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New Media in PR: A Research on the Utilization of New Media
Technologies in Public Relations Firms in Turkey
Cem Sefa Sutcu, Marmara University, TURKEY
Emel Karayel Bilbil, Marmara University, TURKEY

Abstract: Public Relations (PR) firms are found in every industrial area of the globalized world. Compared to the huge
number of PR firms (around 9000) in the US, there are around 200 PR firms organized mostly in the city of Istanbul. PR
Sector in Turkey gained importance in 1980s with the changing rules of national policies from a closed economy to the free
market economy. This transformation directly influenced the PR business throughout the country. Especially, in 1990s,
many organizations and corporations started to heavily demand PR services due to the increased need for communication
with the public. Therefore, Turkish PR firms started to not only monitor the conjuncture in global PR Sector, but also try
to keep up the pace by utilizing new media technologies. Additionally, top managements of commercial firms needed to be
conscious about the expectations on the quality of services of their PR firms. At this point, new media technologies became
a handy tool for PR firms in servicing their customers. This “intelligence” introduces a new concept of “PR Management
Tools”. This approach is an insight to the PR services from the Information Systems point of view. With its time and distance
insensitive, flattened, interactive, low access cost, customizable, and decentralized nature, new media technologies are very
promising for Turkish PR sector. In this paper, we surveyed the use of new media technologies in Turkish PR firms. We se-
lected reputable firms which have longest lifetime in the sector and have the largest customer portfolio. Our research revolves
around the following questions: What is the “New Media” awareness of PR firms? To what extend PR firms use these
technologies? Answering these fundamental questions would help us to describe the current situation in PR sector in com-
peting global firms.

Keywords: New Media, Public Relations

Introduction

MENTIONED IN IHLEN’S paper, cited
from Cutlip, Broom and Center, (1996)
a common definition of public relations
is that it is “the management function that

establishes and maintains mutually beneficial rela-
tionships between an organization and the publics
on whom its success or failure depends [emphasis
added]” (Ihlen, 2005, 492–496). On the other hand,
from a postmodernist point of view, asMickey states
public relations can be called symbol production in
so far as communication strategy is an integral part
of the work, whether that work be a speech, a news
release, or a press conference. The focus will be on
the public relations text which can be defined as the
public communication vehicle or event produced for
some pre-determined objectives. Baudrillard says:
“The raw event is exchange, and not the material of
exchange. It is not “consumable” unless filtered,
fragmented, and re-elaborated by a whole series of
industrial procedures-by the mass media-into a fin-
ished product, into the material of finished and
combined signs, analogous to the finished objects of
industrial production” (Mickey, 1997, 273).
Especially in the United States, the computer has

long been central to public relations activity. The

American Management Association, for example,
surveyed 3,466 executives and managers and found
the heavy Internet user, 2.3 percent of respondents,
log on 16 hours a week at the office and seven hours
a week from home for business purposes. These are
primarily professional women in the communications
and public relations. High computer usage in public
relations suggests an exponential increase in existing
electronic dialogue. However, the computer has
changed the very nature of public relations business
(Neff, 1998, 352).
In their paper, Kent, Taylor andWhite clearly state

that organizational communicators and scholars have
an important stake in the development of the World
Wide Web as a relationship-building medium. They
also stress on the importance of such tools for organ-
izations. Web sites provide a controlled channel
throughwhich they can communicatewith stakehold-
er publics and the media. For stakeholders,Web sites
provide publics with a channel through which organ-
izations can be viewed and better understood. The
World Wide Web may facilitate more balanced or-
ganization–public relationships and increased parti-
cipation of citizens in community life (Kent et al.
2003, 63).
Before stating the importance of the research, it

is necessary to give a short view of the history of
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public relations in Turkey to better understand the
present situation. According to Asna who is the pion-
eer and the doyen of public relations practices in
Turkey, the efforts, which can be regarded as the
first practices of planned communications have
started in public sector (Asna, 1997, 75). In 1960,
State Planning Organization ( http://www.dpt.gov .
tr/ing/) established a unit named “publication and
representation branch” under the coordination office.
Hence, PR practitioner was responsible for represent-
ing the organization and for preparing publications
for that purpose. After that, practices conducted by
the general management of family planning unit of
ministry of health followed. The first PR education
started in 1966 at Ankara University. With the new
graduates, private sector noticed the importance of
PR practices. Largest Turkish firms like KocHolding
(http://www.koc.com.tr/en-US) in 1969, and later
Sabanci Holding (http://www.sabanci.com/En/) and
Eczacibasi (http://www.eczacibasi.com/) established
PR units. Turkish Public Relations Association
(TUHID - http://www.tuhid.org/en/) was established
in 1972 with the objective of enhancing and develop-
ing the public relations profession and providing a
platform for professional solidarity. The first inde-
pendent PR agency A&B (http://en.ab-pr.com/in-
dex.aspx) was founded by Alaeddin Asna in 1974
(Asna, 1997, 128; Aydede, 2001, 23-24).
In a recent research about Turkey’s top 100 Indus-

trial Enterprises in 2006, listed by Istanbul Chamber
of Industry (The concept behind the idea is to have
a list of Turkey’s biggest industrial corporations
similar to Fortune 500 list http: //www.iso.org.tr/en/
500buyuk_2.asp), Karayel Bilbil and Sutcu found
that; only 30% of top 100 enterprises have contact
information especially provided formedia profession-
als (apart from providing contact information for
general purpose). 69% of them have announcements
about the activities done/to be done on their Web
pages for media professionals. 58% of them have
visual material archive on theirWeb pages for media
professionals. 43% of top them have corporate profit
information (especially for public offerings) on their
Web pages.
Only 29% of top 100 enterprises have corporate

publishing material on their Web pages for media
professionals. (Online magazines, brochures, news-
papers etc.). 36% of them have biographies of admin-
istrators or founders of the corporation on their Web
pages for media professionals. 42% of top 100 enter-
prises have sponsorship information available on
their Web pages for media professionals. 48% of top
100 enterprises have visual material archive available
on their Web pages for media professionals. Only
16% of top 100 enterprises can E-mail newsletters
on their Web pages for media professionals.

Only 26% of top 100 enterprises have Frequently
Asked Questions page about the corporation avail-
able on their Web pages for media professionals.
Only 9% of top 100 enterprises have sign-in require-
ment to access to the pages available for media pro-
fessionals. This is especially important for corpora-
tions to keep track of the media professionals who
are interested in the corporation. Only 21% of top
100 enterprises have search function on their Web
pages especially designed for media professionals.
31% of top 100 corporations have downloadable files
on their Web pages especially prepared for media
professionals (Karayel Bilbil and Sutcu, 2007, 21-
29).
These low numbers suggest that Turkish enter-

prises have lots of things to do with public relations
because their primary concern seems to be the media
relations. On the other hand, social responsibility
projects, reputationmanagement, eventmanagement,
sponsorship management, crisis management and
product/brand public relations are neglected.
Some might think that these are the views of aca-

demicians who are outside of the public relations
business. However, Ali Cem Ilhan, one of the general
managers and opinion leaders of the Turkish PR
Sector, mentioned that, based on a recent report about
“Communication Services Perception” papered by
CommunicationConsultancyCompaniesAssociation
(http://www.ida.org.tr/index.asp?dil=en), among
Turkish private sector firms, and communication
professionals from agencies, 77.7% of CEOs classify
public relations agencies as effective and/or very ef-
fective to help them reach corporation’s business
and communication targets. Undoubtedly, this is a
positive result from PR agencies’ perspective. On
the other hand, while CEOs, in 85.2% rate; consider
PR agencies as a communication tool for the media
relations, only 28.4% of them demand corporate so-
cial responsibility services fromTurkish PR agencies.
Moreover, it seems that Ilhan thinks PR professionals
can not realize to break free this cliché. However,
areas such as product/brand public relations, reputa-
tion management, event management, sponsorship,
issue and agendamanagement, inhouse PR services,
corporate social responsibility and crisis management
should be handled in an integratedmanner. Although
many of the CEOs which demand services have
‘wishful thinking’ about Turkish PR agencies, most
of them still do not consider public relations as a
management function and stay away from this idea.
According to Ilhan and partly to Erdogan, in this
situation Turkish PR agencies -with some exceptions-
are far away from the classical definition of “man-
agement coalition” by James Grunig (Grunig, 1992,
1-29; Ilhan, February 22nd, 2007; Erdogan, 2006,
115).
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Background: Literature Review
In literature, there is almost an agreement among
scholars that over the last decade the advent of the
Internet and electronic communication has trans-
formed public relations, just as it has transformed
many areas of organizational and business life. The
new media environment needs creative new ap-
proaches to accomplishing corporate communication
goals and objectives (Gregory, 2004, 245–254;
Ihator, 2001, 202; Philips, 2002, 368). In their paper,
Alfonso andMiguel have a comprehensive literature
review about this impact. They argue that the Internet
has remarkably changed the way in which companies
and institutions communicate and interact with their
audiences. They also point out that the same is true
about how organizations communicate with the news
media, as well as how these media conduct their
work nowadays. As in almost all business areas,
scholars agree that for corporate communications,
which is a very remarkable issue in public relations,
Internet technologies, word processing, budgeting,
andmedia databasemanagement offer lots of possib-
ilities. As in other areas, at the beginning, the ex-
change of text messages through e-mail was a signi-
ficant step forward. Later, the possibility of transmit-
ting images and sounds through the Internet encour-
aged thousands of companies to launch their own
Websites. With new tools such as blogs, wikis or
RSS technologies becoming increasingly more pop-
ular recently, the idea of the Internet as the key tool
for sharing knowledge, ideas or corporate informa-
tion is growing (Alfonso and Miguel, 2006, 267;
Duke, 2002; 321).
Quoted in Johnson (1997), J. E. Grunig (1976)

argued in the 1970s that “when organizations become
constrained by their technology and knowledge, they
also fail to recognize problems and become closed”.
Johnson states that, it is useful when investigating
how public relations practitioners are using, or not
using, new technologies to consider not only the
concepts of public relations technician or manager,
but the concept of two-way symmetric communica-
tion, as well (Johnson, 1997, 213; Ihator, 2001, 202).
And although the impact of this new reality on cor-
porate communications in companies and organiza-
tions is not still well defined, it is obvious that the
Internet is a rapidly changing environment and all
PR professionals should be aware of its importance
and what skills these practitioners consider important
for Internet public relations and how to prepare
educational curricula to utilize information technolo-
gies (Johnson, 1997, 213; Duke, 2002, 311; Alfonso
and Miguel, 2006, 267; Curtin and Witherspoon,
1999, 27). To offer interactivity in media communic-
ations is an important issue (Johnson, 1997, 231;
Horton, 2001, 5).

NewMedia in PR Thinking and Practices
As Gower and Cho states that the Internet public re-
lations, known also as “Net relations” (as cited from
Spataro, 1998) and “online PR”, refers to the use of
Internet tools and technologies by public relations
professionals in the public relations process, includ-
ing researching publics and issues, communicating
with a client’s internal and external stakeholders,
and evaluating the results of PR efforts (Gower and
Cho, 2001, 81). According to them, the Internet of-
fers public relations practitioners a new communica-
tion medium and draws attention to the fact that their
implications have not been fully understood. They
excerpt from Bloom (1999) that “The Internet and
PR were made for each other. They are both about
making a connection, about establishing one-on-one
relationships” (Gower and Cho, 2001, 82).
Additionally, Galloway points out that mobile

communication technologies challenge public rela-
tions practitioners to expand their thinking and
practice. Liberating electronic communication from
fixed devices means that familiar PR approaches
designed to reach audiences through such equipment
are insufficient in themselves (Galloway, 2005, 572).
He excerpts in his paper from various writers that
no longer moored to static devices, electronic com-
munication takes on a new, mobile character that
undermines the conventional techniques of the
practitioner’s toolkit, including now-standard online
staples such as corporate Websites, chat-rooms, e-
mail, customer response facilities, and electronic
news release distribution. It calls for a wider way of
thinking about relating to publics, one that recognizes
that mobile communicators – one description of them
is “global knowledge-nomads” – are consuming
content and managing relationships, including with
commercial organizations, every bit as much as those
consumers who are working with fixed technologies.
And therefore he conceptualizes a term called cyber-
PR, a phrase from psychology, ergonomics (and
message) – “dynamic touch” which can be achieved
virtually in cyberspace through the creation of exper-
iences – “cyber haptics” – stimulating feelings such
as connectedness, involvement, appreciation, and
meaningfulness, which are also available through
physical touch. He contends that public relations
people may need to design such virtual experiences
as part of building andmaintaining relationships with
organizations’ modern, mutable, and mobile publics,
recognizing that “the mobile marketplace merges the
virtual and physical marketplaces” (Lindgren et al.
2002, cited in Galloway, 2005, 573).
The following issues are major concerns and a

large body of literature examining the impact of the
Internet on public relations, from both theoretical
and implementation perspectives. The nature of the
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discussion has largely focused on three main themes:
(Gregory, 2004, 245–254; Barry, 2005, 355–361)

• How this new channel of communication can
and should be used;

• The effect of the Internet in various areas of
public relations activity;

• The intrinsic nature of electronically mediated
communication.

Additionaly, some of the ways that corporate com-
munication may be directly impacted by the new in-
formation technology can be summed up as follows:
(Ihator, 2001, 199-203)

• Audience identification and definition
• Strategic information management
• Information empowerment
• Real-time and two-way communication
• Changing corporate identity
• Reactive communication and feedback

According to Wilcox and Cameron and Porter et al.,
the primary uses of the Internet by public relations
professionals are as follows: (Wilcox and Cameron,
2006, 332-353; Porter et al. 2001, 173-176)

• E-mail distribution
• World Wide Web sites
• Brochureware
• Discussion groups like GoogleGroups and Ya-

hooGroups
• Interactive forums and boards

Additionally, we can list computer applications like
dictation and voice generation, expert systems, PR
management tools like project management soft-
wares, processing of news releases, desktop publish-
ing, online conferences, teleconferencing, Webcon-
ferencing, cellular phones, personal digital assistants,
blogs, electronic papers, wireless broadband, and
virtual presence, including activisim on the Internet
and seconlife.com experience.
Why all of these new technologies seem to ease

PR professionals’ routine work? We think Kelly,
Masumoto and Gibson have a good example to an-
swer this question. They draw attention to media
communication issue. They argue that a koho person
[PR practitioner] also needs to be a navigator for
journalists. In most cases, journalists change their
section every few years. A journalist who is in charge
of the economics sectionmaymove to the agriculture
press club the next year. Although they change sec-
tions frequently and their time is constrained due to
their daily schedule, journalists study hard to under-
stand the industry that they cover. The role of koho
is to help them to improve their understanding of
corporations and industries (Kelly et al. 2002, 8).

We all aware that newmedia technologies squeeze
time and space by increasing bandwidth and variety
of channels in communications for reaching diverse
publics. This increases amount of information one
has to deal with.
Critics argue that handling such a huge amount of

information is mostly problematic and leading to
ethical concerns. Kent gives blogging in public
communication as an example: “Just as there are
potential rewards involved in blogging such as issue
framing, relationship building, fostering trust and
identification, there are also risks such as organiza-
tional bloggers who are not adequately trained in
public communication and dialogue, or independ-
ently decide whether or not to go public on an issue
rather than consulting with organizational leaders.
Indeed, many managers and communication profes-
sionals still think that anonymous postings to blogs
and discussion groups cannot be tracked back to their
source. They can, and anonymous posters are regu-
larly outed by blog moderators. Such exposure al-
ways makes the organization that posted the message
look desperate or stupid. Public relations profession-
als are organizational representatives and they should
never attempt to lie about who they represent, dis-
guise their identity, or try to “subvert the channels
of communication” by pretending to be someone
else (a violation of the Public Relations Society of
America’s Code of Professional Ethics). Thus, the
question is not what to say, but whether the organiz-
ation is ready to take a public stance on an issue”
(Kent, 2008, 6).

Research Method and Limitations
In this research, All 53 agencies in the member list
of Turkish Public Relations Association (TUHID)
selected as a long list (http://www.tuhid.org/Yerli
_link.php). Seven agencies were selected among the
long list by considering length of operation time in
business and the volume of business. These agencies
have at least ten years of sector experience. Among
them, five agencies have replied research questions.
These agencies are located in Istanbul. The reason
for choosing only from this location is that Istanbul
has largest corporations and major media groups
leading to Turkish economy. General Managers or
CEOs of these agencies were selected for question-
ing. This way, it has been possible to have clear un-
derstanding about the company’s employee profile,
company policies and general strategies about the
new media utilization. We thought that an employee
would be lacking knowledge or not allowed to de-
clare about the prospective technological investments
of the agency. This could hamper our survey.
In this research there are obvious limitations. This

survey was carried out between April 2007 and
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February 2008. This duration limitation is partly due
to the reluctancy of PR agencies in answering the
research questions. Methods of interviewing, e-
mailing and telephoning were utilized to gather data
in this survey.
The survey consisted of nine questions about the

organizational structure of the PR agencies, including
number of employees, their average age, their level
of education, number of years in the sector as a
public relations agency, and number of clients in
Turkey’s top 100 Industrial Enterprises in 2006, lis-
ted by Istanbul Chamber of Industry. 21 questions
were about the level of utilization of some new
technology tools in public relations practice.
For questions regarding the technological aware-

ness of the agencies, answers were nonparametrically
scaled starting from 1.”no”, 2.”no, but planning”,
3.”no, but constructing”, 4.”yes, rarely”, 5.”yes, oc-
casionally”, 6.”yes, frequently”. For other questions

regarding the present situation in agencies surveyed,
answers were scaled on nominal level such as
“yes/no” and ratio scaled such as percentages.
For the purposes of this study, only independent

agencies, not in-house public relations departments
of organizations, were surveyed based on the assump-
tion that agencies would provide a broader spectrum
of customer portfolio. Data were analysed using
SPSS 16 software.

Results
To have a profile of the surveyed public relations
agencies we found that among the agencies, the av-
erage number of employees is 53, the average age
of employees is 31 and average number of years
these public relations agencies spent in business is
20 years, ranging from 10 years to 33 years.

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for PR Agencies in the Survey

Descriptive Statistics
MeanN
53,405average number of employees
31,005average age of employees
,71254Percentage of number of employees trained for using tech tools
,62205Percentage of number of employees having university degree in PR
19,805average number of years the agency is in business
20,605average number of customers in ISO500
6,005average number of customers in ISO100

The average number of employees having university
degree in PR or related fields is 62%. These agencies
have on average, 21 customers in ISO500 Listing,
and the average number of customers in ISO100 is
6. Among these agencies, on the average, 71% of
employees had been trained in using technological

tools such as computers, software and communica-
tion hardware.We found strong positive relationship
between the average number of employees in PR
firms and the average number of customers in
ISO500 (p=0,043).

Table 2: Correlation Statistics among Avg. Number of Employees and Avg. Number of Customers in
ISO500

Correlations
average number of customers in ISO500
,890*Pearson CorrelationAverage number of

employees ,043Sig.(2-tailed)
5N

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

All agencies are said to encourage their employees
for learning tech tools and they believe that informa-
tion technology usage is important tool for media
relations spesifically.When we look at the utilization
of technological tools classified by Wilcox and

Cameron (Wilcox and Cameron, 2006, 340), we saw
that all agencies have local area network connection
(LAN), Broadband Internet connection and they
mostly use both ways of the maintenance of their IT
structure.
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Table 3: Utilization of Resources for IT Management among the PR Agencies

TotalBothOutsourceInhouse
100602020Percent

They intentionally use the Internet for media rela-
tions, event management and crisis management,

but in minority, for the event/product promotion.

Table 4: Utilization Frequency of the New Media Tools among the PR Agencies

Declared utilization frequencyNew media tools
occasionallyIntranet
frequentlyOnline newswires
frequentlyWebcasting services
frequentlyWeb searching
frequentlyWebsite development for customers
RarelyOnline monitoring services
occasionallyDigital storage media
RarelySatellite and radio media tools
RarelyWeb research
frequentlyMedia database software
occasionallyResearch(analysis)software
occasionallyPresentation software
occasionallyCalendar software
RarelyProject management software
frequentlyTime tracking and billing software
No, but constructingMedia management software
occasionallyCreativity software tools
occasionallyNet business card

Turkish PR firms in the survey, although they are
among the biggest, rarely use new media tools like
online monitoring services, satellite and radio media
tools, Web research, project management software,
and especially media management software.
These findings have similarity with the findings

of Porter and Sallot (2003). They argue that in num-
ber of studies, focusing specifically on the Web
suggest that practitioners have not taken full advant-
age of new technologies. Practitioners conduct little
research, planning, or evaluation in programming
Web sites. Although practitioners see the Web as a
valuable tool to enhance their organizations’ images,
maintaining Web sites has not been a high priority
because of perceived lack of urgency and deadlines,
and lack of resources and support. They also point
out that in some surveys, it is found that practition-
ers’ Web use at 99%, but only 54% were “very in-
volved” in “determining the objectives” of their
companies’Web sites (Porter and Sallot, 2003, 604).

Discussion
The results of the survey showed that PR agencies
are relatively experienced with almost 20 years in
business. On the contrary, they have relatively young
employees. On the average, 53 employees deal with
21 ISO500 customers. Numbers show that in these
agencies there are at most two or three employees
dedicated to one ISO500 customer. This seems a
small team. Since we found that there is a strong
positive relationship between the average number of
employees and the average number of customers in
ISO500, the higher the number of employees, the
higher the average number of customers in ISO500.
On the other hand the agencies are open to techno-
logy. Because they want their employees to have
training for using technological tools as we men-
tioned in Table 1.
Interestingly enough, none of the PR agencies

have IT departments to deal with information systems
infrastructure and maintenance. They mostly prefer
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to have the employees who are the most capable of
solving problems of software and hardware. They
call this way of IT management as “inhouse”.
Our survey showed also that PR agencies are fa-

miliar with the basic new media tools such as online
newswires, webcasting, web searching and develop-
ing web sites for their customers. On the other hand,
as results indicate, they are not very familiar with
tools like web research, which is very different from
web search, onlinemonitoring tools, project manage-
ment software such as MS Project and media man-
agement software. These tools requiremore expertise
and employees in those PR agencies need that expert-
ise in using advanced new media tools.

Conclusion
Especially, penetration of multinational and global
organizations, and with the plans of Turkish corpor-
ations’ efforts of being globalized, business in public
relations sector has accelerated. This transformation
necessitates, for Turkish PR agencies, to keep track
of developments in global PR arena. In this context,
Turkish PR firms should not only monitor the devel-
opments in the world economy, corporate marriages
and rise of global brands, but at the same time, adapt
new media tools and methods to have progress
throughout the domestic sector.
Besides, starting with the corporate marriages

among PR agencies, increased competition in the
domestic market demonstrated that using advertising

services alone can not create awareness in today’s
world. Generally speaking, consciousness of the top
management of corporations in reaching the commu-
nicative targets of the corporation increased. Con-
sequently, while PR budgets of corporations are
rising, expectations about the quality of service PR
agencies should maintain also rises. As a result of
all these, we can say that, in Turkish PR sector, util-
ization of new media tools has gained importance.
In their paper Sriramesh and Vercic consider

Turkey as globalized country among other western
European countries in terms of PR sector (Sriramesh
and Vercic 2007, 355-359). As a result of this glob-
alization process, some agencies in Turkish PR sec-
tor, including the two of them in our survey, have
corporate marriages with global communication
networks such as Brodeur/Pleon Worldwide and
Weber ShandwickWorldwide. This situation fosters
Turkish PR agencies to think that they should use
information and communication technologies in order
to be in the sector. Because, their global partners or
competitors are benefiting from these technologies
for over the decades.
It is important to keep in mind that by examining

the communication profiles of the practitioner and
client, one can see how cultural communication dif-
ferences translate into culturally-defined expectations
and assumptions about specific public relations
activities (Zaharna, 2001, 135). In this respect, cul-
tural differences among countries should also be
considered and further researched.
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