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Abstract
This article considers the importance of
phatic
exchanges—a
communication
exchange that fulfils a social objective rather
than imparting information—on social
technologies, such as Facebook and Twitter.
Social media and social networks have
transformed the communication environment
and the way organisations manage their
stakeholder relationships. As new social
technologies emerge so does the diversity of
corresponding communication behaviours,
and culture dimensions that underpin the
connectivity
and
requirements
for
relationship
building.
Communication
characteristics demonstrated by social media
users challenge existing notions of
relationship management and two-way
communication flow. This paper concludes
that in order for communication professionals
to communicate effectively, they first need to
understand the composition and expectations
of relationships in the online social sphere.
Introduction
There has been a seismic shift in the
relational capacity to influence symmetry and
communication flows between organisations
and their publics (Men & Tsai, 2013). For
organisations, this can make communicating
with audiences more difficult as users of
social technologies have more control over
what messages they receive, from whom, and
when they want to receive them.
This article provides an overview and brief
history of phatic communication, and the
important role it plays in the cohesion of
relationships among social media users. It
draws on theories from the fields of social
linguistics,
computer-mediated
communication and public relations to
analyse the current practices of organisational

social media use by public relations
professionals. Specifically, the article considers
the use of phatic communication in social
media by public relations practitioners to
manage organisation–public relationships.
It has been long recognised that developing
and maintaining relationships is an “important
paradigm for public relations scholarship and
practice” (Huang, 2001, p. 270), and an area
that will continue to be at the forefront of
public relations (Coombs, 2001). Organisations
that wish to maintain good relationships with
their various stakeholder groups need to utilise
the full gamut of communication channels and
tools that are available to ensure their messages
reach a variety of audiences. This includes
social networking service (SNS), such as
Facebook, and micro-blogging channels, such
as Twitter. According to social media analysts
and scholars, social technologies are changing
the way organisations are doing business
(Qualman, 2011).
Organisations had expected to achieve better
results in the online social sphere, but evidence
suggests organisations have not understood
what the social media experience entails for
users (Heller-Baird & Parasnis, 2011). While it
is generally accepted that social media has
forced public relations, along many other
industries and professions, to undergo a
revolution (Hazelton, Harrison-Rexrode, &
Kennan, 2008), public relations practitioners
often apply the old rules in a new game. A
report from the Harvard Business Review
Analytic Services (Rust, Moorman, & Bhalla,
2010) showed the leading benefit for
organisations using social media is an increased
awareness of the organisation, along with their
products and/or services, on the part of their
publics. This is something that has long been
achieved through advertising and traditional
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marketing tactics. For organisations that seek
to achieve more than just raising awareness,
such as building effective relationships, the
application of the old rules have demonstrated
that simply being present is not enough.
For organisations to build relationships in
the online social sphere, they need to
understand how social technologies are used
to satisfy a user’s personal needs and goals.
Moreover, practitioners need to work within
the established culture and practices of a
technology (Wang, Tucker, & Rihll, 2011).
Public relations scholars stress that social
technologies,
like
more
traditional
communication channels, should comply with
the two-way symmetrical model outlined in
the Excellence theory and be used for dialogic
communication purposes (Jones, Temperley,
& Lima, 2009). However, the nature of social
technologies is such that users now have
different expectations of what it means to
have a relationship with an organisation. The
fundamental shift in the organisation–public
power–relationship means that audiences can
determine the rules of engagement.
Navigating these changes can prove daunting
for organisations that do not understand that
online culture is a continually moving target
that lacks context (Miller, 2008).
There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach
when organisations communicate in the
online social sphere. Online communication
strategies should be linked to the
organisation’s wider goals and objectives, and
yet for many organisations, developing a
social strategy has been ad hoc and
experimental (Henderson & Bowley, 2010;
Macnamara & Zerfass, 2012; Paine, 2011;
Stelzner, 2013). Many communicators have
employed the same tactics online as they have
offline, and there is little evidence of
communicators employing ethnographic
research techniques to better understand how
audiences actually communicate and behave
when
using
social
technologies.
Fundamentally, the communication styles and
techniques that are used online differ to those
used in offline settings. For example, face-toface communication is synchronous and relies
on non-verbal cues but online, there is an

emphasis on written communication. And yet,
online communication exchanges have as much
importance as those that occur offline. For
instance, and central to this paper, is the use of
phatic communication in SNS and social media
exchanges, such as a Facebook comment or
tweet.
Phatic communion
Anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski’s (1923)
idea of phatic communion was developed
during his ethnographic observations of the
Trobriand Islander’s communication practices.
Malinowski defines phatic communion as “a
type of speech in which ties of union are
created by a mere exchange of words” (1923, p.
315). That Malinowski’s concept of phatic has
religious overtones has not escaped others.
Ehlich (1993) suggests that the word
‘communion’ was possibly used to emphasise
“the intensity of this type of speech”. Senft
(2009) quoting a personal conversation with
non-verbal communication academic, Adam
Kendon, states,
phatic communication is probably used
because people tend to forget the more
general
meaning
of
the
term
‘communion’; it is precisely that
achievement of ‘rapport’ through the
use of speech—a kind of communion,
indeed—that Malinowski emphasized,
and this is different from what is often
thought to be the meaning of
communication. (p. 27)
Importantly, phatic communication “does
not inform or exchange any meaningful
information or facts about the world. Its
purpose is a social one, to express sociability
and maintain connections or bonds” (Miller,
2008, pp. 393–394). Quick discussions about
the weather while in an elevator, or asking
someone how they are, fulfil an important
social role.
Phatic communication is not expected to
undertake, or “perhaps even there must not be”
(Malinowski, 1935, p. 316) a transfer of ideas
or information. The words or language used in
the speech act are in fact not part of the
communication because they are irrelevant. An
example of a phatic expression is ‘how’s it
2
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going?’ and ‘the bus is very crowded today’.
While seemingly banal, there is a function to
the communication in that it “serves to
establish bonds of personal union between
people brought together by the need of
companionship and does not serve any
purpose
of
communicating
ideas”
(Malinowski, 1935, p. 316). Phatic
communication acts as a linguistic ping that
serves to maintain connection to others
(Makice, 2009). Furthermore, Miller (2008)
states there is value in phatic messages and
they should not be regarded as ‘meaningless’
because the messages contain more than the
content suggests: “they are very meaningful,
and imply the recognition, intimacy and
sociability in which a strong sense of
community is founded” (p. 395). Phatic
communication is not limited to face-to-face
exchanges; online, it is commonly found in
written exchanges, such as on SNS and social
media.
Phatic communication in the online social
sphere
Social media has been described as “Internet
applications that enable the sharing of things”
including text, images, video and audio (Van
Dijk, 2012, p. 180). Researchers have
identified
a
link
between
phatic
communication and exchanges on social
platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter
(Holmes, 2011; Licoppe & Smoreda, 2005;
Miller, 2008; Radovanovic & Ragnedda,
2012).
A technology can be described as being
phatic if its purpose encourages users to build
and maintain relationships and social
interaction (Miller, 2008; Wang, Tucker, &
Haines, 2012). Furthermore, the technologies
inherently contain characters that can be
found in Malinowski’s theory. For example,
the technologies are not concerned with the
utility of the interaction, the usefulness of the
information or the usability of the device.
Importantly for public relations practitioners,
the value of phatic technologies is measured
by the degree to which they contribute to a
feeling of ongoing connectedness (Vetere,
Howard, & Gibbs, 2005).

Organisations that use technology to manage
relationships need to consider how the audience
actually uses the technology (Kent & Taylor,
1998). Many social media users are using
mobile phones and tablets to access SNS, such
as Facebook and Twitter (Madden, Lenhart,
Duggan, Cortesi, & Gasser, 2013). According
to a recent report from the Pew Internet and
American Life Project, the number of
Americans accessing the Internet from their
mobile devices doubled from 31% in 2009 to
63% in 2013 (Duggan & Smith, 2013).
Furthermore, 89% of 18–29 year olds, 78% of
30–49 year olds and 60% of 50–64 years are
users of social media sites (Brenner & Smith
2013).
Not all communication technologies are
initially designed to be phatic. It is often the
users who adapt a technology and introduce
phatic qualities. For example, the telephone
was produced for business purposes, but
became a phatic technology upon being used by
American women who lived in rural areas, to
simply connect (Kline, 2003). Furthermore,
phatic technologies can also be used to
communicate
non-phatic
messages.
Government agencies use text messages to
inform communities about such issues as
flooding, traffic and health warnings. Text
messages have also been used to quickly
disseminate information after terrorist attacks
(Crystal, 2008).
From the early days of computer-mediated
communication, there has been a natural
inclination toward phatic communication by
users. As communication technologies evolved,
there has been a media culture that is
dominated by phatic communication (Miller,
2008). Wang et al. (2012) suggest the Internet
is possibly the best manifestation of a phatic
technology. The intersection of phatic
communication and technologies cannot be
better illustrated than posts made by users on
social media platforms such as Facebook and
Twitter. As Malinowski (1923) pointed out,
phatic communication serves to create bonds of
personal union between people brought
together by the mere need of companionship
and do not serve any purpose of communicating
ideas. For example, a study of the 10,000 most-
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liked Facebook pages showed that posts
containing ‘me’ or ‘I’ got more likes
(Zarrella, 2013).
A content analysis on the Facebook pages
of 12 New Zealand organisations found that
posts made by followers were most
commonly phatic in nature (Hopkins, Gray, &
Gardner, 2013). Furthermore, a study of
Twitter showed that phatic communion was
the most common type of tweet with 40.6%
of the sample adhering to characteristics of
phatic communication (Pear Analytics, 2009).
The study offered “I am eating a sandwich
now” as an example of a message they
categorised as being ‘pointless babble’. But
this pejorative label undermines the value of
the role that phatic communication plays in
reassuring a user that their social life is alive
and well (Wang et al., 2012). Licoppe and
Smoreda
(2005)
state
“[p]hatic
communications
becomes
increasingly
important, because simply keeping in touch
may be more important than what is said
when one actually gets in touch” (p. 331).
While some researchers and commentators
may disparage the phatic nature of social
media (Holmes, 2011), according to
Radovanovic and Ragnedda (2012), it is these
seemingly banal and mindless phatic posts
that have made social media so successful.
The trivial nature of the posts makes
conversations accessible while fulfilling a
socially meaningful experience for users, and
often in real time. This type of almost
constant communication between users has
never been available to society in another
way, and if anything intensifies the

requirement for relationship building—we are
now in each other’s spaces all the time.
It is at this point that organisations and
social users are sometimes at cross-purposes.
For users of Facebook, Twitter and other SNS,
these technologies are almost exclusively about
connecting
with
friends
and
family.
Organisations, on the other hand, significantly
overestimate the intentions of users when it
comes to interacting and engaging with them
(Heller-Baird & Parasnis, 2011). In a public
relations context, it has been suggested that
outside a crisis situation “technology itself can
neither create nor destroy relationships; rather,
it is how the technology is used that influences
organization–public relationships” (Kent &
Taylor, 1998, p. 324). However, an IBM study
highlights a dichotomy between users of social
technologies and organisations that view these
technologies as a means of achieving
organisational and communicative outcomes.
Social technologies are not something they
would consider using to connect with
businesses (Heller-Baird & Parasnis, 2011).
Furthermore, users will only engage with
organisations “if they believe it is to their
benefit, feel they can trust the company and
decide social media is the right channel to use
to get the value they seek” (p. 4). Many users
only want a peripheral and ephemeral
knowledge of the organisations they follow, but
organisations do not provide content to meet
this need. While audiences are looking for
peripheral awareness, organisations provide
audiences with what could be likened to
traditional forms of advertising and marketing
(see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Typical examples of a Facebook promotion

Phatic exchanges in the online social sphere are
meaningful to individual users “because they
indicate and imply social recognition, online
intimacy and sociability” (Radovanovic &
Ragnedda, 2012, p. 12), and this is not what
many organisations are providing. It is this
meaning, which is at the very heart of the social
media experience, that organisations are
overlooking in their social strategies.
In recent years organisations have been
chasing their audiences to the latest popular
social network. In their rush to jump onto the
bandwagon, organisations lacked direction and
a clear strategy. A KPMG report (2011) on the
use of social technologies in business states,
“there are no rules, there’s a lot of trial and
error, there’s a lot of testing, a lot of learning,
and then applying it” (p. 4).
Social media, phatic communication and
public relations
Organisation–public relationships have been
defined as, “the state which exists between an
organization and its key publics in which the
actions of either entity impact the economic,
social, political and/or cultural well-being of
the other entity” (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998,
p. 62). In an online environment, “relationships

operate in tandem with offline relationships and
thus are part of a total organizational–public
relationship” (Hallahan, 2004, p. 775). In a
normative sense, the intention of the
relationship is to build, nurture, and enhance
mutually beneficial relationships between the
organisation and the publics on whom its
success or failure depends (Cutlip, Center, &
Broom, 1994; Ferguson, 1984; Ledingham,
2003; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). Grunig,
(2009) claims that social media is ideal for
public relations practitioners to cultivate and
maintain successful relationships.
The notion of dialogue and the need for
symmetrical
communication
are
worth
reconsidering when theorising what it means to
communicate effectively within the online
social sphere. Communicating in online spaces
is different from other forms of communication
(Wood & Smith, 2005). For example, using all
capital letters when writing email, in discussion
forums or in social networks, is considered
shouting (McKee, 2002). To connect with
audiences and, importantly for public relations,
to develop relationships within the online social
sphere, there needs to be a change in the current
communication paradigm. For example,
Phillips and Brabham (2012) have suggested
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that in social environments the terms ‘publics’
or ‘stakeholders’ no longer adequately describe
these groups and that they should be
reclassified as “participants” (p. 8). In the same
vein, core concept of public relations, such as
target publics need to be reassessed (Galloway,
2005). Mersham, Theunissen, and Peart (2009)
state “public relations will be increasingly
about dialogues and conversation” (p.10), and
outside the online social sphere this assertion
continues to apply. However, analysis of
communication behaviours suggests this
dialogic engagement is not what users of social
technologies do, or necessarily want (Hopkins
et al., 2013). In many respects, in order to
communicate effectively, public relations
professionals must first be technologists. That
is, not only do practitioners need to be
knowledgeable on the practical elements across
a range of social technologies and services,
they need to be inherently aware of the culture
that exists within a technological application.
For sociolinguists, Facebook offers a new
form of message (D’Arcy & Young, 2012). The
theory of communication accommodation
suggests that participants in conversations will
adjust their communication behaviours to
accommodate others (West & Turner, 2010). In
situations where communication is computermediated, a convergence of communication

behaviours tends to produce more enjoyable
and meaningful exchanges between people. In a
Twitter-focused study by West and Turner
(2010), it was concluded that a convergent
linguistic style would increase the quality of an
exchange. The examples shown in Figures 2
and 3, taken from the social feeds of Girlfriend
Magazine, are examples of phatic posts.
Despite having over 6,500 followers, Girlfriend
Magazine’s tweet, Figure 3, only elicited one
response, something that could be deemed a
failure if social engagement is measured
quantitatively. However, the question in the
tweet could be considered entirely rhetorical
and Girlfriend Magazine’s purpose was not
actually asking what their followers’ plans
were, but to remind the reader that they
continue to share a social bond. This message is
phatic communication.
These examples of phatic posts are in line
with Herman’s (2013) assertion that such
mundane and ephemeral activities are the
“primary reason” (p. 31) that people engage in
online communication activities, such as
posting comments and ‘liking’ on Facebook.
Miller (2008, p. 390) furthers this idea when he
suggests phatic posts are “more akin to an
exchange of ‘data’ than deep, substantive or
meaningful communication based on mutual
understanding”.

Figure 2. Phatic message on Facebook.

Figure 3. Phatic message on Twitter.
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It could be suggested that phatic messages,
such as in Figure 2 and 3, go further to achieve
Grunig and Huang’s (2000) relationship
management goals of trust, mutuality of
control, satisfaction and commitment because
they are natural and meaningful forms of
human
communication.
Moreover,
organisations—instead of using the online
social sphere to sell and promote—should look
to validate social users and provide background
noise.
Implications for practitioners and public
relations theory
Relationship management focuses on the
patterns of interaction, transaction, exchange
and linkage (Broom, Casey & Ritchey, 2000)
between an organisation and its publics. For
public relations theorists, establishing and
maintaining
relationships
with
an
organisation’s stakeholders are of the highest
importance. It has been stated that
relationships, above all else, should be the
dominant concept of public relations (Ferguson,
1984; Kent & Taylor, 2002; Ledingham, 2003),
and therefore it has been a natural progression
for social technologies to play an important role
in relationship management strategies. The
attraction of Facebook and Twitter are obvious
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Mangold & Faulds,
2009). Professional communicators recognise
the speed and ease in which they can
communicate with audiences, not to mention
that these services are free, so it no surprise that
public relations agencies intended to increase
their
investment
in
social
media
communication management by a substantial
62.9% (World PR Report, 2013).
Castells (1996, 1997, 1998) showed in his
notion of the network society that many aspects
of society have changed, and communication
technologies played an important role in
change. For example, there has been a
transition in the economic models of production
(Fordism to post-Fordism) and consumption
(mass
consumption
to
individualised
consumption), which in turn has seen an
evolution in sociological and economic
theories. Accordingly, public relations, and the
means in which it is practiced, have changed. A
century of public relations practice has given us

an understanding of best practice within
industry and a solid theoretical foundation.
However, public relations scholars would be
remiss if they did not reconsider theoretical
constructs considering the monumental
transformation engendered by the rise of
communication technologies. Grunig (2011)
believes that public relations theory is mostly
unaffected by communication technologies. He
says that new media does not “change the
public relations theory needed to guide
practice” (p. 27). Contradicting Grunig’s view,
Levenshus (2010) called for “for new
theoretical ground in relationship management
that explores the intersection between
relationship management and the new online
media environment” (p. 333).
Public relations professionals need to take a
pragmatic approach to the role social media can
play in developing relationships. Discussions
on organisation’s use of social media need to
shift focus from ‘why’ to ‘how’—for
practitioners and academics. As such,
audiences will respond to phatic messages in
the online social sphere in a way that is
meaningful to them. The value of transmitting
‘nonsense writing’ is the connected presence
(Radovanovic
&
Ragnedda,
2012).
Furthermore, there is no reason to believe a
user necessarily wants a reply to a post made
on an organisation’s Facebook page. The phatic
nature of social technologies means users do
not expect everyone who reads their message to
reply.
If organisations want to develop meaningful
relationships in the online social sphere, they
will need to move away from self-interested
messaging and refocus on the culture and
norms within any given social network.
Additionally, organisations will need to
navigate established norms, adhere to
communication styles within particular social
technologies and importantly, recognise social
spaces are not commercial spaces. Gordhamer
(2009) suggests that among the areas most
affected by the emergence of social media is
the need for organisations to move away from
trying to sell and control their image, to making
connections and being themselves. These
changes all relate to an organisation’s
transparency and engagement, which according

to Gordhamer, allows an organisation to
display
their
personality
and
build
relationships. Until now, creative ideas and
organisational outcomes have driven how an
organisation uses and manages its Facebook
page. In a move toward an empirical solution,
research partnerships between Facebook’s data
science team and universities, such as Stanford
University (Bernstein, Bakshy, Burke & Karrer,
2013) and Cornell University (Kramer,
Guillory & Hancock, 2014) will enable
organisations to make data-based decisions
when developing social strategies, such as tone
of message and timing of posts.
Social technologies have given rise to
another quantifiable measure of communication
success in the form Facebook ‘likes’ and
followers on Twitter. Many organisations look
for a return on investment (ROI) with their
social programme, and quantify the monetary
value of a Facebook ‘like’. Despite a growing
number of books and blog posts educating
communicators how to increase the size of
social
audiences,
these
writings
are
predominantly focused toward generating
revenue from these audiences instead of
building relationships (Belew, 2014; Carter &
Levy, 2012). Accordingly, practitioners may
need to develop justifications to senior
management for the use of natural,
communication styles, such as phatic
communication, as part of a wider social
strategy, because any return on investment will
be paid in the long-term.
Dialogue, which has always been a goal of
the organisation–public relationship dynamic
(Bruning, Dials, & Shirka, 2008), should not be
confined to a literal communication exchange
when situated within the context of the online
social sphere, that is, communication does not
need to be two-way. Social linguistics and
online
communication
culture
provide
communicators with a range of contextual
norms and expectations that imply a dialogue
within a single communication action. That is,
when someone sends a tweet saying they had a
hard day, there is an intrinsic understanding by
users of the technology that their followers will
not necessarily reply and engage in a dialogue.

The expectation of having their tweet read is
meaningful enough.
Conclusions and future directions
Public relations practitioners should look to
adapt their communication practices within the
online social sphere to reflect the majority of
SNS and social media users. That is, to simply
connect with people. The widely used practice
of
promoting
brands
and
products,
demonstrated in Figure 1, is inconsistent with
creating a meaningful and legitimate experience
that is sought by social users. The significance
of phatic communication to social media
culture and practice has already been
established
(Miller,
2008);
however,
communication professionals are slow to adapt
such
linguistic
techniques
to
their
organisation’s social communication. Instead,
there is evidence to suggest organisations prefer
to employ communication styles that reflect
their offline practices such as advertising or
promotional tactics (Radovanovic & Ragnedda,
2012).
Social media platforms, such as Facebook
and Twitter, do not provide public relations
practitioners with a ‘silver bullet’. Although
computer-mediated communication and social
technologies have allowed public relations
practitioners to reach audiences that were once
problematic, it could be suggested that social
media has in fact made communicating with
audiences more complicated. Facebook users
have demonstrated a penchant for the phatic,
and for Twitter users, the architecture of the
technology imposes a phatic element to every
message. Thus, organisations should adopt
communication practices that reflect the culture
in which the communication exists if they
aspire to build more meaningful relationships
within the online social sphere. Phatic
communication will create more meaningful
experiences within the online social sphere than
posts that are designed to promote a product.
While organisations continue to use
communication tactics that were successful in a
pre-Internet age, such as advertising and
promotion, they do so to their detriment.
Communication within the online social
sphere has created nuanced challenges for
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existing theories of relationship management,
and there is a need to further examine
organisation–public relationships within the
online social sphere. Longitudinal investigation
is needed to offer insights as organisations
refine their online relationship management
strategies, and new SNS and social media
platforms
emerge.
Furthermore,
for
organisations to build effective relationships,
more attention needs to be placed on the style
of communication that reflects the culture and
context in which it is being communicated.
References

Castells, M. (1996). The rise of the network
society, the information age: Economy, society
and culture Vol. I. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.
Castells, M. (1997). The power of identity, the
information age: Economy, society and culture
Vol. II. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.
Castells, M. (1998). End of millennium, the
information age: Economy, society and culture
Vol. III. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.
Coombs,
W.
T.
(2001).
Interpersonal
communication and public relations. In R. L.
Heath (Ed.), Handbook of public relations (pp.
105–114). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Bernstein, M. S., Bakshy, E., Burke, M., & Karrer,
B. (2013, April). Quantifying the invisible
audience in social networks. In Proceedings of
the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems (pp. 21–30). New York:
ACM Press.

Crystal, D. (2008). The gr8 db8. New York:
Oxford University Press.

Belew, S. (2014). The art of social selling:
Finding and engaging customers on Twitter,
Facebook, LinkedIn, and other social networks.
New York, NY: AMACOM.

D’Arcy A., & Young, T. (2012). Ethics and social
media: Implications for sociolinguistics in the
networked public. Journal of Sociolinguistics,
16(4), 532–546.

Brenner, J., & Smith, A. (2013). 72% of online
adults
are
social
networking
site
users. Washington, DC: Pew Internet &
American Life Project. Retrieved from
http://www.pewinternet.org/2013/08/05/72–of–
online–adults–are–social–networking–site–
users/.

Duggan, M., & Smith, A. (2013). Cell internet use
2013. The Pew Research Center. Retrieved
from
http://pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2
013/PIP_CellInternetUse2013.pdf.

Broom, G. M., Casey, S., & Ritchey, J. (2000).
Concept and theory of organization–public
relationships. In J. A. Ledingham & S. D.
Bruning (Eds.), Public relations as relationship
management: A relational approach to the
study and practice of public relations (pp. 3–
22). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates, Inc.
Bruning, S. D., Dials, M., & Shirka, A. (2008).
Using dialogue to build organization–public
relationships, engage publics, and positively
affect
organizational
outcomes. Public
Relations Review, 34(1), 25–31.
Carter, B., & Levy, J. (2012). Facebook
marketing: Leveraging Facebook's features for
your marketing campaigns. Indianapolis, IN:
Que Publishing.

Cutlip, S. M., Center, A. H., & Broom, G. M.
(1994). Effective public relations (7th
ed.). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice–Hall.

Ehlich, K. (1993). HIAT: A transcription system
for discourse data. In J. Edwards & M. Lampert
(Eds.), Talking data: Transcription and coding
in discourse research (pp. 123–148). Hillsdale:
Lawrence Erlbaum.
Ferguson, M. A. (1984). Building theory in public
relations: Interorganizational relationships as
a public relations paradigm. Paper presented
to the Association for Education in Journalism
and Mass Communication, Gainesville, FL.
Galloway, C. (2005). Cyber–PR and “dynamic
touch”. Public Relations Review, 31(4), 572–
577.
Gordhamer, S. (2009). 4 ways social media is
changing
business. Retrieved
from
http://mashable.com/2009/09/22/social–media–
business.

Hopkins, K. (2014). The phatic nature of the online social sphere: Implications for public relations. PRism
11(2): http://www.prismjournal.org/homepage.html

9

Grunig, J. E. (2009). Paradigms of global public
relations
in
an
age
of
digitalisation. PRism, 6(2), 1–19.
Grunig, J. E. (2011). Public relations and strategic
management: Institutionalizing organization–
public relationships in contemporary society.
Central European Journal of Communication,
1(6), 11–31.
Grunig, J. E., & Huang, Y. (2000). From
organization effectiveness to relationship
indicators: Antecedents of relationships, public
relations strategies, and relationship outcomes.
In J. A. Ledingham & S. D. Bruning (Eds.),
Public relations as relationship management: A
relational approach to the study and practice of
public relations (pp. 23–53). Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

the social sphere. In T. Lee, K. Trees and R.
Desai (Eds), Refereed Proceedings of the
Australian and New Zealand Communication
Association conference: Global Networks–
Global Divides: Bridging New and Traditional
Communication Challenges. Retrieved from
www.anzca.net/component/docman/doc_downl
oad/665–anzca–2013–hopkins–gardner–and–
gray.html.
Huang, Y. H. (2001). Values of public relations:
Effects of organization–public relationships
mediating conflict resolution. Journal of Public
Relations Research, 13(4), 256–301.
International
Communications
Consultancy
Organisation. (2013). World PR report.
London, United Kingdom. Retrieved from
www.slideshare.net/ICCO/world–pr–report.

Hallahan, K. (2004). “Community” as a
foundation for public relations theory and
practice. Communication Yearbook, 28, 233–
280.

Jones, B., Temperley, J., & Lima, A. (2009).
Corporate reputation in the era of web 2.0: the
case of Primark. Journal of Marketing
Management, 25(9–10), 927–939.

Hazelton, V., Harrison-Rexrode, J., & Keenan, W.
(2008). New technologies in the formation of
personal and public relations: Social capital and
social media. In S. Duhe (Ed.), New Media and
Public Relations (pp. 91–105). New York, NY:
Peter Lang.

Kaplan, A. M., & Haenlein, M. (2010). Users of
the world, unite! The challenges and
opportunities of social media. Business
Horizons, 53(1), 59–68.

Heller-Baird, C., & Parasnis, G. (2011). From
social media to social customer relationship
management. Strategy and Leadership, 39(5),
30–37.
Henderson, A., & Bowley, R. (2010). Authentic
dialogue? The role of “friendship” in a social
media recruitment campaign. Journal of
Communication Management, 14(3), 237–257.
Herman, A. (2013). Production, consumption, and
labor in the social media mode of
communication and production. In J. Hunsinger
& T. M. Senft (Eds.), Routledge handbook of
social media (pp. 30–44). New York, NY:
Routledge.
Holmes, D. (2011). What’s “social” about social
media. Communications and Convergence
Review, 3(2), 105–115.
Hopkins, K., Gray, F. E., & Gardner, D. (2013).
Managing organisation–public relationships in

Kent, M. L., & Taylor, M. (1998). Building
dialogic relationships through the World Wide
Web. Public Relations Review, 24(3), 321–334.
Kent, M. L., & Taylor, M. (2002). Towards a
dialogic theory of public relations. Public
Relations Review, 28, 21–37.
Kline, R. (2003). Resisting consumer technology
in rural America: The telephone and
electrification. In N. Oudshoorn & T. Pinch
(Eds.) How users matter: The co–construction
of users and technologies, (pp. 51–66).
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
KPMG. (2011). Social media: The voyage of
discovery for business. Sydney: Australia.
Retrieved
from
www.kpmg.com/au/en/issuesandinsights/article
spublications/Pages/social–media–the–
voyageof–discovery–for–business.aspx.
Kramer, A. D., Guillory, J. E., & Hancock, J. T.
(2014). Experimental evidence of massive–
scale emotional contagion through social

Hopkins, K. (2014). The phatic nature of the online social sphere: Implications for public relations. PRism
11(2): http://www.prismjournal.org/homepage.html

10

networks. Proceedings
of
the
National
Academy of Sciences, 111(24), 8788–8790.

promotion mix. Business horizons, 52(4), 357–
365.

Ledingham, J. A. (2003). Explicating relationship
management as a general theory of public
relations. Journal
of
Public
Relations
Research, 15(2), 181–198.

Men, L. R., & Tsai, W. H. S. (2013). Toward an
integrated model of public engagement on
corporate social networking sites: Antecedents,
the
process,
and
relational
outcomes. International Journal of Strategic
Communication, 7(4), 257–273.

Ledingham, J. A., & Bruning, S. D. (1998).
Relationship management in public relations:
Dimensions
of
an
organization–public
relationship. Public Relations Review, 24(1),
55–65.
Levenshus, A. (2010). Online relationship
management in a presidential campaign: A case
study of the Obama campaign's management of
its Internet-integrated grassroots effort. Journal
of Public Relations Research, 22(3), 313–335.
Licoppe, C., & Smoreda, Z. (2005). Are social
networks technologically embedded?: How
networks are changing today with changes in
communication
technology. Social
Networks, 27(4), 317–335.
McKee, H. (2002). YOUR VIEWS SHOWED
TRUE IGNORANCE!!!: (Mis)communication
in an online interracial discussion forum.
Computers and Composition, 19, 411–434.
Macnamara, J., & Zerfass, A. (2012). Social media
communication
in
organizations:
The
challenges of balancing openness, strategy, and
management. International Journal of Strategic
Communication, 6(4), 287–308.
Madden, M., Lenhart, A., Duggan, M., Cortesi, S.,
& Gasser, U. (2013). Teens and technology
2013.
Retrieved
from
http://www.pewinternet.org/2013/03/13/teens–
and–technology–2013/.
Makice, K. (2009). Twitter API: Up and running:
Learn how to build applications with the
Twitter API. Sebastopol: O'Reilly Media, Inc.
Malinowski, B. (1923). The problem of meaning
in primitive languages. In: Ogden, C. K, &
Richards, I. A. (Eds.), The meaning of meaning.
London: Routledge, 146–152.
Malinowski. B. (1935). Coral gardens and their
magic. London: Allen & Unwin.
Mangold, W. G., & Faulds, D. J. (2009). Social
media: The new hybrid element of the

Mersham, G., Theunissen, P., & Peart, J. (2009).
Public
relations
and
communication
management. An Aotearoa/New Zealand
perspective. North Shore, NZ: Pearson.
Miller, V. (2008). New media, networking and
phatic culture. Convergence, 14(4), 387–400.
Paine, K. D. (2011). Measure what matters:
Online tools for understanding customers,
social
media,
engagement
and
key
relationships. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and
Sons.
Pear Analytics. (2009). Twitter study. Retrieved
from
www.pearanalytics.com/blog/wp–
content/uploads/2010/05/Twitter–Study–
August–2009.pdf.
Phillips, L. M., & Brabham, D. C. (2012). How
today’s digital landscape redefines the notion of
power in public relations. PRism, 9(2), 1–17.
Qualman, E. (2011). Social media revolution
2011.
Retrieved
from: www.youtube.com/watch?v=3SuNx0Urn
Eo.
Radovanovic, D., & Ragnedda, M. (2012). Small
talk in the digital age: Making sense of phatic
posts, in M. Rowe, M. Stankovic & A. Dadzie
(Eds.), Proceedings of the WWW'12 workshop
on making sense of microposts (pp. 10–13).
Lyon, France.
Rust, R. T., Moorman, C., & Bhalla, G. (2010).
Rethinking
marketing. Harvard
Business
Review, 88(1/2), 94–101.
Senft, G. (2009). Phatic communion. In G. Senft,
J. Ostman, & J. Verschueren (Eds.), Culture
and language use (pp. 226–233). Amsterdam:
John Benjamins.
Stelzner, M. A. (2013). Social media marketing
industry
report. Retrieved
from

Hopkins, K. (2014). The phatic nature of the online social sphere: Implications for public relations. PRism
11(2): http://www.prismjournal.org/homepage.html

11

http://www.socialmediaexaminer.com/SocialMe
diaMarketingIndustryReport2013.pdf.
Van Dijk, J. (2012). The network society. (3rd ed.).
London: Sage Publications.
Vetere, F., Howard, S., & Gibbs, M. (2005).
Phatic technologies: Sustaining sociability
through ubiquitous computing. Proceedings of
CHI,
Retrieved
from
www.vs.inf.ethz.ch/events/ubisoc2005/UbiSoc
%202005%20submissions/12–Vetere–
Frank.pdf.
Wang, V., Tucker, J., & Haines, K. (2012). Phatic
technologies in modern society. Technology in
Society, 34(1), 84–93.
Wang, V., Tucker, J. V., & Rihll, T. E. (2011). On
phatic technologies for creating and
maintaining human relationships. Technology
in Society, 33(1), 44–51.

Author contact details:
k.hopkins@massey.ac.nz
Copyright statement:
The author of this article has elected, in
the interests of open dissemination of scholarly
work, to provide this article to you in open
access format. This means that,
in accordance with the principles of
the Budapest Open Access Initiative
(http://www.soros.org/openaccess/), you may
freely copy and redistribute this article
provided you correctly acknowledge its author
and source, and do not alter its contents.

West, R., & Turner, L. (2010). Introducing
communication
theory:
Analysis
and
th
application. (4 ed.). New York, NY: McGrawHill.
Wood, M., & Smith, M. (2005). Online
communication: linking technology, identity,
and culture. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.
Zarrella, D. (2013). The science of marketing:
When to tweet, what to post, how to blog, and
other proven strategies. Somerset, NJ: Wiley
Publishing.

Hopkins, K. (2014). The phatic nature of the online social sphere: Implications for public relations. PRism
11(2): http://www.prismjournal.org/homepage.html

12

