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Abstract

This study seeks to investigate how, if at all, social media introduces online public relations to act in more ethical ways. Research is made to give descriptive analysis of social media field in Latvia and its impact on online public relations ethics. Interviews and observations were made to study what kind of ethical problems are identified by public relations practitioners and social media users.
The results of qualitative analysis are presented in discussion format and demonstrate the social media as a rapidly growing phenomenon what has already provided benefits to public relations, business practice, and society as a whole. Results reveal that some ethical problems of public relations are clearly definable; some are hold in ‘a grey area’ with uncertain borders and different opinions.

Objectives
Latvian communication environment has faced dramatic changes during the last 20 years. The totalitarian society did not know the term public relations and communication management (Tampere, 2008). A total loss of ethics occurred in the totalitarian time. After the Soviet collapse, individuals have begun to emerge as basic actors, as in Western market democracies, and the state has begun to be controlled by people rather than controlling them (Titma, 1996). The topic must be concerned with this historical fact as well as with rapid changes of communication matters and the development of online communication.
Despite the rapid development of the field, talks with public relations practitioners demonstrate that a discussion about the ethics of public relations is not frequent and even ‘black and white’ matters are taken differently.

Nowadays online media itself is raising challenges to professional standards and ethical practices of the public relations. The purpose of this research is to study, whether social media contribute to more ethical public relations in the online because of its principles and nature, for instance, the principle of full disclosure.
Social media and public relations ethics
Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define social media as a group of internet-based applications that is built on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allows the creation and exchange of user generated content.
Organizations are involved in rapid adoption of social media in corporate and personal contexts; public relations practitioners cannot ignore the importance of the valuable social media avail (Lariscy, Avery, & Sohn, 2007). Different social media tools are chosen both for internal and external communication, to illustrate the approach of several companies - social networking sites are used to support the creation of brand communities (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Communication technology tools such as blogs and social network sites represent an emergent area of personal publishing, where pedestrian consumers (i.e., non media) are able to post potentially influential commentary (Trammell & Keshelashvili, 2005) and connect with others. And that way previously isolated commentary, opinion or incident becomes a force with potential to have a large impact on public opinion itself (Lariscy, Avery, Sweetser, Howes, 2009).

The idea of social media as ethical contributor of public relations comes from the notion that it's all about participation, sharing, and collaboration, rather than straightforward advertising and selling (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Just as public relations practitioners can’t ignore activist voices that my reach the tipping point, social media demand a new form of surveillance and monitoring on behalf of organizations, particularly given that tools such as blogs may be a vital source of information for journalists (Lariscy, Avery, & Sohn, 2007). Lariscy e.d. (2007) revealed practitioners view social media as most valuable for initiating and maintaining relationship over monitoring the environment. The reality that social media are a close-to-ideal forum in which to do both is slowly being realized by corporate public relations practitioners.
Social media is great opportunity to build positive, productive relationships with variety of publics and to monitor publics’ interests as well as their evaluation of products or services. With this opportunity comes responsibility to be accountable for actions.
Hallahan (2006) defines ethics as social constructions that are negotiated. ‘People concerned with particular social problems (such as abusive online practices) come to agree on what are accepted rules through a process of deliberation. Indeed, Aristotle’s principle of the “golden mean” suggested that in every situation there are two extremes and that the ethical choice is in the middle.’ (p.120)
In this paper public relations ethics in social media are analyzed under eight core concerns by Hallahan (2006), a framework for ethical online public relations: (a) access and choice, (b) accuracy of content, (c) deceptive practices, (d) dependability, (e) interactivity and involvement, (f) personalization and customization, (g) privacy and security, (h) usefulness and usability.

The discussion identifies the following standards. Hallahan (2006) emphasized that (a) ‘ethical online public relations begin by providing publics with the opportunity to communicate’ (p.120) and (b) ‘ethical online public relations cannot be misleading’ (p.121). Sweetser, Porter, Chung, and Kim (2008) found that while practitioners and journalists think blogs are important professional tools, they do not assign a high level of credibility to them. Ethical public relations involve (c) identification of the source and (d) dependability, particularly critical during crises (Hallahan, 2006). (e) Public relations practitioners should improve dialogic characteristics of social media and encourage users to become active participants in the communication process. Ethical online public relations: (f) takes advantage of personalization and empowers users to shape their online experience through customization; (g) respects users’ privacy and maintains data security; (h) supplies meaningful content in a functional format (Hallahan, 2006).
Methods

Research is made to give descriptive analysis of social media field in Latvia and the aim of this research is to recognize impact of social media on (online) public relations ethics. This research is not focused on single social media tool (e.g. blogs) but has explored different social media channels.
The research questions are:

RQ1: What kind of ethical problems of public relations are identified by public relations practitioners and social media users?

RQ2: How, if at all, do social media introduce public relations to act in more ethical ways?
RQ3: What kind of rules should public relations practitioners take into account when using social media?

Two methods are applied to identify ethical problems and rules, to describe benefits of social media for public relations:

(a) Five semi-structured in-depth interviews with public relations practitioners discuss practice of public relations within social media. For interviews were selected public relations practitioners from different sectors and levels (public, business; corporate, agency) who are active bloggers themselves in corporate or professional pages, and who are proceeding own blogs. Interviews were hold individually; each interview lasted 60 to 120 minutes.
(b) Observations of social media use like blogs, social networks, content communities, virtual social worlds, wikis, were formed to describe the field and provide background of social media in Latvia.

Research was obtained in January and February, 2010. During that time researcher attended the one day work shop called Govcamp, where the use of social media was discussed among interested activists dominantly from public as well as business sector.
Data collection and analysis

Standard qualitative methods in data analysis were used to identify key themes and the problems in the use of social media by public relations practitioners in internal and external communication management. Researcher was asking practitioners about their perception of ethical use of social media. The connection between the context and situations were analyzed (Michell, 1983).
Latvia is a small country; people know each other through professional and personal contacts. In order to ensure the respondents’ confidentiality for in-depth interviews, the names, gender, specific titles of the participants were not identified. The purpose of the study is to find out about ethics of public relations in Latvia; not to criticize unethical action of public relations.

Results
Research observed that social media networks, blogs, content communities are widely used instead of wikis and virtual social worlds, where corporate participation cannot be noticed. This illustrates the choice of both corporate and private users in Latvia. Behind the active corporate profiles in social media there are the same people who use those channels for private interests as well.
Public relations practitioners agree that information space is changed by virtual and online interest groups, blogs, forums and other social media tools. Observation shows that indeed both practitioners in public relations departments and agencies are a significant part in the internet environment. However, interviews revealed that the communication practitioners, acting in his management’s or client’s behalf, are often faced with an ethical and an unclear situation, and not always social media as the opportunity of expression is used in a responsible and professional manner.

PR associations in Latvia have not yet addressed and prepared any specific guideline for PR practitioners on how to contribute to social media. Very few organizations have formed such guidelines even if every respondent of in-depth interviews recognizes significance of agreement among organization and employees about social media use.
Observation found couple of examples when organization has ethical code what includes principles of social media use. It proves that integrators for new things often are international companies; and their Codes include fairness principles in the use of social media: not to disseminate misleading information about customers, competitors, business partners; not to disclose confidential information; not to create an artificial public opinion; disseminate offensive, discriminatory, unethical or illegal messages. For instance, taking into account that the general guidelines could not be applied to each individual case in practice, international communication advisory group Hauska & Partner Group has established the Ethics Commission to deal with specific issues in connection with the operation of social media and the daily work of any ethically equivocal situation; and Latvian company in the group has publicly told about their participation in forming the code and work of commission.
Further results are analyzed under Hallahan’s eight core concerns of online public relations.

Access and choice

Latvia is a country in the Baltic region of Northern Europe. With a population of 2.2 million Latvia is one of the least-populous members of the European Union (EU member from 2004). Eurostat data (2009) shows that 58% of households have access to the internet in Latvia (EU27 - average is 65%); rising from 51% in 2007.
The most popular Latvian social network Draugiem (means ‘for friends’) is created on MySpace basis (in 2005). It is early adaptation for local social networking site after creation of MySpace (in 2003) and Facebook (in 2004). Draugiem means ‘for friends’ and users mostly go there to build private contacts. Draugiem is a successful commercial project; they are active sponsors for public activities.

Draugiem requires invitation by existing users and is password protected. For building own profile and interacting with friends users can chose some free of charge options or some paid ones, for example, to buy possibility to publish picture galleries, and to find out what other friends think about you in different games. Some of paid options are even meaningless, still could be chosen by vulnerable groups, like minor children, and this is an accountability issue of the medium. 
However, Draugiem is not provided for building corporate profiles, at the same time this is an expensive medium for advertisers, and rich in ads. Some companies use Draugiem as a distribution channel, whereby users can send “virtual bouquets” to friends or, with a click of the mouse, be directly transferred to the company's website to send real flowers. Therefore this social networking site could be named additionally as a social Marketplace. Despite the high level of commercialization, the participation in Draugiem network has been the reason even for the Latvian pensioners to learn how to use the internet and e-mail, added respondent from public sector.

Because of its popularity many organizations have decided to lock the internet access to social networks in working places as well as content community, like YouTube. Thus the opportunity for employees to communicate is limited. Respondents of in-depth interviews concluded on this issue that the delivery options in future will equate the access to internet and even employer will not be able to keep control anymore when the majority of publics will use mobile phones to operate within social media.
Linkage among communication and organizational culture shows mutual influence between organizational culture and Web 2.0 implementation. The feature of controlling and limiting appears in the internal communication of organizations as well, when in intranets are forbidden commentaries options with articles at all or employees cannot add comments anonymously. The excuses for such limitation are different like management doesn’t accept online discussion on certain issues, therefore discussion is limited within one forum only; or previous online discussions were not on the topic that’s because anonymous comments were forbidden.
To describe other channels, Latvians on private and corporate became active users of Facebook and Twitter during 2008 and 2009. The use of Twitter should be emphasized. It is actively used by journalists, politicians, field activists and organizations; Twitter introduces for sharing, participation and development of two-way communication among organizations and publics.

Most blogs, photograph and video sharing sites are open for everyone. Observation didn’t reveal that virtual worlds and gaming would be used by public relations practitioners for professional purposes in Latvia. Above mentioned limitation was given as a reason by one active gamer why there are no corporate teams in the most poplar local virtual game.
Still, in-depth interviews showed that social media is taken only as one new channel which should be used to communicate with niche audience, other forms of communication with clients – the telephone, correspondence, and personal visits – are as important as in former times. ‘With new communication channels we can reduce costs,” said the manager of internet communication in telecommunications organization.

“We are only integrative users of internet and social media, the new generation is native users and they will be much more in these matters,” emphasized the respondent from the public administration.
Accuracy of content

In-depth interviews showed that practitioners hold different views of what accurate and complete content means. There are several aspects with a little and higher ethical risks:

(a) The questionable issue is if the accuracy means literary correct language or social media relevant content as it is suggested to hold lively and unprofessional, but an interesting talk. The risk is in the choice of the needed style of the communication with certain audiences, so that it would be understandable and acceptable for them, for instance, to communicate with youngsters in too complex language is unethically.

(b) Ethical problems could arise when the opinion is presented as a fact. Verified facts are not the promise of social media; this is an ideal place for opinion exchange.
(c) Concealments are the tactics on regular basis both in traditional and social media when organizations want to hide some part of information and don’t know how to respond to complaints. Indeed, this is an ethical problem.

“There can be serious reasons for companies to delay some news for some hours, days or weeks,” believes a respondent from the private sector: “And if society is not harmed because of delayed news then there is nothing to discuss about ethical problem. In the huge markets like USA out-of-date commentary can call for a fall in stock markets, rather than in Latvian ones where losses may be little or not at all.”

Organizations are forced to tell real and full story through social media, otherwise publics will tell and thus the reputation can be harmed. Social media introduces into openness, questionable is the quality because of its fast and subjective nature. Public relations practitioners should care that organization is providing social media users with qualitative information.
To govern the operation in the content of social media, the government has not issued a special law. General laws state general action which relates to social media as well, for instance, in case to involve somebody’s rights or to injure somebody’s pride. Governmental oversight over the content is discussed in the Government Session with a view to prohibit anonymous comments in online media, because of the most popular news portal, which is famous for anonymous and aggressive commentators.

Anonymous blog writers and profiles in social networking sites are not accepted by other users, revealed observation. Thus the social media introduces users to choose communication with real name and be accountable for the content produced.

Deceptive practices
Social media can contain the same ethical problems inherent to other online channels, like paid content, or partially disclosing identity or sponsor.
Operation online without full disclosing identity occurs in Latvia. One respondent holds his opinion that the risk of unethical action will increase together with the number of users; the person mentioned the practice when fake corporate profiles are maintained with the idea to sell it later to the company. The observation revealed anonymous blogs, signed by pseudonyms, either criticizing or glorifying some company; such practice is mentioned even in professional channel of integrated marketing communications.
One respondent mentioned anonymous campaigns in online media formed for aspersion of competitor’s reputation. Social media introduces to operate under real name and presses to be honest because the network of users, with whom communication is built, already knows organizations characters. And others can give a feedback if they don’t agree with organizations’ opinion or have seen things going differently.
Respondents described the principles what would be important for successful long-term relation building in social media: persons working on behalf of organizations or clients profiles in social networking sites should identify their names and job positions to create a reliable source. It is important to highlight that every organization needs to identify itself as well as every professional - himself or herself as such when posting a comment or writing a corporate blog.
About undisclosed paid content and bloggers venality there are discussions in blogs; this ethical problem is recognized as important and exclude such practice as acceptable. Blogging about technical gadgets is one of the most active in blogsphere. Even if there are given samples or devices for bloggers to use, the ethical question is how it is showed in the blog: whether it is an attempt to persuade readers to try certain product, or an objective statement with a note that the use of the device was free of charge. Public relations practitioners agreed that they are following this rule to disclose whether the information source has been provided with the product by the company.
One respondent, as an excuse, found this economical situation, when ‘there are not so many ethical suicides.’ “Agencies are ready to do anything for the client. For most of all in their life they are afraid to loose the client,” said a respondent form the private sector.
Dependability

Active Twitter users are online 7 days in a week for 24 hours, and they expect the same from the company, to get answer up-to-date, if any arises, and if company cannot afford that by themselves or by hiring agency, then even better not to start own profile in Twitter. There are good examples and bad tries on this issue.

Communication in social media, like in Twitter, sets to rule to continue dialogue if you have once it started. There is one bad example - a case in Latvia, mentioned by several respondents, when company started the profile in Twitter, later the same didn’t respond to complaints and engagement in dialogue was low or not at all, thus the company, choosing the one-way communication style, did not take the benefit the social media could give for communication with current and potential clients. This example shows the rule for companies, taking this opportunity and entering the social media channels, be accountable not only for the given information, but for participation in dialogues.
Additionally, the same problem is with integrated marketing communication projects, when the profile of company in the social medium is active only for certain campaign that means for certain amount of time and with certain messages. Such company’s action cannot expect positive assessment from social media users. Public relations practitioners should take into account the rule that convincing and consistent operation by corporate profiles is the must in social media.
As social media is considered as channels for niche audiences, public relations practitioners hold a view that in the crisis situation, the company has to chose the most important information source depending on situation, and it could be, for instance, as important as the evening news as well as blogger known and read by the parliament members. Thus ethical question in crises situations could be equal conditions provided for all news cannels at the same time; it is companies’ responsibility to consider the most effective way to provide information so that people would know how the crisis might affect them and what action they should take to avoid risks.
Interactivity and involvement
Even if social media are equipped to allow organizations and publics to engage in two-way communications, corporate users mostly are able to communicate in one-way promotional style in social media as they were used to do in traditional media. If we consider that the most ethical model of public relations practice is two-way symmetrical, in which the organizations and stakeholders share power and interact on an equal basis (Grunig, 2001), then good examples in Latvia still are very few.

Special knowledge and professionalism is needed to know how to use social media to build two-way communication instead of one-way. In the interviews message giving was mentioned more often than dialogue building as the purpose for corporate profiles to be in social media.

Social media introduce and foster the free expression of ideas. This requires tolerance for comments that challenge or question an organization’s policies or practices and the elimination of fears about reprisals.

On the other hand, opportunity of monitoring the social media environment is mentioned as the most important function of public relations by respondents. The importance of maintaining control of the monitoring function is growing as well as operative reaction to problems and dealing with the problems. Four out of five respondents mentioned a case how not to act in social media, when company opened the profile in Twitter, started its promotion quite actively and disappeared when got too much public dissatisfaction from costumers, because company was not able or did not want to improve the service. “Since the reputation is damaged, its restoration is much harder,” said respondent.

Dialogue building in social media introduces into responsible business operations. Even if it is too positive worldview, interviews revealed that public relations practitioners evaluate the involvement needed in business decisions. If companies care about the customers and employees and ensure the quality, there is no reason to be afraid of complaints or other unpleasant discussions. Thus social media introduces organizations to prove their good service by real business not advertising campaigns only.

Opinions of clients are more credible for society than opinions of organizations. If the clients’ opinion in social media is more positive, then this means that the business will grow. Credibility makes the fact that behind the names there stands a real person, with who you can find a common acquaintances, or interests. Therefore community buildings in social media result positively. 

Observation showed that both journalists and public relations practitioners are actively represented in social media. Interactions among journalists and public relations practitioners have been getting more personal through social networking. Both parties get more acquainted with the personal events through picture galleries and diaries in Draugiem, thus later communication is easier and more personal, as well as in Twitter, which is very actively used by public relations practitioners and journalists, raises the question whether we should say ‘hallo’ on the street to our very good friends in Twitter.
On the contrary, interactivity and involvement is very weak in the internal networking sites within organizations in Latvia. Respondents agreed that the level of interaction and participation in intranets is very low. Public relations practitioners consider the intranet as important news sources for employees; internally organized survey among employees in one state-owned company showed that intranet is the main information source to get to know internal news, only after that come communication with manager, meetings and informal communication.
Interviews revealed that public relations practitioners are indicators of intranet building and improvements, public relations practitioners use blogs to show good example and introduce others to blog in their workplaces. Changes in communication and organizational culture are heading away of rules and control towards a culture of exchange and openness.
The reasons for low interactivity are mentioned by public relations practitioners as lack of time, low management’s interest and involvement; for organizations and their management it is hard to accept that they cannot control everything and that there will not be only good comments. Employees are afraid that their comments might be followed by repressions, they are afraid to lose job. In such cases public relations practitioners should convince top-management to participate in internal social media discussions.

Interviews revealed that there has not been discussion about social media use among employers and employees, some reasons are mentioned like management is not interested, too slow development of social media, and different priorities.

Personalization and customization
At the time, when publics are able to customize the content they prefer to use, organizations still have desire to keep control and limitation over the content employees chose both in internal and external communication environments, in one case even access to portal of traditional media, for instance, a daily newspaper, has been prohibited. The discussion is about how appropriate is such limitation at the time of technologies development and how ethical it is over the freedom of speech. Basically such tactics shows only distrust of management (could be considered as post-soviet society’s trauma) and undervalued communication matters from the management side.
Indeed, ethical problems arise in this situation when employers do not trust in employees, want to keep power and control choices with limiting access.
Personalization entails with the users’ needs and interests. Social media introduces organizations to accept that life is an entertainment and communication should happen in easy and understandable way.
Privacy and security
The biggest Latvian social networking site Draugiem holds responsibility about users’ privacy and data security. Simultaneously for advertisers this is the best ‘bait’ to reach selected audiences. There are unknown cases when public relations practitioners could use selected audiences in Daugiem for corporate purposes.

The ethical problems arise about materials in the blogs and texts in Twitter what are republished without references. Such cases have been followed by public call for the withdrawal of the publication, even within some hours. Public relations practitioners have to be accurate when the references used.
Google Buzz is mentioned as one ‘slippy’ example with weak data security system, for what reason it is not used by the one respondent.
Usefulness and usability
To improve communication effectiveness between an organization and publics, public relations practitioners feel responsibility for monitoring presence in social media. If it is in the purpose of the reputation management only, then the effectiveness can be very doubtable. Interviews showed that public relations practitioners find important to keep ‘their fingers on the pulse’ of public opinion and are less interested in the effectiveness for both sides. Engagement in discussions, needed help and improvements are the keys for usefulness and usability of communication among organizations and publics in the social media.

On the other hand, publics do not believe in their power and possible changes they could call for. The respondent from the private sector added, even if there is active discussion about a certain issue in any kind of media, nobody believes that it will be meaningful and will stimulate respective changes. Especially in the politics that is the hottest topic for society to discuss. “And if we cannot make our lives better, then this anger comes out in the anonymous commentaries under any kind of news,” said the respondent.
For instance, every week video blogs by the Prime Minister of Latvia are published, very acceptable with accuracy but without interesting content and information the society would be interested in. The question is whether it is worth producing these blogs just to have it being done. 
The other extreme is high titles and ‘agiotage’ by journalists about certain news. The publics’ right to know is often not consistent with the journalists’ interest in creating ‘agiotage.’
Critical mass is not reached yet using social media in Latvia, believes the respondent, therefore it is a problem to develop valuable discussions in the social media. 

Conclusions

The use of social media is in rapid development process in Latvia. Influential role of social media and both activists, and corporate users within it is obviously increasing. Some ethical problems are clearly definable; some are hold in ‘a grey area’ with uncertain borders and different opinions.

Optimistic point of view is that that social media will be contributor for good ideas, dialogue and greater openness, rather than attempting to sneak into with traditional marketing materials. Agreement on common behavioral principles is the key for further developments of social media.

Very few organizations have formed guidelines even if every respondent of in-depth interviews recognized the significance of agreement between organization and employees on social media use as well as lack of communication about these matters and slow process of deliberation.

The following ethical problems of public relations in the social media are identified very clearly: (a) misleading information with concealment tactics; (b) not full disclosure of identity and sponsors; (c) weak engagement in the dialogue when the complaints start. Discussions are about several questions like the opportunity for employees to communicate both in internal and external social media limited by employer, and effectiveness of communication for both sides, when the organizations are more interested in message sending.

The outcome of the research showed how social media introduces public relations to act in more ethical ways: (a) to tell the true and full story at the right time; (b) to disclose the identity; (c) to use references. The main motivator for ethical action is high interaction (the others will tell instead of you), not taking into account these rules reputation can be harmed in the fast and permanent way. With the help of public relations and technologies social media can change the communication culture even in the post-totalitarian society.
The most important benefit of social media for public relations and business in overall is linkage among virtual reality and business operations, in other words, the importance of maintaining control of the monitoring function is growing as well as operative reaction to problems and solving the problems.

Due to development of technologies in the future social media will be the base for interactive, unlimited communication among organizations and publics.

Future research could be made to gather quantitative data of social media use. Quantitative research would verify whether the situation in Latvia is similar to the data from the previous survey carried out by Eyrich, Padman, and Sweetser (2008) in the USA what shows that public relations practitioners have clearly adopted the more established and institutional social media tools (e-mail, intranet), yet they also seem very familiar with blogs and podcasts. They are slower to integrate more technically complicated tools that cater to a niche audience (e.g., text messaging, social networks, virtual worlds).

The study about activity of enthusiasts could be formed to analyze their role as indicators for two-way communication building among organizations and publics. Lariscy e.d. (2007) revealed that, when more young practitioners with very high social media sophistication and knowledge enter communication departments, they will bring these skills with them.
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