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The essay will argue public relations practitioners play a vital role as sources for an 

expanding proportion of content. The landscape of PR has evolved tremendously over 

the past twenty years due to the advancements of technology and the rise of social 

media.   

 

“Social Media and Web 2.0 are altering the entire landscape, placing the power of 

influence in the hands of regular people with expertise, opinions and the drive and 

passion to share those opinions” (Solis and Breakenridge, 2009, p.1).     

 

Mass media is defined by the form of communication channel that reaches a large 

audience. Traditionally this would include television, newspapers and magazines 

(Wimmer and Dominick, 2011). In regards to the changing media landscape, the internet 

and social media can also be considered as channels reaching mass audiences. This 

essay will initially concentrate on Grunig’s Four Models of Public Relations, with 

particular emphasis on two-way symmetric model which will help examine how ‘news’ 

content is sought in an evolving world of social media.  The essay will then explore how 

social media has impacted on liberal pluralism and the public sphere. Traditional 

methods of gatekeeping will be evaluated with reference to the Westley and Maclean 

model. The concept of ‘churnalism’ will be explored and this will finally lead us to 

consider who sets the media agenda in a modern world.  

 

The essay will conclude that PR practitioners play a vital role as sources for an 

expanding proportion of content in a modern PR landscape.  The need for a different 

mind frame, in new media, will be emphasised in order to adapt and use social media 

effectively to engage, influence and build relationships.  

 

Traditional media Vs Social media  

 

The volume of information available has increased over the past twenty years. There 

were previously only three channels available on UK television in the 1980s. There are 

now hundreds to choose from. The rise of the internet means more people have quick 

and easy access to information.  This has resulted in declining sales for British print 

media over the years (Dodson, 2014). 
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According to the CIPR “Social media is the term commonly given to internet and mobile-

based channels and tools that allow users to interact with each other and share opinions 

and content.  As the name implies, social media involves the building of communities or 

networks and encouraging participation and engagement” (CIPR, 2013). 

 

Technology has enabled the rise of social media.  Mobiles allow people to always be 

connected, anywhere at any time.  The volume of content shared online is 

overwhelming, with an estimated 95 million tweets a day.  In February 2011 it is believed 

there were more than 156 million active blogs (Howell, 2012).   Social networking sites 

including Facebook, Twitter and YouTube have allowed organisations and publics to 

communicate directly with each other without relying on traditional media (Nowicka, 

2012).   

Previously, the only way to communicate with publics was through traditional 

mainstream media.  Digital technology has enabled PR practitioners to engage directly 

with their publics in real time.  This has resulted in a changing media landscape in which 

PR and journalists need to adapt. 

 

Four Models of Public Relations  

 

Grunig and Hunt 1984, developed four models of how public relations should be 

practiced, press agentry (one way communication), public information (one way 

communication from an organisation’s perspective), two way asymmetric communication 

(gaining feedback with an aim to persuade) and two way symmetric (gaining feedback to 

create mutual levels of understanding),(Edwards, 2014). The traditional method of 

information feeding out to the public links to press agentry and public information where 

the journalist has the role of the gatekeeper, deciding what information is presented to 

mass audiences.  Grunig carried out a ten year study (1992-2002) which established 

two-way symmetric communication is “the keystone for excellent public relations” 

(Edwards, 2014, p124). However, there has been much criticism towards the 

symmetrical model. Pieczka (1996) claimed “using the symmetrical model as a 

normative ideal is a close-minded attempt to impose a single point of view on others.” 

(Heath, 2001, p,16). This appears to link with the power associated with organisations 

with one goal in mind, which supports the view of critics perceiving two-way symmetry as 

‘idealistic’ (Mack, 2003). Heath takes on a different approach and overrides Pieczka’s 

view that she has not taken into account the symmetrical model “is the most effective 

model in practice as well as in theory” (Heath, 2001, p.17).  Heath believes PR 
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professionals who use the symmetrical approach are able to communicate, facilitate and 

build relationships (Heath, 2001). Two way symmetry received criticism that it was 

idealistic, but what should also be taken into consideration is the theory was developed 

31 years ago. Social media provides an opportunity for PR practitioners to develop two-

way communication with publics in order to achieve mutual relationships. Hence the 

symmetric theory could be considered more prominent in the practice of social media. 

The symmetric theory can be used by PR practitioners in social media to retrieve 

feedback and adapt organisational goals to create mutual understanding between 

organisation and publics.  PR practitioners can now communicate with audiences 

directly and adapt organizational goals accordingly. 

 

Liberal pluralism and the public sphere 

 

In PR, liberal pluralism is described as a loose theory. It is when the media provides 

information to the public which allows publics to form opinions (Dodson, 2014).  

Habermas incites negativity towards the PR practitioner influence on liberal pluralism, 

because he feels it has manipulated a once independent press from the 19th century to 

“a gate through which privileged private interests invade the public sphere” (L’Etang, 

2008, p.108). Granham expands on this claiming PR “was the tool of capitalism... 

corporate resources could buy influence; and that the media can be manipulated by 

public relations practitioners” (L’Etang, 2008, p.108).  

 

However, social platforms, including Facebook, Twitter and Wordpress are free and 

allow anyone to express an opinion on any issue.  As a result, from what was previously 

conceived by some that PR could manipulate the public sphere, social media has clearly 

allowed it to be an open platform.  Individuals who would not necessarily wish to voice 

an opinion in public can do so online and be heard.    

 

Some critics, like Habermas, believe global news businesses can sway public opinion. 

This view does not appear to be valid in an evolved online world.   As an example, digital 

media provides the opportunity to engage in political feedback, directly from politicians. 

In a blog by Zaremba-Pike from Burson-Marsteller, he highlights more than half of the 

395 Members of European Parliament are on Facebook and Twitter, conveying their 

thoughts on parliamentary work.  Zaremba-Pike also emphasises MEP’s no longer use 

press releases to distribute information. They communicate through social media. 

(Zaremba-Pike, 2013).  In order for social media to be effective, there has to be 

engagement. This enables the opportunity for two-way symmetry to take place. 
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Politicians can take feedback into consideration and influence policies to resolve issues.  

This would not have happened in the traditional press agentry and public information 

model as feedback was never obtained. The PR practitioner role can offer social media 

support to politicians understanding how to use it.  

 

Critics argue symmetric theory ‘assumes liberal pluralism’ (Dozier & Lauren, 1998 cited 

in Heath, 2001, p.17). This appears to be more plausible as social media thrives in a 

digital network environment.  The online world clearly removes perceptions of PR 

practitioners influencing public opinion. L’Etang highlights “public relations can contribute 

positively to a dynamic public sphere constituted by publics keen to be recognised as 

legitimate and significant” (L’Etang, 2008, p.109).  The PR practitioner role help give 

publics a voice. They have the skills to support and advise on using social media 

effectively to maintain good reputation and encourage others.  The fact PR practitioners 

have the skills on how to communicate on social media, means they could be 

considered the ‘go to’ people in an organisation for advice. PR have responsibility on 

updating organizations on what can be communicated and what cannot on social media. 

Therefore having more power on what can and cannot be communicated reinforces the 

role of having more power as sources for content.   

 

The role of the gatekeeper  

 

Gatekeeping, defined by White (1950), is the process when journalists decide what will 

make the news and what will not (Dodson, 2014). The Westley and Maclean model of 

communication (1957) highlights the concept of sending and receiving messages, with 

the gatekeeper holding the power on whether the message will reach the audience 

(Theaker, 2012). This particular process links to Grunig’s press agentry model, operating 

on a one way flow of information.  Foctinato 2000 (Wilson and Supa, 2013) highlights 

journalists have the power in the relationship between public relations, mass media and 

the public.  However due to the advancement of technology and rise of social media, this 

no longer appears to be the case.  

Shirkey explains the previous concept of ‘filter then publish’ was used to provide news 

and information. The gatekeepers were the ones to filter out content and decide what 

information would be distributed. In new media the concept can be considered as 

‘publish and filter’ (Bailey, 2014). PR practitioners are now able to create their own 

content via video and messaging which is “describing a future with far more publicists 

than journalists” (Dodson, 2014, p.31). PR practitioners now communicate directly with 

their audiences, this indicates the gate keeper is no longer an important factor in 
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communicating messages.  Hence some journalists rely on PR practitioners as sources 

for content.   

 

Some critics argue the demise of the gatekeeper is negative for news. Simon Walden 

suggests “without the order they impose, it’s much, much harder to make sense of 

what’s happening in the world” (Barlow, 2010, p.48). 

The gatekeeper offers structure and filtering of a news story. Can this be considered 

realistic in modern public relations? Social media is about being immediate and in real 

time. Therefore it is far more realistic for PR practitioners and journalists to adapt to the 

changing digital environment.  “Combining traditional and digital can extend and amplify 

a piece of communication beyond the quick hit of media coverage to build a deeper, and 

potentially ongoing, connection” (Nowicka, 2012, p.34) This of course signifies the 

importance and demand for building stronger relationships to influence and 

communicate more effectively to mass audiences. PR practitioners can now 

communicate directly with their audiences. The role has changed and journalists now 

rely on PR practitioners for an expanding proportion of content.   

 

Churnalism  

 

UK media has undergone vast changes over the past couple of decades.  In a study by 

the American Pew Research Centre, newsrooms have seen a 30% cut in staff since 

2000 and online advertising has seen an increase in revenues.  Many claim this has 

resulted in journalism seeking stories from PR professionals (Gregory, 2014, p.148-149).   

 

Some argue “The imbalance between the numbers of people working in public relations 

and the numbers working in media newsrooms suggests an increasing reliance by the 

media on public relations sources” (Bailey, 2014, p.239). Davies describes this as 

‘churnalism’ where journalists no longer gather news but use information they are given 

to ‘churn’ out stories whether or not they are factually accurate (Davies, 2008 cited in 

Bailey, 2014).  In a survey involving 203 daily newspapers, 47% of the 203 online editors 

felt the speed at which a story is posted online means there is less time to check facts 

before it is published (Cassidy, 2006, p.10).  This is clearly one of the pressures 

journalists experience when traditional methods are not appropriate for social media’s 

real time concept.  

 

Wright and Hinson carried out a survey to analyse the increasing impact of social media 

and other new media on the PR practitioner. The survey indicated people are more 
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inclined to trust traditional news media for “accuracy, credibility and telling the truth” 

(Wright and Hinson, 2009, p.7).  Some support this view suggesting there are more 

options of media available, but the quality of the content is poorer (Dodson, 2014).  As 

much as the PR role is gaining importance as a source for content, there is still a need 

for traditional media.  

Some academics claim journalists are using social media to collect story ideas, resulting 

in PR practitioners needing to engage with journalists. This is emphasised by the fact 

journalists now tend to target PR practitioners for content ideas (Waters, Tindall and 

Morton, 2010). Stronger relationships would hopefully resolve the poor practice that 

resorts to churnalism.   Practitioners and journalists need to know how to use social 

media effectively “the future of public relations and communications is how you adapt 

and learn the new practices and how you can help your peers adapt” (Breakenridge, 

2012, p.6). Journalists have an added pressure to find stories with less staff, resulting in 

PR practitioners being relied on as sources for content.  

 

 Who sets the media agenda now?  

 

In traditional public relations, media relations was considered to have the most 

prominence. In fact a study by Adams 1995 found 70% of CEOs considered media 

relations to be the most important specialism in PR (Wilson and Supa, 2013,p.2). 

 

Agenda setting theory ensures the media agenda is set for what the public should think 

about (Bailey, 2014). However, with the rise of new media, it can be said the digital 

platform has influenced how the media agenda is set. This gives more emphasis to the 

role of the PR practitioner.  

McCombs highlights “the media sets the agenda only when citizens perceive their news 

stories as relevant” (McCombs, n,d. p.8).  Publics can debate and engage online which 

can influence the agenda.  If there is enough momentum and interest this can now reach 

mainstream media. An example of this is the school girl who blogged (with the intention 

of raising money for Mary Meals Charity) about her daily school dinners and giving her 

dinner a daily health rating.  The girl’s blogging efforts resulted in media recognition. The 

Scottish Daily Record published an article and BBC News covered the blog (BBC,2012). 

   

Digital platforms have enabled anyone to be a storyteller.  The impact is such that, “it’s 

now commonplace to say that every organisation (even every individual) is now a media 

channel, with our lives streamed on Facebook” (Bailey, 2014, p.239). PR practitioners 
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engage with their publics which enable them to share content to audiences on social 

media.   

 

Solis and Breakenridge argue bloggers are becoming more recognised as ‘industry 

authorities’, to the extent they are surpassing traditional media (Breakenridge and Solis, 

2009). Some believe bloggers are becoming influentials, bypassing traditional news 

media (Wright and Hinson, 2009). Furthermore, Wright and Hinson highlight 92% of 

those surveyed believe social media can influence mainstream news coverage, including 

newspapers and television (Wright and Hinson, 2009, p.7). This may not be the bloggers 

intention, however the fact this is happening means there is more pressure on journalists 

finding content.  Another indication, journalists will approach PR practitioners. 

 

The fact social media has power to influence main news, emphasises the role of the PR 

professional. “PR practitioners must... ensure they have invested the time in identifying 

which significant media influencers to their organisation’s objectives are among them, 

and ensure that they have the skills, knowledge and systems in place to effectively listen 

and potentially engage with them in this dynamic medium” (Parker, 2012, p.135).  

Traditional media and journalists are still valued as a reliable resource. However with the 

development of new media, there is a need for PR practitioners and journalists to build 

relationships.  Philip Sheldrake acknowledges the change in PR and suggests it should 

now be considered ‘the business of influence’/ “given the blurring of media boundaries 

and the importance of key bloggers and other online content producers, perhaps 

influencer relations may be a more appropriate term these days” (Parker 2012 cited in 

Bailey, 2014, p.245).  As highlighted by the girl’s blog reaching mainstream media, 

citizen journalists can influence how the media agenda is set. PR practitioners actively 

engage with their consumers and publics through blogging and social media. This 

results in journalists approaching PR practitioners as sources for content.     

 

Conclusion 

 

As the evidence suggests the PR practitioner provides a vital role as a source for a 

growing proportion of content.  This is the result of new media and the changing PR 

landscape. PR practitioners are now able to connect and engage with their 

publics/consumers directly.  The Westley and Maclean’s process of the gatekeeper is 

becoming almost obsolete. The role of the gatekeeper is not as important as it once was 

considered. On the other hand there is more scope for Grunig’s two way symmetry. PR 

practitioners can connect and engage with their audiences providing more opportunity to 
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build mutual understanding.  The decreasing newsroom jobs are resulting in journalists 

relying on PR practitioners for stories and churning out any content they can get.   

 

There is still a place for traditional media.  However what is clear is the need to adapt to 

meet the demands and succeed in an ever changing PR environment. The emphasis on 

communicating in new media is on building relationships with the online audience 

through engagement. As Sheldrake suggested, ‘influence relations’ is perhaps a positive 

perspective in moving forward, allowing traditional media and PR practitioners to adapt 

and effectively succeed in the ever changing PR environment. As evidenced, it is clear, 

new media has put more emphasis on the role of the PR practitioner as a vital source for 

an expanding proportion of media content.  
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