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Introduction 

Many a successful business has made a fervent leap to augment its 

brick-and-mortar presence with an electronic one by hastily positioning itself 

on the World Wide Web. Other proprietors have been more cautious, and 

remarkably, some concerns exist solely in cyberspace.  Public relations (PR) 

practitioners operate within all three scenarios. 

Just as with conventional PR, any online effort still finds requisite the 

key factors of trust and credibility. Business exploits, including public 

relations, that are weak in some respect often perish—witness the recent 

thinning of the dot com herd. Similar to a biological system, the organization 

most fit to its environment survives. Thus, it often benefits an entity to 

maintain redundant systems with one complementing, if not overlapping the 

other. 

The near instantaneous world of the Internet means that messages can 

be delivered to publics at lightning speed, but the corporate poison of 

misinformation travels equally quickly. The ability to harm credibility in a 

short period has increased exponentially. Therefore, assessing all potential 

eventualities (SWOT analysis) is essential before any expectation of customer 

confidence can be ascertained. 
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The Internet has forever changed communication. Dissonant to the ears 

of many public relations professionals, the principles that have guided 

business dialogue may no longer work so well--usurped by one of the best 

tools for communicating in this new economic age (Holtz, 1999). Toffler 

(1991) foresaw this new economy using information as currency, which has 

now prophetically manifested itself as the Internet. 

When messages are sent through print or broadcast media, credibility is 

accrued through a tangible brand, recognizable as a product of an 

organization. However, much cyberspeak is not innately credible (Holtz, 

1999). To ensure credibility, public relations professionals must practice 

consistent advocacy, honesty, expertise, independence, loyalty, and fairness. 

--PRSA Code of Ethics (October 2000).  

This paper will explore how PR practitioners can pragmatically exploit 

new communications technologies, while maximizing customer relationships. 

 
Changing Relationships 

 
A shift has occurred from an emphasis on discrete transactions and the 

acquisition of new customers to relationships and the retention of valuable 

customers. The relationship dyad of seller and customer has expanded to 

include a myriad of partners. Understanding brand equity is strongly valued; 
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this now includes a history of past relationships as well as potential, acquired 

relationships. This larger scope of relationships is complex, requiring 

longitudinal connections, nurturing, and sustenance; it has reciprocal nature.  

Examining mutual benefits, commitments, trust, and social/information 

rewards have become significant, while the technological onslaught fuels an 

expanded electronic wharf on which to moor interactive communications and 

help tighten relationships (Day, 1999). 

Public relations professionals should keep uppermost in their collective 

mind that this exercise is a human endeavor where experience and trust are 

players that help to ensure customer satisfaction and a concomitant healthy 

relationship (Wilkie, 1999). 

Theorists advance concepts proposing that customers vary in their 

corporate relationships from transactional to relational. These relationships 

have components of satisfaction, trust, and commitment that have bearing on 

future intentions, helping to build solid customer relationships. (Garbarino, 

1999). 

Customer acquisition and retention are central to any successful 

customer management program--both are grounded in customer satisfaction 

(Peppers, 1996). 
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Evolution of Media & Early Adopters 

 
Evolution takes place in all systems, biological and otherwise—

occurring by natural selection, the process that results in the  adaptation of a 

thing to its environment by means of  selectively reproducing changes in its 

constitution through spontaneous mutational change (Darwin, 1993). This 

premise expands to include communications systems. Not only has 

technology rocketed media into a realm never envisioned, it also allows for 

for a multiplicity of uses—one being the nurturing of customer relationships. 

Mastering these customer relationships will likely be key to 

successfully operating in the information economy. Communicators’ minds 

and skill sets will be critical for competitive advantage (Berthon, 1996). 

Early television was heralded as the courier of a more educated 

society—a vast wasteland ensued with commercial ventures forming its 

foundation; the Internet is headed down a similar path. “The promotion of the 

Internet as an invaluable tool is the message of the computer industry, and 

only subsequently the voice of educators” (Mickey, 1998). This is a cultural 

studies approach to modern public relations practice. 
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Other theories include a strategic framework to facilitate relationship 

building with publics through the World Wide Web. Most academic 

treatments of this medium have thus far lacked any theoretical framework. 

Strategic communication, as a public relations component, could benefit from 

such consideration.  

Relationship building between organizations and publics could profit 

from strategies provided for communications professionals used to create 

dialogic relationships with Internet publics, including the following strategies: 

the dialogic loop, the usefulness of information, the generation of return 

visits, the intuitiveness/ease of the interface, and the rule of conversation of 

visitors (Kent, 1998). 

Infomediaries want to help web publics and act as economic 

matchmakers, hence the resultant online customer paranoia. Electronic 

cookies are ubiquitous. Content providers resell user information on a regular 

basis (Lach, 1999). It is no wonder that public incredulity abounds. How then, 

amongst all the little cyber crumbs do legitimate public relations practitioners 

establish a credible web portal for their publics? 
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Hagel and Singer suggest infomediaries will capture customer 
relationships-and that other companies will be forced to think 
about what data is [are] most valuable about their consumers. 
The focus won't be on what data you own, but on how you use 
the data (Lach, 1999). 
 
The droll mission statement, arid marketing brochure, and canned IVR 

(interactive voice response) no longer suffice (Bayer, 1996). 

Electronic Exclusivity vs. Synergy 

PR professionals awaken!   
 
The Internet audience is tired of stilted, god-awful press releases, 
display ad[s] and annual report-type communications. People 
don't talk that way - loosen up a little. In addition, if you don't 
know how to, you had better learn fast. Get out into the audience 
and feel the ground you're walking on. Your clients, 
shareholders, employees and customers want to talk to you 
(Bayer, 1996). 
 
Cutting-edge sites like PRMadeEasy.com offer do-it-yourself turnkey 

solutions for small to medium sized businesses—facilitated public relations, 

PR tools, and consultation at discount prices. This appears practical, although 

subscription-based, but does it threaten established agencies? A mystery 

orbits the public relations profession.  How dare a dot com attempt to 

demystify the exquisite art of finessing information to all publics. PR is more 

than that, especially when elevated to cyberspace.  Here the profession cuts an 
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edge. Press releases go not to 10-100 media outlets, but to a global audience 

numbering in the millions. 

To be fair, PRMadeEasy.com does offer training courses in how to 

write press releases and crisis planning, as well as reputation management 

services such as polling, lobbying support, reputation monitoring, and 

investigating, etc. 

Electronic communication is changing businesses and how they relate 

to customers. Electronic mail (email) exchanges can enhance the customer 

experience and build profitable customer relationships. Marketers, 

advertisers, and PR folks are taking advantage of the latest trends in the 

integration of communications technologies as part of the total customer 

relationship management strategy for their enterprise (Cross, 1999). 

A slew of public relations agencies have gone electronic.  This ePR 

boom offers to clients things from do-it-yourself press releases and 

partnerships to help in scaling up a company’s independent web effort. 

Thousands of businesses are flocking to the Internet. This puts the onus on 

communicators to understand how the Internet and especially the World Wide 

Web can work as public relations vehicles. Practical help is available via 
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texts, courses, training, and consultation. There are common sense approaches 

that can guide interaction with your digital publics (Sherwin, 1998). 

PR practitioners have sought for ways to blast themselves and their 

clients into cyberspace. High-tech equipment is one cost; site maintenance 

and connection fees are others. Some commercial providers offer the same 

type of communication services that are found on the Internet. PR firms 

entering this arena should have a sizeable volume of clients before launching 

an independent web site (Ross, 1995). 

Monitor services are also available, i.e., what is being said about your 

company on the Internet. Web sites, chat rooms, listservs, and message boards 

are just some of the avenues for such monitorable information. New-media 

relations firms can track what people are saying about their clients in the 

electronic world. Many firms also offer web site development and 

maintenance (Strout, 2000). 

The Internet provides new opportunities to augment traditional public 

relations efforts.  An identical image can be communicated to every 

stakeholder group, communicating a unified theme. Commerce is increasingly 

conducted electronically, so the PR web site can go a long way in defining 

image with many stakeholders. Firms should take advantage of the 
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technology available to them. “Web presence must be cohesive in order to 

communicate a consistent message to stakeholders” (Watson, 2000).  

Online communities are another resource for public relations. They are 

formed when web sites are devoted to a particular subject. Estimates put their 

number at upwards of 400,000. In addition, there are portals where 

information can be disseminated. The specificity of these audiences is not to 

be ignored. Targeting such a pure lot of receivers could prove advantageous, 

if not invaluable. Light steps are necessary, though, when entering such a 

realm.  Professional communicators should take care not to offend the 

established community members by stridently injecting their message.  This 

could cause a backlash, or perhaps the messages will be ignored, even 

prohibited (Le Beau, 2000).  

The overall focus should still be nurturing customer relationships. A 

recent study by Andersen Consulting showed that these enhanced 

relationships could boost the bottom-line (Bell, 2000). 

Maximizing the capabilities of the Internet can be key to customer 

retention. Web sites should be updated regularly to help ensure this. Valuing 

customer relationships may also add to corporate profit (Rowsom, 2000). 
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Public relations is often a form of strategic communication. Publics are 

active. This is an important fact to consider during the formation of any 

communication campaign. Publics should be held in the highest regard when 

practicing any form of strategic communication, including public relations in 

cyberspace (Botan, 1998). 

MarCom (marketing communications) and PR often use the same tools. 

Publicity, direct mail, trade shows, printed materials, and the nascent online 

message must all be coordinated just as in MarCom. Some view PR is an 

exquisitely finessed art, and perceive MarCom is a honed fusion of 

disciplines, both achieving a similar effect, however. 

Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) is perhaps not 

universally applicable, but the tools of communication are shared, with 

different skill sets used or emphasized within each discipline. There are 

perceived threats to certain members of the communications family ushered 

in by IMC. Still, interdisciplinary folks can be a valued resource for public 

relations. Full integration is likely impossible, if not unwise.  

Whether the approach is many-to-many, receiver-driven, access-driven, 

or market sample of one, knowing your audience is key (Hortz, 1998). 

 
The Case for Dual Tracks 
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Neither full technological immersion nor a total disdain for technology 

are advised. Rather, public relations practitioners should embrace technology 

and the Internet  like one would an agave plant, with its spiny leaves and deep 

roots.  Inside this thing are a wealth of resources, just take care accessing 

them.  

When PR types effectively couple the credibilty found in an established 

brick-and-mortar business with the unique access afforded by the Internet, a 

balanced, pragmatic approach results—the dual track. Practitioners must use 

all tools at their dsposal. 

The Internet is a bidirectional medium with potential instantaneous 

feedback from wired publics. Used cautiously in a concerted fashion with 

other more traditional PR tools, a workable synergy can be effected. As other 

media invade the Internet, i.e.,  online television and radio, they make possble 

synchronous global broadcasts--a couple more pieces for the toolbox. 

The Internet has turned business upside down, and has changed how it 

is conducted. This change includes business communication. The Web can be 

a place to grow and build strong customer relationships, a place to better 

serve the customer with the appropriate information at the appropriate time, 

and to develop an interactive relationship. Getting into this electronic mix is 
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increasingly necessary for customer acquisition and retention, as well as 

cutting costs (Rollinson, 2000). 

Ecommerce is changing the marketplace. There are more publics than 

ever. Customers have more choices, and expect even more in the future. They 

also are highly desirous of a quicker pace in their receipts; this includes 

information. The Internet can enhance public relations by providing a 24-hour 

global resource for all stakeholders (Biland, 2000). 

Integrating traditional PR with online communications can help to 

personalize relationships with customers. Customer relationship management 

should not focus on customer acquisition while neglecting existing customers. 

Retaining customers can aid in the acquisitions of new ones; they can sing 

your praises to like-minded publics (Robson, 2000). 

The Public Relations Consultants Association (PRCA) provides a free 

referral service for web site promotion. PR companies are in big demand by 

Internet start-ups (Internet PR, 2000). 

Email and the Internet can help public relations practitioners transmit 

information more quickly, but these PR tools need to be carefully managed. 

Messages should be clear and accurate. There should be a well-defined 

subject and a means of feedback. Unsolicited messages can annoy the 
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receivers. Contact information should be provided and a searchable archive of 

press releases are recommended (Dern, 1997). 

Public relations efforts would do well to adopt the dual track approach: 

brick-and-mortar combined with a web presence. This has worked well for 

other firms. Dedicated ePR could work in a limited niche, but a bilateral 

approach seems prudent. Do not trade hard earned credibility for the short-

term electronic customer fix. Credibility and trust stand as pillars in the public 

information industry. 

  

Conclusion 
 

Ah, Credibility! The credible communicator is the trusted disseminator 

of information. Public relations professionals have a responsibility to get 

accurate and timely messages to their publics whether by conventional means 

or across cyberspace.  

They should monitor opinion and spin to see if incorrect or outdated 

information is being sent; electronically, this includes online services such as 

bulletin boards and newsgroups, including checking for any misinformation 

disseminated by those wishing to harm you or your client.  Constant vigilance 

is mandatory. Immediate response with precision and clarity is best in such 
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instances. “As for dealing with media persons in cyberspace, PR practitioners 

should simply observe rules used in traditional channels of communication” 

(Strenski, 1995). 

The alliterative mandate: Practice PR Principles. Allow for a free flow 

of information among stakeholders, encourage fair competition, establish 

consistent disclosure policies, safeguard confidences, avoid conflicts of 

interest, and act in a manner that enhances and brings credibility to the public 

relations profession ---PRSA Code of Ethics (October 2000).  

Practioners of public relations proceed to the Internet with caution, but 

proceed nonetheless on a dual track, building, maintaining, and strengthening 

customer relationships. 



Building Electronic Relationships 

 

17

 

References 
 
 

Bayer, M. (June 1996). Web site says too many PR people are operating without a 
clue. PR Tactics. Retrieved 19 November 2000, from the World Wide Web: 
http://prsa.org. 

 
Bell, T. (August 2000). Improved customer relationships beef up bottom line. 

Electronic Business, 6(8), 56-7. 
 
Berthon, P. (September-October 1996). Marketing communication and the world 

wide web. Business Horizons, 39(5), 24-40. 
 
Biland, A. (6 March 2000). A question of value: E-commerce works best as an 

enabler of the personal relationship between business and their customers. 
Information Week, p. 214. 

 
Botan, C. & Soto, F. (Spring 1998). A semiotic approach to the internal 

functioning of publics: implications for strategic communication and public 
relations. Public Relations Review, 24(1), 21-44.  

 
Cross, R. & Nassef, A. (October 1999). E-mail direct marketing comes of age. 

Direct Marketing, 62(6), 44-48. 
 
Darwin, C. (1993). The origin of species. By means of natural selection or the 

preservation of favored races in the struggle for life (Reissue).  New York: 
Modern Library. 

 
Day, G. & Montgomery, D. (December 1999). Charting new directions for 

marketing. Journal of Marketing, 63(6), 3. 
 
Dern, D. (June 1997). Using the internet as a PR tool. Communications News, 

34(6), 28-9. 
 
Fomburn, C.J. (1996). Reputation: realizing value from the corporate image. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business School. 



Building Electronic Relationships 

 

18

 
Garbarino, E. & Johnson, M. (April 1999). The different roles of satisfaction, trust, 

and commitment in customer relationships. Journal of Marketing, 63(2), 70-97. 
 
Holtz, S. (1999). Public relations on the net. New York: AMACOM. 
 
Internet PR. (17 August 2000). Marketing, p. 30. 
 
Kent, M. & Taylor, M. (Fall 1998). Building dialogic relationships through the 

world wide web. Public Relations Review, 24(3), 321-4. 
  
Lach, J. (June 1999). The new gatekeepers. American Demographics. Retrieved 20 

November 2000, from the World Wide Web: http://www.marketingtools.com. 
 
Le Beau, C. (June 2000). Cracking the niche: marketing to online communities. 

American Demographics, 22(6), 38-40. 
 
Mickey, T. (Fall 1998). Selling the internet: a cultural studies approach to public 

relations. Public Relations Review, 24(3), 335-350. 
 
Mieszkowski, K. (April/May 1998). The power of public relations. Fast Company, 

14, 182+. Retrieved 5 October 2000, from the World Wide Web: 
http://www.fastcompany.com. 

 
Peppers, D. & Rogers, M. (1997). The one to one future: building relationships one 

customer at a time. New York: Doubleday. 
 
Robson, K. (23 October 2000). Refining internet PR. B to B, 85, p.33. 
 
Rollinson, W. (April 2000). Using the internet & digital printing to build strong 

customer relationships. Target Marketing, 23(4), 17-20. 
 
Ross, S. (May 1995). Public relations in cyberspace. Public Relations Journal, 

51(1), 36-38. 
 
 



Building Electronic Relationships 

 

19

Rowsom, M. (January 1998). Bridging the gap from traditional marketing to 
electronic commerce. Direct marketing, 60(9), 23-27. 

 
Sherwin, G. & Avila, E. (1998). Connecting online:creating a successful image on 

the internet. Central Point, OR: Oasis. 
 
Strenski, J. (Fall 1995). The ethics of manipulated communication. Public 

Relations Quarterly, 40(3), 33-5. 
 
Strout, E. (March 2000). Fighting the internet’s PR battle. Sales & Marketing 

Management, 152(3), 11. 
 
Toffler, A. (1991). The Third Wave (Reissue). New York: Bantam. 
 
Watkis, J. (1998). Don’t bite the hand that feeds you: how to avoid mistakes that 

cost you customers and credibility. Toronto: Solid Rock Resources. 
 
Watson, R., Zinkhan, G., & Pitt, L. (June 2000). Integrated Internet Marketing. 

Communications of the ACM, 43(6), 97-107. 
 
Wilkie, W. & Moore, E. (December 1999). Marketing’s contribution to society. 

Journal of Marketing, 63(6), 198. 
 
 
  
 
Style: Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association. (4th 
ed.). (1994).  

           Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 
 
 Strunk, W. (rev. by White, E.B.). (1999). The Elements of Style, (4th 
ed.). Boston: 
             Allyn & Bacon. 

 
Electronic reference formats recommended by the American 

Psychological Association   
http://www.apa.org/journals/webref.html 

 



Building Electronic Relationships 

 

20

 
List of Web Sites 

 
http://demographics.com/ 
 
http://imc2.com/ 
 
http://prsa.org/ 
 
http://wsj.com/ 
 
http://www.ascusc.org/jcmc/ 
 
http://www.iabc.com/ 
 
http://www.incubatepr.com/ 
 
http://www.marketingtools.com/ 
 
http://www.online-pr.com/ 
 
http://www.prmadeeasy.com/ 
 
http://www.prnewswire.com/ 
 
http://www.profnet.com/ 
 
http://www.prweekus.com/ 
 
http://www.reputations.com/ 
  

 
 

http://demographics.com/
http://imc2.com/
http://prsa.org/
http://wsj.com/
http://www.ascusc.org/jcmc/
http://www.iabc.com/
http://www.incubatepr.com/
http://www.marketingtools.com/
http://www.online-pr.com/
http://www.prmadeeasy.com/
http://www.prnewswire.com/
http://www.profnet.com/
http://www.prweekus.com/
http://www.reputations.com/

	Building Electronic Relationships
	Practical Use of the Internet by Public Relations Practitioners
	Contents
	Introduction
	
	
	
	Bayer, M. (June 1996). Web site says too many PR people are operating without a clue. PR Tactics. Retrieved 19 November 2000, from the World Wide Web: http://prsa.org.





