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A walk in the public relations fi eld: 
Theoretical discussions from a social media 

and network society perspective
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ABSTRACT: For public relations offi  cers the last years were momentous. Changes in the surrounding 
life dictated also changes in the public relations (PR) practice. Th e birth of a so-called network soci-
ety was signifi cant not only for diff erent information technology and computer-related professions, 
but also for communication science, including public relations, from a larger perspective. Talking 
about public relations we are mostly talking about managing communication and about relations born 
as a result of the managed communication fl ow. From a historical perspective communication and 
relations management means quite oft en a kind of use of power. At this point the existential question 
today is — how to manage communication and relations in the new situation — in the society which 
is guided by social networks where power is not always at the “top” of hierarchy anymore, but is 
“down” in the networks. Who has power, and who and how will control communication processes 
in the society of “mass self-communicators” (Castells, 2007), which is designed and created by authors 
who are writing and expressing their ideas through social media, using their right of speech more than 
ever and which is no longer easily controlled and managed by others — authorities, press offi  cers, 
public relations managers, censors, etc. 
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INTRODUCTION

Public relations has been seeking legitimacy for its existence as an expert func-
tion of managed communication by trying to assure its effi  ciency and contribution 
to an organization’s success as well as its ethical public interest orientation. Com-
bining these views has not been without contradiction. Sometimes it may seem 
that organizational and societal approaches have opposite views: the latter accuses 
the former of profi t seeking, while the former claims the latter has an unrealistic 
utopian world view. 

During the past couple of decades when social practice in organizations have 
dictated organizations to put less value on social interests and more on business and 
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profi t interests in general — consumer society is a perfect example of that, it has 
sometimes been problematic to try to convince organizations to be more sensitive 
in their communication and relations processes and responsive to the stakeholders’ 
and society’s needs. Th e questions how to create a real dialog between stakehold-
ers and organizations, and how to build good relations between them are the key 
questions today and also key for legitimizing public relations profession at the new 
quality level in the network society. However, many have held on to the idea that 
public relations task is to serve society by mediating confl ict and by building re-
lationships essential to the dynamic consensus upon which social order is based 
(Cutlip, Center & Broom, 1985).

Th e uncertainties of  contemporary world, economic crisis, political confl icts 
and wars have changed the circumstances where PR aspires to legitimacy. Th e at-
tention is now turned towards questioning the  legitimacy of every organization 
and every action. As all social decisions are fi nally trialled in the court of public 
opinion, public relations plays a major role in resolving cases of competing interests 
in the network society. Public relations’ social function is served when it replaces 
ignor ance, coercion, and intransigence with knowledge, compromise, and adjust-
ment (Cutlip, Center & Broom, 1985). Public relations has an impact on individual, 
organizational, and social behavior. Th ose professionally engaged in helping or-
ganizations identify, establish, and maintain mutually benefi cial relationships with 
their stakeholders, perform an essential management function that has an impact 
on today’s network society. 

“Public relations responds to social needs, not special interests” as famous PR 
teacher Cutlip wrote in his book (Cutlip, Center & Broom, 1985, p. 20). 

Th e biggest existential question today for public relations practitioners is how 
to manage communication in  the networks and how to deliver messages in  the 
“mass self-communication” (Castells, 2007) situation. In the situation when stake-
holders in the networks started to be active in communication arena. And freedom 
of speech is more topical than ever in the history of democracy. 

As present author’s research shows (Tampere, 2003; 2006; 2009), the dominant 
public relations practice trend in the last 20 years has been promotion, selling and 
productivity, and thus it has been diffi  cult sometimes to draw a line between mar-
keting and public relations. Now the focus in society has changed and PR has op-
portunity of a lifetime to show its true professional character as a social actor and 
integrator. Th e  trend of  questioning the  legitimacy of  organizations legitimates 
the role of PR — if PR dares to take its role as a function that refl ects the world 
and promotes societal values and responsibility. PR needs to  take a  refl exive 
role and focus its critical eye on the needs of society and actions of the organization. 
Th e task of professional PR today is to point out the consequences of organization’s 
actions, and communicate to the organization how it could change the course of its 
actions, in order to achieve and maintain legitimacy. Th e role of public relations is 
no longer interpreting organizations to the world in order to build up a nice image, 
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to sell good product and to protect organizations in diff erent ways, but interpreting 
world to the organization in order to make it understand how to build dialog, trust 
and through those also legitimacy. Important is also to learn to formulate own mes-
sages in such a way to be able to participate in the social networks as equal partners 
to own stakeholders. 

Th e development of  public relations parallels societal development, particu-
larly from the  19th century. Five distinct paradigmatic changes have occurred 
in public relations: (1) Confused relations with propaganda and confl ict between 
diff erent political ideologies together with the  emergence of  totalitarian socie-
ties, (2) Intern al communication as part of PR and the exponential development 
of capit alism, (3) Opening period and collapse of the Soviet Union, which ended 
with planned economy in crisis, (4) Postmodernist PR, the rise of consumption and 
the market economy in crisis, (5) Network PR, computer-mediated communication 
and relations (Tampere, 2010).

From a public relations perspective, today the concept of network society is 
the most important of Castells’ positions, because it can be logically related to the 
stakeholder thinking of public relations and use of social media in the modern 
public relations practices. It can also explain changes in the present network soci-
ety from power and relations perspective including PR fi elds’ legitimacy problems. 
On the other hand, Castells’ treatises on organizations, information and power 
(Castells, 1996; 1997; 2004; 2007), on the communication process in general, and 
also his discussions on identity (Castells, 1997; 2004; Castells et al., 2004) are also 
important for modern public relations. Castells is explaining the background and 
implications of processes at the level of social and cultural practice, which substan-
tially and directly infl uence the public relations practice, and the use of social me-
dia instead of mass media for this. Th rough Castells’ explanations also stakehold-
er relations will get a completely new nature just because the nature of relations 
changed and because the position of power changed in  the present democratic 
society. Power is no longer at the top of hierarchies, but in the hands of networks. 
As Castells said:

the development of interactive, horizontal networks of communication has induced the rise 
of a new form of communication, mass self-communication,1 over the Internet and wireless 
communication networks. Under these conditions, insurgent politics and social movements 
are able to intervene more decisively in the new communication space. However, corporate 
media and mainstream politics have also invested in this new communication space. As a re-
sult of these processes, mass media and horizontal communication networks are converging. 
(Castells, 2007, p. 238)

In the present paper connections between modern public relations and Castells’ 
network society will be discussed from a theoretical and practical point of view. 

1 Castells’ term for the use of social media.
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THE CONCEPT OF NETWORK SOCIETY

Castells’ theory of network society (Castells, 1996; 2004; Castells et al., 2004) has 
a unique place among the many attempts by social scientists to come to terms with 
the contemporary dynamics transforming the fabric of everyday life around the globe. 

Th e breadth and interdisciplinarity of Castells’ analyses is without parallel today and puts it 
in the same league as Max Weber’s classic, Economy and Society. Castells’ theory, because 
of its unique combination of integration and openness, can be read almost like a hypertext, 
it can be entered at many diff erent places, thus providing insights to people with various in-
terests, while off ering to all links that connect their fi eld with what is argued to be the gen-
eral dynamics of the network society. (Stalder, 2006, p. 8)

A network society is a society whose social structure is made of networks powered 
by microelectronics-based information and communication technol ogies. By social 
structure Castells understands the organizational arrangements of humans in rela-
tions of production, consumption, reproduction, experience, and power expressed 
in meaningful communication coded by culture (Castells, 2004). Th e network so-
ciety is a global society. Th is does not mean that people everywhere are included 
in these networks. In fact, for the time being, most are not. But every body is aff ected 
by the processes that take place in the global networks of this dominant social struc-
ture. Th is is because the core activities that shape and control human life in every 
corner of the planet are organized in these global networks (Castells, 2000; Held & 
McGrew, 1999; Volkmer, 1999; Stiglitz, 2002). 

How did the network society come about? At its source there was a coincidence, 
in the 1970s, of three independent processes, whose interaction constituted a new 
technological paradigm, informationalism, and a new social structure, the network 
society, which are inseparably intertwined. Th ese three processes were: the crisis 
and restructuring of industrialism and its two associated models of production — 
capitalism and statism; the freedom-oriented, cultural social movements of the late 
1960s and early 1970s; and the revolution in information and communication tech-
nologies (Castells, 2004). 

Th e theory of  the network society provides the  single most comprehensive 
framework through which it connects, in an integrated analyses, very diverse phe-
nomena. Th is makes it the lone contender as the grand narrative of the present, 
signalling the  return of  sociological macro-theory aft er years of  postmodernist 
pessimism about the possibility, or even desirability, of  such a project. It brings 
to a close three decades of research on the “postindustrial” or “information soci-
ety,” two concepts which, as Castells argues, are inadequate to frame the present 
(Castells, 1996). In  their place, the  theory of  the network society opens up new 
perspectives on the world reconstituting itself around a series of networks strung 
around the globe on the basis of advanced communication technologies. Th e net-
work society’s central claim is that in all sectors of society we are witnessing a trans-
formation in how their constitutive processes are organized, a shift  from hierarchies 
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to networks. Th is transformation is as much an organizational as a cultural ques-
tion. Th ere is a deep relationship between how social processes are organized and 
the values they embody (Castells, 1996; 2004).

NATURE OF NETWORKS

Networks are not specifi c to twenty-fi rst century 
societies or, for that matter, to human organiza-
tion. Networks constitute the fundamental pat-
tern of life, all kinds of life. (Castells, 2004, p. 4)

In social life, social networks analysts have for a long time investigated the dynamic 
of social networks at the heart of social interaction and the production of mean-
ing, leading to the formulation of a systematic theory of communication networks 
(Monge & Contractor, 2003). In terms of social structure, archaeologists and his-
torians of antiquity have forcefully reminded us that the historical record shows 
the pervasiveness and relevance of networks as the backbone of societies, thousands 
of years ago, in the most advanced ancient civilizations in several regions of the 
planet (Castells, 2004).

Networks have very specifi c characteristics:
1. A network is a set of interconnected nodes. A node is a point where the curve 

intersects itself. A network has no centres, just nodes. Nodes may be of varying 
relevance for the  network. Nodes increase their importance for the  network by 
absorbing more relevant information, and processing it more effi  ciently. Th e rela-
tive importance of a node does not stem from its specifi c features but from its abil-
ity to contribute to the network’s goals. All nodes of a network are necessary for 
the network’s performance. When nodes become redundant or useless, networks 
tend to reconfi gure themselves, deleting some nodes, and adding new ones. Nodes 
only exist and function as components of networks. Th e network is the unit, not 
the node (Castells, 2004).

2. Network process fl ows. Communication networks are the  patterns of  con-
tact that are created by fl ows of  messages among communicators through time 
and space (Monge & Contractor, 2003). Flows are streams of information between 
nodes circulating through channels of connection between nodes. A network is 
defi ned by the program that assigns the network its goals and its rules of perform-
ance. Th is program is made up of codes that include valuation of performance and 
criteria for success or failure (Castells, 2004).

3. Networks cooperate or compete with each other. Cooperation is based on the 
ability to communicate between networks. Th is ability depends on the existence 
of  codes of  translation and interoperability between the  networks, and access 
to connection points (Castells, 2004). Competition depends on the ability to out-
perform other networks by superior effi  ciency in performance or in cooperation 
capacity (Castells, 2004).
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4. Networks work in a binary logic: inclusion/exclusion. Th e social structure is 
global, but most of human experience is local, both in territorial and cultural terms 
(Borja & Castells, 1997). As Geoff  Mulgan observed, networks are created not just 
to communicate, but also to gain position, to outcommunicate (Mulgan, 1991). 

Th e network society works on  the basis of a  binary logic of  inclusion/exclusion, whose 
boundaries change over time, both with the changes in the network’s programs and with 
the conditions of performance of these programs. (Castells, 2004, p. 23)

5. Th ey are self-confi gurable, complex structures of communication that ensure, 
at the same time, unity of purpose and fl exibility of its execution by the capacity 
to adapt to the operating environment (Castells, 2004).

6. Networks have the ability to  introduce new actors and new contents in  the 
pro cess of social organization, with relative independence of the power centres, in-
creased over time with technological change and with the evolution of communica-
tion technologies. Industrial society (both in its capitalist and statist versions) was 
predominantly structured around large-scale, vertical production organizations 
and extremely hierarchical state apparatuses, in some instances evolving into a to-
talitarian system (Castells, 2004).

7. Networks became the most effi  cient organizational form as a  result of  three 
major features of networks that benefi ted from the new technological environment: 
fl exibility, scalability and survivability. Flexibility means that networks can reconfi g-
ure according to changing environments, keeping their goals while changing their 
components. Th ey go around blocking points in communication channels to fi nd 
new connections. Scalability means that they can expand or shrink in size with little 
disruption. Survivability means that because networks have no centre, and they can 
operate in a wide range of confi gurations, they can resist attacks on their nodes and 
codes because the codes of the network are contained in multiple nodes that can 
reproduce the instructions and fi nd new ways to perform. And only the physical 
ability to destroy the connecting points can eliminate the network (Castells, 2004).

ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY AND INFORMATIONAL PARADIGM 

Castells gave in to fashion of the times in his labels by characterizing our historical 
period as “information age” (Castells, 1996; 1997; 1998). Castells actually means 
by this that our society is characterized by the power embedded in  information 
technology, at the heart of an entirely new technological paradigm, which he called 
“informationalism” (Castells, 2004, p. 7). 

Informationalism is a technological paradigm. A paradigm integrates discoveries into a sys-
tem of relationships characterized by its synergies. (Castells, 2001, pp. 155–156)

Technological paradigm is a particular way of organizing the material base of society across 
the full range of social contexts, not just the economy. A technological paradigm is character-
ized by the most advanced technologies and methods, but in the long term it alters the or-

CEJoC 4 1(6) imprim.indb   54CEJoC 4 1(6) imprim.indb   54 2011-04-20   09:27:472011-04-20   09:27:47



A walk in the public relations fi eld

CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 1 (2011)  55

ganization of the entire base of society. Informationalism is based on the augmentation of the 
human capacity in information processing around the twin revolutions in microelectronics 
and genetic engineering. (Castells, 2001, p. 159)

Under the informational paradigm, the capacity for any communicating subject to act on the 
communicative network gives people and organisations the  possibility of  reconfi guring 
the network according to their needs, desires, and projects. Yet, and this is fundamental, 
the reconfi guring capacity for each subject depends on the pattern of power present in the 
confi guration of the network. (Castells, 2004, p. 8)

What makes the technological paradigm unique in relations to previous historical 
developments of information and communication technologies (printing, tele graph, 
analogue telephone, etc.) are three major, distinctive features of the technologies at 
the heart of the system: “self-expansion, recombination and distributional fl exibility” 
(Castells, 2004, p. 9). Self-expansion refers to the fact that computers are the basis for 
constructing new computers, and the more powerful computers become, the more 
complex technologies can be built using them. Recombination has two elements. One 
is the fact that information technologies are extremely modular — existing elements 
can be used to construct entirely new technologies, further accelerating the develop-
ment cycle. Also, the other element is the ability of the technology to combine all 
kinds of information into something new and meaningful. Th e world wide web is 
paradigmatic for this. It is characterized by the ability to connect anything with every-
thing and the potential to create new values from these connections that are no longer 
disciplined by boundaries of professional or academic segregation. Th e last point, 
distributional fl exibility, refers to the fact that information, once it is digitized, can be 
processed anywhere, and it can easily shift  from one state of aggregation to another, 
say from a sound fi le on a CD to a stream on a cellphone, or a graph on a fl ow and 
the social organizations build around them. Th ese three features provide the distinct 
character of informationalism, based on the application of computing and genetic 
engineering. Informationalism, then, is a set of features that comes to characterize 
the social organizations which rely in their practice on information technology and, 
with increasing importance, on genetic engineering (Castells, 1996). 

As far as we can trust the historical record, all known societies are based on infor-
mation and knowledge as the source of power, wealth, and meaning (Mokyr, 1990; 
Mazlish, 1993). Castells’ opinion is that information has not much value per se with-
out the knowledge to recombine it for a purpose. Knowledge is, of course, relative 
to each culture and society. Information and knowledge are the key factors for power 
and wealth in all societies, it is misleading to conceptualize our society as such, even 
if for the practical reason of making communication easier (Castells, 2004). 

ROLE OF THE MEDIA AND COMMUNICATION IN THE NETWORK SOCIETY

Th e media in the network society present a large variety of channels of communica-
tion, with increasing interactivity. Social media is a key here. Th ey are inclusive of 
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a wide range of cultures and social groups, and send targeted messages to selected 
audiences or to specifi c moods of an audience. Th e media system is characterized 
by global business concentration, by diversifi cation of the audience, including cul-
tural diversifi cation, by technological versatility and channel multiplicity, and by 
the growing autonomy of an audience that is equipped with the Internet and has 
learned the rules of the game (Castells, 2004). 

Th e socialization of society — the construction of shared cultural practice that 
allows individuals and social groups to live together — takes place nowadays in the 
networked, digitized, interactive space of  communication, centred around mass 
media and the  Internet. Th us, the  relationships between citizens and politicians, 
between the represented and the representative, depends essentially on what hap-
pens in this media-centred communication space. We live in a complex world where 
communication media and cultural fl ows extend more and more across bound aries. 
Accordingly, one of the characteristics of communication media in the network soci-
ety is that they take place on a scale that is increasingly global (Tubella, 2004). Con-
cepts like time, space, and distance obtain new meanings because of the proliferation 
of networks of electronic communication, which, as Castells (1996) has pointed out, 
represent the new social morphology of our societies. Th e end of distance involves 
the reordering of time and space, and a set of processes that are transforming mod-
ern societies. Th ese processes are described today as globalization, a growing inter-
connections producing complex forms of interaction and interdependency.

Th e role of mass media is clear as an instrument for creating an image of the col-
lective identity for insiders and for outsiders, and in doing so, they contribute to the 
construction of the identity itself. We shall understand that identity formation in 
a global communication environment is highly infl uenced by the media, which 
construct our everyday perceptions of the other and ourselves. People live in a sym-
bolic environment, a world of meaning, and it is clear that the mass media play 
a critical role in people’s perceptions and attitudes in industrial societies and even 
more so in the information society where they play a central role (Tubella, 2004). 

Th e increasing importance of communication media in a changing and dynamic 
society and the development of information and communication technologies have 
created a new situation, where communication and identity need to be rethought. 
Th is is because of the social media phenomenon, which diff ers from mass media 
remarkably. Such development belies any idea of culture or identity as a monolithic 
force and reinforces the idea of community and connectivity, a community that has 
its own cultural specifi city but is open to explore distant worlds. Th e construction 
of identity has to be shaped in relation to the rapidly changing circumstances of so-
cial life on a local and global scale where the individual and the collectivity must 
integrate information and knowledge from a diversity of communication-mediated 
experiences. 

Th e Internet, and its associations with globalization, can have a “pluralizing im-
pact” (Hall, 1997) on the construction of collective identity, producing a less fi xed 
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identity because communication fl ows and interconnection promote cultural en-
counters and interactions. As Castells et al. stated, 

the Interent is a technology of freedom. It allows the construction of self-directed networks 
of horizontal communication, bypassing institutional controls. It also allows information 
to be retrieved, and recombined in applied knowledge at the service of purposive social ac-
tion. (Castells et al., 2004, p. 244)

MASSIVE SELF-COMMUNICATION

Th e victory of the Internet and computer technology inspires new forms and rou-
tines in the communication landscape, which create a totally new situation from 
a relations point of view in the society. 

Castells presents some hypotheses on the transformation of this relationship, as 
a result of several trends that are connected but independent: 
 • the predominant role of  media politics and its interaction with the  crisis 

of political legitimacy in most countries around the world; 
 • the key role of segmented, customized mass media in the production of cul-

ture; 
 • the emergence of a new form of communication related to the culture and 

technology of the network society, and based on horizontal networks of communi-
cation: what Castells calls mass self-communication (social media phenomenon); 
 • and the  use of  both one-directional mass communication and mass self-

communication in the relationship between power and counter-power, in formal 
politics, in insurgent politics, and in the new manifestations of social movements 
(Castells, 2007). 

Th e diff usion of  Internet, mobile communication, digital media, and a  var-
iety of tools of social soft ware have prompted the development of horizontal net-
works of interactive communication that connect local and global in chosen time. 
A lot of organizations found social media to be a  tool for their communication 
strategy also and they would really like to participate in the interaction with stake-
holders through this. In this situation the main question for public relations offi  cers 
is how to participate in those networks, how to formulate messages and how to de-
liver messages to the right stakeholders — how to get a result according to public 
relations practical professional criteria. Th e situation is that network society (and 
social media) production is fi lling our public sphere with huge amount of mes-
sages and information, and somehow information and knowledge margins are not 
visible. Th e result of those processes can be an intellectual trash. For example, PR 
on Facebook or on another social media channel, while being innovative, may also 
destroy good stakeholder relations because of producing intellectual trash, if the or-
ganization is not strategically correct in developing and focusing their messages 
to the right stakeholders. For example, the Obama-PR team sent a message to one 
interviewee in present author’s research (Tampere, 2009): “Urmas (guy who was 
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an interviewee and lives in Estonia), I need your voice on health care. Join my call: 
Ask Congress to pass real health care reform in 2009.” Why is such a message sent 
to an Estonian? Just because Obama’s social media team cannot correctly handle 
stakeholder relations or they really do not care to whom they send their messages. 
In such cases the use of social media is no longer a professional tool for public rela-
tions and can start to work against communication goals.

A NEW ERA FOR PUBLIC RELATIONS: PUBLIC RELATIONS IN A NETWORK SOCIETY

Castells with his discussions gives us a good opportunity to enrich the fi eld of pub-
lic relations. Although he does not mention public relations in his texts, it is exactly 
in the context of public relations that he is speaking about communication and 
relations in the networks. Basically, he speaks about how communication becomes 
eff ective only when it transmits knowledge-based information and when it uses 
information technology in that process. He says that in a new, network society or-
ganisations break down their bureaucracies that are an obstacle to effi  ciency and 
create relationships with their stakeholders that are based on positive experience, 
which is deeply connected with public relations goals to build up dialogue and trust. 

During the past few years, there has been an increasing need to talk about pub-
lic relations processes with the help of diff erent sociological approaches, because 
the nature of public relations has changed — the media and promotion-centred 
approach that focuses on an abstract public has been strongly replaced by a stake-
holder-based approach. And stakeholders’ power is impressed through diff erent 
social media channels. 

Changes in  society have brought about changes in  the public relations prac-
tice as well — the breakdown of totalitarian societies has brought a new concept 
to the fi eld — the transition model in public relations (Ławniczak, 2001; Tampere, 
2003), which has greatly broadened the meaning of the public relations fi eld and 
also expanded its content — it has made it more tolerant to diff erences, accepting 
the multitude of communication tools and the cultural diff erences of diff erent so-
cieties. Castells also talks about societal change from totalitarianism to democracy, 
and about cultural impact on society (Castells, 1996; 1997; 1998). 

Big changes have occurred in society also due to the development of informa-
tion technology and this has strongly infl uenced today’s public relations practice 
as well. Today, we are speaking about practising public relations via the Internet, 
about the use of information technology tools and social media to communicate 
and create relations. Many organizations have based part of their activities on the 
social media — clients are being attended via the social media, governments govern 
the state via e-governments, online forums and other interactive discussion centres 
are being used to get public opinion. Organizations are asking themselves more 
and more oft en: who are we, where are we going and what is our position among 
our cooperation partners and competitors? Questions about identity are becom-
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ing more and more topical in today’s world, because the trend of globalization can 
destroy identities. Castells discusses this and asks: globalization, identifi cation and 
the state — a powerless state or a network society? (Castells, 1997).

How to cope with new situations, how to interpret changed identities in a rap-
idly changing society and in new communication networks and social media? How 
to analyze factors within and around organizations, how to fi nd and interpret the dif-
ferent meanings of processes? How to achieve success and create and maintain good 
relations in this changed, and in the future more rapidly changing, new type of so-
ciety, the network society, which is powerfully represented through social media?

Stakeholder thinking, which today has become an important factor in public re-
lations processes, and network society, are each other’s contemporaries. Th eir con-
tent is similar. Castells basically speaks about an organization’s relational networks 
with diff erent stakeholders, generated as a result of communication. Many practi-
tioners in public relations fi eld note that public relations’ essential contribution is 
to build up trust, dialog, the public information system, communication networks, 
through which democratic society functions (Tampere, 2006).

Relations are built with the help of communication: if communication on the 
organization’s part is honest, clear and oriented toward dialog, network members 
are more interested in remaining network members. Good and eff ective commu-
nication is a necessity of good relations. Obviously, it is more benefi cial to the or-
ganization if it is capable of consciously creating its own networks systems, and 
managing relations with them. Stakeholder relations are in reality possible only in 
a network society, because both the nature of stakeholder relations and the nature 
of a network society are vertical, with low hierarchy. Stakeholder relations are ef-
fective when modern communication tools are used — the diff erent parties to the 
communication process value each other’s time and communicate as economically 
as possible. It also enables very precise communication, because the use of electron-
ic means facilitates information recording, the creation of data bases and memories, 
which in turn increases the quality of relations and makes the processes underway 
more precise and also more rapid.

And last but not least important aspect includes the nature of relations — equal 
partners whose operational position is located at the same power level can develop 
their activities much more effi  ciently. Th e network society structure enables and 
even favors it (Castells, 2004). And thus minimizes autocracies and hierarchical de-
pendencies, therefore being also the carrier of democratic world-view and thought. 

Th e nature of stakeholder thinking is based on the fact that an organization treats 
other organizations and persons in its environment mostly “vertically.” Th is means 
that the organization and its stakeholders form a network where the parties are 
equal and relations between the diff erent participants are based on the principles 
of cooperation or competition, they are dialogical. Th is approach enables to draw 
parallels and fi nd analogies also with Grunig’s symmetrical communication model 
(Grunig & Hunt, 1984), where the parties to the communication process are in an 
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equal position at the start of the relationship and constitute a so-called microsys-
tem, where information exchange is balanced due to feedback and consideration 
for each other. Stakeholder thinking also deals with relations between organizations 
in a system, or in a vertical network, where relations depend especially on how 
the parts of the system exchange information between themselves, how open or 
closed they are.

And last but not least, public relations practice is based on the logic that an or-
ganization’s public communication begins with its internal communication, the 
organization’s public meanings are given content to by the organization’s internal 
processes. Targeted and strategically managed communication is the means that 
helps organizations become more effi  cient and more productive. It also helps 
to break down hierarchies within the organization’s structure that reduce its capac-
ity to work in a new type of society, as Castells notices about organizations and their 
eff ectiveness in a network society (Castells, 2004). In organizations with broken 
down hierarchy, the management of  the communication process is much easier 
and more effi  cient than in hierarchical autocratic organizations, because hierarchy 
suppresses network-based cooperation, which is based on dialog. Th ere is no dia-
log in a hierarchy, there are only orders, which are being obeyed. But in network-
type organizations it is possible to conduct a dialog and include diff erent partners 
in decision making and in processes launched as a result. In addition, information 
fl ows more freely in network-type organizations, because there are no hierarchical 
obstacles. Public relations practice demonstrates by means of  several studies by 
the present author (Tampere, 2006) that in reality also the application of, for ex-
ample, information technology tools for exchanging information is more oft en used 
in network-type organizations than in hierarchical organizations, because the lat-
ter are more closed and fear communication processes, through which too much 
information may become available. When hierarchical organizations set up an In-
tranet or Internet facility for themselves, it is generally static and presents “stagnant” 
information, social media off er something else — interactivity. And interactivity 
is applied in those organizations whose structure resembles a network and whose 
nature is fl exible and sensitive to the surroundings, to its stakeholders.
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