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Introduction
The purpose of this project is to interview public relations practitioners to gain an understanding about how social media is being used in the practice of public relations and strategic communications.  The use of social media in public relations has progressed beyond the early adopter phase into widespread use by practitioners in a variety of public relations environments including corporate communications, public affairs and non-profit fundraising.  It is the goal of this project is to gather feedback on social media use in each of these environments.

Traditional strategic communications were primarily in the form of one-way press agentry or informational messages.  Social media facilitates conversational communication and relationship building.  This project seeks to understand how practitioners are using social media to engage and promote long-term relationships with stakeholders.

Pitching organizational strategic communications to the mainstream media has been a primary function of public relations for many years.  In the last few years, social media has fundamentally changed this function and the way it is carried out.  Integrating social media into public relations initiatives has created new roles or blurred existing roles for practitioners.  This project seeks to understand not only the fundamental changes in the public relations function caused by social media, but what new roles practitioners are finding themselves asked to perform.

There a few widely used social media and many others with lower levels of adoption.  The very practice of public relations can sometimes defy standardized metrics and this has not changed with social media, even though more metric tools are available.  This project also seeks to discover which specific social media are being used by practitioners and how they are evaluating and measuring the results of their efforts.

Literature Review

Conversations and Relationships Using Social Media


Ledingham (2003) suggests that the appropriate domain of public relations is the building and sustaining of organization to stakeholder relationships.  The continuation of such relationships depends on how well mutual expectations are met.  Communication alone cannot guarantee a long-term relationship.  Organizational behavior and communication must be mutually supportive of one another.  Practice areas such as special events, news media relations and public affairs are public relation function areas distinct from direct stakeholder relationship building functions.  The primary focus of public relations should be relationship building and not communication.

Waters (2009) identifies three strategies commonly advocated among many to cultivate relationships with key stakeholders.  The strategies identified are full disclosure, usefulness and interactivity.  Full disclosure involves clearly identifying yourself, your affiliations and displaying company or brand logos along with contact information.  Usefulness focuses on the relevancy and timeliness of specific content that is provided.  Interactivity involves allowing the sharing and discussing of content online as well as offering opportunities to meet and involve stakeholders in the organization offline.


Clavette (2009) offers practical guidelines for those representing their organizations online.  The guidelines include being sensitive to sharing proprietary information, respecting intellectual property laws, admitting mistakes, staying within your realm of expertise, being sensitive to violating others expectation of privacy and replacing misrepresentations with facts, not arguments.


O’Neill (2010) identifies seven reasons that motivate people to share content using social media.  The motivators are laughter, inspiration, things that are cute, originality, surprises or pranks, things that are shocking or disgusting and things that are nostalgic.  


Karolefski (2003) states why online technology, including social media, is making public relations increasingly more important to successful branding campaigns.  Social media allows for greater communication between stakeholders, increasing the risks that organizations will have less control over crafting their brand image through advertising and marketing.  The power of public relations to facilitate the generation of credible third party endorsements makes it an increasingly critical function in brand management and customer retention.  Social media also allows specifically targeted messages to segmented stakeholders to be coordinated through primarily editorial content, which stakeholders seek out, as opposed to interruption messages which are generally ignored and much less effective.


Vranica (2010) highlights examples of how social media is changing the landscape of third-party celebrity endorsements.  Social media is creating a new type of celebrity, those with “Klout” (online and internet influence as measured by klout.com).  Ford and other car manufactures are using third-party endorsements by influential social media personalities, to generate millions of views on YouTube and millions of mentions on Twitter for far less than it costs for traditional celebrity endorsements, in which it is much more difficult to measure specific impact.

Li (2008) gives five objectives that companies can pursue using their social media strategies.  Li names listening, talking, energizing, supporting and embracing as the five objectives.  Social media is important to pursing each of these objectives because each involves higher levels of communication with stakeholders.  Each objective supports a key organizational function.  Listening supports research, talking supports marketing, energizing supports sales, supporting enables stakeholders to support themselves (like tech support forums) and embracing supports product and service development.  Each objective can also lead to specific strategies to promote long-term relationships with stakeholders.  Specific long-term social media strategies include online monitoring and listening, creating an online community and creating online forums or wikis.

Social Media Uses in Public Relations and Roles for Public Relations Practitioners


Sledzik (2009) states that social media has changed how public relations is practiced, but not its basic function.  Key elements of using social media, such as transparency, relevance and brevity, were already important in practicing public relations before social media technology became available.  Social media has emphasized the importance of maintaining a top-of-mind presence.  Micro-blogging media such as Twitter may be playing a role in shortening attention spans.


Warren (2010) says that social media such as blogs, allow practitioners to share more information than may be appropriate in traditional press release formats.  Social media also allows for direct communication between organizations and individual stakeholders by by-passing traditional media in ways that were previously not possible.  Examples include the recent election cycle where candidates were able to have two-way conversations with individual voters using various social media.


Wright (2008) adds that social media is not only giving new ways to communicate with external stakeholders, but to internal stakeholders as well.  Blogs are uniquely capable of enhancing the excellence theory of public relations, allowing employees to open up two-way communication with other employees and external stakeholders.  Social media gives practitioners more control over information dissemination, dramatically reduces the turn-around time for communicating with some stakeholders and can make organizations closer to their stakeholders.  The opening of additional media channels has created more challenges for practitioners to manage information flow through the additional channels made available with social media use.


Waters (2010) describes the process of “media catching” in which social media is facilitating a change in the relationship dynamic between practitioners and media personnel. Social media is making it easier for media to contact public relations departments for information about a story they are developing as opposed to mass broadcasting by public relations departments or pitching their organizations to the media.  Public relations practitioners can proactively use social media to make it easier for the media to find and access the information they need to research their stories and contact someone at the organization.  In this way, social media can open up new markets for sharing information about the organization as non-local media discover the organization and submit informational requests.  The dynamics of public relations influencing media story development (due to tight deadlines and smaller or reduced media staffs) can in turn influence stories in the blogosphere because blog writers frequently react to the media in their blogs.  Stories that originate in the blogosphere can be picked up by mainstream media, so requests from bloggers and online communities should not be ignored by practitioners.  


Grant (2010) believes that social media is not just changing the way the public relations is practiced, but that it requires a totally new way of perceiving the basic function of conversations in communication with stakeholders.   It requires a fundamental restructuring of traditional public relations, marketing and advertising agencies with social media as the core function.  Under this model, social media is not a tool for traditional public relations practices, it is a core function of which public relations, marketing and advertising become an expression.  He rejects the idea that the future of public relations and marketing is “branded utility” (designing products and services such that they stimulate conversation).  Stimulating and facilitating conversations for clients is the new role of public relations.


Brynley-Jones (2010) asks if public relations practitioners are the right people within an organization to be managing and making decisions based on the data being collected from social media research, monitoring and conversations.  How does the right data get to the right decision maker so that an appropriate response can be made in a timely manner?  It might be inappropriate for the organization to have social media monitoring and responses silo’d into the public relations and marketing departments.  Public relations departments may not have the organizational knowledge to know who to get involved to make a proper response and may not have the clout to get a timely response from that person or department.

Huba (2010) states that the answers to how organizations assign social media responsibilities can be categorized into five stages representing a progression of the adoption of social media within the organization. Stage one involves using social media for one-way communication (traditional press-agentry and informational releases) with little or no coordination among company units.  Stage two assigns social media efforts to one or two individuals or small groups usually silo’d off within of the organization.  Stage three is where the organization begins to get serious about formalizing social media efforts, creating an empowered team to carryout social media conversations (internal and external) across business units, focusing on training and making decisions about common engagement platforms.  Stage four is characteristic of measurable results in key business functions (like sales), executive buy-in and noticeable organizational culture change.  Stage five is reached when deep stakeholder engagement from social media use leads to real breakthroughs in business practices or product and service development.

Social Media Strategies, Tools and Measurements


Eyrich (2008) identifies social media tools that have been widely adopted by public relations practitioners among which are blogs, intranets, video sharing, photo sharing, social networks, wikis, gaming, virtual worlds, micro-blogging and social bookmarking among others.    Adoption of these tools by practitioners is based on the perceived adoption rate among stakeholders.  It is important for practitioners not to confuse perceived adoption rates for actual adoption rates by stakeholders of any particular social media.  


Nonprofitorgs (2010) provides an interview with a small businesswoman who uses Facebook, Twitter and YouTube.  She states that her e-newsletter actually has the highest return on investment of the social media platforms she uses.


Dyson (2005) writes public relations has not yet adopted standardized metrics industry wide for measuring the effectiveness of social media campaigns, but that it should.  Currently clients get a mix of quantitative and qualitative measurements.  Some clients may not be willing to pay the additional costs involved to do serious data collection.  Some may also feel that standardized measurement is not possible when trying to reach different target groups, using different strategies to achieve different objectives.


McLintic (2005) believes that using traditional public relations metrics like ad value equivalency can easily be misleading with social media.  Stories and mentions on a particular social media outlet may have ad value, but what value does it really have if that particular media does not reach an organization’s stakeholders?  Correct placement of earned media is typically counted the same as incorrect placement having the same ad cost equivalency, but it might have a value that is many times more, because it is in the proper media to reach stakeholders.

Kaushik (2009) mentions the problem with using the term “engagement” as a measure of success with social media.  Engagement is hard to define and is typically used as an excuse for not thinking through the actual objectives of the campaign.  A metric should be instantly useful and should be called be their real names (click throughs, page views, online purchases, tweets, etc…) not engagement.  Every campaign has a purpose and once you know the desired outcome, you will discover all kinds of measurement possibilities.

The Future of Social Media in Public Relations

Suster (2010) thinks the future of social media will include more topical and role based social networks that will allow people to further segment their online identity sharing.  This will go beyond just separating work and social lives, but may include further segmentation within those and other role categories.  Organizations will need help to make sense of the amount of social media data they are collecting and public relations practitioners will undoubtedly play a role in figuring out ways to use that data to build relationships with stakeholders.


Wilcox (1992) includes an afterword on the future of public relations written by Robert L. Dilenschneider, the former President and CEO of Hill & Knowlton, Inc.  Mr. Dilenschneider identified several trends and topics likely to contribute to the growth of public relations.  Among the trends are growing complexity in society, the fractionization of society, fragmentation of power within government and organizations, sophistication in communications and the need for organizations to justify themselves to their stakeholders.  He warned that public relations may lose its status in the organizational hierarchy if it fails to rise to the challenge of maintaining lasting relationships, find ways to measure the results of public relations undertakings or becomes absorbed into other business functions within the organization.

Research Questions


Based on the literature review of thoughts about social media’s uses for conversation, relationship building, public relations roles, media strategies, and tools for measurement, this paper will profile the results of actual practitioner interviews.  The broad research question is:  How is social media being used in the practice of public relations and strategic communication.  The sub-research questions are the following:

RQ1:  How has social media changed the way public relations is carried out professionally?

RQ2:  What social media applications do you use most often?

RQ3:  How do you engage your stakeholders in conversation using social media?

RQ4:  What are the strategies and specific measures that you use to evaluate your social media efforts?

RQ5:  How do you use social media to promote long-term relationships with stakeholders?

RQ6:  How do you see social media affecting public relations work?

RQ7:  What does the future hold for social media and public relations?  Will it continue to be important for job seekers?  What new technologies do you see emerging?
Methodology
Particular guidelines were provided for the research and data collection of this project.  A minimum of five public relations practitioners were to provide responses to the research questions.  The responding practitioners had to be full-time employees and could not be interns.  Practitioners could come from any public relations environment including corporate communications, government public affairs, nonprofit public relations, fundraising or a public relations agency.  Collecting practitioner responses from a variety of environment backgrounds was encouraged to aid in providing contrasts and comparisons of responses.  Of the minimum five practitioners responding, one had to be a practitioner within North Carolina, one had to be a practitioner outside of North Carolina and one had to be a practitioner outside of the United States.  The remaining two practitioners to meet the minimum requirements could be from any location.

To select the respondents, a list of forty practitioners was complied at random using published material credentials, blog postings, responses to blog postings, Google searches and LinkedIn searches.  An additional five practitioners were added later using the same search methods, narrowed slightly to search for practitioners within North Carolina.  

The first list of forty practitioners was sorted into sub-categories based on whether they practiced public relations in North Carolina, in the United States outside of North Carolina or outside of the United States altogether.  The number of practitioners in each category was roughly equal with a slight edge to practitioners in the United States outside of North Carolina.  

Each practitioner on the list of forty was emailed a list of the research questions along with a request to participate in the project.  A response deadline was provided to ad a sense of urgency and to ensure the study could be completed and delivered by the given deadline.  Follow-up and question clarification emails were exchanged as necessary to facilitate responses from the practitioners.

The practitioners on the additional list from North Carolina were contacted by phone instead of email.  This was done to ensure that their responses could be received and included in time to meet the project deadline.

Overall six practitioners responded with enough information to be included in the project.  Four of the six responded by email the other two responded to the phone inquiries.  Of the respondents, two were practitioners in North Carolina, three were practitioners in the United States outside of North Carolina and one was a practitioner outside of the United States.  Respondents were evenly divided among public relations sectors with two respondents each form government public affairs, non-profit public relations and for-profit public relations agencies.

Results
This project sought to explore how social media is being used in the practice of public relations.  Respondents to the research questions are active public relations practitioners with an average of 4.83 years of professional public relations experience.  Additionally, respondents had an average of 2.83 years of professional experience in their current positions related to social media use either in a public relations agency, government public affairs or non-profit public relations.

RQ1:  How has social media changed the way public relations is carried out professionally?


The ability to reach stakeholders directly (by-passing media and opinion leaders) and the ability to facilitate two-way conversations using social media were the two most common responses to this question.  Both were mentioned by two-thirds of the respondents.  Increased transparency in stakeholder communications and the ability to reach targeted groups of stakeholders previously inaccessible or difficult to reach were mentioned by fifty-percent of the respondents.  According to Kristen Wesley of Environics Communications, “social media allows us to reach niche groups that we wouldn’t normally be able to reach.”

Unique responses mentioned that social media has made public relations a 24/7 job that requires constant monitoring of clients brands and the readiness to react to a crisis situation very quickly.  Social media is allowing non-profits to send out calls for help directly to stakeholders when extra donations of time or money are needed at the last minute.  One practitioner mentioned that she is receiving twenty or more “media catching” requests per day through HARO (Help A Reporter Out).  She does not, nor does she recommend responding to all such requests.  She prefers to pick one topic related to the organization in which to specialize and to build relationships with a core group of media personnel by staying within the chosen specialty.  

RQ2:  What social media applications do you use most often?


Facebook was the application identified as being used most often for public relations work with one-hundred-percent of the respondents indicating that they use Facebook.  Twitter is used by eighty-three percent of respondents.  YouTube is used by fifty-percent of the respondents.  


Beyond the big three, there was a “long-tail” of social media used by just one or two of the respondents.  Among the social media mentioned are TweetDeck, MEETin, SlideShare, Gowalla, Nixle and Flickr.  While two of the respondents mentioned that they liked geo-social media like foursquare, they both indicated they felt these media have not obtained a high enough adoption rate to be useful in reaching most organization’s stakeholders.

RQ3:  How do you engage your stakeholders in conversations using social media?


Responses to this question were naturally representative of the four models of public relations communication (press agentry, public information, two-way asymmetrical and two-way symmetrical).  They were grouped into these categories to facilitate discussion of the responses.


Two-thirds of the respondents mentioned using public information communication over social media.  Examples include posting information about criminal activity in the community, facts about the organization and seasonal or monthly topics relating to holidays or business cycles.


Two-way asymmetrical communication was indicated by fifty-percent of the respondents.  Examples include asking stakeholders what they did over the weekend and asking stakeholders to share pictures and comments relating to specific holidays or events.


Press agentry was mentioned by thirty-three percent of the respondents.  The initiation of two-way symmetrical communication was specifically mentioned by only a single respondent although fifty percent of the respondents mentioned that they make efforts to respond to any posts made by stakeholders.  
For the purposes of this project a distinction was made between two-way symmetrical conversation initiated by the organization (seeking out individual stakeholders or stakeholder groups and engaging in conversation using social media) and stakeholders responding to requests for conversation on organizational social media sites that subsequently result in two-way communication (such as a two-way asymmetrical request for postings made by the organization in which a conversation results after a stakeholder has responded to the request).  It is the former that was considered as two-way symmetrical communication for this project.

RQ4:  What are the strategies and specific measures that you use to evaluate your social media efforts?


This question created the highest amount of deviation in the respondent’s answers.  Each reply contained unique responses, however there was some commonality.  


Measuring clicks on social media posts or links was mentioned by fifty-percent of the respondents.  Counting fans, counting the number of comments to posts and using the metrics provided by the individual social media being used was mentioned by thirty-three percent of those responding.  Additionally, thirty-three percent said they use customized metrics or measurements that are purely qualitative (such as counting the “good” comments or those providing “helpful” feedback).


Among the uniquely mentioned measurements were engagement, share of voice, tone and sales.  Specific tools mentioned were Google analytics, Klout.com, Radian6 and Osmosis.  One respondent said that they did not use any metrics and had no strategy other than just getting on Facebook.

RQ5:  How do you use social media to promote long-term relationships with stakeholders?


Consistency in maintaining a social media initiative once begun was identified by fifty-percent of respondents as the best way to promote long-term relationships with stakeholders.  Thirty-three percent felt that it was important to have the right people (people who were knowledgeable about the organization and the topic of discussion) respond to stakeholder posts.  Beyond the commonality of these two themes, there was a variety of responses.


Discovering both client and stakeholder niches and using social media to appeal to those niches was a strategy of one practitioner.  Using social media to continually research and listen to individual stakeholders and groups in order to be able to craft campaigns both on and offline was mentioned by another practitioner.  One practitioner admitted that they just don’t know how to build long-term relationships using social media.  Another said they had no formal plans or strategies for building long-term relationships with stakeholders using social media.

RQ6:  How do you see social media affecting public relations work?


This research question was prefaced with a statement about some perceiving public relations practitioners acting in more of a customer service role due to the dynamics of social media interaction with stakeholders.  The responses to this query were answered with this framing of the question in mind.  This particular question had the least variation in responses.


Two-thirds of respondents felt that public relations and customer service functions were blurred or indistinct when performed using social media.  Tanya Montgomery, Social Media Chief, Air Force Public Affairs Agency, stated in a personal opinion that “while the functions of public relations and customer service have been traditionally distinct, social media brings them together.”  The idea that public relations and customer service are not exclusive functions regardless of social media use was conveyed by fifty percent of the respondents.  


One respondent felt that the type of organization using social media dictated how closely public relations and customer service functions were carried out internally.  She felt that retail organizations would have a higher degree of overlap in the two functions while government or non-profit organizations would have greater success at keeping them separated.  One of the non-profit respondents, Jeannette Stoltzfus, indicated she felt the opposite was true saying, “non-profits are totally dependent on customer service to survive, so everyone in the organization is in customer service.”

RQ7:  What does the future hold for social media and public relations?  Will it continue to be important for job seeker?  What new technologies do you see emerging?


This research question was another that had a few common themes and then a long tail of individual responses.  Among the common ideas were social media skills being critical for job seekers in the future.  Fifty percent of respondents felt that job seekers would not only have to have social media skills, but also use social media to find a job.  Particular skills that thirty-three percent of those responding identified included knowing the different social media platforms, knowing strategies, knowing metrics, knowing trends and knowing best practices.  


Singular future predictions included greater adoption of social media by more people, organizations and employees will be expected to have a social media presence, all public relations strategies will include social media components and that “big thinkers” will find a way to standardize social media metrics.  Specific technology predictions include more mobile driven social media, current tools (Facebook, Twitter, etc…) will continue to evolve, QR Codes will be in greater use and there will be less searching and seeking technologies and more technologies that seek out individuals to provide them with information.  One practitioner said that she is ready for the next big social media tool, she just doesn’t know what that will be.
Discussion
There seemed to be some real excitement in the responses from the practitioners in regards to how social media is changing the day-to-day practice of public relations.  The ability to bypass media editors and communicate directly with stakeholders was the cause of much of that excitement.  The direct, two-way symmetrical communication possible with social media has had a direct effect on more practitioners furthering the excellence theory of public relations in actual interactions with stakeholders.

There also seems to be some excitement about having tools that allow more internal stakeholders to engage in communication and relationship building with external stakeholders.  The perception is that for the first time there is a way for all of the links in the public relations chain to become active and involved in an organization’s strategic communications.  In fact, social media is so powerful in this regard, that failure of an organization’s public relations department to successfully activate and involve internal stakeholders may lead to the PR function being outflanked and in danger of becoming less relevant to the organization, as strategic communication begins to happen organically without any guidance or facilitation.

Just because the tools are available for two-way conversation and there is excitement among practitioners about using these tools that does not mean that all public relations firms are set up to use social media to effectively engage in two-way conversation.  The results of the Twitter project earlier in the semester showed that many public relations, public affairs and non-profit agencies are using social media in a traditional one-way press agentry or public informational style of communication.  The excitement may be there for social media, but the strategic communicational style has not changed for many.  They are still primarily communicating achievements and not starting conversations.

Specific examples given by the respondents for this project indicated that when two-way communication was attempted using social media, it was of the two-way asymmetrical variety.  While there were no follow-up questions as to why this method was chosen by most of the practitioners, information in the literature reviewed for this project suggests that organizational experience with focus groups leads many to chose the asymmetrical variety of two-way communication when using social media.  This indicates that while some organizations may have quite a bit of experience and knowledge about branding, they may have very little stakeholder conversation experience.

A lack of conversation experience with stakeholders among many organizations may suggest further changes in public relations practices as social media solutions are suggested or provided to clients.  Public relations practitioners may have to guide the change from brand focus to conversation focus within their client’s organization.  Will public relations firms have the expertise to guide such a cultural change?  Culture change requires more than just being a specialist in the knowledge and application of a particular technology.  It requires a much longer term commitment, a different skill set and a broader mindset than a just a narrow focus on the tactics of using a particular technology.  By the time the culture change is complete, a particular technology may already be obsolete.  Practitioners who are two quick to talk tactics of a particular social media may find themselves defined by these tactics and obsolete when the social media landscape changes.

Respondents indicated that social media is not only allowing organizations to engage in conversations directly with stakeholders, but it is allowing stakeholders to seek out and engage in conversations directly with organizations.  This can be viewed as an external culture change for the organization especially if it leads to a reversal of the “spiral of silence” as more Spectators (from the Social Technographics Profile in “Groundswell”) become Joiners, Collectors, Critics or Creators.  Public relations practitioners will no longer be able to just portray their clients as great organizations, their clients must be great organizations at all levels or stakeholders will quickly find the chinks in their armor through the transparency provided by social media.

The non-profit respondents indicated that social media allows them to send out calls for help to external stakeholders.  Social media can also allow internal “calls for help” among organizational employees.  Social media can help organizations create a “spiral of knowledge,” helping to transform the tacit knowledge of individual employees into organizational knowledge by facilitating self-organizing teams, the sharing of diverse viewpoints and heterarchical (versus hierarchical) networks for knowledge redundancy and information sharing.

Practitioners indicated that social media adoption into their strategic communications practices has led to the creation of genuine goodwill with stakeholders.  This reflects the excellence theory in public relations of James E. Grunig.  Organizations must not forget that they can create genuine goodwill offline as well as online.  
One of the themes in the study of technology and its effects on society is that organizations sometimes act to quickly to adopt new technologies without considering the possible long-term effects on their organization.  These effects can quickly be noticed in the types of employees hired by the organization to correctly implement the new technology and the unintended culture change that can result.  Public relations firms may soon find that they have staffs with skills that rival some IT departments, but have very little creative ability for designing campaigns for clients.  Organizations may find that they have great customer service people and conversationalists, but all they know how to do is make friends and sales plummet.  Unintended culture change from hiring the skill sets needed to effectively implement new technology is often overlooked and can have the effect of offsetting the benefits the adoption of the technology is designed to create.

Surprisingly, only one respondent mentioned blogs.  The literature reviewed for this projected indicated that blogging has enormous potential for luring stakeholders into conversations with organizations.  The blog site “we are social” used Twitter to encourage involvement in conversations that were already taking place on its blog.  Blogs are free, an efficient way to get feedback, can humanize and give personality to an organization and can become “sticky” causing stakeholders to check back on a regular basis.  Bloggers have the ability to become influential and build clout among readers.  Blogs can also have an impact on traditional media at the same time they are bypassing traditional media to reach stakeholders directly.  

No follow-up questions were asked to inquire about the lack of blog use among the majority of the respondents.  Several respondents indicated a lack of time to devote to regularly updating social media.  Blogs generally do require more time to update than Twitter and Facebook.  Organizations should conduct research to determine where they are more likely to reach their stakeholders using social media and which social media generate the most responses.  They may find that a little additional time devoted to updating a blog has a higher ROI than less time spent updating Facebook or Twitter.  

Consistency in updating a social media platform once chosen was the preferred method of building long-term relationships with stakeholders for most respondents.  The communication model (two-way asymmetrical, two-way symmetrical, etc…) and frequency of updates should be considered when developing a plan for consistency.  Even if responses to posts are inconsistent, it is important to remember that forty-eight percent of online U.S. adults mentioned in the Social Technographics Profile in “Groundswell,” exhibit Spectator behavior (they consume what others produce online without contributing themselves).  Without consistency in a social media program, practitioners run the risk of losing the “silent majority” of online adults.  They will also quickly lose the Creators and the Critics (who crave the Spectator’s attention) and the Joiners and the Collectors, who will see no reason to join or share something that does not have the potential to become popular.

The respondents indicated that online tools have allowed some progress in public relations metrics, but it is still somewhat elusive to try to tie causes to effects with social media campaigns.  Robert L. Dilenschneider, the former CEO for Hill & Knowlton, Inc., wrote in 1992 that one of the “built-in” failures of public relations is the challenge of providing tangible measurement results to decision makers (Wilcox, 1992).  Online metrics for social media are an improvement on what was available in 1992, but the variation and lack of consensus among the respondents suggests that there are still no standards when it comes to public relations metrics, including social media.

A high percentage of respondents felt that public relations and customer service roles within an organization were blurred and not mutually exclusive.  The very framing of the question (suggesting that the roles were mutually exclusive) and the congruity of the responses may be an indication itself of how much social media has already transformed the role of public relations.  Even if organizations continue to make a distinction between the two roles internally, stakeholders may not make such a distinction from the outside looking into the organization, especially when contacting the organization through social media channels.
Blurring of role distinctions and boundaries may also occur throughout the organization brought on by an increase in stakeholder communication and social media use.  Established buffers or boundaries delineating different levels of stakeholder interaction within an organization may be reduced or disappear altogether.  As stakeholders are able to reach further into the organization with social media, previously isolated or buffered members of the organization may now become engaged in direct conversations with stakeholders.  These previously buffered individuals may not yet have the conversational skills to effectively converse with stakeholders and may need training or coaching.  Taking the time to respond to stakeholder requests will reduce productivity for some individuals and departments (if not across the entire organization), but will potentially boost sales and contribute to the creation of stakeholder “champions” to promote the organization’s cause.

One respondent mentioned that because of social media public relations has become a 24/7 job.  Practitioners should think about the implications of this byproduct of social media when formulating strategy.  Not all social media will be well suited for all types of organizations.  Low labor, low intensity organizations may find that success with social media requires a change in structure to a high labor, high intensity model that requires much greater emphasis on workforce management (hiring, training and scheduling) reducing time spent on other functions.   With the blurring of public relations and customer service functions, public relations agencies themselves may find that heavier social media use affects their ability to offer total customization solutions to clients and a switch to loose-specs or even tight-spec service offerings might be necessitated.  

The respondents and literature researched for this project indicated several possible technologies that might be integrated into social media in the near future.  Among them are QR codes and Social CRM.  QR codes are beginning to show up in marketing and will continue to grow in use as more mobile phones become able to read them.  Social CRM offers the potential to integrate stakeholder’s social media identities with the traditional contact, data and relationship history of a CRM tool.  It offers the potential to predict the types of social media a stakeholder is likely to use based on past behavior.  It will assist in monitoring and listening to stakeholders on social media and may help act as a deterrent to prevent vicious postings or rants about the organization if the stakeholder knows their social media identities are known to the organization.
Conclusion
Wright and Hinson (2008) conclude from their study that social media is dramatically changing the way public relations is practiced, but asks is this view also perceived by stakeholders?  Do stakeholders like the changes?

The results of this project seem to support the conclusion that social media is changing the practice of public relations.  Greater transparency and the ability to reach stakeholders directly are benefits to practitioners and stakeholders alike.  Social media has provided new tools for public relations practice, but the messages being sent by practitioners do not yet reflect a complete grasp of how to release these tool’s full conversational potential with stakeholders. Approaches for using metrics are almost entirely customized with little standardization.  While consistency seems to be the agreed upon strategy for building long-term relationships with stakeholders, few practitioners have an idea of what social media tactics to use to achieve that strategy.  Increasingly, stakeholders themselves will drive both strategy and tactics as their standards for organizational communication are changed by further social media use and adoption.

Limitations

The results of this project were limited by the number of respondents.  Even thought the requirement of five respondents was met, a much higher number of responses would be necessary to get a better understanding of social media use by actual public relations practitioners in the for-profit, public affairs and non-profit sectors.  

Only ten percent of the of the email requests for participation generated responses.  These were “cold” solicitations so this number may be considered high or low depending on the point of view.  Additionally, twelve percent indicated that they would not participate because it was a bad or busy time of year and ten percent declined to participate because they felt that the request asked for proprietary information.

Phone call requests for participation had a twenty percent response rate.  Using the phone to conduct the interviews also allowed follow-up questions to be asked immediately without further solicitations or interruption by email to the participants.

Other limitations include personal lack of public relations knowledge and experience.  Research questions were provided by the professor so that they would be relevant to the topic and participants.  This project is strictly a first-level analysis of the responses.  No further investigation to discover actual examples of social media communication by the respondents was conducted.

Future Research

Areas for further research might include indentifying social media metrics that correlate to actual observed results and stakeholder behavior.  Given a baseline or effective metrics, which social media platform has the highest ROI?  Further research into indentifying which social media is used by different stakeholder groups as well as their perception of organizational efforts to use social media to engage them in conversations would be helpful in formulating future social media strategies and tactics.
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Respondents

Name:   Tanya Montgomery

Title:  Social Media Chief, Air Force Public Relations Agency

Years working in current position:  0.5
Years working in public relations:  4

Basic job description:  I lead a team of two people in managing the official United States Air Force social media tools. We seek content to post, post content, moderate our pages, interact with our stakeholders, research new tools, evaluate our activities, monitor our image in the social media realm, and provide guidance and counseling to internal customers. 

Name:  Jennifer Nevill

Title:  MCIPR

Years working in current position:  3

Years working in public relations:  5

Basic job description:  As a Media/Public Relations  consultant I advise clients on their media & public relations needs including media training, PR planning & events & research.
Name:  Carrie Shields

Title:  Director of PR & Social Media, Bailey Gardiner San Francisco
Years working in current position:  7

Years working in public relations:  10.5

Basic job description:  I oversee public relations and social media for Bailey Gardiner in San Diego.  I manage a team of eight people and oversee strategy for all the agency’s PR and social media accounts.
Name:  Jeanette Stoltzfus

Title:  Communications Manager, Habitat for Humanity of Durham

Years working in current position:  1.25 

Years working in public relations:  1.25

Basic job description:  All public communications (print and online); plan two yearly bike ride events; advocacy work; annual fun events planning; informing people about Habitat for Humanity (how to participate and how to donate).

Name:   Nathan Walls

Title:  Public Information Specialist, City of Fayetteville

Years working in current position:  5 

Years working in public relations:  5

Basic job description:  Inform the public about City news.
Name:   Kristen Wesley

Title:  Digital Media Specialist, Environics Communications

Years working in current position:  0.25 

Years working in public relations:  3.25

Basic job description:  Help clients and our agency communicate effectively with key stakeholders through digital and social media channels. Research, strategizes and implement social media campaigns. Keep all pr practitioners abreast of new and changing social media landscape.
 

