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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Smartphones  offer new  opportunities  for public-organization  engagement.  The current
study  focuses  on  the  actual  usage  of smartphones,  as  well  as  users’  willingness  to  engage
with  organizations  via  smartphones.  A  survey  among  a representative  sample  of  515  Israeli
smartphone  users,  and  60 personal,  in-depth  interviews  with  undergraduate  students  were
conducted.  The  findings  show  that  interaction  between  organizations  and  publics  through
smartphones  exists,  but  at a lower  rate  compared  to other  activities,  and  that users  perceive
engagement  as beneficial  primarily  for organizations  but  as less  beneficial  to themselves.
The  findings  also emphasize  the importance  of  practicing  participatory  engagement  rather
than one-way  engagement.

©  2014  Elsevier  Inc.  All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

Recent developments in the field of mobile communication technologies have generated a renewed scholarly interest
in the usage of mobile phones (Campbell, 2013; Helles, 2013). For the first time, mobile technology enables the ubiquitous
usage of Web  2.0 and social media in what are best known as smartphones. Smartphones reveal new opportunities for
public-organization engagement and relationship building through various online platforms.

According to Yaxley (2012), “the development of digital communication presents an opportunity for public relations to
evolve in order to apply its existing strengths in earning coverage, building online relationships and managing corporate
reputation” (p. 431). Nonetheless, despite growing interest in information communication technologies (ICTs) and their
contribution to public relations practice, when exploring engagement through social media, most studies that explore the
potential contribution of new technologies to organization–public relationship (OPR) building focus on organizational per-
spectives rather than the perspective of users (De Moya & Jain, 2013; Waters, Burnett, Lamm,  & Lucas, 2009). Adopting a
different approach, the current study focuses on publics and their actual usage as well as their willingness to interact and
engage with businesses and nonprofit associations through their smartphones.
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1.1. Smartphones

Over the last three decades, the emergence of Web  2.0 and social media elements, such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram,
have presented public relations practitioners with new and exciting platforms for two-way communication and engagement
with various strategic publics. One of the new elements that became popular in recent years is the mobile phone, particularly
the smartphone. During the last few years, mobile communication markets have witnessed significant changes resulting
from the breakthrough and massive penetration of smartphones (Goggin, 2009, 2011; Watkins, Hjorth, & Koskinen, 2012).
According to Portio Research (2013), by the end of 2014, the world will contain 7.5 billion mobile subscribers, and this
number will reach 8.5 billion by the end of 2016. In 2013, when the world population reached 7.1 billion, there were 6.8
billion mobile-cellular subscriptions – in other words, the world contains almost as many mobile-cellular subscriptions as
people (ITU, 2013).

In recent years, researchers have increasingly turned their attention to users of mobile phones (Brown, Green, & Harper,
2001; Katz & Aakhus, 2002; Katz, 2006; Ling & Helmersen, 2000; Rice & Katz, 2003). Early studies indicated that the growth
in mobile phone adoption may  be attributed to safety and accessibility (Palen, Salzman, & Youngs, 2000; Schejter & Cohen,
2013). Within this context, the usage of mobile phones came to symbolize the complex interactions among adolescents
(Ling & Yttri, 2002) and students (Chen & Katz, 2009), who  attribute great importance to mobile phones (Harris Interactive,
2009). Indeed, mobile phone usage has become an integral part of daily life and has well eclipsed standard communication
through voice telephone calls (Ling, 2004).

According to Jenkins (2004), a fundamental process of media convergence that occurred in the media arena of the 21st
century, has completely changed the relationship among existing technologies, markets, industries and audiences. As the
smartphone demonstrates, new mobile technologies enable the usage of various tools that involve making voice calls, receiv-
ing and sending text messages, playing games, taking pictures, downloading information from the Internet and consuming
either traditional media content or audio and video that were specifically created with this market in mind. Hence, smart-
phones may  be an effective public relations tool because they enable public-organization engagement and relationship
building around the clock. Indeed, according to a recent survey conducted among 2777 European communicators from 42
countries, the primary opportunities attributed to mobile communication were enabling communication with stakeholders
at any time, facilitating user-friendly content presentation and reaching younger users (Zerfass, Tench, Verčič, Verhoeven,
& Moreno, 2014).

1.1.1. Smartphones and the Israeli market
Although 3G smartphones entered the Israeli market prior to 2008, this year is considered a milestone in the brief history

of smartphones in Israel. The reason that 2008 is such a watershed moment is that iPhones were first introduced to local
markets during that year, marking a new era in terms of rapidly growing penetration rates beyond that point. Since then, the
number of users has continued to grow rapidly. Israel’s mobile phone usage patterns position mobile phones as instruments
of great importance and as multipurpose, interpersonal devices used in everyday life (Avidar, Ariel, Malka, & Levy 2013;
Lemish & Cohen, 2005; Schejter & Cohen, 2013). According to an international comparison of smartphone penetration rates,
smartphone use has reached 57% among the Israeli population, and Israel was ranked second in the world and ranked as
a world leader in smartphone-enabled Internet surfing and social networking activities (Our Mobile Planet, Google, 2013).
Other findings suggest that Israelis use smartphones to browse the Internet (93%), utilize search engines (86%), update social
networks (82%), view videos (77%) and download applications (84%) (Our Mobile Planet, Google, 2013).

1.2. OPRs, dialogue and engagement

In recent decades, public relations theory has been dominated by theories emphasizing the importance of two-way com-
munication, dialogue and relationship building among organizations and publics. These theories include the co-creational
approach, the relational approach and the dialogic communication approach. The co-creational approach placed OPR at the
center of public relations research (Botan & Taylor, 2004). This approach uses research to advance understanding between
groups and organizations and views communication as a means of helping negotiate changes in these relationships. The
co-creational perspective emphasizes the important role of communication in enabling publics to become co-creators of
meaning. The relational approach regards the building, management, and maintenance of OPRs as central to public relations
activity (Botan, 1992; Huang, 2001; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, 2000). Ledingham (2003) proposed relationship manage-
ment as a general theory of public relations, and Bruning and Ledingham (2000) argued that the relationship management
perspective fundamentally shifts the practice of public relations from manipulating public opinion to building and maintain-
ing mutually beneficial OPRs. In the past three decades, the topic of OPR has become increasingly important in the field of
public relations as it has been demonstrated that one of the field’s main contributions to organizational effectiveness is the
building of long-term, positive, and trusting relationships with key publics. The dialogic communication approach added to
OPR building the notion of dialogue and “dialogic communication” as the theoretical framework for building a relationship
between organizations and publics (Botan, 1997; Kent & Taylor, 1998, 2002; Pearson, 1989a, 1989b). Although the term
“dialogue” appeared in public relations literature more than 5 decades ago (Sullivan, 1965), Pearson (1989a, 1989b) was
the first researcher to present dialogue as a theoretical approach to public relations. He considered dialogue to be the most
ethical form of public relations. Botan (1997) explained that traditional approaches to public relations view the public as a
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