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A survey of American college public relations professionals sheds light on perceptions of the

importance, function, and actual utilization of Internet features. The practitioners clearly delin-

eated the functions of the website and new media tools; providing information emerged as the

most important function for college/university websites and engaging and interacting with publics

emerged as the most important function of new media tools. Differences exist among features

perceived as important and features actually offered. The respondents also indicated that they do

not believe that they receive adequate time, training, staff, resources, and support to effectively

maintain dialogic web-based practices.

INTRODUCTION

Researchers and practitioners both agree that 21st-century practitioners clearly need Internet

skills. Because the Internet has emerged as an all-purpose communication medium for interact-

ing with a wide variety of stakeholders (van der Merwe et al., 2005), it is an understatement to

suggest that websites and new media technologies have had a huge impact on the scholarship

and practice of public relations (Wright & Hinson, 2009).

To succeed in public relations, you must be part of mediated conversations (Murtland,

2010). With the changing media environment and the evolving online atmosphere, traditional

media relations strategies are shifting to practices that are more relevant to a social media

environment (Waters, Tindall, & Morton, 2010). Industry leader Safron (2010) argued that

platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and YouTube are perceived as the igniting
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222 MCALLISTER

and harboring technologies of a social media revolution that can bring dialogue, collaboration,

and open communication to relationships among journalists, analysts, and public relations

professionals.

Safron (2010) pointed out how progressive advancements in new media tools have not only

helped public relations practitioners facilitate collaborations with communicators and journalists

but also provide integral listening platforms, which allow practitioners to monitor what is being

said. “To capitalize on this space effectively, we need to change the way we interact with our

audiences by becoming valued contributors to the conversation” (p. 15, para. 12)

Despite the relationship-building potential offered by the Internet, web-based tools are

vastly underutilized in the practice of public relations. A review of the literature shows that

organizational factors may inhibit practitioners from utilizing the full potential offered by

web-based tools. For example, Newland Hill and White (2000) found that public relations

practitioners did not get enough training, have enough time, or obtain enough organizational

resources to maximize the potential of the web. In the area of new media use for nonprofit

organizations, these findings were paralleled by Waters, Burnett, Lamm, and Lucas (2009),

who found that practitioners were not taking advantage of the options that could enhance their

relationship cultivation efforts.

Understanding the potential, function, and utility of the Internet and the emerging web-based

tools is important in the contemporary field of public relations. For more than a decade, Kent

and Taylor’s (1998) dialogic principles have been tested and refined to show that the principles

are valid constructs that are not only perceived as important and utilized by professionals but

also expected by critical publics. Unfortunately, the dialogic potential is vastly underutilized.

More recently, researchers have found that distinctions exist between practitioner perceptions

of the function, use, and purpose of web-based tools (Seo, Kim, & Yang, 2009). More research

is needed in this area.

Viewed through the lens of the dialogic theory of public relations, the purpose of this study

seeks to fill in some of the gaps in understanding practitioner perceptions of the importance,

function, and actual utilization of dialogic web-based public relations tools in relation to

practical realities and organizational influences.

The sample surveyed includes public relations professionals serving in the higher education

sector located in the United States. Colleges and universities are important to study because they

are highly resource dependent organizations (private, public, nonprofit, and not-for-profit) that

are especially in need of public relations efforts via the Internet and new media technologies

(McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009). In the current economic climate, the resource dependencies

and relationship-building needs are not unique to colleges and universities. As such, the

research questions posed and subsequent findings of the current study can easily be extended

to organizations of all types such as corporate, not-for-profit, nonprofit, public service, and

nongovernmental organizations, to name a few.

The field of public relations is now benefitting from broader theories that provide alternative

frameworks to examine organization–public relationships (Taylor, 2009). Because dialogic

public relations is considered one of the most ethical and effective approaches to practicing

public relations (Kent & Taylor, 1998), practitioners and scholars argue for the use of Kent and

Taylor’s dialogic Internet features for websites as well as new media technologies (Bortree &

Seltzer, 2009). The next section briefly reviews research examining Kent and Taylor’s dialogic

Internet features in web-based public relations strategies and tactics.
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DIALOGIC INTERNET TOOLS 223

OVER A DECADE OF RESEARCH EXPLORING THE DIALOGIC

INTERNET PRINCIPLES

For more than a decade, Kent and Taylor’s dialogic principles have been applied to research

of various organization types and public relations sectors. The dialogic 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), Fortune 500 companies (Esrock & Leichty, 1999, 2000), congressional websites

(Taylor & Kent, 2004), and litigation public relations firms (Reber, Gower, & Robinson, 2007).

Although many of the studies examined the utilization of Kent and Taylor’s dialogic features in

relation to target audiences (Esrock & Leichty, 1999, 2000; Kang & Norton, 2006; McAllister-

Spooner & Taylor, 2007), other studies expanded the dialogic Internet principles to scholarship

examining the relationship-building potential of the Internet (McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009;

McAllister-Spooner & Taylor, 2007; Reber & Kim, 2006; Seltzer & Mitrook, 2007; Taylor &

Kent, 2004; Taylor et al., 2001).

Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) dialogic principles also extended research examining the

relationship between dialogic feature utilization and actual responsiveness (Kent et al., 2003;

McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009; Reber & Kim, 2006), media relations (Waters et al., 2010),

crisis management response tactics (Perry, Taylor & Doerfel, 2003) and image construction

and online media (Gilpin, 2010). User perceptions of the importance of the dialogic principles

were explored via usability tests and survey research (McAllister-Spooner, 2008). Interviews

and surveys with web managers and public relations practitioners report perceptions of the

importance and utilization of Kent and Taylor’s Internet principles and explore organizational

factors that may impact practitioners’ ability to take full advantage of the Internet’s dialogic

capacity (McAllister-Spooner & Taylor, 2008; Taylor & Kent, 2004).

Dialogic Internet Practices for Colleges and Universities

As noted earlier, because colleges and universities have high resource dependencies with

multiple publics, they are important organizations to study. Indeed several researchers identified

colleges and universities as organizations that could do more to improve their websites and

new media strategies for public relations efforts, which could impact retention rates (Kang &

Norton, 2006) and the likelihood of submitting applications (McAllister-Spooner, 2010).

Kang and Norton (2006) detected a strong relationship between retention rate and dialogic

relational communication functions such as feedback forms, discussion forums, online surveys,

online shopping, and alumni connections. These findings were supported in research exploring

New Jersey’s 19 community colleges (McAllister-Spooner, 2008, 2010; McAllister-Spooner &

Kent, 2009; McAllister-Spooner & Taylor, 2007). McAllister-Spooner and Kent (2009) found

that different principles did in fact elicit different dialogic and responsiveness effects; college

websites that appeared to be dialogic were more responsive to user requests. McAllister-Spooner

and Taylor (2007) found that, although community colleges are using the Internet to keep the

diverse publics up to date, other interactive features that solicit input and feedback were missing.

McAllister-Spooner’s (2008) two-stage usability study suggests that users are not able to find

critical enrollment and academic information and that improvement is needed in the method

of content delivery on community college websites.
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224 MCALLISTER

Through an examination of college website preferences of high school students, parents/

guardians of high school students, and high school guidance and admissions counselors,

McAllister-Spooner (2010) found that offering dialogic Internet features could impact the

likelihood of submitting applications. The findings also show that intuitive interface and

useful information that generate return visits take precedence over flashy graphics, photos,

and interactive features.

The research supports more than a decade of prior research showing that, although the

dialogic features enhance usability of websites and users perceive dialogic features as important

and expect organizations to offer them (McAllister-Spooner, 2008), the dialogic potential

offered by the Internet is not fully utilized.

Because the Internet is fast becoming the key initial contact point for communicating with

stakeholders, public relations professionals should embrace new tools and technologies (Christ,

2005). Kent and Taylor’s dialogic principles have also been applied to research exploring new

media tools. The next section provides a brief review of the research.

Dialogic Relationship-building via New Media Tools

Through an investigation of online relationship building through a comparison of weblogs

to traditional websites, Seltzer and Mitrook (2007) found that weblogs incorporate dialogic

communication principles to a greater degree than traditional websites, potentially making

them better suited for online relationship building. Several studies, however, suggest 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; Seltzter & Mitrook, 2007; Waters

et al., 2009).

For example, Bortree and Seltzer (2009) found that advocacy groups are not taking advan-

tage of the dialogic strategies afforded by social networking. These findings are particularly

troubling because the results suggest that dialogic strategy use appears to be closely related to

dialogic outcomes, including networking activity, network extensiveness, network growth, user

responsiveness, and organization responsiveness (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009, p. 318). Similarly,

Waters et al. (2009) found that nonprofits have not incorporated the vast majority of the

Facebook applications available to them into their social networking presence.

Gilpin (2010) utilized bimodal network analysis to examine the role that different online

and social media channels play in constructing organizational image. The findings suggest

that the structural and social characteristics of blog and microblogs play critical roles in the

image construction process, which create new challenges for the public relations function in

coordinating image management among new media.

As social media tools gain strategic momentum, practitioners are developing skills related

to this online technology (Eyrich, Padman, & Sweetser, 2008). Several researchers have also

explored practitioners’ assessments of how they adapt traditional public relations practices to

the new technologies. Ten years ago, Newland Hill and White (2000) found that the website has

become one more job added to a long list of tasks including marketing, advertising, employee

relations, government relations, and publication design (Newland Hill & White, 2000). Seo et al.

(2009) surveyed communication representatives at transnational nongovernmental organizations
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DIALOGIC INTERNET TOOLS 225

to find that promoting the organization’s image and fund-raising were the two most important

functions of new media tools.

Eyrich et al. (2008) 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 cater to a niche audience

such as text messaging, social networks, and virtual worlds.

In an examination of perceptions and adoption of blogs, and their relationship to roles and

status, Porter, Sweetser, and Chung (2009) found that practitioners were using blogs profes-

sionally at low levels and that women lagged behind men in the strategic use of blogs. Diga and

Kelleher (2009) detected a relationship between social network use and power; practitioners

who were more frequent users of social network sites and social media tools reported greater

perceptions of their own structural, expert, and prestige power. In an examination of nonprofit

professionals, Curtis et al. (2010) found that women consider social media to be beneficial and

men exhibit more confidence in actively utilizing social media (Curtis et al., 2010, p. 92).

Wright and Hinson (2009) conducted an international survey of 574 public relations profes-

sionals to examine how social media are being implemented in the practice of public relations.

The findings show that meaningful and statistically significant gaps exist between what prac-

titioners say what “is” happening and what “should” be happening and that demographic

differences exist: Younger respondents were more likely to recommend using social media

tools (Wright & Hinson, 2009).

The current study seeks to fill in some of the gaps in understanding practitioner perceptions

of the importance, function, and actual utilization of dialogic web-based public relations tools in

relation to practical realities and organizational influences. The following five research questions

guided the inquiry:

RQ1: How do college and university practitioners view Internet features and social media

tools in the creation and formation of relationships of organization–public relation-

ships?

RQ2: Which web-based practices and new media tools do college and university practition-

ers actually use?

RQ3: What are the important functions of the Internet and new media tools?

RQ4: What role do public relations practitioners play in managing web-based initiatives?

RQ5: What types of internal organizational factors influence practitioners’ ability to effec-

tively develop web-based initiatives?

RESEARCH DESIGN

Practitioner perceptions of Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) Internet principles were assessed

via web-based survey research disseminated to a purposive sample of American college and

university communication professionals affiliated with the Council for Support and Advance-

ment of Education (CASE)—the largest professional organization serving communications and

advancement professionals at more than 3,400 colleges, universities, independent elementary

and secondary schools, and educational associates in 61 countries around the world (retrieved

May 13, 2009, from http://www.case.org/About_CASE.html).
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226 MCALLISTER

Perceptions of the importance, function, and actual use the dialogic principles were assessed

from highly structured multipart questions that were divided into three parts: (a) indicators of

public relations perceptions of the importance of offering dialogic website features and new

media tactics, (b) the self-reported actual use of dialogic Internet features and new media

tactics, and (c) public relations perceptions of the public relations functions of the college’s

website and new media tools.

Perceptions of organizational factors impacting use the dialogic principles via websites and

new media tools were assessed via highly structured multipart questions were divided into

two parts: (a) perceived ease and ability of managing web-based initiatives, and (b) perceived

organizational support of web initiatives.

To strategically reach communication professionals that are involved with the management

and development of the college/university websites and new media tools, the invitation was

sent to CASE members enrolled in the Communications Professional LISTSERV. Although

1,626 CASE members were enrolled in the LISTSERV, not all were involved in management

and development of web-based public relations tools; 159 started the survey and 81 completed

the survey (5% of the total LISTSERV population and 51% of those that responded). Because

respondents were provided the option to skip questions or exit the survey, response rates to

individual questions varied.

The respondents were asked what title best describes their position at the college/university.

Of the 63 participants who responded, 43% serve as directors (n D 27), 17% as managers

(n D 11), 9% as executive directors (n D 6), 8% as assistant directors (n D 5), 5% as vice

presidents (n D 3), and 2% as technicians (n D 1). Sixteen percent of the respondents selected

“other” and specified the following positions: web/graphic designer, director within a school,

communications staff, new media specialist, assistant vice president, staff writer/public relations

assistant, senior director, communications specialist, and web content editor (n D 10).

Regarding types of colleges/universities at which they serve, of the 63 participants who

responded, nearly 29% indicated public university (n D 17), 27% private 4-year colleges (n D

16), 20% private university (n D 12), nearly 14% public 4-year colleges (n D 8), and 10%

public 2-year colleges (n D 6). Nearly 7% indicated “other” and specified the following types

of schools: independent school in New England, independent academy, independent school,

and public 4-year medical school (n D 4).

The respondents were asked to rate their college websites and social media strategies

on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from C3 (excellent) to �3 (very poor). The data from

the 78 participants who responded suggest that the practitioners are more satisfied with the

college/university websites (M D .52, SD D .84) than they are with the new media strategy

(M D �.06, SD D .47).

With a review of the method and sample in place, the next section reports the findings.

RESULTS

Importance and Actual Utilization of Dialogic Website Features

RQ1 asked about the importance of offering dialogic website features and social media tools,

and RQ2 asked which web-based practices and social media tools college and university
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DIALOGIC INTERNET TOOLS 227

TABLE 1

Importance and Utility of Dialogic Website Features

Importance Utility

Scale Item M SD n n %

Conservation of visitors/generation of return visits

(11 items, M D 2.04, SD D .34)

Online registration 2.64 .65 46 75.4

Online applications 2.53 .88 49 80.3

Online course searches 2.45 1.21 45 73.8

Downloadable forms 2.39 .99 53 86.9

College logo on every page 2.33 1.18 46 75.4

Photographs of the students 2.32 .83 55 90.2

Striking graphics 2.22 .87 32 52.5

Photographs of the facilities 2.21 .86 56 91.8

Downloadable information 1.95 1.03 55 90.2

Streaming video 1.79 1.25 34 55.7

Photographs of the faculty 1.68 1.27 52 85.2

Virtual tours 1.64 1.24 31 50.8

Useful information features (6 items, M D 1.36,

SD D .69)

Links to news releases 2.16 .74 59 96.7

Links to employment opportunities 2.02 1.21 57 93.4

Links to funding opportunities 1.74 1.42 44 72.1

Links to philosophy/mission statements 1.68 1.31 54 88.5

Links to annual report 0.79 1.64 32 52.5

Links to speeches and policy papers 0.46 1.48 31 50.8

Dialogic feedback loop features (5 items, M D .80,

SD D .80)

Links to PR department 1.27 1.63 46 75.4

Links to contact experts 1.22 1.37 28 45.9

Links to college administrators 1.13 1.24 42 68.9

Links to gather publics ideas 1.0 1.53 25 41.0

Links to governing board �0.63 1.75 6 9.8

Note. N D 61.

practitioners actually use. Tables 1 and 2 report the findings. The next section reports the

perceived importance of and actual utilization of dialogic website features as reported in Table 1.

Website features. As reported by 61 participants who responded to this question, Internet

features that provide generate return visits—such as admissions applications and downloadable

forms, and image-forming features such as photos, streaming video, and virtual tours—were

perceived as most important (11 items, M D 2.04, SD D .34). Website features that provide

links to useful information such as news releases, employment opportunities, and annual reports

were also perceived as important (six items, M D 1.36, SD D .69).

The respondents reported that many of these features were actually provided on their respec-

tive college/university websites. For example, the respondents reported that it was important

to offer links to news releases (M D 2.16, SD D .74), and nearly 97% actually offer them
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228 MCALLISTER

TABLE 2

Importance and Utility of New Media Tactics

Importance Utility

Scale Item M SD n n %

E-mail 2.83 0.46 59 96.7

News aggregates/RSS newsfeeds 1.92 1.03 42 68.9

Video sharing (e.g., YouTube) 1.82 0.89 33 54.1

Social networks/Wikis 1.77 1.02 47 77.0

Micro blogging applications (e.g., Twitter) 1.61 1.13 37 60.7

Photo sharing (e.g., Shutterbug, Flickr) 1.46 1.25 28 45.9

Intranets 1.44 1.34 24 39.3

Text messaging 1.17 1.62 23 37.7

Instant message/chat 1.15 2.17 16 26.2

Social bookmarking (e.g., Delicious) 1.09 2.39 19 31.1

Podcasts 1.04 1.21 22 36.1

Blogs 0.95 1.28 24 39.3

Videoconferencing 0.93 1.46 10 16.4

Virtual worlds (e.g., Second Life) �0.37 1.55 2 3.3

Note. N D 61.

(n D 59). Similarly, the respondents overwhelmingly agreed that it was important to offer

photographs of students (M D 2.32, SD D .83), and nearly 91% offer them (n D 55).

The perceived importance of offering features that offer dialogic feedback loops scored

lower than the other features (five items, M D .80, SD D .80). The respondents reported that

sites should provide links to gather public’s ideas (M D 0, SD D 1.53) and to contact members

of the public relations department (M D 1.27, SD D 1.63) and college administrators (M D

1.13, SD D 1.24). They did not think that it was important to provide links to contact members

of the governing board (M D �.63, SD D 1.75).

Again, the findings show a relationship between the perceived importance and actual uti-

lization of the feedback loop features. Although 75% of the college/university websites provide

links to contact members of the public relations department (n D 46), 41% provide links to

gather the public’s ideas (n D 25), and only 10% provide links to contact the governing board

directly (n D 6). The next section reports the perceived importance of and actual utilization of

new media tools as reported in Table 2.

New media tools. The 61 participants who responded indicated that it was important to

offer new media tactics such as RSS feeds and news aggregates (M D 1.92, SD D 1.03), video

sharing (e.g. YouTube; M D 1.82, SD D .89), social networks/Wikis (M D 1.77, SD D 1.02),

microblogging applications (e.g., Twitter; M D 1.61, SD D 1.13), photosharing (e.g., Flickr;

M D 1.46, SD D 1.25), Intranets (M D 1.44, SD D 1.34), text messaging (M D 1.17, SD D

1.62), instant messaging or chats (M D 1.15, SD D 2.17), social bookmarking (e.g., Delicious;

M D 1.09, SD D 2.39), podcasts (M D 1.04, SD D 1.21), blogs (M D .95, SD D 1.28), and

videoconferencing (M D .93, SD D 1.46).
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DIALOGIC INTERNET TOOLS 229

The data suggest that the respondents do not deem virtual world as important (M D �.37,

SD D 1.55).

Although they are deemed important by the public relations professionals, many of the new

media tools are not being utilized. Seventy-seven percent actually utilize social networking

applications (n D 47), 69% utilize RSS feeds (n D 42), 61% utilize microblogging applications

(n D 37), and 54% utilize video sharing applications (n D 33). Similarly, although the

respondents indicated that offering blogs is important (M D .95, SD D 1.28), only 39% actually

offer them.

Unfortunately, e-mail is the only new media tactic that was reported as important (M D

2.83, SD D .46) and widely utilized (97%).

Functions. RQ3 asked about the functions of the Internet and new media tools. Table 3

reports the responses as submitted by 61 participants. For the college/university websites, the

respondents ranked the functions in the following order: to provide information (M D 2.76,

SD D .40); to promote the image (M D 2.75, SD D .52); and to engage and interact with

publics (M D 2.40, SD D .86), media relations (M D 2.05, SD D 1.11), and fund-raising (M D

1.82, SD D 1.18).

Of interest, the ranking orders differed for the new media tools. The rankings are as follows:

to engage and interact with publics (M D 2.58, SD D .90); to promote the image (M D 2.41,

SD D .77); and to provide information (M D 2.35, SD D .78), media relations (M D 1.27,

SD D 1.49), and fund-raising (M D .63, SD D 1.55).

To assess whether one function took precedence over the others, the respondents were also

asked to indicate which of the five functions was the most important for college/university

websites and new media tools. As reported in Table 4, of the 61 practitioners who responded,

nearly 56% indicated that the most important function of the college/university website is to

provide information (n D 34), nearly 30% indicated to promote the image and engage and

interact with publics (n D 18), and none of the respondents indicated fund-raising or media

relations as the most important function.

Regarding new media tools, of the 61 practitioners who responded, nearly 78% indicated

that the most important function of new media tools is to engage and interact with publics

TABLE 3

Rankings of Function Importance

Level of Importance

Website New Media

Scale Item M SD M SD %

Engage and interact with publics 2.40 .86 2.58 .90

Fundraising 1.82 1.18 .63 1.55

Media relations 2.05 1.11 1.27 1.49

Promote image 2.75 .52 2.41 .77

Provide information 2.76 .40 2.35 .78

Note. N D 61.
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TABLE 4

Most Important Function

Website New Media

Scale Item n n % n n %

Engage and interact with publics 18 29.9 45 77.6

Fund-raising 0 0 0 0

Media relations 0 0 0 0

Promote image 18 29.9 7 11.3

Provide information 34 55.7 10 16.1

Note. N D 62.

(n D 45), 16% indicated to provide information (n D 10), and 11% indicated to promote the

image of the college and university (n D 7). None of the respondents indicated fund-raising

or media relations as the most important function.

Ease and Ability to Managing Web Initiatives

RQ4 asked whether public relations practitioners are able to effectively manage web-based

initiatives. Ryan (2003) and McAllister-Spooner and Taylor (2012) found that the responsibil-

ities of public relations departments are vast. Newland Hill and White (2000) found that the

website has become one more job added to a long list of tasks including marketing, advertising,

employee relations, government relations, and publication design. Although more than a decade

has passed, unfortunately these findings are supported in the current study.

The data show that more than 83% of the 79 participants who responded are responsible

for marketing (n D 66), 82% for public relations (n D 65), more than 78% for photography

(n D 62), 75% for graphic design and website management (n D 59), more than 69% for

advertising (n D 55), 56% for printing (n D 44), 20% indicated development/alumni (n D

16), 17% indicated government relations (n D 14), 15% indicated fund-raising (n D 12), 13%

indicated enrollment management (n D 10), and 9% indicated managing the TV/radio facilities

(n D 7). Nearly 27% selected “other” and specified responsibilities such as media relations,

sports information, electronic communication, internal communications, community relations,

and publication management (n D 21).

Organizational websites can be developed through centralized or decentralized management

systems. As explained by McGovern (2003), whereas centralizing publishing ensures a con-

sistent quality of what is published, it is often slow and frustrating. Decentralized publishing,

on the other hand, is faster and often more cost-effective but can result in inconsistent quality,

unless rigorous publishing standards are adhered to (McGovern, 2003).

To assess the management structure of web-based strategies and tactics, participants were

asked whether the management process was centralized or decentralized. For nearly 58% of

the 78 participants who responded, the website is maintained through several decentralized

departments (n D 45). Forty-two percent indicated that content is developed and maintained

through one centralized department (n D 33).
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Similar to the findings reported by Ryan (2003), the respondents said that their public

relations departments contribute significantly to their web content. The respondents also re-

ported that web content is also overseen by key stakeholders in the enrollment management

departments, information technology departments, and learning resources departments.

To assess the perceived levels of ease of accomplishing web management tasks, the respon-

dents were asked to rank their level of agreement on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from C3

(very strongly agree) to �3 (very strongly disagree), with 0 indicating neutrality. For website

related functions, the findings suggest that the college and university practitioners have relative

ease in ensuring delivery of accurate web content (n D 73, M D .65, SD D 1.25), ensuring

user-friendly navigation (n D 74, M D .49, SD D 1.40), ensuring that the website is organized

well (n D 76, M D .35, SD D 1.43), and getting diverse interests to agree on the purpose of

web-based initiatives (n D 74, M D .29, SD D 1.57).

Organizational Support of Web Initiatives

RQ4 asked what types of internal organizational factors influence the creation and formation

of college-public relationships via college websites and new media tools. As shown in Table 5,

although the respondents indicated that the college/university administration understand the

importance of web-based initiatives (n D 61, M D .49, SD D 1.48), they receive relatively low

levels of administrative direction (n D 73, M D �.16, SD D 1.44) and support (n D 59, M D

�.46, SD D 1.50). The findings also suggest limited support for technical training (n D 74,

M D �.46, SD D 1.37), and conceptual training (n D 73, M D �.65, SD D 1.53).

Finding time to develop and refine websites is also a factor. The respondents indicated that

they do not receive necessary time to devote to web initiatives (n D 76, M D �.60, SD D

1.61). The respondents also reported low levels of budgetary support (n D 73, M D �.53,

SD D 1.40) as well as staffing and resources (n D 59, M D �.81, SD D 1.51).

To get a clearer understanding of the staffing and resource allocations, the respondents

were also asked what percentage of the total budget and staff was allocated toward the website

development and what percentage of the total budget and staff was allocated toward new media

strategies and tactics.

TABLE 5

Perceptions of Organizational Support

Scale Item n M SD

Administration understands importance of web-based initiatives 61 .49 1.49

Receives adequate administrative direction 73 �.16 1.44

Receives adequate administrative support 59 �.46 1.50

Receives adequate technical training 74 �.46 1.37

Receives adequate monetary support 73 �.53 1.40

Receives necessary time to devote to web initiatives 76 �.60 1.61

Receives adequate conceptual training 73 �.65 1.53

Receives adequate staffing and resources 59 �.81 1.51

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

M
on

m
ou

th
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 1
3:

51
 0

2 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
13

 



232 MCALLISTER

The budget allocations for the college/university websites varied considerably, ranging from

0% to 50% (n D 70, M D 7.28, SD D 11.16). For new media strategies and tactics, the budget

allocations ranged from 0% to 95% (n D 70, M D 10.61, SD D 21.43).

The staffing allocations for the college/university website functions ranged from 0% to

100% (n D 70, M D 28.88, SD D 30.39), and for new media strategies and tactics, the staffing

allocations ranged from 0% to 95% (n D 70, M D 19.90, SD D 23.36). Given the large standard

deviations, these findings should be interpreted with caution.

With a review of the data analysis in place, the next section discusses the theoretical,

methodological implications for the study.

DISCUSSION

With limited resources and the increased needed for strengthened relationships with key stake-

holders, knowing how and when to utilize web-based public relationship tools is imperative.

The findings of the current study can guide practitioners in developing strategic web-based

campaigns. Scholars can further examine the functional aspects of web-based tools. The results

of this study shed light on practitioner perceptions of the importance, function, and actual

utilization of dialogic web-based public relations tools. Although the results are based on

survey data collected from a purposeful sample of higher education practitioners serving in

the United States, the findings can be extended to all organizations that needed to utilize the

relationship-building potential offered by the Internet.

Three notable findings emerged from the study. First, the findings suggest that more of

the features perceived as important are actually offered on websites than actually offered on

new media outlets. Second, practitioners are slower to utilize interactive tools necessary to

foster advanced relationship-building functions. Last, the practitioners indicated that the primary

functions of the Internet and new media tools are different; the most important function of the

website is to provide information, and the most important function of new media tools is to

engage and interact with publics.

Interactive Potential Not Utilized

RQ1 asked about the importance of offering dialogic Internet features and social media tools,

and RQ2 asked which web-based practices and social media tools college and university

practitioners actually use. A vast amount of the literature suggests that many organizations

are not utilizing the full potential of their websites or new media tools. Indeed, McAllister-

Spooner (2009) conducted a 10-year reflective survey on past, current, and future directions of

Kent and Taylor’s Internet principles to find that the dialogic promise of the web has not yet

been realized. These findings are supported and strengthened in the current study.

As set forth by Eyrich et al. (2008), juxtaposing actual use to perceived importance revealed

that the most frequently used tools rank among the tools these practitioners think are most

important. These findings are encouraging. Unfortunately, the perceived importance of dialogic

feedback loop feature was ranked as less important. Consequently, less feedback loop features

were actually offered.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

M
on

m
ou

th
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 1
3:

51
 0

2 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
13

 



DIALOGIC INTERNET TOOLS 233

The data suggest that the practitioners are more satisfied with the websites than they are with

their new media strategy. The findings support Eyrich et al. (2008), who found that although

public relations practitioners have adopted more established and institutional new media tools,

they are slower to integrate more technically complicated tools that cater to a niche audience.

The current study also supports the findings of Wright and Hinson (2009), which detected

significant gaps between what practitioners say what “is” happening and what “should” be

happening. E-mail emerged as the only new media tactic that was reported as important and

widely utilized. These findings are troubling, particularly because new media outlets offer

limitless opportunities to strategically communicate directly with key publics.

Limited Dialogic Engagement Opportunities

Previous research on online relationship development offers insight into how websites, as well

as new media, should be used to foster relationship growth. Overall, the data support past

research showing that there is an inconsistency between what practitioners think is possible

through the Internet and what they are actually doing to facilitate relationship building. Several

studies suggest that organizations are not adequately utilizing web-based tools to generate

dialogic communication and that there are gaps between relationship-building goals, implemen-

tation of online strategies, and actual dialogic engagement (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Seltzter

& Mitrook, 2007; Waters et al., 2009). These findings are supported in the current study.

Supporting the findings of the 10-year survey of dialogic research conducted by McAllister-

Spooner (2009), the findings suggest that websites and new media tools are primarily utilized

for introductory level relationship-building functions. As evidenced by the utilization of Kent

and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) early relationship-building features, the college/university websites

appear to be in alignment with Taylor et al.’s (2001) technical and design cluster.

Whereas the new media tools, although still in the early adoption phases, appear to be more

aligned with the dialogic cluster by incorporating more opportunities for a Dialogic Feedback

Loops, and Generating Return Visits. These findings suggest that, as the adoption of new media

tools progress, organization-public relationship-building opportunities via the Internet may get

closer to reaching their dialogic potential.

Functional Differences for Web Sites and New Media Tools

RQ3 asked about the functions of the Internet and new media tools. Although the respondents

ranked all functions as important, providing information emerged as the most important function

for college/university websites. Furthermore, engaging and interacting with publics emerged as

the most important function of new media tools. These findings are compelling.

Dialogue is difficult and time consuming (McAllister-Spooner, 2009), and channel use

indicates the richness of communication contact in an interaction (Daft & Lengel, 1984, 1986).

Based on the premise that the steps that follow initial relationship-building functions involve

more complex organizational processes, McAllister-Spooner (2009) recommended further ex-

ploration of media choice and effectiveness.

Through active engagement, professionals can receive insights about when and how to

engage, and ultimately become part of the conversation (Safron, 2010, p. 10, para 5). As aptly

pointed out by Murtland (2010), it’s not the tools that are important, it’s the conversation.
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The findings of the current study suggest that public relations professionals clearly dif-

ferentiate between the functions of websites and new media tools. The data suggest that,

although websites are perceived as informational and publicity tools, the new media platforms

are perceived as effective tools for engaging and interacting with critical publics. This may

explain, in part, why the practitioners offer more of Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) early

relationship-building features on the college/university websites.

The findings reveal that, as predicted by Christ (2005), social networking sites may be

forcing public relations practitioners to rethink how they approach relationship development

with their stakeholders. Unfortunately, the full potential remains untapped. These findings are

particularly troubling because, as reported by Bortree and Seltzer (2009), dialogic strategy

use appears to be closely related to dialogic outcomes, including networking activity, network

extensiveness, network growth, user responsiveness, and organization responsiveness (p. 318).

Managing Web-Based Tactics With Limited Organizational Resources

For website-related functions, the findings suggest that the college and university practitioners

have relative ease in ensuring delivery of accurate web content, that the website is well

organized, and that the websites provide user-friendly navigation. The respondents indicated

that they have relative ease getting diverse interests to agree on the purpose of web-based

initiatives. This is good news, particularly because almost 60% of the respondents indicated

that web initiatives are managed through decentralized management processes. A common

sense of purpose is imperative for success.

Curtis et al. (2010) maintained that it is absolutely essential for public relations practitioners

to recognize the resourcefulness of social media tools and take advantage of every available

opportunity to effectively reach their publics.

Kent and Taylor (2002) argued that, through the commitment of organizational resources and

training, the web can function dialogically rather than monologically. Unfortunately, although

the respondents indicated that the administration understands the importance of web-based

initiatives, they are not receiving adequate levels of support. The respondents also indicated

that they do not receive adequate training. The findings support Seltzer and Mitrook (2007); a

gap continues to exist between the relationship-building potential of web-based public relations

tools and the objectives of practitioners. The findings of the current study point to lack of time

and organizational support as factors inhibiting practitioners’ abilities to realize the full potential

offered by websites and new media tools.

The findings of the current study are troubling because, as indicated by Bortree and Seltzer

(2009), dialogic strategy use appears to be closely related to dialogic outcomes, including net-

working activity, network extensiveness, network growth, user responsiveness, and organization

responsiveness (p. 318).

LIMITATIONS

As with all studies, there are limitations that must be acknowledged. Although e-mail surveys

have demonstrated superiority over postal surveys in terms of response speed, it is important not

to overlook one important element: the response rate (Sheehan, 2006). A purposeful sample
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of public relations professionals managing the development of college/university web-based

strategies and tactics was sought through a larger sample of communication professionals

serving the higher education sector. Self-selection occurs when the entities in the sample are

given a choice to participate. The data were collected from a convenience sample that opted

to participate. Consequently, the response rate for the current study is low.

Furthermore, the response rate for individual questions varied because respondents were

provided the opportunity to skip questions. As explained by Sheehan (2006), there are numerous

potential influences on response rate including survey length, respondent contacts, design issues,

research affiliation, and compensation. Waters et al. (2009) reminded us that the limitations

should not discourage researchers but give ideas for future research. Further testing of the

instrument should be conducted before attempting to administer to a larger or different sample.

Despite the limitations, the frameworks developed in this study suggest specific themes that

can be tested in future research.
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