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Abstract
This chapter examines blogs as a growing and contested space for professional writing and situates blogs in the context of recent shifts toward a participatory, collaborative “read-and-write” Web. Using Gurak’s (2001) framework for internet communication, the chapter then shows that blogs represent a critical disruptive shift in workplace writing, contributing to a new transparency (Tapscott & Ticoll, 2003) that alters how workplace professionals communicate with customers, investors, and other stakeholders.  Specifically, the personal, independent, spontaneous ethos of blogs is bound to clash with traditional, highly controlled corporate PR discourse. The chapter argues that companies will need to understand the shift in communication the blogosphere represents, design communication policies that are conducive to the open and participatory ethos of the blogosphere, and make systematic attention to writing instruction a key component of a knowledge infrastructure that empowers employees to engage customers and other stakeholders in the participatory web.

When Jeff Jarvis, a Dell customer, took to his blog to write about his ordeal with Dell customer service over a malfunctioning laptop, he attracted thousands of fellow customers with similarly negative experiences, who subsequently posted their comments to his blog, sharing their negative experiences with Dell for the world to see. On Jarvis’ blog, Dell customer service, which had at some point been the hallmark of the company, was quickly redefined as “Dell Hell,” a label that spread through the internet in no time. His “Dell hell saga” quickly made the news in the mainstream media, ranging from the New York Times and The Guardian to the Wall Street Journal and Businessweek Online. The latter speculated about the damage to the brand resulting from Dell being “in the bloghouse” (Lee, 2005), which according to a market analyst study (Market Sentinel et al., 2005) will be significant and long lasting.

Jarvis’ blog is not unique. Quite the contrary: Technorati, one of the main blogosphere tracking services, currently (in April 2006) tracks more than 35 million blogs. In addition, as its 2006 report The State of the Blogosphere notes, the number of blogs doubles every 6 months, with a new blog being created every second of every day. Over the last three years alone, the number of blogs has grown sixty-fold. As the number of blogs grows, so does their coverage in the mainstream media. In fact, news about blogs abounds, reporting about employees losing their jobs over their blogs or—conversely—becoming more influential in the blogosphere than their CEOs, about CEOs knowing or not knowing how to blog, and about businesses changing their products or their labor or environmental practices in response to customer protest in the blogosphere. As Miller and Shepherd (2004) and Herring, Scheidt, Bonus, and Wright (2005) point out, these reports of disruption are a clear indication that new genres are emerging—that new communication practices are being worked out as organizations grapple with the new potentials and constraints blogs present. In Miller and Shepherd’s words, “The appearance of a new genre is an event of great rhetorical interest because it means that the ‘stabilized-enough,’ negotiated balance between innovation and decorum has broken down and a new one is under development” (n.p.). Thus, blogs are an indication that writing on the web is undergoing a deep shift—one that involves considerable disruption in the workplace and in workplace writing.

This chapter examines this shift and its implications for businesses and consequently for workplace writing. Given the purpose of this handbook, however, the chapter cannot provide an in-depth or comprehensive analysis of this burgeoning communication technology; instead, the purpose of the chapter is to provide an introduction to blogs as a growing and contested space for professional writing, to situate them in the context of recent shifts in writing on the World Wide Web, and to begin assessing their implications for business and consequently on workplace writing. Since the focus of the handbook is on workplace writing, the chapter concentrates on blogs written by professionals in the workplace or by customers and other stakeholders about businesses or about their experience interacting with businesses.

Defining Blogs

At their core, blogs, or web logs, are web sites whose main component consists of a list of—usually date-stamped—postings, which can include text, photos (photoblogs), videos (vlogs), podcasts, or visual and textual messages from mobile devices (so-called moblogs or mobile blogs). What is significant about this core element of blogs is that the list of postings is automatically presented in reverse-chronological order, so that the most recent posting always appears first. In contrast to traditional web sites, blogs therefore are expected to be updated frequently and regularly—sometimes several times a day. In addition, unlike traditional web sites, blogs often invite reader comments on postings; provide opportunities for visitors to subscribe to the postings, via so-called web feeds; and offer numerous other linking features that integrate them into the conversations occurring on the web (Blood, 2002; Herring et al., 2005; Miller & Shepard, 2004; Walker, 2003; Wikipedia, 2006).

Blogs emerged in the 1990s as a tool for web designers and software engineers to keep track of their work online. The first use of the word “web log” is often attributed to Jørn Barger, who used it in his blog Robot Wisdom (http://www.robotwisdom.com) for the first time in 1997 and defined it as “a sort of personal newsmagazine on the Web” (http://www.robotwisdom.com/weblogs/orientation.html). Originally, the popularity of blogs was limited because their design required knowledge of hypertext markup language and access to server space. However, their popularity surged when free instant blogging software began to emerge in 1999, such as LiveJournal.com, MoveableType.com, and the popular blogspot software by Pyra Labs, one of the first free blogging services available. When Google, the popular search engine company, decided to buy Pyra Labs in 2003 and to offer its blogspot software as a Google service (now at blogger.com) along with free server space, public attention to blogs increased again, as did their popularity.

In contrast to the beginnings, when blogs served predominantly as tech journals or as personal diaries, they now serve a dizzying array of purposes for different people or groups—individuals, public citizen groups, and businesses. For individuals, citizens, and public groups, blogs can, for example, serve as personal diaries helping friends and family members keep in touch, as citizen journalism blogs presenting alternative views of mainstream media news, as political campaign blogs soliciting candidate support, or as social activist blogs working to involve citizens in addressing pressing social issues. Likewise, in the workplace, blogs can serve just as many divergent purposes; for example, they can serve as work-team blogs helping team members keep track of their projects and share information, as tech support blogs keeping customers up to date and supporting their use of a company product, as employee blogs adding a human touch to customer interaction, as crisis blogs providing continual updates on the crisis and its solutions, as CEO blogs aspiring to provide intellectual leadership in the industry, or as direct e-commerce blogs promoting and creating interest in company products and services.

Given this array of purposes, it is perhaps not surprising that their potential for redefining workplace practices and in particular workplace writing is considerable. However, to understand the shift blogs represent in professional writing, it is important to contextualize their emergence in the larger changes that have recently occurred on the internet, especially in the participatory Web.
Situating Blogs in the Context of the Participatory Web
Although blogs have so far received perhaps the greatest news coverage and have had the greatest influence on the workplace, they are part of a larger shift toward a more collaborative and participatory web—what some have come to call Web 2.0 (O’Reilly, 2005). In its early stages, the World Wide Web was mostly an information resource in which those with sufficient knowledge of coding language or appropriate web design software published their content. To a large extent, the early web was mostly a reproduction of practices from the print age: content was prepared, published, and remained fairly static for others to read. Since the late 1990s, however, the web has turned from a “read-only” (at least for most people) into a “read-and-write medium” in which anyone with a web browser can now instantly write anything they like or collaborate with other web users. Unlike in read-only times, people
now do not need web design software or knowledge of coding languages, nor do they need to purchase server space. They simply use one of the freely available web-based software tools (e.g. www.blogger.com) from their browser and can start writing, collaborating, and communicating with other “netizens” on the web.

This shift toward a read-and-write medium has also been characterized by the increasing emergence of web-based (rather than computer-based) writing and collaboration software, some of it created in open-source spirit, with software developers contributing their time and expertise to the development of software that is freely available for everyone to use. Often referred to as “Web 2.0” or “social media” in popular internet lingo, the array of social networking sites and software is dizzying. Web2.0awards.org, a site dedicated to rating these new sites, alone lists more than 300 winners and honourable mentions of Web 2.0 sites, including free web-based collaborative writing software (e.g., Writely at www.writely.com, Rallypoint at http://rallypointhq.com, or ThinkFree Office Online at http://online.thinkfree.com); online real-time collaboration software (e.g., campfire at campfirenow.com); collaborative map creation software (e.g., wayfaring.com or frappr.com); photo, music, and video sharing sites; peer news production sites (e.g., newsvine.com, digg.com); as well as software designed to help users create, sort through, rate, and keep track of collaborative web sites (e.g., wetpaint.com, jot.com, mediawiki.org, wordpress.org, technorati.com, blogniscient.com, bloglines.com).

According to Tim Berners-Lee (2000), inventor of the WWW’s architecture, this shift toward a participatory read-and-write web was the original intent behind its design. Early on, Berners-Lee lamented that the first browsers predominantly allowed for reading, but less so for writing and editing. As Berners-Lee noted, “the web is more a social creation than a technical one. I designed it for a social effect—to help people work together—and not as a technical toy” (p. 123). It is in the context of this shift toward a participatory “read-and-write” WWW that blogs have emerged and through which they exert their influence on business and consequently on workplace writing.

To examine the shift blogs represent, I use Gurak’s (2001) cyberliteracy framework of key internet concepts—speed, reach, interactivity, and anonymity, which was derived from her internet research in order to determine how the internet alters communication compared to previous media.  As Gurak notes, these concepts are “the functional units by which most internet communication takes place. These terms help us understand how cyberspace functions, how this technology is the same as and different from others before it, and how we can work with the technology to become cyberliterate” (p. 29). However, Gurak’s analysis was focused on the early internet, when blogs were relatively unknown. While her analysis was accordingly designed to examine the shift in communication on the internet compared to previous media, I use the framework here to examine the shift in communication on the early web compared to Web 2.0, specifically blogs, to understand what constitutes the shift that has given rise to what Miller and Shepherd refer to as the break down of the “negotiated balance between innovation and decorum” (n.p.). For this purpose, I briefly discuss each concept, using them as lenses through which to read blogs. I then apply the framework to a brief discussion of reported blogging cases to assess their impact on businesses and professional writing.

Speed and Reach 

Speed and reach, according to Gurak (2001), are two of the key concepts that redefine com-munication on the internet. As Gurak notes, “with the split second it takes to press a single key, 
text, sounds, or visual information can be sent across the globe” (p. 30). News stories about the speed with which emails, for example, have been forwarded, spread, and posted to discussion boards abound. As Gurak notes, however, this speed has numerous implications, ranging from redundancy and repetitiveness to expectations of a more spontaneous, and therefore more casual, conversational, and perhaps less crafted or edited communication style.

Reach, according to Gurak (2001), is “the partner of speed” (p. 33). As she explains, “one keystroke can send a message to thousands of people. This message can be sent on to others, posted to a web site, posted to Usenet newsgroups, and sent into countries with travel restrictions but no restrictions on incoming electrons” (pp. 33-34). Drawing on Kaufer and Carley’s (1993) theory of communication and distance, Gurak emphasizes the multiplicity of internet reach—the possibility of instant one-to-many, one-to-one, as well as many-to-many and many-to-one communication. In addition, what makes communication on the internet unique compared to previous media is that once sent, these messages tend to be difficult to constrain, contain, retract, or even erase. Finally, as Gurak observes, the reach of the internet also allows individuals to find and form communities with like-minded people regardless of their physical location as long as they have internet access.

Blogs intensify the speed and reach of the internet and take it to new levels for a number of reasons. First, with regard to speed, thanks to freely available and easy-to-use blogging software, blogs can be created and updated within minutes compared to the considerable time that was required to create a traditional web site.  Second, with a listing of updated postings in reverse chronological order at their core, blogs beg regular updates. Indeed, for many authors, timely updates are the hallmark of blogs, whereby timely is understood as daily, or even several times a day, but at least once a week (Blood, 2002). The expectation of timeliness is so great that blogging handbooks advise bloggers to notify their readers if they for some reason, such as a vacation, plan to be away from their blog for a longer period of time (Blood, 2002).


Third, many blogs provide web feeds or machine readable content subscriptions made available to visitors through RSS (Really Simple Syndication), Atom, or other formats. Subscribers can then use news aggregator software to compile web feeds from multiple blogs, mainstream media sites, or other sources, thus always receiving the updates to a blog automatically rather than checking the various blogs manually.  As a result, web-feed subscribers to a blog receive new postings immediately and automatically and can immediately visit the updated blog and post a comment, or they can write a response on their own blog. The subscribed blogger in turn will likely also have subscribers, so that a message is spread much like an immediate chain reaction—clearly more quickly than through traditional web sites in the past.

Moreover, web feeds increase the reach of blogs to subscribed bloggers and beyond, whereas a traditional web site typically relied on visitors passing by or searching for it with a search engine. In contrast to other internet technologies such as email, blogs have a greater reach because their messages are constantly available, and they are available to anyone who happens onto the blog—whether as a subscriber, through a search engine, or through a link. Likewise, other technologies such as usenet groups or discussion groups have tended to be more contained in themselves.

Fourth, blogs tend to have a more intricate linking structure than most other internet technologies and therefore are much more networked throughout the web. For example,
blogs often facilitate conversations or connections through such components as permalinks, which allow other bloggers to link to a posting in a reliable way, or trackbacks, which allow blog readers to link to other blogs that have created a link to the posting. Depending on the purpose or function of the blog, links within a posting also connect the blog to other blogs or other web sites. In fact, for many blogs, links to other blogs and web sites with the author’s personal commentary even become the main staple of the blog (Blood, 2002; Wikipedia, 2006). Finally, blogs also commonly provide links along the margins for constant access to sites the author or authoring group considers particularly relevant or important as well as a blogroll—a list with links to important blogs the author or authoring group follow on a regular basis. As a result of their intricate linking structure, blogs are not only well networked, but they also achieve high rankings on Google searches because the search engine uses the linking structure of web sites to determine their possible relevance to a search query.

Altogether, blogs clearly intensify the speed and reach of messages, so that what a well networked blogger writes about has the potential to be spread much faster to a much greater number of readers than was common of other traditional internet technologies. As a result, professional writers interacting with one customer are in fact potentially interacting with thousands of other customers—if the customer is a well networked blogger—without possibly being aware of the speed and reach of the communication.

From Interactivity to Participation and Engagement

As Gurak (2001) points out, one of the most important concepts that distinguishes the internet from previous media such as print and television is its multidirectional communication and interactivity. Unlike television or traditional print media, the internet allows for instantaneous “talking back” (p. 44) and joining into conversations with other individuals and groups. In addition to interacting with a web site through its hyperlinks, traditionally, this interactivity involved, for example, sending an email to a web site author; filling out a web-based form on an e-commerce web site; posting a product review on an e-commerce site; joining a usenet group, a discussion board, or a listserv; meeting in synchronous chatrooms; and more recently instant messaging with friends or colleagues.


Blogs, however, have not only intensified interactivity, they have also redefined it. As Blood (2002) observes, blogs are all about building “social alliances” (p. x/10). Indeed, they deeply reflect the collaborative nature of the participatory Web, which Berners-Lee distinguishes from the interactivity of the early web as follows: “We should be able not only to interact with other people, but to create with other people. Intercreativity is the process of making things or solving problems together. If interactivity is not just sitting there passively in front of a display screen, then intercreativity is not just sitting there in front of something “interactive” (p. 169).

Unlike traditional web sites, then, blogs are less about publication than they are about participation (O’Reilly, 2005), the co-creation of knowledge, and the building of relationships and connections. They accomplish this shift in a number of ways: they often facilitate an open genre structure that allows for participation and co-creation (Starke-Meyerring, 2005), they are usually built around an intricate linking structure that is deeply social, and they have given rise to an intricate and deeply social blogosphere committed to tracking conversations, networks, and influence.


Most blogging tools facilitate blogs with an open genre structure in that they enable blogging authors to invite others to contribute postings to the blog or to add comments to a posting, ultimately allowing audiences to participate in producing discourse. In this respect, blogs differ greatly from print genres, such as books or manuals, which foster a relatively clear distinction between writers and readers or users, requiring writers to analyze readers in order to produce a document that typically excludes readers or users from participating in the production of the document.  Even early internet genres, such as web sites and e-mail, are relatively closed in that user participation in their production is limited. In contrast, blogs contribute to the shift toward open systems (Spinuzzi, Bowie, Rodgers, & Li, 2003; Spinuzzi, 2002; Spinuzzi & Zachry, 2000), with communication shifting “from a consumer model of documentation-as-product towards a citizenship model in which citizens contribute to and collaboratively develop information” (Spinuzzi, 2002, p. 194). This open genre structure blurs the boundaries between writers and readers more so than in earlier internet technologies.


In addition, as mentioned earlier, blogs rest on an intricate linking structure, including links within the postings, along the margins, and in the blog roll; trackbacks; and permalinks for postings. What is most important about this intricate linking structure, however, is its deeply social nature designed to facilitate networked and participatory communication. Their links within their postings, for example, tend to weave a network with other blogs and internet sites, which differs sharply from traditional websites, especially commercial ones. As Blood (2002) emphasizes, for example, “commercial websites spent years chanting the mantra of stickiness: the ability to get visitors who came to their sites to stay there, even creating policies that prohibited the inclusion of external links anywhere on their sites” (p. 9). In contrast, on blogs, Blood explains, “It is the link that creates the community in which weblogs exist” (p. 19). With blogs, then, interactivity is not limited to an email to a web site or to a self-contained usenet group, discussion board, or chatroom. Instead, their intricate linking structure enables an ongoing conversation across the web.

Finally, blogs reshape the interactive nature of the internet because they have given rise to an intricate and deeply social blogosphere committed to tracking conversations, networks, and influence rather than simply finding published information—the main purpose of most traditional search engines in the early web. Technorati, perhaps the most popular blogosphere tracking site, for example, keeps track of the most popular blogs, ranking them according to the number of unique incoming links in the last six months as an indication of active readership and thus blog influence. Bloggers can also set their blogging software to ping the site or other such sites—that is, to notify the site whenever a new message is posted to the blog, so that others in the blogosphere can track the most recent postings. In addition, bloggers can “claim their blogs” to add their profile, have their blogs featured, and create watch lists that allow them to keep track of incoming links and thus of conversations between blogs. Finally, the site tracks the most frequently linked news items, movies, personal videos, and books. Other blogosphere tracking sites similarly facilitate the tracking, ranking, and networking of blogs. Blogstreet.com, for example, offers a blogback feature, which allows bloggers to see blogs that have included them in their blogrolls; a blog neighbourhood feature, which allows bloggers to discover related blogs; and a “blog influence quotient,” a type of ranking that is in turn based on the influence (not the number) of the blogs that include the blogger on their blog roll.
As this analysis of blogs through the lens of interactivity shows, blogs represent an important shift in interactivity compared to communication in the early web: while traditional business web sites may have been able to get by with the limited interactivity of email addresses, web forms, or isolated reviews by customers, in the blogosphere, this interactivity is turned into “intercreativity” (Berners-Lee, 2000) and participation, calling for the engagement of readers in open genres—an engagement that reduces social distance and blurs the boundaries between readers and writers. In the blogosphere, then, writers create documents not as much for readers as with them.

Moreover, participation in the blogosphere also means writing in an emerging attention economy, in which “a superabundance of information” makes attention the scarcest resource (Lankshear & Knobel, 2001, 2003). This scarcity of attention has numerous implications for professional writing. Reviewing several theories of the attention economy, Lankshear and Knobel point in particular to the need for considerable discursive sophistication—what they call “powerful writing,” the ability to gain influence in a highly competitive attention market. 
From Anonymity to the Art of the Self

Drawing on rhetorical theory, Gurak (2001) notes that the controlling factor in persuading or influencing people is not the appeal to logic or even to emotion, but rather to the projected character and credibility of a speaker—what rhetoricians call ethos or ethical appeal. To a large extent, people make decisions about what to believe based on the projected character or trustworthiness of the speaker, which in turn must be perceived as reflecting the values of the community. As Gurak emphasizes, however, the problem is that on the internet, it is relatively easy for people to conceal their identity—at least barring court subpoenas to Internet Service Providers for server records. Similarly, as Turkle (1997) observed, on the internet, people can more easily assume any identity and project any character they would like. Accordingly, Gurak considered anonymity another key concept in internet-based communication.

In contrast to the early web, however, blogs redefine anonymity because they exist in a blogosphere that is characterized by a scarcity of attention and a concomitant focus on influence, which in turn depends on discursive sophistication, in particular in the projection of a credible self or ethos. While it is certainly possible to project a compelling ethos anonymously, the ethos of blogs depends to a large extent on the inclusion of personal and private details about the daily interactions of the blogger(s). Such an ethos can be more difficult to achieve with an anonymous identity as it is much more easily questioned and less trusted. Accordingly, as Miller and Shepherd (2004) conclude from their analysis of blogs as emerging genres, “the blog-as-genre is a contemporary contribution to the art of the self” (n. p.), a conclusion that is consistent with the views of long-time bloggers.

Jørn Barger, for example, explained that “one of the greatest pleasures of reading weblogs is getting to know their editors” (http://www.robotwisdom.com/weblogs/index.html). Similarly, blogging handbooks emphasize that one of the hallmarks of blogs is their projection of a strong ethos, including a strong personal voice and the discussion of personal experiences—perhaps even such minutae as whom the blogger met or what he or she had for lunch. In her blogging handbook, Blood (2002) likewise emphasizes, “The appeal of
each weblog is grounded thoroughly in the personality of its writer: his interests, his opinions, and his personal mix of links and commentary” (p. 6). As she explains, what makes a blog influential is the “point of view, discrimination in choosing links, and experience of the writer. It is the writer’s unique fusion of interests, enthusiasms, and prejudices—her personality—that makes a weblog compelling. In short, a weblog’s quality is ultimately based on the authenticity of its voice” (p. 59).


Blood’s observations are consistent with those of other researchers. In their study of a random sample of almost 300 weblogs, Herring and her colleagues (2005) found personal content on more than 70% of the blogs. Similarly, Miller and Shepherd (2004) contextualize blogs in a cultural moment of an increased desire “to catch the intensely private moments of others” (n. p.) as expressed in the intense media obsession with the private lives of public figures and the emergence and high popularity of reality TV shows, which allow for an extended voyeuristic gaze on the private lives of ordinary people. According to their analysis, projecting a personal ethos in this highly personalized environment, or in Miller and Shepherd’s words, an “intensified, mediated identity” constitutes “the rhetorical achievement of the blog” (n. p.).

Granted, like much in communication, the specific expectations of a credible ethos will depend on the particular community in which the blogger participates and on the particular situation in which he or she engages; nevertheless, bloggers seem to draw on two resources in particular to project a credible ethos: their choices of links and their independence in presenting alternative views to those of mainstream practices, institutions, and media. As Blood (2002) points out in her handbook, “it is the link that gives weblogs their credibility by creating a transparency that is impossible in any other medium” (p. 19). According to Blood, bloggers who maintain a subject-focused blog especially realize that the links they provide reflect directly on their credibility. Not surprisingly, then, Blood notes, “few people are willing to put just anything on their page” (p. 31). And as Miller and Shepherd (2004) remind us, drawing on Aristotle, “character is manifested in choice, as Aristotle had it” (n. p.)

It is perhaps for this reason that a blogger’s independence in selecting links and choosing items to blog about is so important. As Blood (2002) stresses, “the weblog’s strength is fundamentally tied to its position outside of mainstream media: observing, commenting, and honestly reacting to both current events and the media coverage they generate” (p. 23). As such, weblogs can be expected to resist traditional, highly controlled institutional discourse. In the case of communication with businesses, the ethos of blogs may even represent the antithesis to the centrally controlled and marshalled discourse of Public Relations  departments. 

Situated in a vast blogosphere, bloggers, then, depend on considerable discursive sophistication, especially in “the art of the self,” to gain attention and influence. Given that their projection of a credible ethos may well depend on a personal perspective, independence, and alternative communication practices compared to those of the mainstream, their ethos may likely clash with traditional controlled organizational communication practices.
Implications for Businesses and Professional Writing

As the analysis above shows, blogs constitute a new rhetorical space characterized by intensified speed and reach as well as open, participatory, highly networked communication. With these characteristics, blogs facilitate what Tapscott and Ticoll (2003) refer to as the increasing transparency of business practices, which they define as “the accessibility of information to stakeholders of institutions, regarding matters that affect their interests” (p. 22). Blogs give stakeholders of corporations unprecedented access to information about corporate practices, allow them to spread such information to fellow stakeholders around the world in mere seconds, and enable them to self-organize across locations and to take action on this information. As Tapscott and Ticoll put it, stakeholders “probe deep into a company's supply chain to expose environmental and human rights practices, then demand and force change” (p. 19). For this purpose, blogs can provide customers with new ways of organizing that are decidedly different from those in the past: “In the past, consumers were isolated. A few joined quaint consumer groups; others talked to neighbors about products they might buy, or read the main source of objective advice, Consumer Reports. Today, they self-organize” (p. 19). For corporations, one of the challenges becomes how to engage diverse stakeholders in dialogue about company products, practices, and performance by participating in the blogosphere. This involvement in the blogosphere affects both how managers and employees engage customers, investors, and other stakeholders as well as how these stakeholders in turn engage businesses. 
Implications for Manager and Employee Communication with Business Stakeholders

Both managers and employees are expected to engage customers and other stakeholders in the blogosphere. Managers in particular are expected to provide intellectual leadership, for which developing an influential blog becomes an essential task. In the blogosphere, influence, however, depends not as much on position as on “the art of the self”—the projection of a compelling authentic and personal ethos. It is thus very likely that an employee can become more influential than a CEO, thus becoming potentially a more important influence on customer or investor decision making than a CEO.


For some CEOs, however, the ethos of blogs is difficult to master, so that their blogs remain steeped in the hyperbolic promotional ethos of press releases. In the blogosphere, their struggles with the new ethos of blogs easily sticks out like a sore thumb and easily becomes the subject of news satire. Thus, Stephen Evans from BBC News (2005), for example, cites General Motors corporate management’s blog (http://fastlane.gmblogs.com) as one example of a CEO blog that remains stuck in PR ethos with statements such as, “I am enthusiastic about the Buick Lacrosse …It’s wonderfully executed, has fabulous workmanship, is dead-quiet, and, with the sport suspension and for the four-cam V-6, has sensationally good dynamics.” In contrast, the blog of SUN CEO Jonathan Schwartz (http://blogs.sun.com/roller/page/jonathan) is frequently noticed for its ability to project a blogging ethos that transcends past controlled corporate PR and instead of mere self promotion also offers industry analysis, directions the company is pondering, conversations Schwartz has had with various government officials, including the President of Brazil, or speeches he has given. The blog provides the rationale for company decisions and initiatives as well as insights into the daily schedule and acitivities of its writer. A glance at some of the recent post titles on his blog reveals a concern with issues beyond those of SUN alone and show his attempt at providing analysis of larger trends, e.g., “The Brazil Effect” (a posting about his meeting with the Brazilian president), “The Network is the Computer,” or “Why Free Standards Matter.”


Nevertheless, employee blogs can become more popular than those of CEOs. They may become even so well subscribed to that the employee becomes the de facto mouth piece of the company, attracting an entire international fan community as in the case of Microsoft’s Richard Scoble’s blog on Microsoft products and software development (http://scobleizer.wordpress.com). The popularity of such influential employee blogs ultimately may make it almost impossible or at least difficult for companies to dismiss their writers without upsetting hundreds of thousands of customers who subscribe to their blogs. Scoble’s blog, for example, achieves a high Technorati rating of number 21 out of 36 million blogs tracked by the site (http://www.technorati.com/pop/blogs/, April 22, 2006). Not surprisingly, then, for many subscribers, this employee, rather than the company’s PR department or even the company CEO, has become the mouth piece of the company, despite the blog’s disclaimer that “Robert Scoble works at Microsoft (title: technical evangelist). Everything here, though, is his personal opinion and is not read or approved before it is posted. No warranties or other guarantees will be offered as to the quality of the opinions or anything else offered here.”

At Microsoft, currently more than 2,000 employees are blogging (see http://blogs.msdn.com/Bloggers.aspx) and building relationships with customers. The number alone suggests an openness that is beyond the control of centralized, carefully controlled PR initiatives. In essence, then, instead of a specially trained select group of PR professionals, any employee with a blog can become a powerful PR advocate or disaster for their company, depending on their discursive sophistication, the training they receive, and the extent to which their corporate policies mesh with the open, independent, participatory, and spontaneous ethos of the blogosphere. 


Unfortunately, employees currently seem to receive little support as they are learning how to navigate the new speed and reach, participatory nature, and the “new art of the self” in the blogosphere. According to media reports, a number of employees have lost their jobs as a result of their blogs. Widely publicized cases include the case of the Wells Fargo receptionist who was fired over blog comments criticizing a supervisor, the Delta Airlines employee who was fired over the pictures of herself she posted on her blog, an associate product manager at Google whose blog had included comments about the shortcomings of the company’s health plan, or a contractor at Microsoft who had included comments about newly purchased Apple computers on his blog (Armour, 2005; Deutsch, 2005). In fact, a new term, “being dooced,” has emerged to refer to employees who have been fired for their blog. Created by a web designer in the US who was fired for her blog (www.dooce.com) when she mentioned co-workers in her blog entries, the term has come to represent the clash between traditional and new communication practices that surrounds the emergence of blogs in the workplace.

Implications for Stakeholder Engagement of Businesses

While blogs created internally by both managers and employees present a radical shift away from past practices of centralized, carefully vetted and controlled PR messages, external blogs created by customers and activist groups may have an even greater impact on business and workplace writing. Increasingly, such blogs are used to share dissatisfaction with customer service, discuss problems with company products or unethical practices, or launch sustained activist campaigns designed to push for corporate change, for example in labor,
environmental, or social practices. And businesses are only beginning to understand the shift in the ways their customers and stakeholders communicate, oftentimes underestimating the speed and reach of blogs or attempting to draw on traditional controlled PR messages, even though such messages represent the antithesis to Web 2.0 communication.

As mentioned in the introduction, perhaps one of the most widely publicized cases illustrating the role of blogs in customer service communication is that of Jeff Jarvis (www.buzzmachine.com), a former TV critic, who began blogging about his experience of buying a defective Dell laptop and trying to obtain customer service. Jarvis wrote about his “saga,” sparing no details about his interactions with DELL customer service, PR, and technical representatives, thus ultimately, giving them an audience much larger than himself. As an influential blogger, Jarvis attracted thousands of customers with similar experiences, who also shared their experience in lengthy comments on his blog. In addition, he captured his experience with the shortcut “Dell Hell,” thus creating a meme—a catchy idea that spreads rapidly on the internet (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003). Enabled by RSS, blog tracking sites, and other network mechanisms, the increased speed and reach of blogs allowed the idea to travel quickly, so that it was soon covered by mainstream media around the world. The DELL response was reported to be somewhat slow. The company eventually closed its once popular customer service forums, and in a media interview, Michael Dell was quoted to have said, “We don’t want anyone to have a bad experience, whether they are a blogger or anyone else” (Moltzen, 2006), indicating that Dell had not yet distinguished between a customer and a blogging customer.


In addition to pushing for better customer service, blogs have also taken on questionable corporate practices such as privacy violations. The Kirkville Blog (http://www.mcelhearn.com), authored by Apple fan and multiple author of Apple books Kirk McElhearn, for example, recently was one of the leading blogs questioning and protesting Apple’s newly revised iTunes product. Apple had introduced a new service called MiniStore™, which recommended potential additional songs for purchase. For this purpose, the service involved collecting information about a user’s songs—without notifying the user—as soon as the user clicked on a song, regardless if the song had been purchased from iTunes. As McElhearn noted in his blog, “Apple has overstepped its limits, and this spyware (because it sends information to a server) and adware (because it displays information to attempt to sell you products) is a very serious breach of the trust I have long had in Apple's products” (n. p.). McElhearn’s blog was not the only one to criticize Apple; some of them had quickly created a meme to capture their protest—“iTunes—spyTunes”—and had begun to disseminate it in the blogosphere.  Apple responded immediately, apologizing for its mistake and quickly issuing a new version of the MiniStore™, which now alerts users to the feature, allowing them to disable it and providing them with the option to opt in or abstain from having their personal data transmitted.  Clearly, the company had distinguished between a customer and a blogging customer and had realized the need for a fast response.


Businesses also increasingly face a growing number of networked “watch” blogs attempting to influence corporate practices. These blogs are often set up specifically with the express purpose of pushing for the reform of labor, environmental, or other corporate practices in corporations. As the largest corporation, Wal-Mart, a US-based retail chain, has increasingly attracted such organized protest. Wal-Mart Watch, for example, unites a number of organizations, including such groups as the American Independent Business Association,
National Council of Women’s Organizations, Sierra Club, Interfaith Worker Justice, Campus Progress, Teamsters, and others. The organization identifies itself as a “nationwide public education campaign” designed to “challenge the world’s largest retailer to become a better employer, neighbor, and corporate citizen.” (http://walmartwatch.com/home/pages/about). In addition to a basic web site, the site offers a blog (http://walmartwatch.com/blog), which provides updates and commentary on Wal-Mart corporate practices, thus creating an ongoing dynamic community with new postings and updates, and comments from visitors who thus remain continually involved. In response to its negative publicity from such blogs, Wal-Mart has begun an initiative of contacting influential bloggers with positive views of the company, asking them to blog about company news—often before the news is transmitted to mainstream media (Barbaro, 2006).
Conclusion

Blogs have become an important discursive space for professional writing—one that represents a critical shift in internet communication in the context of Web 2.0. As a part of this shift, blogs with their regularly updated postings, web feeds, and intricate social linking structure intensify the speed and reach of communication. Moreover, as open genres that allow for the co-creation of discourse, they emphasize participation and ongoing conversation over publication, thus blurring the distinctions between readers and writers and demanding engagement with others. In this way, they contribute to a new transparency (Tapscott & Ticoll, 2003) that alters how professionals in the workplace communicate with and engage customers, investors, and other stakeholders.  Specifically, the personal, independent, and spontaneous ethos of blogs will likely clash with traditional, highly controlled institutional discourse.


For businesses, this shift and the concomitant renegotiation of communication norms has a number of implications. First, there is a difference between a customer and a blogging customer who knows how to use the participatory web to engage other like-minded customers. In the participatory web, then, customers, investors, and other stakeholders will unlikely wait for government legislation to regulate service, environmental, labor, or other corporate performance standards. They will instead, as Tapscott and Ticoll (2003) note, take to the blogosphere to engage in dialogue with each other as well as with companies directly. Second, to engage stakeholders, both managers and employees are increasingly expected to participate in the blogosphere. In fact, given the ethos of openness that characterizes the blogosphere, companies that remain closed and do not open up to the blogosphere may increasingly be viewed with suspicion. Third, to participate in the blogosphere, companies will need to understand the shift in communication the blogosphere represents, and they will need to design communication policies that are conducive to the spontaneous, open, personal, participatory, and independent ethos of the blogosphere. Finally, in the participatory web, there is also a difference between an employee and a blogging employee. Depending on their discursive sophistication, any employee with a blog can potentially become an influential mouthpiece for a company, helping inform and shape customer and investor decisions, or they can become a PR disaster. Because influence in the blogosphere depends considerably on discursive sophistication, or “powerful writing”
(Lankshear and Knobel, 2001), blogs also issue a renewed call for the study and teaching of professional writing.

Given the disruption the participatory web, and here specifically the blogosphere, represents for the business environment, however, this call for the study and teaching of professional writing cannot be one for “quick fix-it” blogging workshops. For just as a “quick fix-it” workshop on a particular accounting procedure is unlikely to turn an employee into a sophisticated accountant, a “quick fix-it” workshop on a particular writing technology cannot turn an employee into a sophisticated writer. Rather, the case of blogs and the disruption they represent in the workplace are an indication of how central and influential of an activity writing has become. With blogs, the speed and the reach of writing have increased exponentially, and carefully controlled centralized messages are being undermined by a participatory ethos of openness and transparency. The disruption resulting from the participatory web also vividly illustrates what is at stake in professional writing: its impact can range from dismissal to guru status for employees or from costly PR nightmares to engaged customers for businesses. Instead of “quick fix-it” workshops, therefore, discursive sophistication in the workplace requires systematic, regular, and research-based instruction in writing; it requires considering such instruction as a part of a company’s knowledge infrastructure, along with technology, technological support, and policies that empower employees to engage customers and other stakeholders in the participatory web. 
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