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Applying the Circuit of Culture Model to Online Public Relations.   Abstract.
This paper discusses the Circuit of Culture (du Gay, Hall, Janes, Mackay & Negus, 1997), a model drawn from the field of cultural studies which gives emphasis to issues of culture, identity and power, and applies it to online communities and public relations.  The model has only recently been applied in a public relations context by Curtin & Gaither (2007), who discussed it in relation to international campaigns and then went on to propose a new, non-linear, Cultural-Economic model for public relations practice.
The Circuit of Culture model goes beyond a limited conception of culture, coming from the view that culture can be seen as “the process by which meaning is produced, circulated, consumed, commodified and endlessly reproduced and renegotiated in society” (Williams, 1961, 1981, Hall, 1980 referenced in Curtin & Gaither, 2007 p35).   In this paper I suggest that this model, with its key “moments”, production, representation, consumption, identity and regulation, at which meaning is produced can provide valuable insights to inform both the theory and practice of online public relations. 

This paper extends Curtin & Gaither’s (2007) work into the field of online public relations and suggests that their Cultural-Economic model of public relations practice is more appropriate than conventional, linear, models in an environment where the Internet is increasingly empowering publics as active meaning makers.

There is a huge variation in the cultures of online communities, even in the limited sense of rules, norms, traditions and “how things are here”, and public relations efforts that work well in one such community may not work, or may even be seen as offensive, in others.  The Circuit of Culture and Cultural-Economic models can help practitioners understand these differences and “negotiate the competing discourses surrounding culture, identity and power” (Curtin & Gaither, 2007, p 206) that are involved in online public relations work.
Discussion is linked to examples from mainstream communities, such as MySpace, Facebook, and Linkedin, and also to smaller communities formed round minority interests, notably cycling, the hobby of miniature wargaming and the craft of knitting, where small business owners are actively using the Internet to build relationships with stakeholders all round the world.
The paper then combines literature from public relations and cultural studies to outline new ways of thinking about public relations, technology and social media in practice.

Note:  Derek Hodge is a Teaching Fellow in the Department of Film & Media Studies at the University of Stirling.  He teaches mainly on the public relations courses run there and has been responsible for developing new modules on Public Relations and Technology for both the Department’s MSc courses (full-time and online).  He became interested in the role of the Internet in public relations in 1994 and has been actively involved in online communities, for both work and recreation, ever since.
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