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Abstract:  
Among the main shifts caused by social media in the PR and communication field, the raise of the publics’ voices is certainly a major phenomenon which drew the attention of practitioners and researchers. 
With the Web 2.0 technologies and applications, internal and external publics, customers, users, audiences, employees have gained voice and influence over institutions and organisations.
The publics’ expression is not a new phenomenon. The economist Albert Hirschman
 had highlighted the importance for an organisation’s viability to listen to its members’ voices. 
More recently, Nicole d’Almeida sees in the use of the term “stakeholders” in the communication field the reflection of this general interest of the actors surrounding organisations
.  
The new parameter is the legitimacy of this voice. As showed by recent Edelman barometers
, opinion leaders say their most credible source of information about a company is now “a person like me”. 
Following a macro-societal trend, the “civil society” has found, on the Net, ways of expressing its opinions and to organize itself as a counter-power to institutions. As said by Kristin Demetrious “Loud, inconsistent and precocious, civil society and it’s manifestations – once random and disparate- are increasingly organised and relevant to state and business sectors in the 21 st century. Paradoxically, the proliferation of new social groups is both facilitated and necessitated by the Internet, the global system of computer networks”
.      

If the power of those new media is less and less questioned, in view of the exponential raise of the studies carried out on the subject, it seems that most of the research has approached these phenomenon as threats and risks for corporate reputation and image, as well as for the PR profession. The shift from a “few-to-many” to a “many-to-many” communication model
 and the possibilities of expressions and conversations that it opened are seen as challenges for the PR and communication practice. 
Our approach is to claim that social media are to be considered as part of the communication system of an organisation
, and as additional levels of interpersonal mediated communications that are to be taken into account by communication analysts and researchers.  And if they certainly can present major risks by diffusing uncontrolled contents and opinions, they also present important opportunities for organisations and their publics to establish sustainable relationships. 
By allowing publics to express themselves and to exchange their opinions about the organisation, its services and its products, social media put the organisation inside everyday social interactions. It is not the unique source of messages anymore, but it has become the object of conversations. 
This relational perspective as a theoretical framework for PR has been adopted by authors such as Bruning and Ledingham
 and the raise of social media put into light new prospects to this approach. Those theories view PR as the management of the relationship between organisations and publics. The major shift is that relationships are not created by the sole organisations, but also by their publics, between them and between them and the organisations. 
Moreover, new perspectives of definitions for the concept of “ publics” can be explored, in order to include the emerging status and legitimacy that they acquired. 
Case study: The UCL’s Department of communication 
As an illustration, we shall take the case of the Catholic University of Louvain, and more specifically of the Department of Communication.
 The University puts at its personnel and students’ disposal several websites, wikis, forums and blogs, where they can exchange resources and documents, or discuss about courses and academic events. 
Those new means of communication between teachers and students certainly raise important questions around the learning process, but the phenomenon is all the more interesting as beside these academic and institutional spaces, social groups and networks related to the UCL and to the Department of communication have flourished on social networking sites such as Facebook and LinkedIn and informal student forums have appeared. 
Beside the education-related interactions, publics have created spaces for informal discussions, creating an online communications system. Social media have been appropriated by each public “category” (current students; former students; personnel) to forge peer-to-peer relationships.
In this paper, we shall analyse how social media allow publics to create social links around their personal experiences inside the organisation, maintaining by this mean relationships with the latter, in this case beyond the educational framework.  
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