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Viewed  through  the  lens  of the  dialogic  theory  of  public  relations,  this  study  examines  if
universities  use  new  media  tools  and  how  the world’s  top universities  use  Facebook  as  an
interactive  forum  that  give  voice  to key  stakeholders.  With  the declining  economy  and  lim-
ited  access  to  resources,  it is  important  to know  how  organizations  utilize  Web-based  tools
to  build  and  maintain  relationships  at national  and  global  levels.  Because  prior  research
found  that  users  had  negative  feelings  about  lack of  dialogue  on  college  websites,  it  is also
important  to  know  whether  universities  are  tapping  into  the  dialogic  potential.  The  content
analyses of  the  websites  and  Facebook  platforms  show  that  more  than  half  of  the  universi-
ties  have  Facebook  pages.  The  results  also  show  that  users  cannot  post  content  or  photos,
or participate  in  discussions  and  wall  posts.  In  essence,  the voices  of  key  stakeholders  are
being silenced  via  a  media  that  is intended  to  provide  open  forums  for dialogue.

© 2011 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

. Introduction

Websites and new media technologies have had a revolutionary impact on the scholarship and practice of public relations
Wright & Hinson, 2009). Although Waters, Tindall and Morton (2010) found there is greater integration between websites
nd new media platforms, media relations strategies are shifting to practices that are more relevant to a social media
nvironment. Safron (2010) points out how new media tools provide integral listening platforms which allow practitioners
o monitor what is being said.

For over a decade, Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) dialogic Internet principles have been tested and refined to give the
rinciples validity. They are perceived as important and utilized by professionals (Waters, Burnett, Lamm & Lucas, 2009;
aters et al., 2010; Wright & Hinson, 2009; McAllister, 2012), and expected by critical publics (McAllister-Spooner, 2008,

010). A review of the literature also shows that the Internet principles are vastly underutilized (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009;
yrich et al., 2008a; McAllister-Spooner & Taylor, 2007; Seltzer & Mitrook, 2007; Waters et al., 2009). Distinctions have been
etected between the function, use, and purpose of Web-based tools. Whereas Seo, Kim, and Yang (2009) found that the two
ost important functions of social media tools for NGOs were image and fundraising, the findings reported by McAllister

2012) and Slover-Linett and Stoner (2011) suggest that college and university practitioners clearly delineated the functions

f the website and social media tools; providing information emerged as the most important function for websites and
ngaging and interacting as the most important function for new media tools. The studies noted above suggest that, in the
on-profit and higher education sectors, the functions and use of websites and social tools may  be shifting. These findings
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can be extended to organizations that have similar communication and relationship-building needs. More research is needed
in this area to guide practitioners in the development of strategic Web-based public relations campaigns.

Viewed through the lens of the dialogic theory of public relations, the purpose of this study is to empirically examine if
universities use new media tools and how the world’s top universities use Facebook as an interactive forum that give voice to
key stakeholders such as current students, prospective students, and international students. To contextualize the theoretical
foundations of the study, the next section provides a brief description of the dialogic theory of public relations.

2. An analytical gaze at university Facebook platforms viewed through the lens of the dialogic theory of public
relations

The need to examine the impact of the Internet on the relationship building function of public relations is particularly
relevant in the higher education sector, which is being negatively impacted by the economic uncertainly in the United
States (Marklein, 2011) and throughout the world (Douglass, 2010). The dialogic theory is a relevant theoretical foundation
because it situates relationship building as a central public relations activity (Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 2000). In 1998, Kent
and Taylor advanced a five-part dialogic public relations schema that has been used to evaluate the dialogic potential of
Web-based tools used by a number of organizations and industries (McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009). As a first step toward
articulating a public relations theory of dialogue, Kent and Taylor (2002) identified five overarching dialogic tenets: mutuality,
or the recognition of organization–public relationships; propinquity, or the temporality and spontaneity of interactions with
publics; empathy, or the supportiveness and confirmation of public goals and interests; risk, or the willingness to interact
with individuals and publics on their own terms; and commitment, or the extent to which an organization gives itself over
to dialogue, interpretation, and understanding in its interactions with publics (Kent & Taylor, 2002).

Kent and Taylor’s (1998) dialogic Internet schema expanded the breadth and depth of the research and practice of
Web-based public relations. The five Internet principles include: Dialogic Feedback Loops, Useful Information, encouraging
Return Visits, Ease of Interface, and Conservation of Visit time. The Internet principles have been applied to research exploring
organization types such as: nonprofit activist organizations (Kent, Taylor & White, 2003; Reber & Kim, 2006; Seltzer &
Mitrook, 2007; Taylor, Kent & White, 2001; Yang & Taylor, 2010), Fortune 500 companies (Esrock & Leichty, 1999, 2000),
congressional websites (Taylor & Kent, 2004), and litigation public relations firms (Reber, Gower & Robinson, 2006).

Several researchers identified American colleges and universities as organizations that could do more to improve their
websites and new media strategies for public relations efforts.

Often, there is confusion about the terms “college,” and “university,” especially between American and non-American
audiences (Rovoire, 2007). Unlike in other nations, where a college is an intermediate step between high school and uni-
versity, a college in America is a singular school of a curriculum and a university is a collection of colleges (Rovoire, 2007,
2–3).

Research examining American colleges and universities found that Web  based public relations activities could impact
relationships with key stakeholders1 (McAllister-Spooner & Taylor, 2007; McAllister and Taylor, 2012), retention rates
(Gordon & Berhow, 2009; Kang & Norton, 2006), and levels of college responsiveness to resource-dependent stakeholders
(McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009).

Notably, users only had negative reactions to the lack of Dialogic Feedback features. More recently, McAllister-Spooner
(2010) conducted an examination of college website preferences, experiences and expectations of three important publics,
high school students, parents/guardians of high school students, and high school guidance counselors. A usability study of
colleges by McAllister-Spooner (2008) found that, despite the fact that the participants could not find more than half of the
information sought; users did not have strong feelings for or against the sites. Notably, users only had negative reactions
to the lack of Dialogic Feedback features. More recently, McAllister-Spooner (2010) conducted an examination of college
website preferences, experiences and expectations of three important publics, high school students, parents/guardians of
high school students, and high school guidance counselors. The findings suggest that the levels of Internet use and experience
may  be leveling out among generations. All three groups overwhelmingly use the Internet as the main source of information
of college information (McAllister-Spooner, 2010, p. 6). Secondly, the similarities between and among the generations also
extend to preferred content, site performance, and interactivity. Moreover, the respondents indicated that many of Kent and
Taylor’s (1998) dialogic Internet features may  increase the likelihood of submitting applications (McAllister-Spooner, 2010,
p. 1).

In terms of interactive (dialogic) features, the data reveals that certain features are perceived as more important than
others. For example, all groups believe that it is important for colleges to offer links to online visit requests and to ask
questions. They also believe that they should be able to give opinions, and fill out online surveys. Although instant messaging,

social networking, and blogging have gained ground as communications tools (Pew Internet & American Life Project, 2009),
the respondents do not think that it is important for colleges to offer opportunities for instant messaging or text messaging, or
to have live chats with admissions and financial aid officers. As social media tools gain strategic momentum, practitioners are

1 The weaknesses detected in dialogic features limit opportunities to collect information and monitor public opinion.
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eveloping skills related to this online technology (Eyrich, Padman & Sweetser, 2008a, 2008b). The next section will provide
 brief review of literature examining how new media tools are integrated into strategic relationship building efforts.

. The impact of social media tools on dialogic relationship-building

There are mixed findings regarding how social media tools impact dialogic relationships.
Seltzer and Mitrook (2007) found that weblogs incorporate dialogic communication principles to a greater degree than

raditional websites, potentially making them better suited for online relationship building. However, several researchers
etected gaps between relationship-building goals, implementation of online strategies, and actual dialogic engagement.
hese findings suggest that organizations are not adequately utilizing new media tools to generate dialogic communication
Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Seltzer and Mitrook, 2007; Waters et al., 2009).

For example, Bortree and Seltzer (2009) found that advocacy groups are not taking advantage of the dialogic strategies
fforded by social networking. The findings suggest that dialogic strategy use appears to be closely related to dialogic
utcomes. As such, advocacy groups may  be missing opportunities to respond to stakeholder feedback and information
eeds (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009, p. 318). Similarly, Waters et al. (2009) found that nonprofits have not incorporated the vast
ajority of the Facebook applications available to them into their social networking presence.
It has been argued that public relations professionals are some of the most influential individuals in business when

t comes to building a positive organization identity and long-lasting relationships with key stakeholders (Curtis et al.,
010; Fortunato, 2008; Kazoleas, Yungwook & Moffitt, 2001; Waters et al., 2009). Social media tools are relatively cost
fficient methods for public relations practitioners because they aid in promoting the organization’s image (Gilpin, 2010),
nd cultivating donors (Seo et al., 2009). In China, Yang and Taylor (2010) found that environmental non-governmental
rganizations (ENGOs) in China may  not be adequately utilizing the cost-efficient tools to generate dialogic communication.
hese studies point to the positive and negative aspects inherent in the utilization of social media tools in the field and
ractice of public relations.

Several researchers from multiple sectors have also explored practitioners’ assessments of how they adapt traditional
ublic relations practices to the new technologies. For instance, 10 years ago, Newland Hill and White (2000) found that
he website has become one more job added to a long list of tasks including marketing, advertising, employee relations,
overnment relations and publication design (Newland Hill and White, 2000). Nevertheless, Eyrich et al. (2008a) found that,
lthough the practitioners have adopted the more established and institutional tools (e-mail, Intranet) and seem comfortable
ith blogs and podcasts, they are slower to integrate more technologically complicated tools that caters to a niche audience

uch as text messaging, social networks, and virtual worlds.
Wright and Hinson (2009) conducted an international survey of 574 public relations professionals to examine how

ocial media are being implemented in the practice of public relations. The findings show that meaningful and statisti-
ally significant gaps exist between what practitioners say what “is” happening and what “should” be happening, and that
emographic differences exist: younger respondents were more likely to recommend using social media tools (Wright &
inson, 2009). Public relations professional are also adjusting their practices to integrate social media into their strategic
ampaigns. McAllister (2012) surveyed college public relations professionals and found that providing information emerged
s the most important function for college/university websites, and engaging and interacting with potential students as the
ost important function of new media tools (McAllister, 2012).
These findings were supported in white paper examining how American schools, colleges, and universities are using

ocial media in advancement to engage with significant external audiences. The survey of 1000 respondents associated with
he Council of Advancement and Support of Education (CASE) reveals that nearly every institution uses Facebook to engage
ith multiple audiences (only 4% were not using social media); almost 60% have added social networking features to their

wn websites; three out of five institutions use Twitter, LinkedIn, and or YouTube; and about one in three maintain blogs,
se Flickr, and or offer a social community via an outside vendor (p. 2).

More research is needed in this area. Scholars and practitioners not only need to know if institutions of higher education
re utilizing the emerging Web-based tools; they also need to know how the tools are used.

. Method: a study of dialogic strategies on university Facebook pages

In order to extend the work on dialogic communication via the Internet and new media tools, the researcher conducted
 two-stage content analysis of the Web-based tools utilized by the 2009 U.S. News & World Report’s world’s best 100
niversities.

According to Slover-Linett and Stoner (2011),  almost 60% of institutions have added social networking features to their
ebsite (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube, blogs, and Flickr). The first stage of the content analysis was  guided by
he first research question.

RQ1 asked: What new media tools, if any, are being featured on the websites of the World’s top 100 universities?
As set forth by Slover-Linett and Stoner (2011),  the researcher conducted a content analysis of the 2009 U.S. News &
World Report’s world’s 100 universities to assess which tools were being featured on the university websites.
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Engagement and interacting with publics emerged as the most important function of new media tools by Seo et al. (2009),
Slover-Linett and Stoner (2011) and McAllister (2012).

These finding led to the second research question.

RQ2 asked: Are the world’s top 100 universities offering dialogic forums for interaction on Facebook. This question
was answered by assessing whether forums for dialogue were offered via message boards, wall posts, and links.

Waters et al. (2009),  Gilpin (2010),  Wright and Hinson (2009),  Seo et al. (2009),  McAllister-Spooner (2010),  Slover-Linett
and Stoner (2011),  and others detected a relationship between utilization of Internet-based tools and function, which led to
the third research question.

RQ3 asked: How are the world’s top 100 universities incorporating Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) principles of dialogic
public relations to meet the informational and functional needs of target publics via their Facebook pages.

The websites and Facebook pages of 2009 U.S. News & World Report’s world’s top 100 universities were content analyzed
by two independent coders between May  and September of 2010 (a key recruitment time for universities) for the presence
or absence of 21 characteristics from a medium speed, local area network computer. The coders were trained on the coding
instrument and how to write qualitative comments about each site until the reliability levels between the coders reached
or exceeded the minimum acceptable level of .7 using Cohen’s Kappa on each dialogic principle.

Table 1 reports the breakdown of the countries of origin for the sample of 100 universities classified as the top in the
world by U.S. News & World Report’s in 2009. The locations of the 100 universities are as follows: United States (n = 32),
United Kingdom (n = 18), Australia (n = 8), Japan (n = 6), China (n = 5), Canada (n = 4), Germany (n = 4), Netherlands (n = 4),
Switzerland (n = 4), Denmark (n = 2), France (n = 2), Ireland (n = 2), Korea (n = 2), Singapore (n = 2), Sweden (n = 2), Belgium
(n = 1), New Zealand (n = 1), and Taiwan (n = 1).

In the first stage of the analysis, the coders content analyzed the websites of the universities to determine whether
they offered links to the following social networking platforms: Facebook, RSS Feeds, Twitter, and YouTube – features that
McAllister (2012) found that public relations professionals in the higher education sector think are important to offer (p.
15).

In the second stage of the study, the coders first conducted a search to see how many of the 100 universities have official
Facebook pages. As defined on Facebook.com, official pages are maintained by authorized representatives of a business, brand,
celebrity, or organization, and they can create and share content about the entities that they represent, whereas community
pages are built around topics, causes or experiences. Many community pages display Wikipedia articles about the topics they
represent, as well as related posts from other people on Facebook in real time (http://www.facebook.com/help/?page=1067).

The official university Facebook pages were content analyzed for dialogic features based on a 17-item scale, modified
from the dialogic scale introduced by Kent and Taylor (1998), and refined by Bortree and Seltzer (2009),  Eyrich et al. (2008b),
McAllister-Spooner (2010),  Seo et al. (2009),  Waters et al. (2009),  Wright and Hinson (2009),  and others.

The scale includes the following dialogic (6) Useful Information features: contact information (including university address,
phone number), identification of the Facebook page administrator, academic information about the majors, admissions
information, information about the university athletics program, and information about campus clubs and activities.

The scale also includes the following (8) items measuring Generation of Return Visits: news, events, favorite pages, audio
files, video files, photographs, podcasts, and video campus tours.

The coders also sought to detect the following (3) Conservation of Visit features: links to the university website, links
to the admissions page, and links to the prospective student section of the university website. Dialogic Feedback Loop was
measured by determining whether the university Facebook pages offered a forum for users to fully participate in the dialogic
process. The (4) items sought by coders include: interactive active message boards, active walls, and opportunities for users
to post and respond to posts.

Based on the dialogic criteria set forth by Taylor et al. (2001), scores for the dialogic principle indices were computed
by dividing the number of observed “yes” responses on the items comprising the index by the number of total items in the
index and treating the result as a percentage.

As with all studies, there are limitations that must be acknowledged. Because the content analysis spans the world, the
researcher acknowledges that a closer examination of cultural communication norms should be integrated into the study
and subsequent analysis.

5. Results

Research question 1 asked what new media tools, if any, are being featured on the websites of the top 100 universities.
As demonstrated in Table 2, 67% feature links to RSS Feeds and/or news aggregates, 42% feature links to YouTube, and 39%
link to Facebook and Twitter respectively. Other new media tools detected by the coders include: Blogs, Itunes, ITunes U.,

Flickr, FriendFeed, Del.icio.us, Digg, Futurity, LinkedIn, and Stumbleonit.

Although they were not featured on the university websites, by conducting a search for each university on Facebook,
the coders found that, in actuality, 62% had official Facebook pages, 12% had community Wikipedia pages, and 26% had no
detectable Facebook pages.

http://www.facebook.com/help/%3Fpage=1067


S.M. McAllister / Public Relations Review 38 (2012) 319– 327 323

Table  1
Countries of origin for U.S. News & World Report’s 2009 Top 100 Universities.

Country Rank University

United States (n = 32) 1 Harvard University
3 Yale University
7 University of Chicago
8 Princeton University
9 Massachusetts Institute of Technology

10 California Institute of Technology
11 Columbia University
12 University of Pennsylvania
13 Johns Hopkins University
14  Duke University
15 Cornell University
16 Stanford University
19 University of Michigan
27 Carnegie Mellon University
31 Brown University
32  University Of California, LA
32 Northwestern University
39  University Of California, Berkeley
52 New York University
54 Boston University
61  The University of Wisconsin - Madison
63 The University of Illinois, Urbana Champaign
73 Washington University in St. Louis
76 University Of California, San Diego
76 University of Texas at Austin
78 University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill
80 University of Washington
85 Dartmouth College
86 Georgia Institute of Technology
87  Purdue University
90 Emory University

100 Rice University
United Kingdom (n = 18)

2 University of Cambridge
4  University of College London
5  Imperial College London
5 University of Oxford

20 University of Edinburgh
23 Kings College of London
26 University of Manchester
34 University of Bristol
58 University of Warwick
66 University of Birmingham
67 London School of Economics and Political Science
70  University of York
79 University of Glasgow
82 University of Sheffield
87 University of St. Andrews
91 University of Nottingham
95 University of South Hampton
99  University of Leeds

Australia (n = 8)
17 Australian National University
36 University of Melbourne
36 University of Sydney
41 University of Queensland
45 Monash University
47 University of South Wales
81  University of Adelaide
84 University of Western Australia

Japan (n = 6)
22 University of Tokyo
25 Kyoto University
43  Osaka University
55  Tokyo Institute of Technology
92 Nagoya University
97 Tohoku University

China (n = 5)
24 University of Hong Kong
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Table 1 (Continued)

Country Rank University

35 Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
46 The Chinese University of Hong Kong
49  Tsinghua University
52 Peking University

Canada (n = 4)
18 McGill University
29 University of Toronto
40 University of British Colombia
59 University of Alberta

Germany (n = 4)
55 Technische Universitat Munchen
57 Heidelberg University
94 Freie Universitat Berlin
98 Ludwig-Maximilians Universitat Munchen

Netherlands (n = 4)
49 University of Amsterdam
60 Leiden University
70 Utrecht University
83 Delft University of Technology

Switzerland (n = 4)
20 Swiss Federal Institute of Technology
42 Ecole Polytechnique Federale de Lausanne
72 University of Geneva
92 University Zurich

Denmark (n = 2)
51 University of Copenhagen
63 Aarhus University

France (n = 2)
28 Ecole Normale Superieure, Paris
36 Ecole Polytechnique

Ireland (n = 2)
43 Trinity College Dublin
89  University College Dublin

Korea (n = 2) 2410moore
47 Seoul National University
69  Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology

Singapore (n = 2)
30 National University of Singapore
73  Nanyang Technical University

Sweden (n = 2)
67 Lund University
75 Uppsala University

Belgium (n = 1)
65 Katholieke Universiteit Leuven

New Zealand (n = 1)
61 The University of Aukland

Taiwan (n = 1)
95 National Taiwan University
Note: N = 100.

Research question 2 inquired whether the world’s top 100 universities offered dialogic forums for interaction and engage-
ment for key stakeholders. Recall, this question was answered by assessing whether forums for dialogue were offered via
message boards, wall posts, and links via the respective Facebook pages.

The finding shows that, although nearly half of the Facebook pages had active message boards (49%) and walls (54%), only
16% of the Facebook pages offered links to addresses for users to submit comments. Moreover, only 15% of the Facebook
pages offered users with opportunities to post and respond to the wall messages. Eighty-five percent of the universities
utilized their Facebook for one-way communication messages.

Research question 3 inquired about how the world’s top 100 universities are incorporating Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002)
principles of dialogic public relations to meet the informational and functional needs of target publics via their Facebook
pages. Table 3 reports the occurrences of dialogic features detected on the 62 official Facebook pages. The principle indices for
Useful Information scored the lowest (6 items, M = 18.33, SD = 11.55), followed by the Dialogic Feedback Loop indices (4 items,
M = 20.87, SD = 13.18), and the Generation of Return Visitors (8 items, M = 23.69, SD = 13.20). The indices for the Conservation
of Visitors scored the highest (3 items, M = 33.33, SD = 14.84).
With a review of the data analysis in place, the next section will discuss the theoretical, methodological, and practical
implications for the study.
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Table  2
New media tools accessible via university websites.

Country of origin Facebook RSS feeds Twitter YouTube

n M n M n M n M

United States (n = 32) 24 75 27 84 23 72 25 78
United  Kingdom (n = 18) 8 44 13 72 9 50 7 39
Australia (n = 8) 3 37.5 6 75 5 62.5 5 62.5
Japan  (n = 6) 0 0 3 50 0 0 0 0
China  (n = 5) 0 0 2 40 0 0 0 0
Canada (n = 4) 3 75 4 100 0 0 3 75
Germany (n = 4) 1 25 3 75 1 25 1 25
Netherlands (n = 4) 0 0 3 75 0 0 0 0
Switzerland (n = 4) 0 0 1 25 0 0 0 0
Denmark (n =2) 0 0 1 50 0 0 0 0
France  (n = 2) 0 0 2 100 0 0 0 0
Ireland  (n = 2) 0 0 1 50 0 0 0 0
Korea  (n = 2) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Sweden  (n = 2) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Belgium (n = 1) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New  Zealand (n = 1) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Taiwan  (n = 1) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

6

6
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Singapore (n = 1) 0 0 1 100 1 11 1 100
Total  39 39 67 67 39 39 42 42

. Discussion

.1. Gaps detected in adapting traditional public relations practices to the new technologies

Research question 1 asked what new media tools, if any, are being featured on the websites of the top 100 universities.
hese findings support McAllister (2012),  which found that practitioners thought it was important to offer new media tactics,
ocial networks, and micro blogging applications. With 67% featuring links to RSS Feeds and/or news aggregates, the results
upport the findings of Ryan (2003) and McAllister and Taylor (2012),  which showed that practitioners understand and value
he role of the Internet in the creation and formation of media relationships. For example, the following university websites

ffered exceptional media rooms: Northwestern University and Princeton University (United States); The Imperial College
f London and University College London (United Kingdom); Technische Universität München (Germany), and the National

able 3
ccurrence of dialogic Facebook features.

n n%

Usefulness of information (6 items, M = 18.33, SD = 11.55)
Facebook administrator identified 3 5
Admissions information 13.5 22
Academic information 14 23
Athletics information 15.5 25
Campus clubs and activities 30 49
Contact information (address, phone number, e-mail) 34 55

Generation of return visit features (8 items, M = 23.69, SD = 13.20)
Virtual campus tours 6 9
Podcasts 8 13
Audio files 10.5 17
Video files 27 44
Favorites pages 32 51
News 35 57
Events 35 57
Photographs 36 58

Conservation of visit features (3 items, M = 33.33, SD = 14.84)
Links to university Web  site 17 27
Links to admissions page 37 60
Links to audience links (e.g., prospective students) 46 74

Dialogic feedback loops (4 items, M = 20.87, SD = 13.18)
Opportunities for users to respond 9 15
Links 10 16
Active message board 31 49
Active wall 33.5 54

ote: N = 62.
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University of Singapore. In addition to offering image galleries, faculty profiles, expert databases, and multimedia feature
stories, the pressrooms provided direct links to multiple social media forums.

Eyrich et al. (2008a) found that, although the practitioners have adopted the more established and institutional tools (e-
mail, Intranet) and seem comfortable with blogs and podcasts, they are slower to integrate more technologically complicated
tools that caters to a niche audience such as text messaging, social networks, and virtual worlds (Eyrich et al., 2008b).

With less than half of the websites offering links to Facebook, YouTube and Twitter, the findings of the current study
support prior research which found that organizations are not adequately utilizing new media tools to generate dialogic
communication, and that there are gaps between relationship-building goals, implementation of online strategies, and actual
dialogic engagement (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Seltzer and Mitrook, 2007; Waters et al., 2009).

There are exceptions. For example, the websites for The University of Washington in the USA, and the University of
Adelaide, located in Australia, were well designed, easy to navigate, and offered prominent links to social media outlets
on their respective homepages. In addition to having intuitive layout and design, the Boston University website featured
a comprehensive admissions page and an interactive portal, aptly named BUniverse. The University of Aukland, located in
New Zealand, offered 10 well-defined audience sections, videos of faculty, alumni, and students, and links to social media
multiple platforms.

6.2. Voices of key stakeholders silenced via interactive media platforms

Research question 2 inquired whether the world’s top 100 universities offered dialogic forums for interaction and
engagement for key stakeholders. These findings are discouraging.

Although about half of the Facebook pages had active message boards (49%), and active walls (54%), only 16% of the
Facebook pages offered links to addresses for users to submit comments. Moreover, only 15% of the Facebook pages offered
users with opportunities to post and respond to the discussions and wall messages. Unfortunately, with 85% of the universities
utilizing their Facebook pages for one-way communication messages – the findings support McAllister-Spooner and Taylor’s
(2007) research examining community college websites; the absence of feedback opportunities essentially makes these sites
one-way communication tools.

This sender-to-receiver focus is not helping to build relationships among key publics. As aptly pointed out by Wright and
Hinson (2009),  the findings show that gaps exist between what practitioners say what “is” happening and what “should” be
happening. Sadly, the voices of key stakeholders are being silenced via a media that is intended to provide forums for open
dialogue.

6.3. Dialogic status of Facebook pages

Research question 3 inquired about how the world’s top 100 universities are incorporating Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002)
principles of dialogic public relations to meet the informational and functional needs of target publics via their Facebook
pages. The results support Seo et al. (2009),  Slover-Linett and Stoner (2011) and McAllister (2012) which reports that
practitioners clearly delineated the functions of the website and new media tools. For the past decade, Useful Information
features have consistently scored the highest on organizational websites. On the contrary, the findings of the current study
clearly show that the primary function of the new media tools is not to provide information. The data suggests that the
primary functions of the Facebook pages are to Generate Return Visits and Conserve Visit Time.

Interestingly, although only 39% of the 100 universities offered links to the Facebook pages from the university websites,
the Facebook pages provided links to the university websites. The data suggests that the primary target public is prospective
students; 74% of the Facebook pages provided links to the prospective student section of the websites and 60% provided
links to the admissions page.

7. Conclusion

The inspiration guiding this study was to examine if and how institutions of higher education are utilizing emerging Web-
based tools. The findings support Bortree & Seltzer, 2009, McAllister-Spooner and Taylor (2007),  McAllister and Taylor (2012),
Waters et al. (2009, 2010),  and others. The interactive potential of the Internet is being vastly underutilized. The world’s
top universities do not provide forums for open dialogue. These findings beg to the question why? Perhaps it is because
the organizations, in this case universities, cannot and will not commit to dialogic communication because of the inherent
risk involved with creating and maintaining organization–public relationships that are based on mutuality, propinquity and

empathy.

The lack of participation by the universities could be a riskier proposition because social media tools provide forums for
publics to engage in their own dialogue. Organizations should be part of the conversation, not putting up walls to block or
redirect the conversation.
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. Future directions

The frameworks developed in this study suggest several themes that can be tested in future research. An interesting follow
p would be to explore and compare the dialogue that is occurring inside and outside of the confines of the organization’s
ocial media platforms. To better understand dialogic practices within and among countries, future researchers may  want
o consider examining a randomly selected sample comprised of an equal amount of organizations per country. Interviews
ith public relations practitioners would also shed light on the practical decisions determining Web-based public relations

trategies.
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