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Introduction

There is a trend which has emerged within journalism referred to as ‘the J-Blogger’. As the result of the development of online technology a new type of blog-based journalism has begun. This type of ‘real time’, ‘interactive’ journalism negates the constraints and parameters of traditional journalism. In the modern environment journalist authority is questioned and the notion of truth is often dependent on many governing factors, Robinson claims that the J-Blogger is attempting to recapture journalistic authority through the online medium.

“Journalists work ‘within a framework of preserving and strengthening the belief system that includes devotion to the principal of objectivity and to traditional press values’ in order to thrive in the capitalist environment in which they operate.[…] J-blogs are popular because ‘they allow the reader to see the journalist as a human being, connecting with them without the stiff, imperial voice that turns so many young people off. And most blogs allow – indeed thrive on – reader interaction’ (Pohlig, 2003: 25).” Robinson (2006 pg 5)

The growth of online media and forms of communication has also become a prevalent factor in corporate communications and public relations. Blogging has become an increasingly common tactic to help convey a company’s messages, thoughts, ideas, news, information etc. Subsequently, the interest and involvement which the public relations industry has taken with blogging has grown. 

Much has therefore been written about the importance of corporate blogging and the potential success which it can have, as well as the position of public relations and the role which it should take within corporate blogging. The Cluetrain Manifesto, Levin et al (2000) and Naked Conversations, Scoble and Israel (2006) are seminal works in the field of corporate blogging. Furthermore, as an independent topic, the idea that postmodernity can exist with public relations has been mooted by the likes of Pieczka (2006) in critiques of Grunig and Hunt and most importantly Holtzhausen (2002). 

But little has been put forward by the public relations academic community which links the practice of blogging with the proposition of postmodernism. In relation to the J-Blogger, Robinson states that, “Some scholars see the possibility of a new form of postmodern journalism developing online.” (ibid pg 5) Can any parallel be drawn between the postmodernic potential of the J-Blogger and the involvement of public relations practitioners in corporate blogging? 

For the J-Blogger the notion of truth becomes something different; amorphous, undefined and not governed by one single voice. Could it be that PR practitioners could enter into a phase of postmodernity driven by the tactic of blogging? Or do barriers, real or perceived exist which prevent this?

“During times of universal deceit, telling the truth becomes a revolutionary act – George Orwell” (Scoble and Israel 2006, pg 149) If blogging is the route towards greater authenticity and facilitation of the truth then as George Owell comments, it can indeed become revolutionary, or in academic terms – postmodern.

Literature Review

This literature review will present and analyse the existing material which has been written on the subject of corporate blogging and its significance within public relations. It will analyse current theory and research which has been conducted into blogging and will debate the potential for blogging to be viewed as a postmodern public relations technique. 

It has been stated that public relations resides within the ‘dominant coalition’, a tool within management to achieve the strategic objectives, mostly financial, of the organisation. It is therefore argued that public relations is a modernist paradigm, unable to facilitate postmodern tendencies. 

“Instead of using the public relations function to ensure the inclusiveness of all voices that are affected by the organisation and thereby benefiting the publics as well as the organisation itself, in the modernist tradition practitioners focus on strategies that are nothing less than efforts to exert power and control over the organisational environment.” (Holtzhausen 2002 pg 257)

In addition to power and control Holtzhausen talks about the notion of truth and the role of PR to manipulate truth. “A postmodern approach to public relations would therefore focus on public relations as an institutional process and its role in organisational discourse. It would in particular be critical of how public relations is used to create perceptions of truth and to devalue certain terms and positions to create organisational ideology.” (ibid) A postmodern approach to public relations needs to open lines of communication which are distorted by the manipulation of truth. This notion is vital when assessing the potential for blogging. 

Grunig and hunt proposed a theory of two-way symmetrical public relations in which, ‘Practitioners use research and dialogue to bring about symbiotic changes in the ideas, attitudes and behaviours of both their organisations and publics’ (Grunig 2001) This theory was an attempt to outline an ideal form of communications in which the barriers were removed between organisation and stakeholders allowing openness and honesty – this was in essence a theory leaning towards post modernism.

This theory has been much critiqued for numerous reasons. Many academics have criticised Grunig and Hunt stating that whilst good in theory their model is unworkable in practice, only capable in a utopian environment. ‘Kunczik (1994), L’Etang (1995), and Pieczka (1995), all of whom argued that the symmetrical model is based on assumptions that seldom exist in reality’. (Grunig 2001 pg 6) 

Furthermore, Pieczka states that Grunig’s framework is contradictory, it promotes post modern tendencies but as a theory it is rooted in the base camp of the dominant coalition i.e. modernism. ‘How can it be possible to talk about decentralisation, empowerment and trust, and at the same time claim that to be effective, public relations needs to be in the dominant coalition.’ (Pieczka 2006 pg 355) It would appear that Grunig’s attempt at two-way dialogue, embracing postmodern tendencies is flawed.

Post modernism searches for means and ways to succeed beyond the traditional class, management and sociological structures. A prevalent criticism of public relations is that it is a tool of the dominant coalition and follows traditional management lines of modernity. An obvious example is of the actions of Edward Bernays the (self proclaimed) founding father of public relations. Bernays viewed the masses as one homogenous group of consumers to be governed and controlled by the dominant ruling classes. 

“That approach to communications [linear] was epitomised by Edward Bernays’ belief that practitioner could and should engineer content. Such incentives are driven by the dysfunctional desire to control rather than adjust to opinions, a desire that is frustrated by the complexity of diverse opinions, values and interests. (Heath 2001 pg 5)

Corporate blogging has the potential to move significantly away from such out-dated practices. Organisations are sceptical about the business value of engaging in dialogue with stakeholders through this new medium. However, the public at large has reacted positively to blogging and it is a rapidly growing form of communication. “While there are no firm figures on how many active blogs there are, it is believed to be more than 100m, with hundreds more going live every day. These blogs reflect individuals’ opinions and experiences of specific brands, whether positive or negative.” (Brooks, 2006)

Corporations are thus beginning to appreciate that they need to become part of these conversations. Those companies which utilise blogging have the potential to allow lines of communication to be opened and levels of transparency to be created which have never existed between an organisation and its stakeholders before. This level of openness has significant consequences for both public relation practice and theory. The facilitation by the public relations function of an organisation of a corporate blog could be a truly postmodern example of PR practice. 

“Blogging lets you listen to what people are saying about your product, company, or category and gives them the opportunity to respond. The result is that your business becomes connected to a new kind of smarter, more efficient word-of-mouth network.” (Scoble and Israel 2006 pg 44)

Experts such as Scoble and Israel and also Levine et al (2000) support this notion that blogging can allow a new and unrefined form of communication between organisations and their stakeholders. New technology is allowing conversations to take place which is influencing consumer habits.

It seems perhaps utopian that a new technology such as blogging could be the answer to all of the issues outlined by Holtzhausen. Yet a review of much of the current thought on corporate blogging address many of the points which Holtzhausen states. Knowledge and power, power and resistance and truth are all issues which are addressed by the presence of blogging.

Sweetser and Metzgar conclude that corporate blogs can be an effective public relations tool when applied to crisis PR. The results of their research showed that publics reacted more positively towards an organisation during a crisis if they were exposed to a corporate blog. “Findings here indicate that those who read blogs (personal and organisational) perceive a lower level of crisis for an organisation than those not exposed to blogs. […] The results of this exploratory study suggest that launching a blog in response to a crisis may indeed be an effective crisis management tool.” (Sweetser and Metzgar May 2007 pg 342). 

Furthermore, a study by Kelleher and Millar (2006) proposes that corporate blogging is the most effective way to convey a ‘human voice’ to stakeholders and is a good communications tactic to use to engage with stakeholders.

“Although it appears that both organizational blogs and Web sites have the ability to communicate other relational maintenance strategies, particularly relational commitment and positivity/openness, blogs may be particularly well suited for conveying a "human voice" in a computer-mediated context..” Kelleher and Millar (2006)

However, Sweetser and Metzgar also suggested that there was a correlation between the perception of crisis and the credibility of the blog. Essentially, they found that simply writing a corporate blog was not sufficient to reduce the readers’ perception of crisis within the organisation. The reader needed to believe the blog and believe that the writer was credible.

“When the reader believed the credibility of the blog is low, then the reader had a higher “crisis“ score. If the message appears to be a “corporate mouthpiece” then more damage can be done by a blog than good.” (Sweetser and Metzgar May 2007 342)

Herein lies a fundamental issue which affects how a corporate blog should be deployed for maximum impact. For a blog to be successful then it needs to be open and transparent. It needs to convey the personal emotions of the blogger for it to credible to the reader. However, it is natural for an organisation to want to convey pre-defined corporate messages, which present the organisation in a particular way. Transparency is a fundamental part of an ideal form of best practice communications. 

“Blogs also humanise companies, or at least the people who work inside of them. Your blog lets your potential customers see the person on the other side of the desk before they engage you in potential business” Scoble and Israel (pg. 27 2006)

If corporate bloggers only see blogging as a method of one-to-many, broadcast communications then they are missing the potential that the medium has to offer. They are only achieving a ‘press agentry/publicity’ model of communication. Grunig and Hunt define this as little more then propaganda, a one-way form of communication where truth is not essential. “No dialogue with the intended audience is required and the main objective is to put forward one particular view of the world – which may not be completely truthful.” (Edwards 2006, pg. 147). 

Bloggers are allowed a greater level of freedom to express their thoughts than in any other type of corporate communication. Indeed, the less ‘corporate’ they are able to become the greater the level of affinity they achieve with the reader and the more successful the blog is. However, individual’s blogging from within an organisation are still bound by the rules of the company. This is the case whether the rules are a defined set of parameters stated by the Head of Communications or an intangible line of acceptability, which must not be crossed. 

In either instance corporate bloggers are ultimately blogging from within the ‘dominant coalition’ and whilst they may in some cases be further removed from the senior management they still hold significant mutual interests i.e. the success and profitability of the company. For the blog to be most effective it must represent a genuine voice and appear to be balanced a to a certain degree impartial. This raises fundamental questions about the ability for public relations practitioners to be able to enable such a level of freedom. 

Ultimately, regardless of the many benefits, can blogging be used as a tool by the PR industry at all? Scoble and Israel argue that it cannot be. They maintain that blogging is a natural and organic process that must come from within an organisation and not be governed by the controls of PR or marketing. 

“Trying to fit marketing into a typical marketing department gives the same sense of discomfort to us. Blogging just doesn’t integrate with other so-called “marketing solutions”. (Scoble and Israel 2006 pg 96)

However, if one returns to the debate regarding corporate blogging and its postmodern credentials how relevant are Scoble and Israel’s misgivings. Postmodernism is an abstract concept; one can be acting in postmodern way even if they are not truly postmodern. If public relations is helping organisations to move towards an open and transparent form of corporate communication through blogging, this is a positive step. It is a progression from a broadcasting form of press agentry, to two-symmetrical idealism. 

What is not clear from the existing body of material which exists is the extent to which public relations practitioners believe in the principals of blogging and therefore whether they are committed to developing postmodern techniques. By establishing this, one can hope to make predictions about whether using blogging as PR tactic can be a genuinely postmodern activity.

Methodology

Data was collected for this project via two methods. Firstly, quantitative data was gathered through a survey distributed and collected online. Secondly, qualitative data was gathered through a series of interviews conducted with a broad cross-section of public relations practitioners and members of the blogging community. 

The survey was produced and powered utilising online, hosted survey freeware SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com). The survey was distributed in a number of ways to maximise the response rates. In the first instance, a link to access the survey was emailed to a wide range of my industry contacts, colleagues, fellow CIPR students and members of my organisations’ parent company ‘Bell Pottinger’. Recipients were also encouraged to forward the link to other colleagues who might be interested in completing the survey, thus attempting to create a snowball effect. The survey was split into four pages and contained a number of questions designed to gather information which would address the topics discussed in the literature review. The second method for collecting research was to interview a cross-section of the PR community to gain deeper, qualitative findings on the topic of corporate blogging. 

Findings and Reporting 

Over a period of approximately two weeks 71 people accessed the survey. The respondents to the survey were public relations practitioners from across the public relations industry, including agency, in-house and freelance. As anticipated the majority of respondents were from an agency background (69.9%). This was expected because the initial distribution lists for the survey were made up of predominantly agency practitioners, the wording of the questions therefore reflected this. 

64 people (90.1%) completed the survey. Some anecdotal feedback was received stating that the survey was very focused towards agency staff and not all questions were relevant to in-house practitioners, this may account for why seven people failed to complete the survey (assuming that the people that did not complete the survey were in-house practitioners). 

Practitioners of all levels were invited to participate, from account executive to managing director and head of communications. The seniority of respondents was very high with 62.7% ranking account manager or higher. 16 respondents were directors or heads of department. From this one can assume that the respondents had a high level of experience and were relatively knowledgeable about public relations. This is important because it gives additional authority and credibility to the results. 

The next two questions help to ascertain the extent to which blogging is a familiar technique used. An equal number of practitioners had clients who kept corporate blogs compared to those whose clients did not keep blogs (43.1% and 44.6% respectively). Interestingly 12.3%, (8 people) did not know whether any of their clients kept a corporate blog, this indicates a small level of ignorance of clients’ blogging practices amongst some practitioners. 

There was also a similar split between respondents as to those who had recommended blogging to their clients 51.6% and those have not 48.4%. This is interesting because it shows there is a clear divide between those PR’s who are engaging in blogging and those who are not. 

The majority of PR’s agreed that there are a number of key principals for blogging which make a good blog. An overwhelming 96.9% of respondents agreed that openness and honesty were either very important or important. Nobody said that it was not important. For blogging to become a postmodern PR tactic openness and honesty are paramount. 

Respondents also overwhelmingly agreed that all blogs should have the capability to allow readers to respond to the blog allowing interactivity with the blog. 76.6% also stated that corporate blogs help to build informal networks with key stakeholders that can’t be achieved by other PR methods. 

They also indicated that blogging has a purpose beyond that, which can be easily quantified. 94.4% agreed or strongly agreed that blogging can humanise a company and 93.8% disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement ‘corporate blogging is a failure if it does not improve sales or increase a company’s share price’. 

“[Blogging] Can humanise a business, create informal channels, increase interactivity and open dialogue. Very bad corporate blogs are empty marketing exercises. Microsoft for example has done some really good work in blogging.” (Interviewee Quote)

One slight anomaly in the findings related to the question, “How important is it for blogs to reinforce PR and marketing messages?” Reflexive thinking suggests that if blogs are to be open and honest they do not need to reflect pre-determined marketing messages. However, 60% said that it was either very important or important to reinforce PR and marketing messages, 32.3% said that it was somewhat important and just 7.7% said that it was not important. 

Respondents were less unanimous when the questions moved away from theoretical concepts and towards everyday practices. Respondents were split (50:50) when asked whether the services of a third party or ghostwriter were important in corporate blogging. This raises questions about the commitment to the authenticity of blogs. 

“I think you can usually tell if it’s not sincere and being used as a tool for marketing. What’s perhaps harder to spot are ‘sympathetic bloggers’, this is where a company has reached out to a third party blogger and asked them to blog about us and “we’ll make it worth your while.” They’re basically being paid to write nice things and this sort of defeats the point of blogging in the first place.” (Interviewee Quote)

There was further division when asked, ‘Which part of the business should have overall responsibility for the content of corporate blogs?’ One could assume that reflexive PR practitioners would see the importance of empowering the bloggers themselves. Or they would see their role as giving bloggers the tools and maybe guidance or training on how to blog effectively – therefore selecting the ‘combination of all’ option. 32.3% said that either PR alone or a combination of the PR and marketing department should have overall responsibility for blogging. Just 23.1% selected the ‘bloggers alone’ option. 44.6% selected a combination of all. 

Perhaps most tellingly, 50% stated that employees should only be allowed to blog if there was a formal set of guidelines, which would control what they were allowed to write. Just 3.1% said that bloggers should have no restraints on their blogging practices. The second largest majority agree with Steve Ballmer’s position on trusting employees to blog responsibly, “In a sense you don’t run any more risk letting someone express themselves on a blog than you do letting them go out and see a customer on their own.” (Scoble and Israel 2006 pg 19) 37.5% stated that employees can be trusted to blog because both employee and employer should share the same mutual goals. 

“I think this goes to the heart of the new paradigm. We as PR people can’t control messaging any more - it’s a fallacy to think that we can exert full control. It’s not about an individual holding back, its about organisations understanding that they live in a transparent world and everything that they do, good or bad will ultimately get back in to the public domain. It’s more about managing that, than trying to hide things.” (Interviewee Quote)

In the final question of the survey respondents were overtly asked whether they trusted their client to blog without any assistance. Once again practitioners were split. The slight majority (50.8%) said that they would not trust their clients to blog without any assistance. This finding is surely contradictory to the earlier finding that 100% believe that openness and honesty is important in a corporate blog. 

Conclusion 

At the start of this piece of work a new phenomenon (blogging) was introduced and in the ‘J-Blog’ an academic perspective on the potential for blogging to be postmodern was presented. 

What was not clear from a review of current academic thought was the extent to which public relations could play a part in this new form of communication. Scoble and Israel (2006) were clear in their belief that it could not be. The purpose of the survey and interviews was therefore to establish the current perceptions of blogging within public relations practitioners. The survey was designed in such a way that respondents would be drawn into demonstrating their capacity for postmodern activity through their opinions on the practice of blogging.

One could make the assumption from the results, that practitioners are in relative agreement about what the hypothetical benefits of blogging are but that they are split when it comes to the practical application of this tactic. The research conducted showed a general agreement about what an ideal blog should look like and what it can achieve. Respondents agreed strongly that a blog should have functions to enable interactivity with the reader, that there was a need for openness, honesty and authenticity and to a certain extent they agreed that there were limitations to using a third party or ghostwriter. 

Furthermore, as referenced in the ‘results and findings’ these survey results were supported in comments made in the qualitative interviews. However, in a number of instances there was a 50-50 split indicating a significant difference of opinion within the respondents. Often this related to the application of techniques.

For example there was a clear split between those who believed blogging guidelines for bloggers were necessary and those believed they were not necessary. Also, there was a clear split between those who said they would trust their clients to blog without any assistance.

This indicates that most public relations practitioners are aware of the benefits of blogging and are in agreement about the hypothetical ways in which blogging should happen but they are not prepared to put this theory into practice. 

One could hypothesise that this is because many PR’s are still rooted in traditional methods of PR. They don’t want to relinquish control and want to try and create the illusion of an authentic blog but perhaps don’t have the confidence to let it happen naturally. Parallels could be drawn here with Grunig and Hunt’s theory of two-way symmetrical public relations and the critiques which it received. Perhaps for some public relations practitioners the process of genuine, authentic blogging and open communication with stakeholders is utopian and could only happen in a ideal environment. 

This demonstrates a lack of postmodern thinking and perhaps relates back to the allegiance with the dominant coalition and modernist tendencies to control information, only revealing to stakeholders a certain version of the truth. 

What is positive though is the section of the survey base who agreed with the postmodern notions of blogging. There was also encouraging reflexive thought expressed during the interview stages of the research. 

“People have to bear in mind when they are thinking about blogging that it is a different paradigm from the old ‘press release’ style of doing things. We are starting conversations rather than broadcasting information.” (Interviewee Quote)

It terms of developing the investigation further, there are a number of other parameters which could be interesting to explore. For example, job title and gender details were obtained but were not cross-referenced against their answers. Further exploration into the data could show whether men or women are more inclined to demonstrate postmodern tendencies, or whether more senior practitioners were more likely to engage in reflexive blogging tactics. A more comprehensive study would be to examine practitioners at work and to evaluate specific projects assessing them using predefined criteria to ascertain whether they adhered to the traits of postmodern thinking. 
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