
derivate of ethnography foregrounds the researcher’s personal experience of the
culture offering, according to Patton (2015), insights into the case situation and the
social experiences of these participants. This approach offers potential in uncovering
evidence to address the third sub-question: How can we use social media in relating to
others? Answering the how component of this question necessitated periods of field
work and immersion in and around social media spaces favoured by the case
organisation and its participants. The researcher became very familiar with the case
setting by regular visits over a three year period collecting data and experiencing
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relating first hand in the field. Different activities and observational episodes brought
the local processes of the case organisation to life through the researcher combining
unobtrusive and obtrusive roles during the process of collecting the data. In an
unobtrusive role, the researcher observed the participants with their consent, while
not seeking their active involvement, and carried out content analysis of
organisationally generated documents and archival material, observing interactions
between practitioners and clients, and monitoring social media content and
engagement (Page, 2004). Burr (2015) confirms collecting data ethnographically and
unobtrusively aligns with the social constructionist orientation of this work where the
participants are genuinely partaking in the research for which they are also providing
data. The researcher’s relationship with the consultancy allowed her to enter the
setting, gather data, and interact with participants unobtrusively and, when necessary,
obtrusively. The researcher adopted multiple roles, firstly as an observer becoming
familiar with the setting and its participants.
Autoethnography is a personal and socially constructed form of research which
Duncan (2004) says sits beautifully within the ontological and epistemological
orientations of this work. The relaxed rules and conventions of autoethnography
allowed the researcher to adopt a less formal structure than the previous two projects,
providing a third way of examining relating, described by Ellis and Adams (2014), from
an intimate and personal context. Further, it allowed the researcher to analyse and
reflect on her relational affiliation within public relations while exploring and exposing
the cultural values, insights and knowledge that shape her discipline’s practice.
This narrative follows Denzin (2013) in interpreting and explaining the researcher’s
experiences in their immediate particularity, grounding this narrative in a specific time
and context, that is, within this case study. The researcher began writing herself into
the narrative creating what Mingé (2013) refers to as a montage of local action and
minutiae of detail so witnessed in the everyday local processes of knowing about
relating in a case study organisation. Different activities and observational episodes
bring these local processes to life through the researcher combining unobtrusive and
obtrusive roles during the process of collecting the data. The selectivity of the
observed and recorded events within this data is acknowledged with the resulting
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autoethnography, reflecting shards of the lived and observed experiences which the
researcher compiled with the field notes from the case setting, such as those in
Appendix 1. Some of the data came from online sources which Pink (2013) explains
also constitute a form of ethnographic knowledge, providing a representation of that
knowledge as well as the medium of sharing it with others.
6.2 Autoethnography as method
Autoethnography is applied in this project simultaneously as the method of collecting
data as well as the resulting analysis of that data following Denzin (2014) and Mingé
(2013) in producing an autoethnographic text explained by Mingé (2013) in a way that
“attends to, is and creates knowledge”(p. 427). This approach, says Duncan (2004),
allowed the researcher to include her “life world and internal decision making as valid
and important components” within the approach allowing for “systematic reflection”
while producing a “scholarly account” of the data in response to the research question
(p. 29).
Following scholars Ellis and Bochner (2000), the researcher gathered data first
“through an ethnographic wide-angled lens” seeking data revealing the social and
cultural aspects of a participant’s experiences then, inwardly and reflexively, searching
for meaning describing her experience of the culture, situation and way of life (p. 37).
This application invites the reader to join the researcher in making sense of the actions
and interactions of the participants and the processes they applied in assigning
meaning within this culture. This process, says Barton and Lee (2013), sees
participants actively engaged in the study that complements the previous discourse
analysis that investigated language in online contexts. Participants were instrumental
in co-creating the narrative, due to the close relationship with the researcher
developed by collaborations within the case setting. In the field, facts and knowledge
were not discovered, as Page (2004) explains, as people often assume they are, but
were jointly created through social consensus between the researcher and those being
researched. The selectivity of the observed and recorded events described within this
data is acknowledged within the resulting autoethnography. As such, this
autoethnographic narrative is a montage text, co-constructed through interpreting the
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shared experience and understandings of relating within the social construction of
public relations. Following Mingé (2013), shards of field experiences and “in-themoment interactions” between the researcher and participants are examined
reflexively together with the researcher to form a montage text, a story to live, and live
with (p. 437). This approach captures Schön’s (1987) concept of knowing-in-action,
prefacing the value of inner knowing which aims to show how the researcher made
sense of this world, acknowledging reality as fluid, along with the changing perceptions
and beliefs of the researcher. Mingé (2013) explains this is both a familial and
relational approach that exposes the local action observed and witnessed by the
author as both a researcher and participant of the culture the narrative sets out to
describe.
6.3 Autoethnography as text
Autoethnography encompasses different approaches and writing forms; Ellis and
Bochner’s (1997) reflexive ethnography, Ronai’s (1995) ethnographic autobiography,
Denzin’s (2013) notion of experiential texts and Reed-Danahay’s (2006) form of
autobiographical ethnography. A dynamic and reflexive approach like
autoethnography exposes the connections inherent between social and cultural life as
well as the relationship between the self and the social. The resulting narrative,
describe Ellis and Bochner (2000), tells a scholarly and personal story drawing on many
sources of evidence: literature, observation, participant observation, informal
interviewing, field notes, the researcher’s reflexivity, organisational data and online
discourse, the analysis of which leads to the researcher’s story about relating.
Adding to the veracity of the sources informing the narrative, six issues help ensure the
legitimacy of this autoethnographic account: the boundaries of this study, construct
validity, external validity, instrumental utility, reliability and scholarship. The
boundaries are delineated, according to Duncan (2004), by four parameters: time,
location, project type and point of view. The study takes place in the case study
organisation over a three year period, located within the Faculty of Arts and Education
at an Australian University. The project constitutes the final study of a doctoral
dissertation with the work undertaken from the researcher’s point of view in
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producing this narrative. Construct validity, replicating Yin (2014), is substantiated in
the researcher’s account by drawing on multiple sources of evidence, establishing a
chain of evidence within the data, and discussing drafts of the narrative with the
participants. Further, the trustworthiness and credibility of the themes lies in the
strength of the central themes, recreated as epiphanies within this narrative and their
applicability to other situations. Clandinin and Connelly (1994) note autoethnographic
writing represents one reconstruction of the researcher’s narrative, acknowledging
this is only one of the possible narratives that could be developed from the same data.
Instrumental utility shows the usefulness of this narrative to others who share the
researcher’s concerns about relating in social spaces and online. Explained by Eisner
(1991), autoethnographic narratives are useful in helping readers comprehend
problematic situations and fit things into place. The reliability of the work comes from
following Yin’s (2014) protocol in establishing the case which would allow another
researcher to also apply this methodology. Collectively these issues facilitate the
rigorous application of this methodology and the subsequent narrative explaining the
tacit understandings of the researcher and these participants about relating. The
narrative moves beyond merely recounting the participant’s experienced reality,
demonstrating deep levels of reflection and analysis and connecting the findings of the
first two studies with themes in public relations literature about relating. Further, the
text is intentionally descriptive of everyday life, conversations and ethnographic
interactions conveying some conclusions of improving our current practices in relation
to others online.
Writing such a narrative, say Boyle and Parry (2007), involves “peeling back the
multiple layers of consciousness, thoughts, feelings and beliefs” (p. 186) to construct a
story that captures the collective experiences of relating and exploring its
contemporary meaning for public relations. The narrative seeks, according to Ellis and
Bochner (2006), to uncover that which has previously been taken for granted, hidden,
taboo or otherwise shrouded in secrecy within the discipline, extending our
understanding of relating and challenging us to think differently about the practice of
public relations (p. 119). The text: A researcher’s story about relating, is deliberately
retroactive, selectively writing about past experiences in describing “epiphanies”,
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defined by Ellis, Adams and Bocher (2011), as remembered moments significant to
relating to others particularly in online contexts (p. 275).
Epiphanies seek to capture the researcher’s turning points in knowledge and what she
now knows about relating as a result of this endeavour. The effects of epiphanies,
claims Denzin (2013), may “be positive or negative as these moments are often
emergent and unstructured, with meaning relived and re-experienced in the stories
people tell about their own experiences” (p. 52). Self-proclaimed phenomena,
epiphanies, embody the transformative moments experienced and witnessed to
expand understanding and relating in new contexts within practices. This research
continues the contemporary discussion about relating, challenging conventional
wisdom and encouraging further exploration of one of the pervasive metanarratives
within public relations, while proposing the need to refresh our understanding of
relating in new contexts. The reflexive approach, following Heaphy (2007), emphasises
personal and critical reflection in producing the narrative, acknowledging how the
social, cultural, and disciplinary positioning of the researcher influences the resulting
narrative. The narrative, as the outcome of the analysis, captures the conversations,
significant moments and epiphanies of the shared experiences of the researcher and
the participants about present-day relating and challenging the researcher to delve
deeper into her culture by explicating her own experience of it.
These epiphanies began to form as the researcher spent extended time in the field
setting, observing and interacting with the case participants. The epiphanies began to
take shape and were clarified as the researcher engaged in the process of analysing
and reflecting on the case data, in a process of ongoing consultation and refinement
with the participants themselves. In attempting to verify her understanding and
interpretations in finalising the epiphanies, the researcher took these accounts back to
participants for their opinions and reactions to confirm the accuracy of the ideas
represented in the epiphany texts.
The resulting narrative is written by the researcher as both practitioner and
researcher, and offers insights about the culture, situations, behaviours, encounters
and events experienced by the researcher and shared with the participants. The issue
of reflexivity is central to this narrative, forming the basis of the subsequent theorising
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that follows. The resulting text is a combination of the researcher’s experiences,
writing and analysis and is tied into one construct, explained by Ellis and Bochner
(2000), as a collective story about relating in mediated spaces, as well as what went on
in the backstage of doing this research. The writing of this autoethnographic account
was as much a method of inquiry as an opportunity to find out about myself and the
topic being examined. It draws on the personal antecedents to this study, reflecting
my observations and participation in the field, shards of my field notes, memos, and
my experience as writer, researcher and practitioner. My autoethnography narrative
is titled: A researcher’s story about relating.
6.4 A researchers story about relating
“I’m plugging in” was the subject line of the email that popped up on my screen. “Me
too” came the second email copied to everyone in the office, just moments later. “I
will be in 10”, came the third. Wondering what was going on, I leaned over to the
consultant sitting at the work station next to me asking “Should I be plugging in?” She
laughed explaining “that’s our way of telling everyone else in the office we are going
online to do our SM - social media monitoring and engagement for our clients”. Clued
in, I realised this was the modern day equivalent of media monitoring from the past
where every morning consultants would read the major metropolitan papers in hard
copy finding coverage and looking for media mentions of their client’s products,
services and events. Plugging in happened routinely each day around 9.30am and
signalled the start of uninterruptable work time until the social media needs of their
clients had been attended to for that morning. This practice was often repeated later
in the day as well, with social media platforms always open and updates regularly
popping up on the consultants’ laptops or phones. Social media monitoring, tracking
mentions, reviewing news sites, conversations, possible connections, influencers’
comments, posting and sharing content on behalf of their clients was an integral part
of these consultants’ daily routine.
Hansen, Shneiderman and Smith (2010) suggest, “Billions of people, create trillions of
connections, through social media each day” (p. 3). While connecting is not relating, it
is an essential forerunner to it. The Pew Research Centre’s (2015) research
demonstrates the popularity and pervasiveness of social media is irrefutable, with 75%
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of adults using social media daily and Zerfass, et al. (2014) confirming 86% of
practitioners view online as the most important communication channel, with social
media expecting to increase in importance over the next three years. Kietzmann et al.
(2011) indicate social media is all about connections between people, but without
anything tangible connecting them together, developed through creating and sharing
content; objects of sociality such as text, video, images, and links around organisations,
issues and brands, with others online. Connections often started via Sign Systems,
visual means of communication, selfies, photos and other images and graphics
preferred by these participants. Maintaining these connections online depended on
the authenticity of the content, though difficult to establish, the tone of voice, the
language used that created social identities recognisable to others, with all factors
helping to maintain connections in these spaces. Connections are important social
devices in online environments, confirms Gee (2014), and instrumental in generating
shared meaning between the participants. Beyond sharing meaning, connections
provide virtual clues as to how participants apply tacit knowledge in interpreting posts
and other content in online spaces. Examples of the content participants shared with
others forming connections within BTI are shown below.
Figure 14: Content shared to from Connections within BTI

Facebook post 14 February 2014

Facebook post 4 February 2013

“Yo people, must haves, head over to, check it out, big congrats, a massive shout out to
and chill out” the language used by participants, strengthened connections online.
More than that, the language used by these participants gave rise to social identities
emerging online within BTI: Bingers, Influencers, Educators and Ambassadors, all of
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these groups were created through language, recognisable to others, and led to
connections between like-minded participants. Without a doubt, one of the main
issues that confront people about interacting and possibly relating online centre
around identity. Baym (2010) explains “When people’s bodies are not visible, what
will people lie about? Can they ever really be known? and can they be trusted as
sources of information?” (p. 105). Language played an important role in maintaining
connections online and in helping these participants decide who to connect with
initially, and which connections to maintain over time. Peer-to-peer social connections
were strengthened by vernacular, cool and popular language, revealing clues about
participants’ identity, age, opinions and social habits. The sociality of the language and
the context of use were important in creating connections within the social realities of
these participants.
Reflecting on connecting and seeing the types of connections these participants were
creating and developing online led to my first epiphany, or turning point moment in a
subject’s life. Denzin and Lincoln (2013) distinguishes four forms for epiphanies: a
major event, a representative event, a minor event, and episodes where meanings
emerge in reliving the experience. All of these live within this story. Conversations
with participants towards the end of this narrative show participants sharing stories
with me in making sense of their own behaviours and experiences in relation to others
online. Further, epiphanies can also be experienced as social interactions in online
contexts, such as the online discourse explored and included in this narrative. My
epiphanies appear here as recreated Facebook posts, capturing my key learnings about
relating while paying homage to Facebook, a central source of data within this
dissertation.
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Epiphany shared a post.
February 19

We are connecting, sharing and interacting, but are we
relating?
Like

Comment

Share

For participants, their behaviours and interactions were influenced by the behaviour of
their peers as well as the narratives shared by the organisation which directed
approaches to using social media within daily practice. These narratives, says Hallahan
(2008), educated, socialised and provided the broad parameters for participants about
the protocols and conventions for connecting and interacting online and, like most
workplaces, socialised members via inculcating opinions that frame and shape
behaviour, both on and offline. The narrative emerged formally though organisational
policy documents, sharing knowledge at staff meetings about social media strategies
for clients, professional development opportunities for staff, and planning and
management activities. Informally, participants’ behaviours were influenced via
informal interactions, ad hoc conversations with colleagues within the setting,
continuous learning through social media trial and error, and discussions with clients
about their social media activities. Combined, observing these opportunities in this
setting reveal insights into the tacit and formal knowledge that shapes participants’
engagement in social spaces within this community of practice. Recognising social
media as the channel facilitating these social interaction within the public relations
mix, Utz, Schultz and Glocka (2013) describe sharing discourse, links, text, memes and
photographs with others as well as seeding and participating in conversations and
developing content, these participants were demonstrating evidence of sharing and
connecting with others online, rather than relating.
These experiences brought me to a turning point. I realised I was not going to be
writing a narrative commending my profession for its efforts in relating to others using
social mediums. This realisation opened up this research from an initial exploration of
social media within public relations, to reconsidering one of the central propositions of
the discipline today, that social media offers unprecedented potential for relating to
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publics. The tension created an uncomfortable paradox within public relations
suggesting the name of the discipline is a contradiction of terms. Public and relations
describe two differing actions that make sense independently, but not simultaneously,
as suggested by Heath (2006), resulting in a paradoxical tension and eluding definition.
Public can mean open or well-known while relations can refer to telling or connecting
two or more things. Together, suggests Stoker (2014), the terms could refer to group
communication, or it could also be describing the interpersonal interactions between
two individuals. Wolstenholme (2013) defines a public as a “a group of people who
need not know each other or even live in the same town but are a public because they
face a similar problem, enjoy, support or follow the same things or share the same
concerns” (Wolstenholme, 2013, p. 54). A public is an identifiable group, outside the
organisation, whose opinions on issues can affect the success of the organisation
(Heath & Coombs, 2005, p. 9). A public can pressure an organisation to changes its
plans, priorities and policies. An internal public is a group within the organisation, such
as employees, who have an interest in the organisation. An external public is an
organisation or a group of individuals who share awareness of a particular problem, for
example environmentalists (Heath & Coombs, 2005, p. 9). Within public relations
practice there are many publics, consumers, suppliers, employees and trustees
(Fawkes, 2012). These publics have different information needs and exact different
demands on organisations which is a vital skill of public relations (Fawkes, 2012).
Supporting the scholarly discourse, this first epiphany suggested practitioners were
using social media in enacting the rhetorical components of practice which Rodriguez
(2006) suggests includes connecting, sharing, informing, responding and posting,
rather than the relational, enacted through authenticity, transparency, dialogue,
sharing and giving control. While uncomfortable, this realisation could not be ignored,
propelling the research in a new direction and following new lines of inquiry through
opportunity sampling, indicative of Patton’s (2015) approach to qualitative research.
Ignoring confrontation paradoxes such as this one, claims Stoker (2014), creates selfperpetuating fallacies that restrict a particular culture without challenging it and
moving it forward. Relating to others within socially mediated spaces became the
revised focus of my research which opened up the avenue to seek answers to how
social media is reshaping the core concepts and practices of my discipline. These
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concepts, articulated by Motion, Heath and Leitch (2015), include “authenticity,
power, knowledge, social capital, dialogue, relationships, sharing, meaning, risk,
transparency and truth” (p.1), as they play out in social media contexts.
My curiosity about relating began long before this when I saw for the first time this
photograph of my maternal grandparents on their wedding day, uncovered amongst
other photographs, during the preparations for their 60th wedding anniversary.

Figure 15: My maternal grandparents on their wedding day in 1927

Of particular interest to me were the qualities that sustained their relationship for 64
years, through a World War, the birth of their four children and the death of their
eldest child, leaving my four cousins orphaned to join my family before I was born.
The values of appreciating family, embracing opportunities, valuing education and
working hard were instilled in me as a child from a young age, as the youngest of six.
My grandmother, pictured above, became my first significant role model, followed by
a succession of strong independent women, with nurturing souls, continually
demonstrating how to relate and maintain relationships despite the complexity and
challenges relationships bring. Recognising the centrality of relating to others early on
perhaps sowed the seed for pursuing my career in public relations, a profession which
has the central purpose of relating to others. Relating was reinforced throughout my
undergraduate degree and in my first position as a consultant in a new consultancy,
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started by one of my lecturers who employed me to do what she had taught me to do,
practice public relations. The partial success of this new consultancy and the ability to
follow my chosen career path relied heavily on my ability to connect, respond,
communicate and relate to others. Reflecting, I remember my first job as one of the
most enjoyable experiences of my life, at the time failing to realise how important
relationships would become in both my personal and professional life. Surreptitiously,
my upbringing and career choices have led me to consciously pursue opportunities to
work with relationally oriented and collaborative individuals and have surpassed the
desire for financial success as well as becoming the guiding orientation of my practice
and, now, my research. These experiences have enriched my thinking and
understanding of relating from different viewpoints reflecting on its presence in my
life, my work and my research.
While many things have changed since the time of the photograph from the previous
page, what is unchanged is the unrelenting desire to connect with others. We are by
nature social creatures that congregate. It is one of the symmetries of human society
that recognises we need communities and they need us. Further, Mackay (2013)
explains, nowadays many of these communities are online and, while this shows some
evolution as a species, it simultaneously uncovers a deep seated quandary: we are
unique individuals and we are members of groups and communities, with a strong
sense of social identity fuelled by an unrelenting desire to connect, share, belong and
relate to others.
I undertook this research with the premise of exploring relating from a scholarly
perspective only to discover what was missing was my experience of relating.
Exploring relationships within contemporary practice was the first kernel of an idea
that emerged at the beginning of my doctoral journey and has proved the guiding
force in shaping this investigation. Following Kierkegaard and Lowrie (1957), life must
be lived forward, but can really be understood only backward, so my story describes
this disorganised iteration looking backward and forward, examining literature,
contemporary practice and online discourses in sharing my story of relating.
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Epiphany shared a post.
April 5

Connecting is not relating, but an important and
indispensable precursor to it.
Like

Comment

Share

So, if we are not relating to others, in online contexts, what is it that we are doing?
Baym (2010) reminds us that the internet was never built as a personal communication
medium or one that would facilitate social processes due to the limited social clues
associated with communication via a screen. Theunissen and Wan Noordin (2012)
proclaim despite relationships being enacted via dialogue, practitioners are not
currently nurturing these dialogic moments to enact relationships in online spaces.
Seeking to continue the conversation and share what I have learned about relating, I
now go on to describe my own, and the participants’ communal experiences, and what
this might mean for public relations practice.
Deciding where I sit within the debate about using technological tools to relate to
others, Baym’s (2010) perspective of social shaping makes sense. This perspective
suggests technologies bring a mixture of benefits that help us, rather than determine
our use of them. Technology can and does accelerate social trends, says Douglas
(2004), explaining it has the capacity to magnify some trends while simultaneously
weakening others. Mingé, (2013) explains realities and knowledge are messy, complex
and multiple. Realities emerge through social interaction, are socially constructed, and
are just one of many possible versions of reality reflecting the complexity and
multiplicity of interactions between individuals on and offline. Within public relations,
one such reality construction perpetuated in the literature and practice is that we, as a
discipline, can manage relationships. During my undergraduate study my
understanding of relating began from textbooks, such as the following definition from
Cutlip (1952) where managing relationships was the popular phrase for “describing the
act of building and maintaining organisational relationships with publics” (p. 6).
Twenty years later, this definition was revised by Cutlip and Center (1971) to
‘‘performance communications used to build profitable relationships with the public’’
(p. 5). Managing relationships describes the ideograph of the profession as and Chia
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and Synnott (2012) define the process, as one where practitioners “collaborate with
diverse publics through dialogue and multi-way discussion, networking [to enact]
relationship monitoring and management” (p. 11).
According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2016), ideograph is a combination of ‘ideo’,
plus ‘graph’ and is defined as a “character or figure in a writing system that represents
something conceptually without depending on a particular name for it and has its
disciplinary home in rhetorical scholarship” (“Ideograph”, 2016). McGee, (1980)
describes ideographs as ordinary language terms that function as the “building blocks
of ideology” and while occupying a place in everyday discourse within communities
they are also descriptive terms for social human conditions (McGee, 1980, p.7).
Ideographs refer to concepts intangible in nature but, when used in discourse, humans
bring their own understanding to interpreting the meaning intended. In order for
ideographs to function, the understanding of the term needs to be shared by others
(McGee, 1980). Coombs and Holladay (2015) propose “relationship can be viewed as
more than a research identity for public relations; it can be treated as an ideograph”
(p. 693). McGee (1980) describes the importance of ideographs within a community of
practice as they can become powerful guides for behaviour with the potential to unite
and separate audiences. Boyd and Waymer (2011) explain that individuals are
conditioned to follow ideographs helping them to justify and explain their actions,
however they provide a cautionary note that ideographs can become so entrenched
within communities and their collective consciousness that individuals begin to serve
the ideograph rather than the discourse serving the individual. What this means for
public relations is often practice and scholarship perpetuate such ideographs without
testing and retesting their veracity in constantly changing contexts of practice.

Epiphany shared a post.
May 1

How can we manage relationships that arise from the free
will of individuals?
Like

Comment

Share
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Blewett (1993) was one of the early scholars to formally articulate the tension I
describe in my epiphany above, challenging public relations’ ideological advocacy and
self-appointed right to interfere with relationships that emerge organically and
democratically between individuals. Managing relationships ascribes to public
relations, says Stoker (2014), “power only available through controlling or
manipulating the choice of other parties within the relationship”, completely
incongruous with the qualities that make interactions in social media spaces
purposeful (p. 345). My observations of online relating in this context was that they
were preconceived, planned, impersonal, sometimes artificial interactions embodying
a one-to-many form of communicative interaction. I concur with Baym’s (2010)
suggestion of embracing the mixed modality of social media allowing practitioners to
embrace our skills as relational individuals with the benefits of technology.

Epiphany shared a post.
June 11

Interactions online are mimicking, rather than enacting,
relating
Like

Comment

Share

In the transparency of online, mimicking is not enacting relating. In a time in history
where we are now perpetually connected, public relations, suggest Motion et al.
(2015), now not only “spins, but tweets, the truth” (p. 1). Mingé (2013) describes that
“we construct knowledge from a particular point of view within a particular context”
(p. 431). The knowledge constructed in this research sits within a social
constructionist, interpretivist orientation where the methodology applied and its
inherent limitations assist with framing a particular point of view, inextricably linked to
the context and actions of the participants, including myself as the researcher.
Another researcher may interpret and construct their experiences of relating within
public relations in quite a different context altogether. Instead of being competing
approaches, different approaches to exploring known phenomena create a rich
tapestry of research into professional practice.
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A précis of the knowledge constructed in this case, at this time, using this methodology
is that the interactions and behaviours of these participants can be described as
connecting, responding and engaging, but not yet relating. I acknowledge that as only
one of the possible versions of reality that can be construed from this data.
Connecting describes participants interacting where those interactions required
minimal effort, such as liking an image or sign system, using hashtags such as
#bealegendnotamess or watching a video posted by influencers online, such as the one
below, Figure 16, without commenting.
Figure 16: Exemplar of a Sign System within BTI (6 April 2014).

Many connections began between these participants through sharing images which
they felt reflected their social lives and experiences. Sign Systems such as selfies, such
as Figure 17 on the following page, photographs, videos and graphics were privileged
Sign Systems, generating shared meaning within the participants’ virtual social
networks.
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Figure 17: Selfie within BTI (3 February 2014)

The vernacular language of Bingers was social and playful, maintaining connections
established through Sign Systems. Participants socialised using Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram and Twitter to continue their social banter: #ANZACDay is a time to
remember the sacrifices made by a generation of young Australians. Celebrate
responsibly and #BetheInfuence.

Epiphany shared a post.
July 6

When users proffer personas instead of identities,
connecting, is more likely, instead of relating.
Like

Comment

Share

Responding required participants’ to maintain with others by commenting, re-sharing
or by disclosing new social connections and personal information. Responding to
others online was more likely where the discourse of participants reinforced the social
reality of others such as the post to the BTI Facebook page 14 January 2013 which
asked participants: The best thing about summer is…….? Responses included: Puking
and waking up on a park bench regretting everything about the night before; Getting
smashed in nothing more than me boardies and embarrassing all your peers and
yourself because you don't know when to stop. These posts conjure up images of
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socialising, having a nice time and engaging in the very practice the campaign was
seeking to eradicate, excessive drinking. In terms of engaging with others, responding
was more than connecting and a necessary antecedent to engaging and, possibly,
something more.
Engaging is an ideograph, explained Taylor and Kent (2014), simultaneously “concrete,
vague and evanescent” and applied in a myriad of communicative contexts: social
media, employee, corporate social responsibility, civic and social capital and dialogic
engagement (p. 385). I witnessed engaging that was intimate, humorous and playful
amongst the participants in this setting, resembling the type of good natured rivalry
between siblings within a family. “Check out Grace’s meme about Joe”. Memes were
objects of sociality regularly created and shared in this context; light hearted
exchanges making fun of the daily actions and interactions within this shared cultural
space. These types of interactions were typical in this case setting, with participants
actively obscuring the lines between the real and the virtual when interacting within
this culture of practice. Others engaged by developing original video content around
the various aspects of binge drinking. One participant, for example, created a music
video around binge drinking that he shared with others online, shown in Figure 18
below.
Figure 18: Original video posted within BTI (23 April 2014)
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Engaging was diverse, spontaneous, inconsistent and unique to what appealed to
individuals at various stages in their interactions and exchanges with others. Many of
the interactions that constituted engagement were responses and one-way exchanges,
with very few of the interactions leading to a conversation or interaction that could be
described as dialogic. Reflecting on what I had learned so far led to my next epiphany:

Epiphany shared a post.
December 11

Engaging online is diverse, often spontaneous and
uncontrollable, but it is more than connecting
Like

Comment

Share

While engaging was not yet relating, it provided me with some reassurance that it was
still possible. Mingé (2013) explains it is, “in the act of doing [engaging with others
online] in context, that we make sense of ourselves and others in the world” (p. 428).
Engaging was more mindful than some of the other interactions I observed. Engaging
facilitates, dissects and reconfigures systems of knowing and artefacts of culture that
are shared amongst participants, shaping and reshaping dynamic online cultures.
A colleague asked a question of me about my research at a recent conference inquiring
“how does the concept of time figure in relating to others online?” When questioned,
I was unsure of the answer, but on reflecting on her question in writing this narrative,
the answer has something to do with balancing time; taking the time to get to know
others in a particular context online, learning their interests and how to interact, which
I believe affords participants the right and the credibility to respond with immediacy
when needed, in interactions online. Engaging with others online focuses us on the
“present moment” clarifies Mingé (2013) in the intimate contexts where we choose to
socialise, showing to others a willingness to be present and participate in virtual
settings, and helping us to be part of the local action and “community building” that
happens online (p. 428). Learning to socialise and perhaps relate to others online is a
dynamic and continual process that appears never ending as the constant nature of
the internet demands “we are always on” (Participant 3 personal communication,
September 15, 2015). Keeping up with the demands of online, participants are
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engaged in constructing truths and realities that are constantly developing, moving
and changing within the malleable amorphous contexts online.
Mingé (2013) explains “knowledge construction is rooted in everyday, local contexts
and local actions” and contextualises my experiences in the field setting (p. 435). “Hey
you’re back again, talk to me while I finish my cigarette and then we can share the lift”
said Jo. So, I stood talking to her while she finished her cigarette and she updated me
on her love life since my last visit to the consultancy. My regular visits to the
consultancy meant I had become part of the team, embraced wholeheartedly within
the crazy culture and pace of consultancy life. Walking back into the consultancy I
noticed each work station had a canvas leaning up against the desk, Figure 19, bearing
the name of the consultant in the middle, and with words surrounding it describing the
consultant’s qualities, the outcome of the recent staff development day that took
place after my previous visit.
Figure 19: Canvas in the Case organisation

I laughed telling Grace I could add a few more descriptive words to the canvas of this
consultant in particular. “Breakfast?” came a voice from another work station. “Great
idea, I’m starving”, said Grace. The consultants usually got in early to beat the traffic
and then had breakfast together in the communal, well-stocked kitchen in the office.
The long hours mean this was a usual practice for the team. After lunch I was having a
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chat to one of the consultants about interacting online. She explained “it’s so different
for everyone, Laura loves twitter and gets really involved in that space while I prefer
Instagram”. Last week Laura got into #putoutyouronions. This twitter campaign
invited Australians to place an onion at their front door to commemorate the end of
Tony Abbott’s term as Prime Minister and post the photo to the Twitter hashtag. The
relevance of the call was to pay tribute to Abbott who took a giant bite out of an onion,
earlier this year when visiting Tasmania. Nothing brings together a country like a
commemorative hashtag! (Participant 1, personal communication, September 15,
2015).
“Laura won’t be in today, as she was here working all weekend, so if you need to chat
to her, she said to give her a call on her mobile” said Grace. “Great, I might call her
later”. Chatting to one of the other consultants in the office, I heard him explaining to
one of the others consultants the organisation’s reasons for using social media: “when
we take on a new client, we have many face-to-face meetings so we can get to know
each other. After the honeymoon period, we move them [the clients] online, it’s much
quicker and easier, and makes good business sense” (Participant 2, personal
communication, September 15, 2015). It’s expensive to build relationships offline and
requires a much greater commitment from relational parties (Participant 1, personal
communication, September 15, 2015). His summation of using social led to my next
epiphany below.

Epiphany shared a post.
May 1

Relating is transacting dressed up as relating.
Like

Comment

Share

His blunt description of relating as “superficial, transactional and narcissistic”, online
were opposite to the characteristics necessary to relate to others online. We have
superficial measures for measuring this superficial engagement which we call vanity
metrics, such as the number of likes, click throughs or number of community members
Sure, these metrics give us something to report back to the client, but tell us little about
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how to genuinely engage with others online, and how to back that up offline
(Participant 2, personal communication, September 15, 2015). In the middle of this
conversation, Laura phoned the office to chat to John so he put her on speaker so she
could join our conversation. She described her own behaviour online as “voyeuristic,
sometimes I just read stuff as a consumer of content, sometimes I like it, sometimes I
share it and others times I just couldn’t be bothered. It’s pretty superficial,
relationships online are a mile wide and an inch deep” (Participant 1, personal
communication, September 15, 2015). John suggested I also talk to Grace “she’s a lot
younger than us so will have a different opinion and approach and she is a social media
junkie”.
John was right. Grace described social media as imperative to her personal and
professional life. “Online is where it’s at, it’s now the holy grail of practice. Some
online tools are better than others, for example Facebook feels more like relating than
LinkedIn. Lots of people online are lonely and seeking personal endorsement and
acceptance from their peers online. Online I’m trying to represent my ideal life, the life
I want my friends to believe I’m living which is so far from reality. Some of my friends
put their whole life online including things they shouldn’t: over-sharing! (Participant 3,
personal communication, September 15, 2015). This meme, Figure 20, Grace shared is
representative of Grace’s online relating experience.
Figure 20: Meme representing one participant’s online relating

I wish my life was as good
as it is on Facebook
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“Like everyone else, I’m seeking validation from my friends online, even if it’s false,
because it makes me feel good about myself. My generation are really into
themselves! (Participant 3, personal communication, September 15, 2015).
Several days later this participant emailed me a link to an online news story. The
article covered the intricate and complicated web of lives people create through online
personas incongruent with their real lives offline. Pink (2001) describes Grace’s actions
in reaching out to me as the researcher, as one way in which I can share her reality
showing how culture develops through interacting and sharing content online. Grace’s
description, the news story, and my own observations and participation (our collective
discourse), show the importance of context in mediated spaces which provide a virtual
boundary around how knowledge develops and how meanings emerge online.
Context creates the “in-between”; – the space where knowledge is created and
recreated, where artefacts, images, photos and videos act as components of online
discourse to tell us about how participants relate socially. In nurturing connections
that begin online we increasingly add other media that allow us to pick up on the social
clues of others. Baym (2010) explains it is possible for people to make meaningful
relationships online and these relationships make important contributions to people’s
lives, especially when interactions focus on concerns and interests not shared with
individuals’ offline connections. The virtual and the real were inextricably interwoven
with the personal identities, narratives, lifestyles, cultures and societies of these
participants, represented through discourse, visual images and sharing experiences
with others. In a sense, these participants, as social media users, are ethnographers in
their own right, exploring culture through visual images, videos, and text, sharing their
experiences and conversations in producing or discussing content. Collectively these
images, posts, likes and discourse become the artefacts that are part of our knowledge
and shared understanding this culture.
What I now know about relating from my observations, research and interactions is
that social media is enacting the rhetorical, rather than the relational, components of
practice. I saw social media being used to connect, converse, share, debate, exchange
information and ideas, and interact. What I didn’t see or observe, was anything like
relating. Like others, I referred to what we are doing online as relating, without
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unpacking what that meant. Interacting in mediated spaces has implications, some
positive and some negative, on our social habits and on how we relate to others. The
notion of being more connected than ever sits uncomfortably with societal changes
and increased loneliness, depression and anxiety. So while we are more connected,
we are less relational. The ease of communicating online encourages individuals to
spend more time alone, talking online with strangers or forming superficial enacting or
what Putnam (2001) describes as “drive by” relationships, at the expense of deeper
discussions and companionship with friends and family (p. 179). Perhaps parasocial
relating through connecting, responding and engaging is where we are in this point in
time, mimicking the characteristics of offline relationships in online contexts as
unfulfilling our purpose to relate to others in the traditional public relations sense of
relating.
The final chapter, seven, synthesises the insights from the entire dissertation
challenging public relations understanding of relating and the perpetuated narrative
within the discipline that this is what we are enacting online.
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and implications
This chapter draws together the conclusions from the three projects into a discussion
around each of the sub-questions and the primary research question: How are social
media shaping Public relations? This chapter discusses the conclusions of this
research and poses some implications for the practice of public relations. The
conclusions of this case suggest the objective of relating is as yet unrealised in
mediated spaces due to the difficulties in replicating the uniqueness, complexity and
multidimensionality of interpersonal interactions necessary to realise the outcome of
relating as an outcome of interaction.
7.1 Project 1: How are practitioners using social media?
Project one investigated the sub-question: How are practitioners using social media?
Conclusions from this research showed these practitioners using social media
rhetorically to enact a range of communicative interactions within their everyday
social practices. These interactions included monitoring social media platforms to
identify content relevant to them and their clients, responding to that content by
liking, commenting on and re-sharing content, sharing this information with each
other, posting new content around a predetermined and pre-approved social media
plan, blogging about products and services, organising events and sharing their social
lives and activities with colleagues and friends. These activities were typical and
regular patterns of social media usage by these practitioners within this case
organisation.
The practitioners’ patterns of interaction were shaped and influenced by both formal
and informal narratives; formally those shared and learned through organisational
documents, and informally through conversations and interactions with their peers.
The organisational narratives shared with participants formally through policies,
procedures and training served as prototypes, guiding and influencing these
participant’s approach to interacting with others online. These practitioners used
social media successfully in connecting, conversing, interacting and sharing with
others. Their use of social media in this way shows their social interactions can be
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described as typically rhetorical, yet with the potential to support the pursuit of the
outcome of relating.
Narratives formally shared with participants through organisational documents guided
their approaches to interacting online, their choice of language, the information
disclosed and the time invested in maintaining connections with others. Narratives
also influenced the types of content practitioners were permitted to share online and
encouraged them to engage in a form of online reconnaissance, learning the ecology,
language and rules of various online platforms prior to participating. Online
reconnaissance refers to the process whereby the participants within this case gained
a sense of the BTI community by observing the interactions between existing
community members prior to liking, sharing or participating. In mediated spaces, this
type of reconnaissance is often covert, sometimes called lurking, hiding or being
concealed, spying on others online while remaining invisible, to gain a sense of the
space, important for participants in deciding whether to engage or not (“Lurking”,
2016). During such reconnaissance, participant’s also make decisions about the types
of information they share with others, important in revealing or disclosing their
identity to others. Solis and Breakenridge (2009) remind us of the important of this
type of reconnaissance suggesting it is prudent to “research, observe and listen before
thinking about jumping in” (Solis & Breakenridge, 2009, p. 176). Kent (2010) agrees
suggesting: “Public relations academics and professionals need to spend time coming
to terms with the role of technology in public relations” through adopting a strategic
understanding and discerning application of this tool within our daily practice (Kent,
2010, p. 654-655).
Informally, the narratives shared, discussed and modelled by practitioners within this
case organisation also influenced their approach to social media. Despite informal
discussions encouraging and reinforcing a relational intent when approaching and
using social mediums, the participants’ interactions were more rhetorical, than
relational in practice. Rhetorical activities were the predominant usage of social media
by these participants who used social platforms to connect, converse and interact with
others on a daily basis. Connections signalled a useful starting point for the possibility
of relating, if maintained and nurtured over time. Connections made by these
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practitioners were often about common interests around a brand, product, issue, idea
or event. Such interactions were often commercially, rather than socially driven. The
interactions of these practitioners showed the possibilities of online spaces for
realising particular structures of communication through social interaction with others.
Gitelman (2008) describes such structures as reflective of cultural communication
practice that shows interactions as “collection of individuals on the same mental map,
sharing and engaging with popular ontologies of representation” (p.7). The use of
social media by these practitioners in this way within in this case appears typical within
the culture of connectivity described by Van Dijck (2013) where interactions focussed
more on pursuing the objective of sharing, making connections and staying connected
and less interested in the community of users engaging with the information. The
interactions of these participants, guided by the case organisation’s narratives, did
realise a particular form of online sociality, connectivity, offering participants a number
of benefits that were characteristically rhetorical, rather than relational, in nature.
Participants’ use of social media promoted social networking, brand activity,
interpersonal contact with others, albeit virtually, and where lines were blurred
between personal and professional interactions. Participants’ habits and interactions
were pre-planned and programmed in nature showing practitioners using social media
as “informal and ephemeral manifestations” of their social interactions with others
(Van Dijck, 2013, p.6). Baym (2010) concurs suggesting these activities of the
participants of this case are representative of what she calls “weak ties” with others
online, where participants have more specialised, yet intermittent contact, with others
(p.125). Weak ties, however, serve a communicative purpose in connecting individuals
online around areas of commonality in online contexts. However, if the objective is to
establish something stronger than a connection, social media may not be as useful as
first thought. Baym (2010) does suggest however that social media has value in
supporting relating when it is used by individuals to support and maintain existing
relationships more so than in initiating new ones, online.
The use of social media by these practitioners reveals a tension between the formal
narratives of the organisation that suggested relating is possible within the online
ecosystem and the actions of practitioners to achieve that outcome as social media
users. The source of the tension was due in part to the expectation inferred within the
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case organisation’s policies and documents that relating was possible in online
contexts. Further, the embedded assumptions within the archival documents implied
that practitioners had some level of control over the process of communication and
interaction with others in online spaces that are characteristically dynamic, fickle and
unpredictable. The sentiment of the organisational narrative that relating is possible is
compounded somewhat the by name of the medium itself. The term ‘social’ within
social media, logically suggests the space is user centred, facilitates communal activity,
and participation and collaboration between individual users. By its nature, social
media automates human interaction which irreversibly changes the nature of the
interaction by removing some of the humanness which can lead to what Christakis and
Fowler (2009) describe as engineered and manipulated connections unlikely to lead to
something as inherently human as relating. A number of scholars, notably John
Ledingham and Stephen Bruning (1998, 2000), Linda Hon and James Grunig (1999),
Dean Tomlinson (2000) and Elizabeth Toth (2000) share the view that the central remit
of public relations is to relate to publics. This research then, suggests an
uncomfortable tension where practitioners were connecting and interacting, rather
than relating. This conclusion calls into question the very name of the discipline, as
well as its central function, around which the majority of activity is focused. Exposing
the inadequacies of using online mediums in relating to others, highlighted the
apparent disjunct when social mediums are not used socially, the purpose for which
they were intended. Revisiting the definition of social media, as the web-based
applications which enable users to create and share content or to participate in social
networking, helps to explain why relating is unfulfilled online. “Social” represents a
group of people or an organisation comprising people connecting for communal
recreation, friendly interaction or companionship (“Social” 2016). It’s meaning within
this case and in online contexts however appears to have altered. Due to the
mediated environment in which socialising often takes place, the humanness of ‘social’
appears to be diminished within those interactions. Tracking and coding interactions
between individuals suggests social is more about connectivity than the more genuine
interaction suggested by relating. Further, the boundaries of social spaces became
even more contested when participants sought to use these spaces for business
purposes, sharing information with others in a way that was commercial, rather than
social. In these instances, blurring the lines of commercial and social through the tone
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of language and the content of the interaction was repellent for others online who
promptly terminated connections, making any further interaction unachievable. The
use of technology to enact sociality has led to the by-product of making socialising
more technical that human in nature (Van Dijck, 2013). This research further indicates
that the notion of connecting is sometimes inaccurately conflated with the
phenomena of relating simply because an interaction between two individuals has
taken place online. Practitioners articulated their approach to social media and its use
as relational in nature, when their online daily practice and their use of social media
enacted rhetorical outcomes over relational ones. These conclusions from the first
study opened up new lines of inquiry pursued in the second project, discussed next.
7.2 Project 2: How do social media impact ‘relations’ within Public relations?

Project two investigated the sub-question: How do social media impact ‘relations’
within Public relations? A discourse analysis of the participant’s language within the Be
The Influence binge drinking campaign allowed the researcher to uncover the social
practices of these participants embedded within their language as they acted out their
social lives online. Examining how the participants combine language with other
components, such as images within online exchanges, provide crucial insights into the
social lives of these participants (Barton & Lee, 2013). Analysis showed social media
impact ‘relations’ within public relations in four ways: Language is context dependent
and supports ‘relations’ that begin online; sign systems were instrumental in
establishing the possibility of ‘relations’ with others; language enacted social identities
facilitating ‘relations’ with like-minded others; participants’ discourse, enacted three
levels of ‘relations’: connecting, responding and engaging. The relational implications
of each of these areas of impact within this case will be discussed in turn.
Language is context dependent and supports ‘relations’ that begin online
The choice of language used by the participants created a context, an invisible
backdrop, to interactions that were understood inherently by others and established
different possibilities in ‘relations’ with others online with others. The language of the
participants within their discourse, conveyed to others what was going on in and
around the individual participants, the case organisation, in online communities,
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providing insights into the nature of social interactions in online spaces. Context
created the ‘in between’ areas, the common spaces, and represented the shared
understanding that developed between the participants conveyed through their
language. Context is also more than that, it is the ‘round about’ and includes the “set
of circumstances of facts around a particular event” (“Context”, 2016). Context,
enacted online through language, equates to the notion of small talk, the informal
conversational exchanges between two individuals that seems to have little purpose,
but as Laver (1975) suggests, is a useful strategy for managing interpersonal distance
that helps to define a new acquaintance and to categorise the social position of others.
The language used by these participant’s enacted different possibilities of relations;
connecting, responding and engaging. The practices these participants used to deliver
rhetorical relations including interactions such as liking content, posting comments and
responding to content shared by others. Practices adopted by participants to enact
more relational interactions typically included posting selfies and photos of
themselves, engaging in conversations around issues relevant to them, reaching out to
those who they determined to share similar views, blurring the lines of offline and
online activities and generating new and original content shared with others over time
to maintain and sustain interactions.
The language used to describe the environment of social media also contributed to
how practitioners approached and understood relations with others in such spaces.
Terms like ‘connectivity’, ‘interactivity’ and ‘participatory’ conjure up images of an
online context that is personable and communicative in nature. This sits in opposition
to the way relations are actually enacted online, asynchronously, individually and
technologically. Mesch and Talmud (2006) argue the quality of relations online is
dependent on duration, diversity of information shared, activities carried out and the
investment of time to facilitate the development of a shared history and identity
between individuals online. For practitioners, understanding the nature of relations
online and how they differ from offline is crucial. Social relations that take place
online, while different from our traditional experiences of relating, have a role to play
in satisfying social needs of participants such as companionship, identity exploration,
social support and information exchange that lead to a different type of relations that
public relations needs to understand and appreciate in daily use of the medium.
184

Language and context were instrumental for these participants in identifying whom to
relate to and whom to avoid socially online. While context created the social backdrop
for the virtual interactions of these participants, their choice of language conveyed
their online personas illustrating how they constructed their personas online.
Sometimes these personas were embellished, misleading and in some cases
completely fabricated by the individual which poses challenges in attempting to
establish something as authentic as a relationship. Analysis of the BTI discourse
revealed important information for researchers in understanding of the dynamics of
language within textually mediated spaces online and how language reflects the social
lives and practices of its users. The “technobiographical data” provided in the
language of these participants, provide a trail of clues for others in learning about the
social habits and nature of interactions that are possible in online spaces (Barton &
Lee, 2013, p. 3). The type of technobiographical data that might be of use in helping
practitioners understand relating in social media contexts are the personal insights into
the lives of those who participate online which tell others about their interactions with
others as well as their use of technology within the context of their lived experience.
Such data serves as a way of understanding the impact on ongoing changes of
language in online contexts that illustrate personal experiences and the increasing
dependence on technology as an integral part of our social interactions with others.
Pursuing the outcome of relating requires practitioners to understand the nature of
context as the discursive backdrop within which online interactions can either flourish
or swiftly end. Establishing relations online demands a different approach where
practitioners strive to humanise the interactions within an environment that is
technologically driven. Purposeful interactions online, suggest Solis and Breakenridge
(2009), are more likely when information is tailored and shared in a way that attracts
and interests like-minded individuals prepared to invest in the relations over time.
Further, following the virtual clues provided by participants through their discourse, a
hybrid of language, conversation, text and images, can assist in making interactions
online more meaningful. The language used by these participants’ wielded significant
power in both creating and sustaining social interactions, communicating identity and
facilitating contexts in online spaces. The power of their language was also evident in
harming and terminating interactions where participants used language to convey
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personas and share content that was unappealing or irrelevant to others, terminating
interactions before the possibility of something more could develop.
Sign Systems were instrumental in establishing ‘relations’ with others.
Gee (2014) defines sign systems (or semiotic system) as any system of signs that are
related to each other to allow communication (meaning-giving) in a given domain or
area (p. 233). Participants used sign systems, selfies, photos and other images and
graphics, in the context of this case, to establish connections with others. Sign systems
allowed these participants to share what Jacobsen and Munar (2012) describe as
“experiential moments” with others when interacting online make interactions more
personable and identifiable to other like-minded participant’s online (p. 46). The
participants’ use of selfies, video, memes and photographs, assisted in building
participants’ online personas and identities which in turn strengthened the possibilities
of relations with others online. Baym (2010) explains participants’ use of photographs
in particular help participants to build connections with others by communicating
emotions to support linguistic markers such as emoticons and emojis. Participants’
discourse showed ways of combining and integrating sign systems with language in
ways that were socially recognisable and acceptable to others. Participants
demonstrated that getting recognised online depended on their use of visual material,
novel content and vernacular language to connect them with others online. Selfies,
graphics and photos were privileged means of communication demonstrating
participants combining language and semiotic materials in new ways of meaning–
making, where meaning developed over time and through trial and error, exploring
what others responded to, and engaged with, online. While information sharing is
commonly related to textual and narrative communicative practices the sharing of
experiences of visual content online acts as a form of online postcards for other
participants to share visually in the experience of the authoring participants (Munar &
Jacobsen, 2013). The participants’ use of Facebook within this case endorsed their
social relations using it as a space for what Page (2011), describes as everyday
storytelling, showing yet another way participants enacted social practices online.
Analysis showed these participants typically wanted to socially engage with likeminded individuals online and that these relations were stronger than those between
participants with differing social values and opinions. Sign systems shared amongst
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these participants’ showed their characteristic ways of knowing the world and the
knowledge claims participants held and shared about their social world. Finding
common areas, through the use of sign systems, sometimes took longer in online
contexts due to the mediated environment and the asynchronous nature of the
communication, and where interests were dissimilar participants’ terminated
connections with a strike of a key, ending the possibility of relating at all.
Sharing of images by these participants seemed to be for self-centred motivations;
gaining respect and recognition, increasing social ties, augmenting one’s self-esteem,
enjoyment of online activity, and achieving enhanced cooperation in return (Baym,
2010). Often feedback and comments from peers online was the primary motivation
for sharing along with encouraging feelings of solidarity and identification as part of a
community online. The sign systems shared by these participants were related to
building and maintaining their social presence within networks online and translated
to increased social interaction with others with similar social online personas. While
the sharing of selfies and other photographs provided a way for participants to share
social cues with each other, they are also devices for practitioners interested in
communicative exchanges online. Selfies, memes and semiotic posts around a
particular campaign emerge as digital resources of interest to practitioners in a
professional sense as they can be useful to demonstrate engagement with the
messages seeded around a particular issue online.
Language enacted social identities facilitating ‘relations’ with like-minded others
The choice of social language of these participants constructed socially-specific
identities that were recognisable to others and provided insights into the beliefs,
values and social habits of those identities. Identities emerged through participants
consciously and unconsciously disclosing information to others through ongoing
interactions online. The depth of ‘relations’ varied depending on the participants’
ability to negotiate the balance between disclosing sufficient information in building an
online persona and satisfying the privacy requirements of the case organisation.
Achieving this balance was important in maintaining the connections that developed
around shared content and in preserving the possibility of converting that connection
into something more.
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Participants adopted multiple identities and personas when interacting online and this
represented different ways of being in virtual spaces at different times and for
different purposes. These identities did not necessarily represent the authentic selves
of the participants, but did however provide a means to recognise and act out different
social roles online. The difficultly in establishing the veracity of the content shared
with others online coupled with the potential inauthenticity of participants’ identities
pose significant challenges to enacting ‘relations’ online. While language and other
components of discourse projected participants identities to others, interactions also
showed participants privileging and disprivileging identities replicating the social
inequalities evident in interactions that take place offline.
As suggested by the literature, the social interactions of the participants within this
case suggest socially similar identities was an important factor in the formation,
development, maintenance and dissolution of relations (McPherson, Smith-Lovin &
Cook 2002). Participants shared their personas with others through text, photographs
video and other content which others used to assess their social resemblance and
shared interests. These activities of the participants are reflective of the broad social
process that takes place in the beginning stages of any interaction, a sorting and
selecting of individuals according to information shared in different social contexts
(Mesch & Talmud 2007). For practitioners, this shows social similarity is an important
variable that opens up possibilities for relations with others and how participants
select who to try to relate to online. Further, it shows how information shared
conveys identities to others which can shape the content and quality of relations that
may take place between individuals through online social spaces.
Participant’s discourse, enacted three types of ‘relations’: connecting, responding
and engaging.
Three types of ‘relations’ emerged amongst the online interactions of the participants
of this case: connecting, responding or engaging, all important preliminary interactions
to realising the outcome of relating. Each type of relations offers invaluable insights
for public relations practitioners trying to maximise the effectiveness of interactions in
pursuing meaningful interactions in online contexts. These types are represented
graphically in Figure 21: Three types of social relations in online contexts, below.
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Figure 21: Types of social relations in online contexts

Figure 21. Illustrates the three types of relations participants enacted within this
research. Connecting, the first type of online relations, emerged through participants
liking content shared by others, often anonymously, and represented the minimal level
of active expression by the participant and the lowest level of investment within the
social interaction. Responding, the second type of interactions, was enacted through
participants liking, sharing and commenting on posts made by others representing
moderate active expression by the participant and representing a mid-level of
investment within the social interaction. Engaging, the third type of interaction
demonstrated by these participants, embodied the characteristic behaviour of
connecting and responding, exceeding both of these as participants generated new
and unique content shared with others. This level represented the most active
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expression by the participant and the highest level of investment within the social
interaction.
The arrow on the left of the figure, labelled ‘Likelihood of relating’, indicates the
chance of relating increases from connecting, through responding, to engaging. The
arrow to the right of the figure, labelled ‘Level of investment within the social media
interaction’ indicates that the level of activity and interactions tends to increase from
connecting, through responding, to engaging. The figure tends to suggest that
engaging, relating and level of investment tend to, but not always, increase in social
media interaction.
7.3 Project 3: Can social media help relate to others?

Project three investigated the sub-question: Can social media help relate to others?
Through the personal and reflexive methodology of autoethnography, the researcher
shared the process of constructing meaning about relating collaboratively with the
participants of this case. The reflexive text synthesised the researcher’s key learnings
from this research in a re-telling of social media experiences and public relations
practice. The key learnings within this case are distilled as follows. Participant’s used
social media in connecting, sharing and interacting, but not relating. Connecting is not
relating, but an important and indispensable predecessor to it. Relationships emerge
from the free will of relational partners, are multidimensional and inherently human,
messy and unpredictable and as such, cannot be managed. Interactions online often
imitate rather than realise relating leaving participants unfulfilled by the experience of
social relations online. Engaging with others online is diverse, spontaneous and
uncontrollable, more than connecting but less than relating. Can social media help us
relate to others? In short, no, this research reveals that relating is currently unrealised
in social media contexts and within public relations, as current approaches and the
medium itself, circumvent practitioners from realising the outcome of relating.
Baym (2010) explains the context of interacting online makes in inherently more
difficult for people to relate as participants can manipulate, multiply and distort both
their identities and the discourses they present and share with others online making
the properties required to enact online relating online including trust and propinquity,
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amongst others, challenging. Interacting online satisfied a range of social needs for
these participants including conversations, social engagement, community
membership, having a voice and exchanging opinions which are all rhetorical rather
than relational activities. While online mediums provide a social space and a context
that appears conducive to relating, the form of interactions demonstrated by these
participants online resembled a virtual form of relating - transacting under the guise of
relating.
The reflexive process of writing the autoethnography allowed the researcher to
ponder why the outcome of relating was as yet unachieved. The mediated context
itself is problematic for human relating to other humans and saw these practitioners
trying to engineer relating through ongoing sharing and interactions with others. The
individual practitioner’s lifeworld also appeared as having an influence on how
practitioners approached social mediums.ants in social spaces online may have
influenced their decisions in approaching interactions with others in pursuit of relating.
Lifeworld, in this context, means shared common understandings, including values,
which develop through face to face contacts over time in various social groups, from
families to communities. The lifeworld carries all sorts of assumptions about who we
are as people and what we value about ourselves: what we believe, what shocks and
offends us, what we aspire to, what we desire, what we are willing to sacrifice to which
ends, and so forth. Habermas’ (1985) suggests that to speak of the assumptions that
comprise an individual’s lifeworld is to destroy them and their inherent power is in the
“taken for granted” qualities that guide individuals and make each person unique. He
continues that to participate in a lifeworld, where the lifeworld is nothing but mutual
participation, is to share a common sense of who “we” are. Interacting with others
socially online allows participants the opportunity of continual reaffirmation of their
lifeworld as it is shared with others, incorporating who they are and what they value.
Such reaffirmation requires communicative action with participants reaching common
understandings on the myriad of topics discussed, debated and negotiated online.
There was an apparent disparity between the lifeworld of practitioners of different age
groups where younger practitioners were using social mediums as a form of
verification of their identity, where this was less important for older practitioners. One
younger practitioner described social media as imperative to her personal and
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professional life. “Online is where it’s at, it’s now the holy grail of practice. Some
online tools are better than others, for example Facebook feels more like relating than
LinkedIn. Lots of people online are lonely and seeking personal endorsement and
acceptance from their peers online. Online I’m trying to represent my ideal life, the life
I want my friends to believe I’m living which is so far from reality. The younger
practitioner’s approaches reflects Habermas’ (1985) description of interacting with
others socially online allows participants the opportunity of continual reaffirmation of
their lifeworld as it is shared with others, incorporating who they are and what they
value. An older practitioner described her engagement online as voyeuristic, at times
acknowledging openly the superficiality of endorsements provided by others in such
contexts. The lifeworld represented by this practitioner reflected Baym’s (2010)
concept of weak social ties online where ‘friends’ online were more like ‘contacts’ or
‘acquaintances’ and where their opinions offered little personal endorsement for the
practitioner.
7.4 Primary Research Question - How are social media shaping public relations?

This section now brings together the findings of the three sub-questions to draw some
conclusions around the primary research question: How are social media shaping
public relations? Social media are challenging the profession of public relations and
shaping it the following four ways: Current approaches are realising rhetorical
outcomes over relational ones; practitioners’ online practices are perpetuating
metanarratives rather than challenging them; current online behaviour is transactional
rather than relational; and current interactions imitate, rather than realise, relating.
Current approaches within this case show participants realising rhetorical outcomes
over relational ones.
The use of social media by the participants of this case showed these participants
enacting rhetorical activities and objectives of practice over relational ones. Rhetorical
interactions, such as connecting, sharing, liking, responding, conversing, and engaging,
were important in realising social structures online and were instrumental in
contributing to the perpetuated narrative that relating to others online is possible.
Relating is more likely to be realised when practitioners surrender notions of control
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online, and instead interact and participate genuinely, equally and openly with others
in social media contexts, despite the challenges and risks. For public relations, whose
remit is equally to communicate and relate, it appears the discipline is only achieving
part of its purpose with this research, concluding that social media’s usefulness and
potential lies in realising the rhetorical goals while delaying the relational ones. What
relating looked like in practice was incongruous with the descriptions of it within the
literature. Rather than supporting the theorisations, this research exposed an
uncomfortable paradox where practitioners described their actions as relating when
their behaviours and interactions did not constitute relating to others in virtual spaces.
Practitioners are perpetuating metanarratives rather than challenging them.
Coombs and Holladay (2010) suggest any discipline would benefit from a reflexive
approach to understand its own flaws and to stimulate discussion in an attempt to
resolve those flaws. This case suggests these practitioners, as social media users
should pause and reflect on the nature of their interactions online to determine if
social media is the relational tool they understand it to be. As practitioners and
members of the community of practice called public relations, these practitioners as
key knowledgeables needs to probe, inquire and explore in a process of re-testing
these narratives within their practice community at different points in time and in
different contexts. Practitioners cannot assume that the core functions of practice
have been unaffected by the radical changes accompanying social media and our
exponentially increasing dependence on technological devices for our social wellbeing. McGee (1980) describes relationships as the ideograph of public relations,
encapsulating the discipline’s core function as well as the collective commitment and
actions of participants in realising relating. Social media, suggests Boyd and Waymer
(2011), are challenging this ideograph that results when they unconsciously guide
behaviour rather than encouraging a critical examination of practice in new contexts.
This research highlights how praxis can often simply assume that relationships online
are possible, always positive and sometimes enduring within social media spaces,
when the actuality can be completely contradictory.
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Current interactions are transactional rather than dialogic in nature.
Social media use in the context of this case suggests practitioners appear to be
returning to their previous role as designers of communication, rather than as
relational strategists. This case shows practitioners using social mediums to engage in
communicative interactions in online contexts that are more transactional in nature
rather than dialogic. The more dialogic in nature the interactions that take place in
social spaces, the more likely it is that the outcome of relating will be achieved.
Dialogue, claim Cissna and Anderson (1998), is an essential “quality of relationships”
no matter how concise the interaction such as those typical of social media spaces
online (p. 64). Within the indistinct lines of the real and virtual online, an absence of
dialogic interactions observed in this research provides one reason why the outcome
of relating is as yet unfulfilled. Using social media dialogically, contend Theunissen
and Wan Noordin (2012), requires the sustained effort and commitment by relational
partners over time to build trust and commitment, both necessary precursors to
relating to others. Dialogue is both critical and inseparable from human interaction,
with language and interaction being central ways in which human beings share
experiences and construct meaning with others. Dialogue needs to be considered as a
process, rather than an outcome, where relational partners through interaction create
a space labelled by Buber (1970) called the ‘between’ resulting from all relational
partners, creating an openness to changing their thoughts and opinions as a result of
the interaction. The notion of ‘between’ represents a new space separate from the
participants, a meeting space of participants showing respect and regard for the other,
and a tolerance for differences between those within the exchange. Theunissen and
Wan Noordin (2012) explain this space is created through understanding both the
situation and the context, and “it is in this space that a meaningful relationship is built”
(p.9). This notion helps to explicate how dialogue becomes amplified in online spaces
due to the transparency and accountability of social media as a communicative
medium and goes some way to explaining why relating was not evident within this
case study. In addition to a willingness to engage with others online on their terms, a
commitment to dialogue, however messy online, may offset some of the negative
connotations around using social media spaces organisationally. Theunissen and Wan
Noordin (2012) emphasise however that while dialogic interactions offer potential in
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enacting relationships, they hesitate, describing dialogue as no more ethical, or
preferred as a means of interaction, than persuasion.
Current online interactions imitate, rather than realise, relating.
Current approaches to using social media perpetuate notions of exercising control in
social spaces where the context of the medium is sometimes overlooked and where
current approaches will continue to imitate relating rather than fulfil it. The
conclusions of this research confirm relationships are complex and multidimensional,
making them a fascinating and necessary component of praxis. Three levels of
interactions emerged that offer potential in enacting relating. Connecting emerged as
an important precursor to relating, the core focus of public relations activity, yet most
of the interactions and behaviours of participants enacted connecting, responding, and
engaging, falling short of relating. Responding measured simple interactions,
sometimes voyeuristic in nature, where participants preferred to consume rather than
produce content, and interacted by responding by liking or sharing with others.
Engaging was superficial at times, often without the presence of dialogue in many of
the interactions observed and experienced within the context of this case. Engaging
online was diverse, often spontaneous and uncontrollable, but was more than
connecting and responding. Some participants described the nature of relating online
as artificial, describing it as “transactional interaction” dressed up as relating. Others
shared that relationships online are “a mile wide and an inch deep”, sharing with the
researcher their experienced reality of relating. The efforts of these practitioners
show their attempts at trying to engineer relating through online interactions and
where the mediated environment compounded their attempts at achieving this
objective. This findings of this case lend support to the claim by Tapscott and William’s
(2006) “that relationships, after all, are the one thing you can’t commoditize” (p. 44).
These descriptions of relating as superficial, transactional and narcissistic, are the polar
opposites of characteristics Rodriguez (2006) suggests are required to be essential to
relating to others offline; authenticity, transparency, dialogue, sharing and giving
control. Vanity metrics, such as the number of likes, click throughs or online
community members, were superficial measures of interaction and engagement online
and did little in realising the outcome of relating to others online.
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7.5 Implications for public relations practice

This concluding section offers further discussion around the primary question of this
research some concluding thoughts on the possibility of relating online which manifest
a number of implications for practice. Firstly, in online contexts this research shows
that public relations is currently realising rhetorical, rather than relational outcomes, in
online contexts; secondly, this research reveals that relationships are not entities that
can be managed; thirdly this work shows that current online practice imitates, rather
than realises relating; and fourthly, this work concludes that social media interactions
need to be dialogic to pursue the outcome of relating.
Implication 1: Online, public relations is realising rhetorical, rather than relational
outcomes, in online contexts.
This research argues that public relations is realising rhetorical, rather than relational
outcomes, in online contexts. The revelation for practice is significant as it suggests
using social media to achieve relational outcomes remains problematic for the
profession. While this case represents only one construction of reality shared by these
participants around social media use it does, however, describe these participants’
perceptions and experiences in attempting to use social media relationally. This case
poses that the profession is currently at a point in time in its history where it may
benefit from clarifying its approaches to social media and establish goals and
objectives which are more likely to be achievable and to reconsider how relationships
could be achieved in online environments. The profession could conceivably continue
to use social media as a rhetorical tool or, alternatively, it could explore other possible
social constructions of social media use to see if relating is possible online. Being
sensitive to the critical aspect of context and understanding alternate social
constructions like political, cultural, economic and environmental contexts, may
illuminate other social constructions of social media use that would be beneficial for
the profession to explore and deliver relational outcomes.
Given that the rhetorical activities of the practitioners involved in this research within
social media are dominant over relational ones, the question arises whether public
relations can realise relationship building in online contexts or whether in fact there
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are multiple narratives shaping online practice. Perhaps it is not the case of either/or,
as it is feasible that both apply in online contexts for different reasons and to achieve
different ends. However, what this case illustrates is that the relational narrative is
overtaking the rhetorical one, academically, but not practically. Essentially, the
practitioners in this case were using social media as social media, minus the social
aspect and with a larger agenda of achieving organisational outcomes through social
media forums that are not always positively received by the publics involved. Their
daily use of social spaces were often preconceived and planned, manifesting
impersonal and artificial forms of social interaction and embodying a one-to-many
approach to communication. This research shows public relations’ adeptness at using
social media rhetorically; to connect, converse and respond to others. In contrast it
appears, from looking at the social media success stories within public relations, that
much may be learned from those practitioners within the not-for-profit sector who
have realised greater success in relating to others online. It appears that context,
other than purely a commercial one, may play an important role in how participants
construct realities with others, particularly around issues of trust, which is important
for participants in deciding who to connect, and continue to interact with, online.
The second dilemma facing the discipline suggests public relations might need to
reconsider the actuality of enacting something as richly personal and multidimensional
as a relationship within mediated spaces. The constructed reality of these
practitioners suggests engaging, a forerunner to relating, is more likely when
participants interact as equals rather than superiors, have similar social online
personas, and adopt a collaborative and egalitarian approach when socialising
online. Such an approach, as Levy and Stone (2006) argue, involves treating others
online as active community members responsible for the dynamic and ongoing
conversations online and where online environments provide outlets for personal
expression, rather than participants being audiences or receivers of
content. Sometimes under the guise of what Coombs and Holladay (2014) describe as
“being part of the conversation” (p.690), the intention of interacting is, as Peekhaus
(2010) says, is to strategically influence the conversation rather to participate equally
with others online. Such influence perpetuates Nye’s (1997) dystopian narrative
whereby, in attempting to make sense of our use and increasing dependence on social
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media for our well-being, the online space sometimes becomes a forum for elites to
exert control over others. Using social spaces online in such a way confirms the
criticisms often levelled at public relations that it pursues a range of outcomes online,
at the expense of relating.
Aligning with the social constructionist approach of this research, there is always more
that could be uncovered and further studies might seek to unearth whether the
realities within this case could be seen elsewhere, or if they are specific to this group
of participants, within this setting, and at this time. Subsequent research could
explore further what these participants perceived as real, as well as the behavioural
and interactional consequences of those perceptions amongst other groups of social
media users who may also share a similar worldview. The researcher proposes that the
findings of this case may be extendable, rather than generalisable, where some of this
case’s findings may resonate with readers in such a way that they may apply to other
situations (Daymon & Holloway, 2010). Further, following Flyvberg (2006), the
researcher hopes these findings can enter the collective process of knowledge
accumulation about relating in new contexts of practice.

Implication 2: Acknowledge that relationships are not entities that can be managed.
This case showed participants applied social media as a means of attempting to
manage relationships, which are inherently complex, dynamic and intimately human.
As suggested by the literature, practitioners relayed the mantra of the dialogic and
connective properties of social media to the researcher which undoubtedly contribute
to achieving relating, but the actuality of their practice was predominantly rhetorical.
The narrative within the literature suggests social media has dialogical and relational
potential, leading the discipline to believe that this is what we are doing online, when
the findings of this case suggest otherwise. In order to move the discipline forward,
practitioners need to confront paradoxes within the discipline rather than continuing
to perpetuate them, particularly the perception that public relations has an ability to
manage relationships. Hutton (1999) points out attempts at managing relationships is
not unique to public relations as many disciplines, such as marketing and human
resources, seek to cultivate, maintain and manage relationships with their
198

stakeholders. Harrison (2011) concurs that effective relationships are crucial to
contemporary public relations practice but qualifies this by suggesting the discipline is
wrong to lay claim to the sole management of such relationships.
In undertaking this case and in observing and interacting with the participants,
interpersonally and intersubjectively, this research exposed some of the flaws in the
discipline’s relationship building capabilities. Such flaws, while challenging, present
sites of opportunity for change and revision to current thinking and approaches to
propel the discipline forwards. The participants demonstrated their abilities to use
social media competently in maintaining their personal and social relationships. The
challenge for the discipline seems to be to discuss if it is appropriate to blur the social
and commercial interests in social spaces and if so how this might be undertaken
sensitively and respectfully in professional contexts. Social media should play to the
discipline’s strengths as relationship management specialists, but the platforms
themselves are not enough without the human factor, the practitioners’ expertise and
knowledge applied in realising the outcome of relating, in mediated spaces online.
Instead of being relationship managers, public relations appears to have assumed a
more neutral position akin to a relationship counsellor, where the discipline is
providing ‘how to’ advice without ‘doing the doing’. The technology will not enact
relating for practitioners, but remains a useful tool for the discipline and its activities
based around socially engaging with others within social-commercial contexts.
The interactions observed and experienced by the researcher highlight the multiple
constructions in virtual spaces that sustain different types of social interactions. The
interactions examined in this case included the constructions of text, language and the
online discourse of the participants, and demonstrated that the multiple meanings
generated by participants are in a constant state of flux as the context is interactional,
social and unreservedly human. What the researcher has learned from undertaking
this research is that interactions online work best when they are inherently social,
human and personal, and that these interactions have an important role to play in
supporting relating, rather than realising it as an outcome within the contemporary
practice of public relations. There is an uncomfortableness in expressing an intent to
manage a relationship, something that should typically develop organically from the
free will of the relational partners. While public relations endorsed managing
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relationships for a range of benefits, it overwhelmingly conveys the idea that the
discipline is attempting to gain the upper hand when relating to others online.
Further, such an approach helps to explains why the outcome of relating is yet to be
realised in mediated contexts which adds yet another complication to the existing
challenge. Public relations would benefit from being realistic about what is achievable
online, in a space that is complex and unpredictable, while acknowledging the
humanity of the process, which may position the discipline more deliberately for
relating, whatever that might look like online. If the discipline wishes to reclaim its
relational expertise it would be well placed to do so by beginning relationships offline
and using online spaces to maintain and continue relationships while surrendering the
desire for control that usually interferes, and often destroys, them. The option also
remains for the discipline to describe current interactions online as something other
than relating which more accurately describes and reflects the interaction of these
participants in social spaces online. Letting go of some of the control to allow relating
to happen remains difficult because humans, as Mackay (2013) suggests, are
simultaneously co-operators but also competitors.
Implication 3: Current online practice imitate, rather than realise, relating.
Public relations can only sustain the pretence of using social media relationally for a
finite period, while practice continues to demonstrate otherwise. To pursue the
outcome of relating online, public relations must negotiate the delicate balance
between social and business interactions in a space that is overwhelmingly social.
When public relations approaches relationships with an agenda, the outcome
resembles something akin to transacting, rather than relating. The meme shared by
one participant “I wish my life was as good as it is on Facebook” reflects a sentiment of
misrepresentation and deception in constructing identities and personas online which
makes attempts at relating to others even more tenuous. Social media affords
participants the freedom to ‘try on’ different online personas, testing and feeling their
way around social spaces. For the most part social media allows participants to do
that in a bounded environment where participants can pretend to be someone they
are not, to trial other personalities and elicit feedback and the social reactions from
their peers. There is no way to verify the authenticity of personas that others present
online and, coupled with confidence that the mediated nature of communication
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brings where participants are more courageous, adventurous and sometimes
untruthful, makes relationships difficult to achieve. As a result, the interactions
imitate relating, but realistically are more transactional than relational.
The questions around relating and social media cannot be answered without exploring
the worldviews of its users, in particular the personal, social, cultural and commercial
influences that shape their behaviours and approaches online. It is crucial to
acknowledge that public relations practice legitimately takes place in commercial
contexts where the nature of interactions online are often transactional in nature, and
this influences approaches to online interactions. Some participants within this case
retaliated and admonished communicative interactions in online contexts that
intentionally ceded what participants perceived as business messages in social spaces.
From the case organisation’s perspective, most business relationships still originated
offline, supported by online interactions, once established and when relational
partners were comfortable with the other. Social media makes good business sense,
according to this case organisation, as given the low cost of the medium, and
qualifying that online interactions were useful for maintaining, rather than initiating,
business relationships. Using social media in this way, while easy and cost effective,
reflects a transactional rather than relational use of the medium. Using social media as
another tool to push organisational messages at participants online was ineffective,
resulting in participants actively posting contradictory messages online. Public
relations engagement though social mediums needs to be participant, rather than
organisationally, driven to realise relationship building and maintenance. Such
responses from participants highlight Smith’s (2013) advice, that to distinguish itself
from other disciplines such as advertising and marketing, public relations must
preserve its terrain as relationship managers pursuing communal relationships, based
on mutual benefit and shared concern for the other, rather than the transaction-based
exchange relationships pursued by the aforementioned disciplines. Such an approach
will elevate the efforts of the profession beyond imitating to, perhaps, realising
relating. Clarity around the purpose of approaches to the outcomes pursued through
interacting online will assist in sustaining the disciplines unique approach to building
relationships with the gamut of organisational others and pursuing one of the most
important core competencies of public relations, relating.
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Implication 4: Social media interactions need to be dialogic to pursue relating.
The discipline has a successful history that shows practitioners know how to
communicate, interact and relate to others. The ability to enter into dialogue with
relational others, particularly online, has been less successful. There is an inherent
challenge in attempting to enact the abstract concept of dialogue in virtual spaces in
pursuit of a second abstract concept, relating. There are some signposts to guide
practice, knowing and understanding the properties of dialogue and how it may be
enacted in social spaces online. Success in integrating the two concepts will position
the discipline strongly to pursue relating, whatever that might look like when it is
realised online. The participants of this case confirmed that some interactions looked
like relating, but overwhelmingly the findings of this case suggest there are still areas
to improve. Without the presence of dialogue when interacting with others, relating
will remain impossible. Dialogic encounters can lead to the potential of building long
lasting relationships, claims Kent (2013), so aiming for dialogic interactions positions
the discipline as having a chance to achieve relating. Contemporary practice demands
dialogue be so much more than exchanging information over time. It requires a
willingness to enact the principles of dialogue proposed by Kent and Taylor (2002);
mutuality, propinquity, empathy, willingness to interact and a commitment to dialogue
that realise connecting, responding and engaging, and perhaps something more.
Enacting dialogue can be confronting and difficult in online contexts but it also offers
the greatest potential for public relations to fulfil its relational mission. As a
community of practice, public relations practitioners have overlooked some of the
social clues provided by social media and its participants to use it successfully in
relating to others. Social media use is part of the human endeavour and history shows
that the experiences of practitioners with it are not always positive and that the
negative experiences are perhaps making us overly cautious in pursuing one of the
core tenets of practice. However with challenges also come opportunities which are
present for public relations to respond, adapt and grow into relating, whatever forms
that may take online. Mackay (2013) suggests that having faith is about learning to live
with uncertainty and the public relations profession could learn from this by taking a
further leap of faith in social media spaces and using it as a means to enhance
relationships with others, both individual and organisational ones, in order to see what
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relating might look like online, or alternatively to redefine our interactions online as
something other than relating. Public relations’ failure to use social media relationally
represents a collision of reason in some respects where the discipline is showing a
degree of arrogance in assuming it is capable of managing relationships and, secondly
doing so using social media, an environment typically characterised by unpredictability,
spontaneity and fickleness. Public relations could benefit from a pause and reset, and
taking the time to see social media’s use in meeting some of the basic social needs of
participants as human beings; a sense of community and belonging and a space where
identities can be tested and validated by others. Such a pause may help the discipline
to recognise that something as complex and intimately human as the outcome of
relating, may not be possible in mediated environments, where the medium and its
characteristics may prevent the profession from realising it as an outcome on
interaction. There is something deep within human beings that fundamentally drives
people to connect, interact and relate to others. It is what makes people
quintessentially human, and to think that interaction via mediated tools can hope to
satisfy that need, is perhaps unrealistic.
While some scholars argue that social media has a legitimate role to play in meeting
some of people’s needs as social beings, this research suggests those needs are
fulfilled at a superficial level online. The need to connect, converse, interact and
socialise are partially satisfied by online interaction, rather than the higher ideal of
relating online. Enacting relating online appears beyond the capability of the
participants of this case using current approaches. A reorientation and a rethink is
required to try something new in pursuing the outcome of relating, or to be satisfied
with using social media to enact the rhetorical, rather than the relational, outcomes of
practice. Behavioural change is traditionally the most difficult to achieve and this is
what is required to actively pursue relating. With participants, particularly those
online, being increasingly suspicious and sensitive about agendas online, public
relations must adopt a more sophisticated approach to understand online participants
and their sensitivities and peculiarities. With the discipline’s blunt and sometimes
unsophisticated approach it is enacting anti-relationships, the antithesis of relating,
posing the question of whether it is actually possible to relate to others despite the
profession’s best efforts, and with good reason. If practitioners are willing to become
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more sophisticated with their approaches and more sensitive in approaching online
participants it may remain possible to enact relating online. With the lack of checks
and balances online and the lack of social filters, it also remains conceivable that
relating online is not possible.
At the outset of this research, the researcher set out to explore relating in online
contexts assuming it would be present. However, what emerged throughout this
research and dissertation is a narrative admonishing the discipline’s unilateral
adoption of relating rather than commending it within the contemporary contexts of
practice. This research has interrogated the scholarly debate, contemporary practice,
a social media campaign and the researcher’s own assumptions about relating in praxis
in making these concluding observations. The scope of this research explored relating
in new contexts, and has showed how relationships can be weak and strong, enduring
and fleeting, highlighting some of the challenges of interacting with others in mediated
spaces. Interactions online can be sterile compared to the lively exchanges
experienced interpersonally, however, this does not mean that shared meaning, strong
connections and powerful discussions and debates cannot happen online. Further
exploration of what relating means in online contexts is necessary with shared
meaning, a willingness to participate, a commitment to trying to realise dialogue, as
central objectives in any online interaction. A revisiting of Rodriguez’s (2006) list of
characteristics that are necessary to enact relating online which includes: authenticity,
transparency, dialogue, sharing and giving control, and an appreciation of the
challenges of achieving these aspects which makes it understandable why it remains
challenging for public relations to realise it online. That is not to say relating online is
impossible, but to observe that the profession is not there yet. As a discipline public
relations understands what is required to build, maintain and, when necessary,
terminate relationships. The knowledge and skills employed offline have not yet
translated to online contexts, enacting a kind of pseudo-relating that embodies some,
but not all of the characteristics necessary in relating to others. The impersonality of
communicating in mediated spaces, trying to replicate relational exchanges and the
personal nuances of individuals interacting offline, may enact something different
altogether. If so, the discipline should acknowledge that now and move forward,
addressing, rather than avoiding, the limitations of current understandings and
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practices. For public relations, whose remit is equally rhetorical and relational, this
research concludes that the use of social media is enacting and realising the rhetorical
objectives, while delaying the relational ones.
Having established this case as a practice story that explored the social constructions
that emerge out of, and that are affected by, humans interacting with each other in
online contexts, future research could explore if relating is even possible online, and if
so, what it might look like. In the process, the gap between the rhetoric and realising
the outcome of relating may narrow, allowing public relations to pursue relating online
more constructively, or to rename this aspect of practice as something other than
relating. Additional research could further deconstruct the role of language within
social and cultural practices, investigating the ways in which language shapes, as well
as distorts, an individual’s perceptions of reality as they interact with one another in
social spaces online. The subjective perspectives of the researcher affected the choice
of methods in undertaking this research, shaped the conclusions and informed her
shared understanding of herself and her interpretations of the interactions of the
participants of this case. The findings of this case, however, contribute to the
continuity of knowledge around social media use within public relations practice. The
researcher acknowledges that, like all human communication, it is dependent on the
language of the participants which is socially constructed and as such may distort
reality. The researcher acknowledges that the knowledge within this case is relative to
the time and place, while also proposing that it provides one story that describes the
social constructions of this group, honouring the lived experiences of the researcher
and the participants of this research. Continuing to investigate and tell stories helps
humans to organise and shape their experiences telling others about their lives,
experiences, relationships, successes and failures in a variety of contents and
circumstances that is revealing and illuminating.
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Appendix 1: Field note 24 and 25 January 2013

Day 1

24 January 2013

9.00-9.30

Arrive and catch up with two consultants
Research participants consent forms signed

9.30

Briefing with JF on Binge Drinking campaign

11.30

Independent research for GJs case study

11.30

Chat with one of the consultants re: online monitoring

12.00

Sat in on meeting with three consultants and MD re preparing for
first meeting with a new client and planning a session a “messaging
workshop”

1.00

Lunch

1.30-2.30

Reading pitch document for binge drinking campaign

2.30-3.30

Chat with JF re binge drinking campaign and responding to the RFT

3.30

Typed up file notes, photocopying, chats with Justin re: objectives
of campaigns

5.00

Review of consultancy files re: research on case study

Day 2

25 January 2013

8.30

Set up and arrival

9.30-12.00

Client meeting with new client re social media campaign

12.00-1.00

Weekly ZAP
Chat with client re: interns

1.30-2.00

Lunch

2.00-3.00

Field notes

3.00

Train home
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The field notes from this observation have been organised following the nine
dimensions of social settings proposed by Spradley (1980) as useful in recoding and
organising ethnographic field notes. These are explained in the table below and are
discussed in more detail below:
Dimension

Explanation

Space

The physical space or places

Actor

Participants in the setting

Activity

Behaviour and actions of people

Objects

Things located in the setting

Act

Single actions of people

Events

What is happening

Time

Sequencing that takes place over time

Goal

Things people are trying to accomplish

Feelings

Emotions felt and expressed

Space
The second field visit took place within the consultancy. I was much more relaxed and
comfortable entering the space for the second time and settled in easily and as the
rapport with the actors in the space was comfortable. In terms of my physical location
within the space, this time I was situated in a separate office space adjacent to the
main open plan area where the consultants work. It was a quieter work area and I
found consultants would drop in for a chat on their way past so interaction with the
consultants was still high. This also confirmed that the participants were feeling more
comfortable with my presence within the setting. I was included in all activities
undertaken by the consultancy during this two day visit from staff meetings,
teleconferences with clients, meetings with sub-contractors and one on one
discussions with consultants.
Actors
Participants in the setting encountered during this visit included consultancy staff and
two new actors in the setting, a new consultant recently employed by the consultancy
joining for a client meeting and subcontractor working with the consultancy on a
particular project. The subcontractor was from a youth focused digital and experiential
agency which has a strong track record in social media and on the ground activation
for global brands, such as Sony.
The new consultant was enthusiastic and eager within the setting contributing to the
meeting with the subcontractor without hesitation. The existing consultants were
volunteering their involvement in the particular project providing some context and
clarity for the new consultant on their involvement in the recently won tender.
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The subcontractor was particularly silent during the teleconference indicating
afterwards that while he was not in the actual pitch to the client he was unsure of the
content of the final strategy presented to the client. After the teleconference, the
subcontractor, who will be heavily involved in executing the social media component
of the strategy, outlined significant opportunities for the consultancy to consider in
launching the campaign and in particular leveraging social media opportunities
throughout the campaign, identifying sponsorship and brand partnering opportunities
to broaden the exposure of the campaign message to a wider social media audience.
His knowledge, expertise and enthusiasm for his work and his involvement in the
current campaign was infectious.
After chatting with the subcontractor after the meeting, I discovered an existing
relationship with him having provided CSU interns for his organisation last year.
I hope to be able to track this campaign as my second study, given its significant social
media strategy. The focus for this campaign appears to be using social media as an
engagement strategy to reach the target audience for this campaign. One reservation I
had after participating in the meeting was that the subcontractor offered many
opportunities for exposure of the campaign slogan and partnerships with other
organisations that would appeal to the target demographic. I am unsure of how the
exposure alone will lead to behaviour change in the target audience, if that is one of
the objectives of the campaign. This campaign represents a significant spend for the
client and is the largest one off campaign the consultancy had won in its history of
operation. After the meeting I had a conversation with one of the consultancy’s
directors about the outcomes expected by the client in this particular campaign.
The Director advised the essence of the campaign is to “communicate the campaign
messages by seeding them into the language of the audience, through their channels
(social media) and by their peers”. The essence of the consultancy’s approach is to
“create peer to peer discussion about the dangers and consequences of binge drinking
and encourage young people to take personal responsibility”. An interesting
comment in the pitch document provided by the consultancy was as follows: ‘digital
and social media dependent campaigns often require a significant leap of faith in
letting go of total control over transmission of the messages’. The key objective is the
reach of the message. This surprised me given the amount of money the client has
allocated to this campaign. I would have thought that behavioural change would have
been a key objective. At this point it seems that the client is more interested in
outputs from the campaign, things that can be counted such as Facebook likes and
attendance at events organised by campaign partners rather than outcomes – to
reduce the incidence of binge drinking.
The actors within the setting are reasonably consistent at this point in the
organisation’s history. One of the more experienced consultants has just relocated
overseas but will continue to work with the consultancy on a part time basis from
overseas. One of the Directors was constantly present in the office for the majority of
time providing advice and mentoring some of the younger team members. One of the
actors is an intern who is treated the same as a junior consultant, participating fully in
the operations of the organisation.
The client
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The client in this particular campaign is the federal government. There were a number
of campaigns the government had to choose from to execute in 2013. The binge
drinking campaign was chosen as it was the least controversial of the campaigns for
the department to implement in an election year. The specific department involved is
strict with protocols and procedures relating to privacy and the negotiation of the
contract. The consultancy indicated a willingness to liaise on my behalf with the client
advising them that I would like to observe the campaign as a research project. This
was done verbally in the first instance.
Activity
The consultants within the setting were observed using social media in a number of
ways:
• Engagement – tweeting and posting Facebook posts on behalf of clients to
build engagement with the brand. Running competitions online to drive
consumers to an organisations’ website.
• Relationships – to build relationships with consumers with a particular brand.
• Ceding media coverage – to attract media coverage for clients in trade and
mainstream publications.
• Monitoring online conversations to identify opportunities for their clients or
pick up trends within a particular industry.
• Monitoring issues and discussion online as a preventative tactic.
Objects
Many objects were encountered and observed during this visit to the Case
organisation as the researcher I was given access to the client files to read about the
history of the relationship between the client and the consultancy. This was fantastic
background information prior to the crises event that took place late last year which
may form the basis of the case study as it played out online.
Sources of evidence reviewed included strategy and planning documents, WIP reports
for clients, media coverage and tracking reports, some correspondence from the
consultancy to the client. Additionally I had an informal conversation with one of the
consultants who had worked with the client for some time as well as a chat with the
one of the Directors about some of the decisions the client had made in response to
the crisis last year.
Obviously a major source of evidence for the Case is online coverage for the
organisation. This crisis was predominantly covered in online media, with media
coverage beginning in a radio story in Brisbane and then migrating online. Much of
the evidence is Facebook posts, with some minimal coverage on Twitter and significant
coverage on gay websites in response to the particular issue. The trail of evidence is
being gathered to establish a chronology of events for the crisis.
Act
The acts observed took place within the consultancy environment and online. The acts
incorporated the use of objects described above for example social media activity for a
client is recorded and monitored and forms part of the WIP and monthly report back
to the client. These were observed included face to face conversations with clients,
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telephone calls, lunch with journalists, meetings with clients and meetings between
consultancy team members. The acts observed are part of the proactive approach to
monitoring social media content in particular and responding in a timely manner.
Some of the social media activity was part of an integrated strategy for the client, for
example leading up to a particular promotion or raising awareness of a new product of
upcoming event. Most activity undertaken related to the WIP and monthly activity
plan for a particular client. The acts relate to feelings in that the acts are designed to
bring the organisation closer to its stakeholders, to build and maintain a relationship
with existing stakeholders and to influence their perception of the organisation and
the type of activities the organisation undertakes.
Events
Various events were observed on this visit. These included:
• the introduction, welcome and orientation of a new consultant
• teleconference with a new client to negotiate aspects of the contract and
receive feedback on the response to the tender for the government client
• face to face meeting with a sub-contractor
• briefing meeting with one of the directors briefing two consultants on the pitch
for a new client
• planning for a messaging training session with an existing client
• one on one chat with one of the consultants who was leaving for overseas
• one on one chat with one of the directors regarding the new client and the
client at the centre of the potential case study
• Weekly ZAP staff meetings.
The events seem to occur in a just-in-time fashion with preparation for client meetings
and presentations taking place right up until the event taking place. The more senior
consultants seem more comfortable with this approach while some of the more junior
consultants appeared frustrated with the last minute changes and sometimes the lack
of clarity in what was happening and who would be involved in the various events that
took place. More regular events afforded consultants the opportunity to do pre
planning and preparation – such as the weekly ZAP meetings where each consultant
does a brief report on their work, diary planning for the coming week – to identify gaps
where consultants can join or support other team members on joint projects. The
pace of events is constant, hectic and last minute.
Time
The time periods within the consultancy are fairly structured given the consultancy
environment where consultants keep a daily time sheet and log activity in 15 minute
time slots. I observed many times where consultants are drawing on the resources
and expertise of their colleagues in working on joint projects. Little hostility or
competiveness between the consultants has been observed. Online activity is linked to
offline activity and supports key events to maximise coverage and impact for the
client.
Goal
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There are a number of reasons why the consultancy were using social media on behalf
of clients:
• To promote engagement
• To raise the organisations profile online
• To build online communities of brand followers
• To encourage online supports to share their comments about their favourite
brand online
• To facilitate clients “owning” a particular concept or leading the debate on a
particular issue online.
• To lead and influence the online discussion
• To track the activities of competitors
• To facilitate and support the clients business objectives
• Partnership leverage
The consultants work collaboratively in planning social media activity for clients. A
plan is submitted to the client in the month prior to activity taking place. The
consultants are blogging and tweeting on the client’s behalf on a range of activities to
increase engagement between the brand and the online consumer.
Feelings
Positive attitudes observed from the consultants about the use of social media as a
tool in the mix for clients. Multiple opportunities for cross promotion, brand
partnering and reaching a large number of influencers online. Little hesitancy in terms
of the “perceived risks” of using social media for clients when an issues arises.
Hesitancy is more on the part of clients who as I observed often ignore the advice from
the consultancy despite paying the consultancy to provide such advice.
Frustration observed when speaking to the two Directors about the clients
unwillingness to take or indeed act on their advice in response to the case study issue.
Consultancy organised a debriefing meeting to try to capture the learning from the
issue.
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Appendix 2: Extract from Archival Record five
Extract from the Case organisation’s social media policy
Introduction
The consultancy’s social media policy has been developed in response to a fast
changing online world where work, clients and personal opinions can end up sharing
the same online space. The intention of this policy is not to hinder the consultancy
team members from conducting legitimate activities on the Internet, many of which
are essential to remaining up to date with use of social media, but to identify areas in
which conflicts can arise and the strategies that can be utilised to deal with them.
The consultancy confidential and proprietary information
The consultancy team members are bound by a confidentiality agreement as part of
their employment contract. This agreement extends to social networking sites and
personal blogs and websites, where it is understood that there will be no disclosure or
discussion of the consultancy, its clients or corporate proprietary information. The
exception to this is where there has been express prior agreement with a Managing
Director. A team member’s online activities should at all times live up to the
consultancy’s purpose, vision and values and:
•
•
•

should not act in a manner online that would bring The consultancy into disrepute
should not engage in derogatory or offensive comments of any form being
published on the Internet
Should not transgress the spirit or clear intention of the ethics of either the Public
relations Institute of Australia or Registered Consultancies Group.

Personal use of social media from the consultancy premises
Computers, email addresses and internet connectivity are provided by the consultancy
to team members for the express purpose of facilitating their work at the consultancy.
The consultancy acknowledges incidental personal use of social networking, internet
and email facilities. Subject to the guidelines above, from time to time team members
may use these facilities to engage in personal correspondence etc. where it does not
conflict with the consultancy work. An example of this may be updating a Facebook
status first thing in the morning, or using a social networking page during your lunch
break. Inappropriate use of these facilities occurs where they are used to excess or are
utilised for personal matters over work priorities. Inappropriate use also occurs where
these facilities are used to access or disseminate pornography, or other inappropriate
material not in keeping with the consultancy standards and values. Use of social
networking sites, email and the Internet using the consultancy computers cannot be
construed as private. The consultancy reserves the right to review at any time any
email correspondence, material saved on its computers, or accessed from the internet
via its computers.
212

Appendix 3: Sample coding of Archival Record five.

Category 1: Identity The extent to which participants reveal themselves
Sentence
1. The consultancy team members
are bound by a confidentiality
agreement as part of their
employment contract.
2. Use of social networking sites,
email and the Internet using the
consultancy computers cannot
be construed as private.
3. Respect clients and co-workers
by not sharing information with
friends that may reference them
in this environment.

Category
1. Identity/disclosure
versus nondisclosure/online
handles.
2. Identity/discourse
preferences/profession
al identity.

Comment
1. Real versus virtual
identity.

4. Identity/protection
of
information/nondis
closure.

3. Non-disclosure of
identity online.

2. Discourse and
online identity.

Category 2: Conversations The extent to which participants communicate with each
other
Sentence
1. The exception to this is where
there has been express prior
agreement with a Managing
Director.

Category
1.
Conversations/professi
onal identity/reasons
for conversation.

Comment
1. Transparency in
online conversations.

2. Computers, email addresses and
internet connectivity are
provided by the consultancy to
team members for the express
purpose of facilitating their work
at the consultancy.

2.Conversations/tools/c 2. Tools and reasons
ontext of conversation. for conversations

3. Engage in personal
correspondence etc where it
does not conflict with the
consultancy work.

3.Conversations/identit
y/conflicts of interest.

3. Conversations
within professional
guidelines.
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Category 3: Sharing The extent to which participants exchange, distribute and receive
content
Sentence
Category
Comment
1. It is understood that there will be 1. Sharing/sharing
1. Ethical discourse
no disclosure or discussion of the
objects/confidentiality. and conduct online.
consultancy, its clients or corporate
proprietary information.
2. Should not engage in derogatory
2. Sharing/ethical
2. Ethical discourse
or offensive comments of any form
discourse/online
and conduct online.
being published on the Internet.
publishing.
3. Inappropriate use of these
3. Sharing/unethical
3. Unethical use of
facilities occurs where they are used use/personal versus
social media.
to excess or are utilised for personal professional.
matters over work priorities.
Category 4: Presence The extent to which participants know if others are available
Sentence
Category
Comment
1. A fast changing online world
1. Presence/increasing 1. Bridging the real
where work, clients and personal connectivity/bridges
and virtual worlds.
opinions can end up sharing the real and virtual world.
same online space.
2. The consultancy acknowledges
2. Presence/knowing
2. Bridging the real
incidental personal use of social where others are in the and virtual worlds.
networking, internet and email
virtual world.
facilities.
Category 5: Relationships The extent to which participants relate to each other
Sentence
Category
Comment
1. Social networking provides a great 1.
1. Shared objects and
opportunity to keep in touch with
Relationships/relating/t sociality.
friends and industry colleagues.
ype of connection.
Category 6: Reputation The extent to which participants know the social standing of
others and content
Sentence
1. Identify areas in which conflicts
can arise and the strategies that can
be utilised to deal with them.
2. Online activities should at all
times live up to the consultancy’s
purpose, vision and values.
3. Should not act in a manner online
that would bring the consultancy
into disrepute.

Category
1.Reputation/trust/tool
s to determine
trustworthiness.

Comment
1. User generated
information to
determine
trustworthiness.
2.Reputation/tools/info 2. User generated cormation.
construction.
3.Reputation/standards 3. Ethical discourse
/ethical behaviour.
and conduct online.
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Category 7: Groups The extent to which participants are ordered or form
communities
Sentence
1. Updating a Facebook status first
thing in the morning, or using a
social networking page during your
lunch break.
2. If a team member does have a
blog/ website, it should include a
disclaimer statement
3. Personal blogs and websites
should not reveal confidential
information about the consultancy,
its team members or its clients.

Category
Comment
1.
1. Connectivity within
Groups/connectivity/c communities.
ommunity.
2.Groups/connectivity 2. Relating within
/disclosure.
communities.
3.Groups/connectivity 3. Relating within
/disclosure.
communities.
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