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Abstract 

Bloggers are increasingly viewed by public relations practitioners as important 

influencers within the online media environment, yet research that explores 

relationships between bloggers and PR practitioners, particularly in the UK, is 

relatively limited. This paper reports on findings from a small-scale, in depth 

qualitative study of food blogger-practitioner relationships within the hospitality 

sector in the UK. The study explored why bloggers write about their restaurant 

experiences and how they view their relationships with PR professionals; while PR 

practitioners were questioned about their relationships with bloggers and the 

i flue e logge s a e ha i g o  P‘ lie ts  eputatio s. I  keepi g ith 

previous research, this study found that the practitioner-blogger relationship is 

complex. The PR practitioners interviewed within the hospitality sector viewed 

estau a t e ie  logge s as highl  i flue tial to thei  lie ts  eputatio s a d ie  

the relationship as one that is built on mutual interests and trust. However, bloggers 

do ot pe ei e the elatio ship i  this light a d a e s epti al of P‘ p a titio e s  

motives. While bloggers had different motivations for blogging, they shared a 

common passion for blogging and a drive to provide reliable information and 

objective advice to their readers. Concerns within the blogging community 

were highlighted in regard to accepting incentives (free meals) from PR practitioners, 

a d ho  this a  e da agi g to logge s  eputatio s. While so e logge s lai  



to resist PR practitio e s  atte pts to i flue e thei  log o te t, othe  logge s 

take an active role in building relationships with PR practitioners. It is argued that 

oth pa ties a e e gaged i  ide tit  o k  i  o de  to p ote t thei  espe ti e 

identities and practices and that emotion management plays a part in the 

practitioner-blogger relationship. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The e's so ethi g deli ious a out a particularly cutting restaurant review. Not only 

does it warn fellow diners from a wasted evening and from parting undeservedly 

ith thei  ash, it ale ts a age s to a ds ho  to i p o e thei  esta lish e t  

(Askmen, 2014). This opening to an interview with the prominent UK restaurant 

critic, Jay Rayner, demonstrates the potential of a restaurant review to influence 

readers and their views of restaurants. However, restaurant critics writing for the 

mainstream media no longer enjoy a monopoly of influence over consumer opinion 

o  he e to eat: i  e e t ea s, the p ofessio al iti s  do i io  appea s to ha e 

been challenged by a community of online restaurant review bloggers writing about 



their own dining experiences – reflecting a shift from media consumption to 

production (de Solier, cited in Cox & Blake, 2010). The London restaurant 

e ie  e site, U a spoo , fo  e a ple, ai tai s a leade  oa d  of popula  

food blogs ranked by reader views and points. Here, blogger reviews sit side-by-side 

with the reviews of professional critics, as well as diner contributions, which 

U a spoo  agg egates to p odu e a top te  list of Lo do  estau a ts Talk of the 

To  a ked  popula it  U a spoo , . As the logosphe e i  ge e al 

becomes widely recognised as a legiti ate platfo  fo  pu li  elatio s effo ts  

(Smith, 2010: 175), this paper builds on previous work to critically explore the 

relationships between public relations practitioners and bloggers and their 

u de sta di g of ea h othe s  p a ti e, ith a specific focus on the views of PR 

practitioners who represent clients in the hospitality sector and U.K. based 

restaurant review bloggers. 

 

2.WHY BLOGGERS WRITE BLOGS 

Blogs, o  e logs, a e defi ed as a  o li e dia  of posts that a e so ted i  e e se 

h o ologi al o de  Ke t, : . I  o t ast to a t aditio al dia  o  log, 

however, blogs are public documents. Kent (2008) identifies several types or genres 

of blogs, ranging from the highly personal, written for a narrow audience, to the 

news blog which imitates the mainstream media and attracts a high number of 

readers and comments. Yang and Lim (2009) conceptualise the blog in terms of its 

narrative structure, identifying the personal storytelling approach as a salient 

featu e. The logge s search for personal significance and self-identity through the 

ediu  of a food log as ide tified  Watso  et al ; hile “ ith s  

study of bloggers of varying interests identified the blog as a personal medium for 

authentic, self-expression and community connection. Therefore, unlike journalists 

hose o je ti it  is est i ted  e o o i  i pe ati es, i ludi g thei  e plo e s  

needs to reach a mass market (Kent, 2008; Lowrey, 2006), personal bloggers present 

information from only their own pe spe ti e; thus a logge s edi ilit  ith thei  

audience plays an important part in the success of the blog (Yang & Lim, 2009). 

Bloggers who are engaged in strategic self-p ese tatio  o ti uousl  i estigate 

who constitutes their imaginary audiences a d ho a e the salie t o e tato s , 



thus o st u ti g a dialogi al self  th ough the p o ess of o goi g i te a tio s ith 

others (Yang & Lim, 2009: 344-345). From their study of 16 food bloggers, Cox and 

Blake (2011: 9) identified a strong pre-occupatio  ith the uestio  of ho thei  

audie e as  a d so e ade atte pts to t a k thei  audie e, pa ti ula l  fello  

logge s. A ollegial audie e  o p isi g othe  food logge s as o side ed 

i po ta t, alo g ith f ie ds a d fa il , ut a o g the ho ist  o  a ateu  

bloggers it was less common for them to reach out to a wider audience. Therefore, 

given the relatively narrow audience reach of some bloggers, as opposed to 

mainstream media restaurant critics, why do public relations practitioners view 

bloggers as important targets for public relations efforts and how do they view their 

relationship with bloggers? 

 

3. BLOGS AS A PR TOOL 

Research among practitioners suggests that digital and social media are gaining in 

importance in Europe, and consultancies and agencies in particular have a strong 

belief in the value of social media, leading the way in developing social media 

policies. European PR practitioners regard online social networks as the most 

important social media tool for public relations, although they are reported to be 

less comfortable with weblogs and microblogs (Verhoeven et al, 2012). While 

according to practitioner surveys conducted in the U.S., blogs are not yet used as a 

standard PR tool, three areas are identified where PR practitioners can make use of 

blogs. These include: researching and gaining information; detecting any negative 

issues concerning their organisation or client, and communicating with bloggers 

though online conversation (Porter, Sweetster & Chung, 2009; Porter, 

Trammell, Chung & Kim, 2007).  

 

Blogs are a way for PR practitioners to target interest-specific groups of individuals 

who are actively seeking new information and searching for content that is relevant 

to them (Kent, 2008; Waddington, 2012). When individuals use search engines, key 

words from blog articles are also picked up, making them easier to find and increases 

the readership (Phillips & Young, 2009). 



Katz a d Laza sfeld s t o-step flow communication theory identifies a process in 

which messages initially reach opinion leaders who then spread the word to opinion 

followers tocreate a mass media message (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955, cited in Windhal, 

Signitzer & Olson,2009). Blogs can therefore be conceptualised as a platform for 

opinion leaders who can influence individuals seeking advice and recommendations 

online. However in the online environment, opinion leading and opinion following 

are not mutually exclusive. Mintel U.K. (2012) reports that the growing social 

atego  of Foodies , t pi all  u de -35s living in urban areas, are not only 

interested in eating out in restaurants, 77% want to share their knowledge of food 

ith fa il  a d f ie ds, hile % also a t to e i flue ed  othe s  e pe ie es. 

The Foodie community is relatively young and active online and the majority are, to 

a greater or lesser extent, acting simultaneously as opinion leaders and followers. 

 

4. RELATIONSHIP BUILDING 

Relationships may be analysed in terms of power: when one party is dependent on 

another it is likely to influence the interpretation of that relationship. Thus everyday 

relational practice in public relations may be viewed both in terms of identity work, 

ai i g at achieving a positive sense of self, necessary for coping with the 

ambiguities of existence, work tasks and so ial elatio s  Al esso  & Will ott, 

2002); as well as emotion a age e t Ho hs hild, . Fo  e a ple, selli g-i  

stories to journalists over the phone is a routine part of the job but at the same time 

it is about the PR practitioner preserving a sense of professional identity and 

integrity while judging the timing, emotional tone and conversation to have with a 

possibly irritated journalist who is relevant to the PR lie t s sto  Yeo a s, ; 

Yeomans, 2013a). Bloggers are approached by practitioners in a similar fashion to 

journalists to persuade them to accept PR content in their blogs. Bloggers as self-

appointed opinion leaders may also require sensitive handling from a PR 

p a titio e s pe spe ti e Yeo a s, . Go do  (2011) asserts that talking to 

bloggers is about putting time into building a relationship that focuses on mutual 

interests between a practitioner and the blogger, a process that can result in 

bloggers being provided with early access to information to create content that can 



potentially gain momentum on behalf of the PR client. Waddington (2012) argues 

that it is important to build a relationship based on mutual interests to help prevent 

logge s  feeli g of being used by PR practitioners. Rather than being perceived as 

mutually beneficial, the practitioner-blogger relationship could be seen as largely to 

the benefit of the PR client by the blogger, and of more concern, his or her own 

community. 

 

5. BLOGGER INCENTIVES 

The topic of incentives within the food blogging community is a sensitive one, along 

with related issues such as accepting advertising and sponsorship (Cox & Blake, 

2011). Food logge s  eal laggi g  o  a epti g f ee eals f o  estau a ts the  

are reviewing is topic of press attention (Merrill, 2014; Mok, 2009). Food bloggers 

received particular criticism in Time Out, the London listings magazine, and some of 

the participants in Cox and Blake s stud  e e a a e of this iti is , lai i g that 

they refused freebies to retain independence of judgement. However, other 

participants were more fully incorporated into a professional and commercial 

publishing system, making money through advertising, sponsorship and photo sales. 

Holladay and Coombs (2013) argue that consumers should be made aware of 

messages that have been influenced by PR practitioners as this makes consumers 

aware of the motivations behind the post. There is clearly a blurred line when it 

comes to PR practitioners and their relationship with bloggers, and how far 

incentives can truly influence bloggers  e ie s. While blogs can help raise 

awareness and influence others with reviews by creating messages on behalf of PR 

practitioners it is unclear, aside from press reports, whether the provision of 

incentives is compromising the credibility of restaurant reviews blogs. Further 

research into the personal ethics of bloggers, their communities, as well as blog 

content is required. 

 

6.METHODOLOGY 

A qualitative design was adopted to address the aims of this study; these were to 

explore the relationships between bloggers and public relations practitioners and 

their u de sta di g of ea h othe s  p a ti e, ith a spe ifi  fo us o  the ie s of 



U.K. based restaurant review bloggers and PR practitioners who represent clients in 

the hospitality sector. Macnamara (2010) observes that qualitative studies of social 

media use in public relations are few. Further, it can be argued that survey data has 

limitations when attempting to understand public relations as an everyday relational 

practice in the evolving area of practitioner-blogger relationships; hence a qualitative 

approach was deemed more suited to this study. D a i g o  the se o d autho s 

experience of working in the hospitality PR sector, six agencies were selected as 

potential candidates within the niche group of London PR agencies specialising in the 

hospitality industry. Potential participants were contacted by email and interviews 

were ultimately secured with two practitioners who undertake public relations work 

for restaurant clients. To identify restaurant review bloggers, an online search was 

conducted on Urbanspoon, the London restaurant review website which shows food 

blogger rankings. Out of the 12 bloggers contacted, 3 of the top ten restaurant 

review bloggers gave their consent to be interviewed. Participant profiles are shown 

in Tables 1 and 2. 

 

Table 1: PR Practitioner participant profiles 

Name 

(pseudonym) 

Agency Job Role Experience 

in 

profession 

Interview 

date 

Length of 

interview 

Helen Agency A Account  

Manager 

3-5 years 18th March 

2014 

18 

minutes 

Susan Agency B Managing 

Director 

20 years + 19th March 

2014 

17 

minutes 

 

 

 

 



Table 2: Blogger participant profiles 

Name 

(pseudonym) 

Years spent 

blogging 

Interview 

date 

Length of 

interview 

John 10+ 19th March 

2014 

10 minutes 

Kevin 20+ 19th March 

2014 

38 minutes 

Steve 10+ 20th March 

2014 

15 minutes 

 

 

7. RESEARCH QUALITY AND LIMITATIONS 

Edwards and Holland (2013) highlight the importance of identifying research 

participants whose experiences are credible and trustworthy for the purposes of the 

study. For this exploratory, qualitative study, semi-st u tu ed e pe t  i te ie s 

were conducted with three experienced and highly-ranked bloggers and two PR 

practitioners who specialised in PR for the hospitality sector: all therefore qualified 

as reliable sources. Questions were devised to motivate and encourage good 

responses (Edwards & Holland, 2013) and open questions encouraged participants to 

share their experience and knowledge. The study was limited by the relatively small 

number of participants, and the amount of time that some participants were 

available for interview. Telephone interviews presented a further limitation. The 

dates on which the interviews were conducted, in March 2014, coincided with an 

article in The Independent newspaper criticising bloggers for offering reviews in 

exchange for free meals (Merrill, 2014). This, we feel, influenced the responses 

from both practitioners and bloggers. However, as discussed later in this paper, the 

findings resonated with findings from previous studies; specifically the work of Smith 

(2010) who interviewed bloggers from a PR perspective in the U.S., and a large 

qualitative study of food bloggers in the U.K. (Cox & Blake, 2011), approached from 



an information management perspective. To our knowledge, however, ours is the 

only qualitative study of PR practitioner-blogger relationships in the U.K. where both 

groups have been interviewed, and as such, provides the basis for further 

investigation. 

 

8. RESULTS 

8.1. Blogger motivations 

Joh s log sta ted as a ho : that s  thi g, I as t doi g a thi g else, ou 

know. I as t uildi g a a  o  goi g to o e ts o  usi  festi als . He e jo ed 

eating out and he  food logs sta ted to appea , he de ided to ite his o : I 

thought I could do it eall . Ke i  sta ted iti g a out high-e d  Lo do  

restaurants twenty years ago and in 1994 he published a book which led to the 

setti g up of his e site fo  f ie ds a d fo  people ho ought the ook  to keep 

them up to date about the restaurant scene. With the advent of search engines, he 

sta ted to get, i  pa ti ula , a lot of e ui ies f o  hefs a out places I had been 

travelling to, so essentially the audience for the website sort of grew in 

s ale a d the site itself . “te e sta ted a log e ause he ate out as part of his job, 

and food loggi g just see ed like a  eas  thi g that I as e  passio ate a out 

[…] the e e e t that a  people hose opi io s I eall  t usted . 

 

8.2. Use of blogs in PR practice 

Both PR practitioners, Helen, an account manager, and Susan, a managing director, 

were employed by specialist agencies within the hospitality industry. Their clients 

including fine dining (e.g. Michelin star rated) and casual dining restaurants. 

Practitioners emphasised the espoke  atu e of the lie t work, tailored to the 

individual requirements of each client. They also emphasised the importance of 

bloggers and how they are becoming increasingly influential within the restaurant 

sector. Working with bloggers was an essential aspect to the two PR practitio e s  

approaches with most of their restaurant clients. However, not all clients saw the 

value of blogger relations. Susan explained how a Michelin-ranked client they 

had ee  o ki g ith fo  a u e  of ea s a e ot i te ested i  talki g to 

bloggers […] where they want to be is international prestige print media, so bloggers 



are not even on thei  age da . From this it was understood that the amount of 

engagement and work with bloggers is entirely dependant on the specifications, 

requirements and budget set out by the client for the agency with which to generate 

coverage. The practitioners interviewed would only target bloggers that were well 

known in the restaurant industry and had a high following, as this was key to raising 

the most awareness for thei  lie ts. Hele  e plai ed that logge s 

ho a e o sta tl  at the e  ope i gs […] uploadi g logs eekl ; it akes the  a 

lot ette  hile “usa  e phasised the i po ta e of follo e s: Most of the 

people we deal with have 10,000 plus [followers] and these are the people that we 

take se iousl . 

 

8.3. Relationship building 

Depe di g o  the lie t s e ui e e ts, the pu li  elatio s ta ti s deplo ed to 

build elatio ships i luded i iti g logge s to lau h e e ts  hi h efe ed to a 

new restaurant opening, or the introduction of new, interesting menus. Face-to-face 

events e e also o ga ised spe ifi all  fo  logge s su h as food a d d i k taste 

pai i g  Hele . Ta ti s also i luded o pli e ta  di i g , a te  that Hele  

used to describe providing free meals as incentives to bloggers. Helen explained that 

o pli e ta  di i g  as used at her agency with influential bloggers because 

the  d i e lots of t affi  to a ds a lie t s website. However, as discussed in the 

following section, such incentivising may not be a common policy among agencies. 

Both practitioners stressed the importance of being aware of bloggers. Building good 

relations with influential bloggers involved getting to know them and keeping in 

regular contact. Helen described the atu e of the elatio ship: You ki d of uild 

up, I ould t sa  a friendship as such, but you get to know them; and it is mutually 

e efi ial . “usa  explained that her agency had built up strong relations with four 

or five restaurant review bloggers o e  a u e  of ea s: It s a out utual t ust so 

if I say to a blogger if I have got so ethi g eall  i te esti g the ll e i te ested i  

coming along and supporting it and loggi g a out it . 

 

Building relationships with bloggers can also be tactical: revealing information to 

bloggers ea l  uses the  as a seed  that a  sp ead the o d a d ause a o d-of-



mouth effect and uzz a ou d a e  ope i g of a estau a t. The  like to e the 

first to know so from that pe spe ti e it s good a d ou k o  it eally helps with 

long term relationships because the e s t ust o  oth sides . Buildi g elatio ships 

with bloggers was seen by Susan as the same as building relationships with 

journalists. Both types of relationship are built on the asis of t ust: e t eat 

bloggers like journalists so in exactly the same way we would make sure our 

journalist contacts had information on a regular basis, we would also make sure 

that logge s do too . 

 

The relationship between practitioners and bloggers, according to Helen and Susan, 

was not entirely one-way and initiated by practitioners. While Helen had observed a 

fairly p edi ta le t e d of logge s o ta ti g he  age  at the ti e of a e  

[restaurant] ope i g, lots of people eall  a t to go the e  o  a o pli e ta y 

asis , “usa  had noticed a recent trend of people setting up blogs and seeing it as a 

business opportunity: the people o i g to e a e all a e ou g people [ ho ha e] 

got proper business plans; the  a e looki g to o etise thei  logs […] a d a lot of 

them have got a good journalistic a kg ou d so thei  edi ilit  is e  high . 

 

Top bloggers John, Kevin and Steve shared an understanding that the more popular 

their blog became and the more followers they had, then the more contact they 

would receive from PR practitioners attempting to build relationships with them. 

John had developed good relationships with some PR practitioners, which involved 

forming friendships and eating out with them. By contrast, Kevin displayed a strong 

antipathy towards PR people, referring to the  as just a othe  sou e . To e, the 

only use for a PR person at all is to just do fact he ki g fo  e […] so I ll ask fo  a 

general press pack about the restaurant which gives you certain information and 

a kg ou d a out the hef . While Steve revealed that he had a few friends in PR, 

his a tago is  ith pu li  elatio s p a titio e s  app oa hes a ose f o  the 

sta da d i itatio , the ge e i  dea  X e ould like ou to o e a d e ie  

because we like ou  log  ith o efe e e to the log . “te e as o e ed that 

in order for PR practitioners to build relationships with bloggers they must show 

i te est i  the log e k o  that ou like I dia  food  a d estau a t 



e o e datio s ust suit the logge s  interests and taste. Bloggers Kevin and 

Steve seemed less assured that there were mutual benefits to working with PR 

practitioners. There was limited mutual benefit from their perspective as it was the 

PR practitioners who benefit from the coverage bloggers provide; however, bloggers 

were not discouraged by this as eating out and writing reviews was something they 

were all passionate about and their benefit came from writing about what 

they enjoyed doing most. 

 

8.4. Blogger incentives 

Agency practitioners Helen and Susan presented differing views and practices when 

it came to i e ti isi g logge s. Hele  talked of he  age s poli  of offe i g 

bloggers the opportunity to dine complimentary and invite them to blogger events 

but there would never be any other incentives offered to bloggers to gain positive 

o e age . The e ie s ade  bloggers were seen as uncontrollable but steps 

were taken by the agency to ensure that restaurants were fully briefed about hosting 

bloggers as well as journalists from the mainstream press, so the e is o 

e a ass e t  Hele  o  eithe  side that ould lea e a negative impression and 

lead to bad reviews. Incentives would be offered to reputable restaurant review 

bloggers with a large following; but they would never be offered to bloggers with a 

small following, as this would not meet the requirements of the agency. Helen also 

e plai ed ho  the a ilit  to offe  i e ti es to bloggers came from the budget set 

by their clients and what they were looking for in terms of o e age . “usa s agency 

took a different approach to incentives stating that her agency did ot ha e the 

udget to offe  i e ti es to logge s . “he e plai ed that i e ti es, including free 

meals and payments, were not used with journalists to generate coverage for 

clients, so they did not believe incentives were required when working with 

bloggers. 

 

Blogge  Joh  e p essed the ie  that it s i e getti g f ee eals  a d that as his 

blog grew in popularity, the more incentives he was offered by PR agencies. John 

explained that as he was not getting paid to blog, incentives like getting a free meal 

were a good benefit for iti g a out P‘ p a titio e s lie ts. While Joh  ad itted 



that it s a k a d so eti es if ou gi e the  a ad e ie  he justified his positio  

by being honest with his readers and al a s sa i g he  ou get a thi g f ee a d 

just posti g all the ti e a a . Blogge s Kevin and Steve, however, took an 

alternative standpoint, both sharing a negative view of accepting incentives from PR 

practitioners. Kevi  felt that it is e eedi gl  diffi ult, whatever people may claim, 

to be totally objective in writing the same review that you would if you were paying 

out of ou  o  po ket . “te e, a logge  ho p ided hi self o  not needing to be 

paid to eat out on a egula  asis, e hoed this poi t: the e a e t a  people who 

are sophisticated enough to be able to move that away [being incentivised] from 

thei  a tual e pe ie e . Blogge s e e full  a a e that P‘ p a titio e s offe ed 

incentives in order to get something in return; they were mindfully offering 

incentives to gain coverage and also hope that it is positive and helps the reputation 

of the client. 

 

8.5. Engaged audiences 

Both practitioners shared the view that followers of blogs are a highly engaged 

audience of serious restaurant-goers who are actively seeking information through 

blogs. Bloggers are able to interact with their readers thus increasing engagement. In 

order to reach the followers of blogs, Susan expressed the view that engagement 

with these audiences was a hie ed th ough uildi g lo g-term relationships [with 

logge s] e ause the e s t ust o  oth sides . A easu e e t take   

practitioners to see the influence of a blog is to look at how engaged a blogger is 

with his or her audience and the consistency of the posts. Both practitioners also 

believed bloggers are extremely influential when it comes to engaging in localised 

areas. The younger audience in particular was recognised as being highly engaged 

with online media, seeking out info atio  o l  o li e. A o di g to “usa , if it s 

not online a d it s ot ei g talked a out  a  i di idual that the  t ust […] the  it s 

ot happe i g . Search engines have enabled serious restaurant-goers to find blog 

content easily and they are a lot more likely to click onto blogs to gain a wider range 

of opinions to support their decision-making. 

 

 



8.6. Opinion leadership and influence 

Both Helen and Susan saw restaurant review bloggers as opinions leaders due to 

their knowledge and interest in the restaurant scene. Bloggers were regarded as a 

very aware group that creates trends and buzz around the restaurants they write 

about; and when bloggers write negative reviews, they also can influence readers 

and have an impact on their views of restaurants. Helen explained that her agency 

kept a assi e logge  data ase  hi h ill i lude a logge  that has just sta ted 

o  o e that e thi k ould e i flue tial  to ensure that clients are alerted to any 

mentions online, however small. Helen explained that journalists and bloggers are 

regarded as opinion leaders; bloggers are seen as a key opinion leader to an online 

audie e he eas jou alists  opi io s ea h a  audie e through the print media. 

Susan highlighted the influence bloggers have in localised areas, giving an example of 

a bar lau h i  Lo do . “o the Ho to  logge s a d the East E d logge s a e eall , 

really i po ta t e ause the  a e pa t of the so ial fa i  of the a ea . A o sta t 

monitoring of logge  e ie s allo s p a titio e s to pi poi t the views of bloggers 

a d gi e feed a k  to their clients to help them provide the best service possible and 

maintain a good reputation while putting right any issues that bloggers draw 

attention to. 

 

Bloggers John, Kevin and Steve shared the view that an important aspect of a good 

blog is how well written it is and this directly leads to popularity and a following, 

with readers o i g to the  fo  ad i e o  he e to eat out. Ke i  asse ted I a  

reasonably sure that he  I e o e d so e he e that that s p obably where 

the  a e goi g to go . I  te s of his own blog influence, Kevin related the story of 

how a journalist had written a bad review that had severely impacted on a 

estau a t s fo tu es: it as uite uiet . Ho e e , follo i g Ke i s o  positive 

experience and subsequent review, and the positive reviews of othe  logge s, the 

estau a t sta ted to pi k up usi ess . E uall , egati e e ie s had in some 

i u sta es esulted i  a ellatio s . He also detailed ho  logge s a e 

increasi gl  i flue tial as the  ha e the a ilit  to o e  a g eate  s ope of 

restaurants than jou alists, gi i g the  a  ad a tage . While Joh  si ila l  ag eed 

that a lot of people do go to estau a ts o  the a k of e ie s of i e , “te e,  



contrast, was less convinced of the i flue e of his o  log e ie s: I do t thi k 

people ake hoi es that easil  […] e are looking at a very rarified little world here; 

the ast ajo it  of people do t look at anything, they just walk past somewhere 

a d go oh that looks i e, let s go the e . O  the other hand, Steve was consulted 

 f ie ds ho ight ask I e got t o ega  Holl ood producers that I need to go 

out with. Where can I take them where they are not going to be s a ed  eat?  

 

8.7. Reputation 

Susa  stated that thei  lie ts a e iefed o  ho  to o k ith logge s a d the 

press to ai tai  a good eputatio . Both p a titio e s e ealed that logge s ha e 

the ability to affect the reputation of their clients both positively and negatively but 

the impact tends to e te po a . “usa  asse ted that if a logge  o es f o  a 

journalistic background this gi es the  a ette  eputatio . Fo  logge s, 

transparency and honesty were important to a good reputation with their readers. 

John said that his reputatio  a e f o  ei g ho est to the readers and stating 

he  eals a e f ee . Ke i  uilt up a st o g eputatio  ith readers by being 

ho est a d ot follo i g the o d , also stati g that jou alists te d to give 

kinder reviews than him at times. Steve revealed that it is not only PR agencies 

checking the reputation of bloggers, but when he is contacted by agencies he will 

look at the age s eputatio  to e aluate hethe  the  a e t ust o th . 

 

9. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This study provides empirical evidence of PR practitioner-blogger relationships in the 

U.K. hospitality sector. Practitioners believed that building good relationships with 

restaurant review bloggers was an essential part of their practice and helped in 

creating long-term relationships that could in turn lead to positive reviews for their 

clients. While practitioners held the view that relationships with bloggers was 

mutually beneficial (Gordon, 2011), and made efforts to keep in regular contact with 

reputable bloggers, the bloggers who took part i  this stud  ie ed p a titio e s  

relationship building efforts with scepticism, regarding the relationship as more 

beneficial to the practitioners than to themselves (Waddington, 2012). Blogs are a 

means for self-expression, authenticity and community connection, and have been 



des i ed as a  e te sio  of a logge s self  “ ith, , p. . Blogge s a e 

highly focused on their audience and are motivated to provide a service to their 

readers about something they enjoy doing – eating out and reviewing restaurants. 

Therefore their own credibility is at stake when writing reviews that are influenced 

by PR content. Interpreted from a relational perspective, both bloggers and public 

relations practitioners are engaged in identity work; and PR practitioners are 

required to engage in emotion management to build relationships with bloggers in a 

se siti e a  so the e is o e a ass e t  Yeo a s, ; Yeo a s a . 

Both parties have to uphold their own ideas of professional identity and integrity 

when justifying their practice. While practitioners frame their relationship with 

bloggers as one ased o  utualit  a d t ust , this is a  ideal isio , pa ti ula l  i  

ie  of so e age ies  use of incentives as a blatant persuasive tactic. Cox and Blake 

(2011) drew attention to varying practices and identities within the food blogging 

o u it , f o  the a ateu  o  ho ist  th ough to the logge  ho has ee  

incorporated into a professional/commercial system. Our study also identified that 

p a titio e s  age ies a e ei g app oa hed  bloggers who are becoming more 

pro-active and business-like in trying to build relations with the agencies. The 

uestio  of logge s  ide tities i  this stud  is thus aised a d ho  fa  the top-

ranked bloggers interviewed had themselves been incorporated within a 

professional and commercial system, or remained as hobbyists, or had adopted 

another identity. Blogger Kevin appeared to align himself more closely with a 

journalist identity, emphasising his resistance to external pressure and an 

independent stance. His framing of public relations as just a othe  sou e  that he 

used fo  fa t he ki g  suppo ts this i te p etatio . The autonomous blogger 

identity was also implied by Steve, whose practice of checking out PR age ies  

credentials when approached, suggested a careful regard for his personal 

reputation as a blogger. John, by contrast, appeared to identify with the image of the 

ho est o u it  logge , the ho ist ho de la es his f ee meals to protect his 

stance as a reputable reviewer; and yet was comfortable working with PR 

practitioners.  

 



The study drew further attention to the ethics of practitioner-blogger relations, 

specificallyin regard to incentives such as free meals and payments in return for 

positive reviews, p e iousl  highlighted i  Co  a d Blake s  stud  of food 

logge s. Hele s age  offe ed i e ti es to logge s he eas “usa s age  

would not offer any form of incentives to bloggers and she felt that this was an 

unnecessary practice. Holladay and Coombs (2013) argue that consumers should be 

made aware of messages that have been influenced by PR practitioners as this 

makes consumers aware of the motivations behind the post. This point highlights 

why the variance in views is occurring as practitioners and bloggers all appeared to 

be wary and sensitive on this subject. Bloggers Kevin and Steve both shared very 

strong views about receiving incentives, arguing that a review cannot be objective if 

the blogger is not paying for the meal and that a lack of regard to cost can mislead 

readers. John was less concerned about accepting free meals as he felt that it was a 

nice perk of blogging and as long as he was open with readers and telling them the 

meal was free. 

 

Smith (2010) contends that blogger tenure in the blogosphere may influence 

logge s  sele ti it  ith o te t. “ ith s logge  e olutio  a al sis :  

places John at phase t o of logge  e olutio , hi h “ ith la els as the o u it  

e e ship  stage.  “ ith ide tifies this as the stage he e desi es fo  e  o te t 

make a practitioner-blogger elatio ship utuall  e efi ial . “tage th ee is 

auto o  he e Ke i  a d “te e a e appa e tl  lo ated. Ho e e , Joh s  plus 

years as a blogger indicates a tenure in the blogosphere that is comparable to 

“te e s, hi h suggests o e o ple  easo s fo  Joh s relationships with PR 

practitioners. 

 

Identity issues are again raised by the issue of incentives: for practitioners, the issue 

of spi  and manipulation is well documented in the literature and this accusation is 

something that Susan, as an experienced managing director, may have been 

conscious to deflect. For bloggers, the acceptance of free meals challenges the 

notion of an independent, credible source that is so integral to the autonomous 

blogger identity. (Smith, 2010; Yang & Lim, 2009). In terms of opinion leadership and 



influence (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955), both practitioners revealed that they treat 

restaurant review bloggers the same as restaurant critics and journalists, regarding 

them all as having the same impact and influence on consumers, although journalists 

were seen as more influential in the mainstream print press whereas online 

logge s  opi io s e e o e i flue tial o li e. All three bloggers indicated their 

awareness of the influence they had on their readers from the advice that was 

sought and the comments they received. While for Steve the influence of his blog on 

actual restaurant visits was harder to judge, he recognised the reputation he had 

a o g his f ie ds of ei g the pe so  ho k o s he e to go . As Co  a d Blake 

(2011) observe, providing a service for friends and family is a common starting point 

for blogs and both Steve and Kevin referred to these origins for their own blogs. 

Readers of blogs, and Foodies in particular, are actively seeking advice from blogs 

that they see as sources of reliable information, thus giving bloggers the opportunity 

to share their knowledge and advice (Kent, 2008; Mintel, 2012; Waddington, 2012). 

Further, perceived logge  edi ilit  is ot stati  a d is ofte  e e ed  th ough 

the process of relational communication. These are the social or relational cues that 

the blogger provides to his or her reader through regular updates and interactions 

(Yang & Lim, 2009). These characteristics, are in turn, what practitioners look for to 

gauge the edi ilit  of logge s websites. 

 

Our study clearly showed that opinion leaders: the mainstream press, food critics 

and food bloggers are extremely valuable to PR practitioners and it is in their interest 

to build relationships with opinion leaders as they can help raise awareness and 

support the eputatio  of thei  lie ts  estau a ts. “usa  highlighted that a ke  

benefit to working with bloggers is raising awareness through them in a tactical 

manner to create buzz and plant a seed a out a e  ope i g. “eedi g  is a  

effective way to use bloggers to raise awareness and spread the word to the blogs 

followers; yet at the same time this PR tactic could be an example of the kind of 

public relations that bloggers are suspicious of (Smith, 2010). Both practitioner 

participants were actively involved and engaged with bloggers, and their 

main focus was to gain coverage for their clients through blogger reviews. The 

research indicated that both agencies have technological programmes they use to 



scan for all coverage and mentions of their clients online, in doing this blogger 

reviews are picked up. The practitioners revealed that all coverage, even content 

that had not been created through them is passed onto the client to relay the views 

of customers. These findings indicate that practitioners are taking an active approach 

to u de sta di g thei  lie ts  external audience and the views and feedback they 

publish online, thus adopting the recommendations in previous studies (Porter, 

Sweetster & Chung, 2009; Porter, Trammell, Chung & Kim, 2007).  

 

Bloggers, on the other hand, are less actively engaged with PR practitioners as they 

are not a focus to what they are doing, and as discussed, it is not in their interests to 

admit to having regular contact with PR practitioners. Influence plays an important 

part of public relations practice in the hospitality industry. Participants reported that 

restaurant review bloggers are becoming increasingly influential, and blogs are no 

longer just a place for information, they are also a place of influence (Hanna, Rohm 

& Crittenden, 2011). Bloggers with a journalistic background are more credible to 

practitioners because the salient features of a good blog is a blog that well 

written, uses a narrative structure, and demonstrates a clear knowledge and 

understanding of the subject area. This in turn makes the blog more influential. 

Bloggers are just as influential as journalists as they are have the ability to write 

independently about more restaurants whereas journalists are limited by economic 

and corporate pressures (Kent, 2008; Lowrey, 2006). Furthermore, there were claims 

that reputable bloggers can affect restaurant bookings, with negative reviews 

leading to cancellations. These findings present a paradox for PR practitioners. On 

the one hand, the best bloggers are understood to write well and have high 

credibility with their readers by presenting an independent voice; and yet 

these same bloggers appear to be harder for PR practitioners to influence with PR 

content. 

 

The bloggers in this study were all male. A study of female bloggers might have led 

to different results. Finally, both bloggers and PR practitioners value their own 

reputatio s a d ea h othe s . Practitioners take an active role in briefing their clients 

on how to work with bloggers and the mainstream media to ensure they support a 



good eputatio . A lie t s o li e reputation can be tarnished in an instant online 

(Burt, 2012). This proved correct for practitioners in the hospitality industry, as both 

practitioners demonstrated a considerable focus on maintaining good reputations 

for their clients. Reputation also proved to be extremely important to the success of 

a blog and all bloggers interviewed prided themselves on having built a good 

reputation for their blogs through practising honesty and transparency. 

 

Reputation is a cautious two-way affair in practitioner-blogger relationships. While 

practitioners invest time in analysing blogs for their suitability as credible targets, 

blogger Steve indicated that when approached by PR practitioners he would look 

them up to check the reputation of the agency to evaluate whether the 

recommendations they were making were trustworthy. This highlights how seriously 

reputation is taken by some bloggers as well as their wariness of PR practitioners as 

trustworthy sources. 

 

 

10. CONCLUSION 

This study sought to examine the relationship between PR practitioners and 

restaurant review bloggers within the hospitality industry and the influence 

restaurant review bloggers are having on PR practice. The research has explored the 

different views and perceptions of U.K. PR practitioners in the hospitality industry 

and restaurant review bloggers. This study has highlighted the complexity of 

relationships between practitioners and bloggers within this sector. While the study 

indicated that practitioners do see restaurant review bloggers as highly influential 

within the hospitality PR industry, concerns within the blogging community in regard 

to PR practice were identified, in particular accepting incentives from PR 

practitioners and how this can be damaging to their reputation. The research also 

showed that restaurant review bloggers are passionate about what they do and their 

main focus is on providing information and advice to their readers. This would 

appear to take priority over any other motivations. 

 



Finally, we suggest that the practitioner-blogger relationship may be interpreted in 

terms of relational practice. The participant interviews indicated strong adherence to 

personal and professional identities through the descriptions and perceptions of 

their own work and each othe s . Blogge  elatio s effo ts, f o  a P‘ p a titio e s 

perspective, are similar to the efforts in media relations, indicating a requirement for 

the practitioner to engage in careful emotion management with a blogging 

community that prides itself on independence and autonomy. More in-depth 

research is required to develop understanding of the practitioner-blogger 

relationship, specifically to investigate the ethical issues raised; and also whether the 

logge s ge de  ight ha e led to diffe e t esults i  te s of logge  ide tit  a d 

relationships with PR practitioners. 
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