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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 The body of scholarship focused on public relations continues to grow – research 

on dialogic communication, organization-public relationships, the Internet and social 

media are all current topics among academics and practitioners alike. Research has 

suggested the need for public relations practitioners to improve and enhance the ability of 

publics to engage in communications that have significance to an organization (Hallahan, 

2000, 474).  

There is a void in industry-specific public relations research. In particular, a lack 

of research pertaining to public relations and the insurance industry is evident. Without 

industry-specific public relations research, practitioners in this segment are at a 

disadvantage in terms of a lack of theoretical underpinning for their public relations 

practices.   

 In order to understand public relations practices in the insurance industry, it is 

important to examine the history of insurance. Most authorities refer to marine insurance 

as the forerunner of true insurance, but the main purpose of marine loans was to supply 

funds to help finance a trade venture. According to Nelli (1972), insurance can be defined 

as transferring risk of financial loss from the original risk bearer to others. However, with 

a marine loan, the insured was the debtor if there was no loss. In the modern insurance 

contract, the insured is the creditor if there is a loss (Nelli, 1972). The Commercial 
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Revolution beginning in the 13th century, highlighted the need for a system of true 

premium insurance (Nelli, 1972). 

 Benjamin Franklin helped found the insurance industry in the United States in 

1752 with the Philadelphia Contributionship for the Insurance of Houses from Loss by 

Fire (NAIC website). As defined by the Insurance Services Office (ISO), a leading source 

of information about property and casualty insurance risk since 1971, property and 

casualty insurance “is insurance on homes, cars, and businesses” (ISO website, 2010). 

 The property and casualty insurance industry of today needs a set of best practices 

in public relations, specifically dialogic communication, in order to maximize the 

potential of corporate websites. “Public relations literature about the Web has operated 

under a monologic communication continuum, suggesting that the public relations 

practitioner’s role is primarily one of information gatherer and disseminator” (Kent & 

Taylor, 1998, p. 325). Kent and Taylor (1998) go on to say that effective dialogic 

relationships with publics requires just that: dialogue. “Without a dialogic loop in 

Webbed communication, Internet public relations becomes nothing more than a new 

monologic communication medium, or a new marketing technology” (Kent & Taylor, 

1998, p. 325). 

This study examines how property and casualty insurance company websites are 

being used to communicate with external audiences. Specifically, the study looks at how 

this medium is being used to serve the news media and other pertinent stakeholders like 

customers, prospective customers, investors and claimants using the principles of dialogic 

communication. The investigation provides a snapshot in time of how companies in the 
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insurance industry are employing the use of technology to enhance the relationships of 

the organization and its publics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 Before beginning an in-depth review of the literature on public relations, dialogic 

communication, organization-public relationships, the Internet and social media, it is 

necessary to establish a clear understanding of the history of the industry in which we are 

studying – insurance.  

 During the Commercial Revolution, the marine loans could not fill the needs of 

the sedentary merchants even though the loans had been adequate in ancient and early 

medieval times (Nelli, 1972). A document dated October 23, 1347 found in the state 

archives of Genoa, Italy, had generally been accepted as the oldest recorded contract of 

insurance. Nelli (1972) discovered a contract which dates from February 13, 1343. The 

significance of these two mid-14th century contracts and their importance in history is that 

they are the first tangible evidence of the legal and structural break from the long-

established marine loan contract (Nelli, 1972, p. 216). Most authorities refer to marine 

insurance as the forerunner of true insurance, but the main purpose of marine loans was 

to supply funds to help finance a trade venture, usually a single voyage or a round trip. In 

insurance, the primary purpose is to transfer the risk of financial loss from the original 

risk bearer to others (Nelli, 1972, p. 216-217). In the beginning of the 13th century, the 

Commercial Revolution highlighted the need for a true insurance premium system. 
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However, in a marine loan, the insured was the debtor if there was no loss. In the two 

original contracts from Italy, as in the modern insurance contract, the insured was the 

creditor if there is a loss (Nelli, 1972). 

 Despite the wealth of documents in the archives of these medieval towns, many 

holes have been left due to time, wars, fires and the like (Nelli, 1972). Given this, it is 

impossible to pinpoint the exact date in time when true premium insurance had its 

inception, aside from marine loans. The contracts of 1342 and 1347 remain the first 

tangible proof of the departure from the marine loans (Nelli, 1972).    

 In 1752, the Philadelphia Contributionship for the Insurance of Houses from Loss 

by Fire was founded with the help of Benjamin Franklin (NAIC website). New 

Hampshire appointed the first insurance commissioner in 1851, thereby beginning 

today’s state insurance regulatory structure. “Congress adopted the McCarran-Ferguson 

Act in 1945 to declare that states should regulate the business of insurance and to affirm 

that the continued regulation of the insurance industry by the states was in the public’s 

best interest” (NAIC website).  

 Johnson (1972) states that, “An interesting facet of property insurance history is 

the role played by fire marks. A fire mark is a plaque which was attached by a fire insurer 

to a building when the building, or its contents, was insured by the insurance company” 

(p. 405). Fire marks are thought to be as old as fire insurance: they originated in England 

in the period immediately following the Great Fire of London in 1666 (Johnson, 1972, p. 

405).   

As defined by the ISO, a leading source of information about property and 

casualty insurance risk since 1971, property and casualty insurance “is insurance on 
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homes, cars, and businesses” (ISO website, 2010). As the name implies, property 

insurance is concerned with property. It offers coverage to a person or business against 

loss or loss of income-producing abilities of physical property (ISO website, 2010). 

Casualty insurance, on the other hand, provides coverage to a person or business “against 

legal liability for losses by injury to other people or damage to the property of others” 

(ISO website, 2010). 

Property and casualty insurance is divided into two categories: commercial and 

personal lines. Commercial lines coverage pertains to business use – automobile, general 

liability, and workers’ compensation are included in this category. Personal lines 

coverage focuses on protecting an individual – automobile, homeowners and personal 

liability are examples of this category. There are several specialty areas within the 

property and casualty insurance sector. Some property and casualty insurance companies 

focus on transportation insurance. For personal lines this means offering personal 

automobile coverage and for commercial lines it means covering vehicles or fleets of 

vehicles for business use. Motor carrier coverage insures businesses that use autos to 

transport property of others or themselves. 

Organization-Public Relationships 

Relationships are a primary concern for public relations practitioners. Public 

relations has been defined by scholars as “the building and maintaining of an 

organization’s relationships with its publics” (Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 1997, p. 83). 

Recent research in public relations has focused on defining the word relationship in 

public relations as well as identifying ways to facilitate two-way relationships. Broom et 

al. argues that the term relationship lacks a clear definition in the existing body of 
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research on organization-public relationships. Therefore, they developed a framework for 

explicating the concept of relationships in the context of public relations. “Relationships 

represent the exchange or transfer of information, energy or resources” (Broom et al., 

1997, p. 94).  

In order to facilitate two-way relationships, two-way communication must be 

established between an organization and its publics. Research has suggested the need for 

public relations practitioners to improve and enhance the ability of publics to engage in 

communications that have significance to an organization (Hallahan, 2000, 474). 

Hallahan (2000) indentified four principal types of publics in which organizations must 

interact: active, aroused, aware, and inactive (p. 463). He notes, “creating effective 

messages to reach strategically important audiences is a critical function in public 

relations” (Hallahan, 2000, p. 463). The challenge for public relations practitioners is 

creating messages that will reach individuals who are not knowledgeable and not engaged 

with an organization – inactive publics. Hallahan (2000) addresses possible strategies for 

effective communication with inactive publics – those groups that are least attentive to an 

organization’s public relations messages. Inactive publics are an important to reach 

because “these groups represent large numbers of potential purchasers, investors, 

workers, donors, or voters” (Hallahan, 2000, p. 464). He states, “members of inactive 

publics tend to ignore messages not perceived relevant to them. The problem is further 

compounded by the clutter of messages and the competition for attention in today’s 

world” (Hallahan, 2000, p. 464). 

An integral part of Hallahan’s study (2000, p. 465) is the motivation, ability, and 

opportunity model of information processing by individuals. Motivation “refers to 
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heightening arousal so that inactive audiences are ready, willing, interested, or desire to 

process a message (Hallahan, 2000, p. 466). Ability “refers to the need to maximize an 

individual’s skills or proficiencies in interpreting a message” (Hallahan, 2000, p. 466). 

Opportunity “relates to the characteristics of the message that favor information 

processing” (Hallahan, 2000, p. 467). Hallahan (2000) notes that motivation, ability and 

opportunity operate independently; therefore, public relations professionals need to 

consider each of these factors when selecting appropriate message strategies (p. 474). 

Hallahan (2000) argues that it is not enough for organizations to engage in two-

way, symmetrical communication by creating opportunities for dialogue, negotiation, and 

other exchanges with key publics (p. 475). Rather, it is necessary to address the 

“differences that can exist in the levels of involvement (motivation) and knowledge 

(ability) among groups that constitute publics” (Hallahan, 2000, p. 475). In short, 

“effective communication involves enhancing the motivation and ability of the parties to 

communicate, as well as the creation of opportunities to communicate” (Hallahan, 2000, 

p. 475). 

A key part of building two-way relationships is being aware of and listening to 

key publics. Public relations best practices state that “practitioners serve as the eyes and 

ears of organizations, as well as spokespersons (Okura, Dozier, Sha, & Hofstetter, 2009, 

p. 51). Okura et al. (2009) conducted an online survey of public relations practitioners 

that demonstrated “formal environmental scanning is the necessary link between 

environmental uncertainty and instrumental use of research, as mediated by experts of the 

public relations department” (p. 63). Environmental scanning is the “the gathering of 

information about publics, about reactions of publics toward the organization, and about 
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public opinion toward issues important to the organization (Okura et al., 2009, p. 53). 

Brunig, Dial, & Shirka (2008) conducted a survey in which city/resident relationship 

attitudes were measured. The results “illustrated the ways in which relationship attitudes 

influence a specific behavioral outcome – that is, the level of support that a public may 

provide to an organization” (Brunig et al., 2008, p. 29). They recommend “a relational 

approach, grounded in dialogic principles, requires that the organization tailor 

communication and organizational action to specific recipients based upon relational 

needs” (Brunig et al., 2009, p. 29).  

Effective two-way relationships require two-way communication. One way of 

accomplishing this is by establishing dialogic communication between an organization 

and its public. The literature examining the impact of the Internet on public relations 

suggests that dialogic communication is one of the more important theories in public 

relations, particularly in Webbed communication (Ryan, 2003, p. 336).  

Online Dialogic Communication  

Dialogic communication represents “any negotiated exchange of ideas and 

opinions (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 325) and contributes to the formation of satisfying, 

long-term relationships built on trust and mutual understanding. There has long been 

discussion regarding the importance of two-way communication Johannesen (1971) 

stated “communication researchers remind us that communication is not a one-way 

transmission but a two-way dialogic transaction.” As Johannesen writes, “according to 

Buber, the fundamental fact of human existence is ma with man. Interaction between men 

through dialogue promotes development of personality and knowledge” (1971, p. 375). 
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Johannesen (1971) discusses six characteristics essential to dialogic 

communication: genuineness, accurate empathetic understanding, unconditional positive 

regard, presentness, spirit of mutual equality and supportive psychological climate. While 

these six characteristics are applicable to dialogic communication principles some 40 

years later, Johannesen could have never imagined the world in which we live today 

being dominated by mass media technology, as is evident by the following statement: 

“Face-to-face oral communication seems requisite for dialogue. Dialogue is unlikely to 

occur in writing or in mass media situations” (Johannesen, 1971, p. 381-382).  

Woodward (2000) discusses transactional philosophy as a basis for dialogue in 

public relations. He states, “effective public relations, when managed from a symmetrical 

perspective, attempt to produce designs that can be effectively transferred to the built 

world as instances of dialogue” (p. 267). “A transactional perspective extends dialogue 

beyond interpersonal communication to include responsibility to the sociocultural and 

material environments that form, and inform, the milieu of practice” (Woodward, 2000, 

p. 269). He continues by saying, “the organizational environment requires the public 

relations professional to perform as an active agent encouraging and directing 

collaborations and partnerships with clients and publics” (Woodward, 2000, p. 269). 

Through their extensive research on dialogic communication, Michael L. Kent 

and Maureen Taylor (2002) reveal five overarching tenets of for the concept of dialogue: 

mutuality, or the recognition of organization-public relationships; propinquity, or the 

temporality and spontaneity of interactions with publics; empathy, or the supportiveness 

and confirmation of public goals and interests; risk, or the willingness to interact with 

individuals and publics on their own terms; and commitment, or the extent to which an 
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organization gives itself over to dialogue, interpretation, and understanding in its 

interactions with publics. (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 25). 

For any approach to dialogue to be effective, an organization must believe and be 

committed to the value of relationship building (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 30). 

“Organizations that are making a commitment to dialogue must place e-mail, Web 

addresses, 800 telephone numbers, and organizational addresses prominently in 

advertisements, on organizational literature and on all correspondence” (Kent & Taylor, 

2002, p. 31).  

Kent & Taylor (2002) make the point that the Internet has the ability to facilitate 

interpersonal relationships, especially given its real-time capabilities. “The Web can be 

used to communicate directly with publics by offering real time discussions, feedback 

loops, places to post comments, sources for organizational information, and postings of 

organizational member biographies and contact information” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 

31). “A dialogic communication orientation does increase the likelihood that publics and 

organizations will better understand each other and have ground rules for 

communication” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 33). They introduced breakthrough research on 

the concept of dialogic communication in the 1990s with the advent and increasing use of 

the Internet. They state that “using technology does not have to create distance between 

an organization and its publics…Internet communication can include that ‘personal 

touch’ that makes public relations effective” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 323). Further, Kent 

& Taylor emphasize the distinction between monologic and dialogic communication 

principles with websites: 
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 “Public relations literature about the Web has operated under a 
 monologic communication continuum, suggesting that the public 
 relations practitioner’s role is primarily one of information gatherer 
 and disseminator. Without a dialogic loop in Webbed communication, 
 Internet public relations becomes nothing more than a new monologic 
 communication medium” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 325). 
 
Kent & Taylor (1998) developed five principles to follow for the successful 

integration of dialogic communication and websites. The first principle is the dialogic 

loop, which “allows publics to query organizations and…offers organizations the 

opportunity to respond to questions, concerns and problems” (p. 326). They address two 

relevant issues with this principle in that dialogic public relations on the Internet requires 

the skills of qualified public relations professionals and that response is an integral part of 

the dialogic loop. Organizations must designate an individual to respond to public 

questions and comments.  

Kent & Taylor’s (1998) second principle of dialogic communication and websites 

is the usefulness of information, that is, “sites should make an effort to include 

information of general value to all publics – even if a site contains primarily industry, or 

user, specific information” (p. 327). They discuss the importance of hierarchy and 

structure of a website to ensure ease-of-use by all audiences and to provide information 

with value. “Relationships with publics must be cultivated not only to serve the public 

relations goals of the organization, but so that the interests, values and concerns of 

publics are addressed” (p. 328). Hallahan (2001) agrees that a user’s overall response or 

assessment of the experience of using a site can impact the message’s effects. 

The generation of return visits is the third principle of dialogic communication on 

the web. “Sites that contain constantly updated and ‘valuable’ information for publics 
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appear credible and suggest that an organization is responsible” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 

329). They note that this one-way model of public relations is only one strategy for 

websites and that “interactive strategies such as forums, question and answer formats, and 

experts such as the company CEO lead to relationship building between an organization 

and its publics” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 329). 

The fourth principle addresses the importance of intuitiveness/ease of the 

interface. “Sites should be interesting, informative, and contain information of value to 

publics” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 330). They go on to explain that while graphics and 

special effects can be desirable, these elements should never be incorporated at the 

expense of content. “Dialogic public relations seeks to create lasting, genuine, and 

valuable relationships with its publics, and it should not operate merely as a propaganda, 

marketing, or advertising tool” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 330). “Dialogic communication 

means allowing users to ask questions, express concerns, pass along opinions, and praise 

or complain about products and services” (Ryan, 2003, p. 336).  When creating or 

evaluating a website, a “best practice” statement for this fourth principle is “sites should 

be dynamic enough to encourage all potential publics to explore them, information rich 

enough to meet the needs of very diverse publics, and interactive enough to allow users to 

pursue further informational issues and dialogic relationships” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 

330).  

The rule of conservation of visitors is the fifth and final principle of dialogic 

communication and websites. Kent & Taylor (1998) advise, “designers of Web pages 

should be careful about links that can lead visitors astray” (p. 330). They continue by 

saying, “Website visitors are to be valued; they are coming to your site for what the site 
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offers and not to ‘shop for other sites’” (p. 330). Web designers need to be mindful of this 

principle and if links to other websites are necessary, make sure clearly marked paths 

exist for visitors to return to your site.  

McAllister-Spooner (2009) completed a comprehensive 10-year literature review 

and discovered that websites are poorly used dialogic tools, and that organizational 

websites are effectively utilized for introductory level of relationship-building functions. 

They are easy to use, offer useful information, but they do not do the dialogic functions 

very well (p. 321).  

The principles of dialogic communication in building organization-public 

relationships are paramount in the study and practice of public relations. With the advent 

and prevalence of the Internet in the past 15 years, the body of scholarship focused on 

public relations and the World Wide Web is vast. As Hiebert (2005) explains, “we might 

be witnessing a return to participation in the public sphere, brought about by the 

computer, the Internet, the World Wide Web, and wireless digital communication” (p. 4). 

He points out that the new technologies have opened up a whole new world of 

information for individuals who never had access in the past (Hiebert, 2005, p. 6). Search 

engines such as Google, which allow anyone with an Internet connection to download 

anything at any time, have forever changed public relations techniques. He goes on to 

advise that “more than ever before, the communicator must carefully weigh not only the 

timeliness of the content and its method of dissemination, but also its complete accuracy” 

(Hiebert, 2005, p. 7). Johnson (1997) noted that “a key advantage to the diversity of 

information available online, and the speed of access and delivery, is that it allows for 

early identification of emerging issues” (p. 217). Her research of public relations 
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practitioner perceptions of the Internet found that there were mixed attitudes about public 

relations the Web, with the main concern being that it “depersonalized” public relations 

(p. 229).  

Coombs identified the Internet as a potential equalizer for activist organizations 

because it offers a “low cost, direct, controllable communication channel” that can 

magnify their efforts and link them with other stakeholders (p. 299). Coombs’ (1998) 

case analyses showed the significant role the Internet can play in corporate social 

responsibility issues with stakeholders. Primary stakeholders include employees, 

investors, customers, suppliers, government and the community – without the continued 

interaction of this group, an organization would not exist (Coombs, 1998, p. 292). 

Secondary stakeholders, also known as influencers, include the media, activists and 

competitors. This group can affect or be affected by the actions of an organization 

(Coombs, 1998, p. 292). Coombs reports that “organizations must be able to decide 

which stakeholders count in a given situation” (p. 292). He further advises a fundamental 

tenant of media selection – employ a medium that the target public uses. “The Internet is 

useless if the target stakeholders cannot or do not use it” (Coombs, 1998, p. 300). 

Furthermore, Taylor, Kent, & White (2001) looked at how activist organizations are 

using the Internet to build relationships and discovered that “the relationship-building 

capacity of encouraging visitors to return and allowing visitor interaction are both 

lacking” (p. 277). They point out that this could be a function of who designs an 

organization’s website – often an individual with strong technical skills, but one with 

little communication training. Michael Ryan’s survey of public relations practitioners 
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concurs with this statement – his research found that the biggest organizational problem 

now lies in teaching others the components of a good site (2003, p. 345).  

Esrock & Leichty (2000) also note that much like the corporate logo, a corporate 

website becomes an iconic representation of the corporation (p. 329). “While a traditional 

mass media vehicle may be aimed at a particular group, a single website may have a 

number of sections that target the unique wants and needs of several audiences” (Esrock 

& Leichty, 1999, p. 457). Some scholars also suggest that the Internet offers an 

opportunity for organizations to build more equitable relationships with publics (Esrock 

& Leichty, 1999, p. 458). Esrock & Leichty further discuss the benefit of web 

communications for public relations practitioners’ relationships with journalists, resulting 

in more cooperative and less adversarial exchanges. “Companies should put all press-

related material in one place to reduce the number of pages that journalists have to 

navigate through” (Esrock & Leichty, 1999, p. 458). Their research found that “the 

frequent failure to include media contacts or navigational tools like site maps and search 

engines would tend to make these vehicles less functional for reporters” (Esrock & 

Leichty, 1999, p. 464). Esrock & Leichty (1999) say most of the corporate websites they 

studied targeted the news media as publics, and most archived news releases for several 

months. However, they report, “it appears an organization’s decision to include news 

releases on a Web page considers publics beyond the media. Indeed decisions about Web 

page structure seem to be made with a multiplicity of audiences in mind” (p.464).  

Callison (2003) noted that “while 90% of reporters confirmed that they use the 

Web to gather information about a company, they also stated that they were not finding 

what they were looking for the majority of the time” (p. 30). Callison, in addition to 
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Esrock & Leichty, stated that locating media materials in a centralized area would 

simplify journalists’ search for information (2003, p. 32). His research found that 

journalists were likely to visit an organization’s website before calling a media relations 

contact. Journalists want materials in viewable, downloadable files and note that Web 

pages should be structured in a way that facilitates quick location and retrieval of these 

resources (Callison, 2003, p. 30).  

The media and journalists are just one key public that visits corporate websites. 

Esrock & Leichty (2000) point out that the corporate site must meet the needs of each 

public without alienating other groups at the same time – this is further complicated given 

that each audience has its own goals and purposes (p. 330). “Web experts warn that the 

first page of a site is an important content gateway that strongly influences whether or not 

a visitor will stay and investigate or leave for another cyberspace destination” (Esrock & 

Leichty, 2000, p. 330). “An organization subtly displays its commitments to its various 

publics, issues, and communication styles in the content and organization of its Web 

materials” (Esrock & Leichty, 2000, p. 330-331). “Investors, prospective employees, and 

customers appear to be the most important audiences for corporate Web pages,” Esrock 

& Leichty reveal (2000, p. 338).  

 “The Web can be used to disseminate messages like traditional media, but it can 

also be used to collect data about target audiences and monitor public opinion on issues 

of interest to the organization” (Esrock & Leichty, 2000, p. 328). “Beyond facilitating 

dialogue, the use of interactive elements within Web pages appears to be a key in getting 

visitors to use a site in the first place, let alone return to it. Researchers and leading Web 

designers, therefore, have suggested that feedback features be embedded in sites” (Esrock 
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& Leichty, 2000, p. 329). “The more an organization depends upon its publics for 

achieving its mission, the more it should employ dialogic features intro its website 

design” (Kent et al., 2003, p.75). 

Esrock and Leichty (2000) also note that the presence or absence of email links 

and other feedback devices on a corporate website can be read as a statement of the kind 

of communication relationships the corporation prefers to have with its various publics 

(p. 331). Esrock & Leichty’s research (2000) discovered that corporate websites 

sometimes fail to give prominence to navigability features and feedback tools, even 

though these elements have been identified as key to building dialogue with publics. (p. 

341).  

One key finding from Esrock & Leichty’s research (2000) is that the existence of 

content on a website is different from giving the material prominent access or display (p. 

339). “The study of content prominence also showed the press and journalists to be a less 

important public in the minds of website designers than previous studies of Web content 

have suggested” (Esrock & Leichty, 2000, p. 339).  

Another important aspect of public relations and corporate websites is an 

organization’s digital assets. Hallahan (2004) defines digital assets as “intangible or non-

physical assets of an organization, usually stored and disseminated via computer” (p. 

256). The focus of his research (2004) is digital asset security from five principal sources 

he characterizes as “attackers, hackers, lurkers, rogues and thieves” (p. 256). He advises 

that organizations should routinely monitor what is being said about them on websites, 

bulletin boards, chat rooms and online news services (Hallahan, 2004, p. 258). Hallahan 

(2004) emphasizes that “few public relations crisis plans today specifically address 
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computer malfunctions, despite the increasing reliance of organizations on computers for 

information delivery and e-commerce” (p. 259). In short, “public relations professionals 

and their employer organizations need to recognize more fully both the tangible 

(financial) and intangible (reputational) value of digital assets” (Hallahan, 2004, p. 266).  

Vorvoreanu (2006) takes existing research a step further and suggests an 

“experience-centered approach to the study of websites” (p. 396) based on the 

dimensions of time and space. He conducted a website experience analysis (WEA) in 

which “the website experience consists of user perceptions, cognitions, attitudes and 

behaviors, as well as website aspects” ( p. 396). Vorvoreanu (2006) states that “the 

approach is valuable because it captures the immediate interpretations that emerge from 

that elusive interaction between the message and the public. As such, it is one step closer 

to studying the communication process itself” (p. 400).  

Kim, Park, & Wertz (2010) address a different secondary stakeholder, non-

traditional media (i.e. social media including Facebook, Twitter, bloggers, or Internet-

based news providers) in their research on stakeholders and web-based corporate public 

relations efforts (p. 216). They state that this non-traditional media stakeholder has 

increased its influence in the relationship with an organization as a result of online 

communication (p. 216). Based on the results of their study, “it is evident that Fortune 

500 companies consider the shareholders to be the most powerful publics. As a result, the 

sampled corporations placed the largest amount of emphasis on meeting their 

shareholders’ expectations” (Kim et al., 2010, p. 219).  

Wright & Hinson (2009) report that “social media are changing the way 

organizations communicate with strategic publics such as employees, customers, 
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stockholders, communities, governments and other stakeholders” (p. 25). Eyrich, 

Padman, & Sweetser (2008) note the importance of social media to journalists, stating 

“social media not only allows public relations practitioners to reach out to and engage 

their publics in conversation, but also provides an avenue to strengthen media relations” 

(p. 412). Wright & Hinson’s social media research (2008) found that “more than half of 

the study’s respondents (61%) believe the emergence of blogs and social media have 

changed the way their organizations communicate…these changes are more prominent in 

external than internal communications” (p. 18). For example, “blogs and social media 

have made communications more instantaneous because they encourage organizations to 

respond more quickly to criticism” (Wright & Hinson, 2009, p. 21). They continue by 

stating that “public relations in the digital age requires understanding how your key 

constituents are gathering and sharing information and then influencing them at key 

points. Doing so requires strategies that embrace the digital age” (2009, p. 4). 

Wright & Hinson (2009) explain that social media have developed into a number 

of different forms including text, images, audio and video through the development of 

forums, message boards, photo sharing, podcasts RSS (really simple syndication), search 

engine marketing, video sharing, Wikis, social networks, professional networks and 

micro-blogging sites (p. 2). They use the acquisition of Kinko’s by FedEx in 2004 as an 

example of a social media strategy success story. FedEx’s strategy included “conducting 

interviews with bloggers and finding out who was talking about the merger on social 

media outlets such as Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn, as well as monitoring what was 

being written on online forums and blogs” (Wright & Hinson, 2009, p. 2). 
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“Social media not only have ended the age of one-way messaging but also put 

pressure on businesses to engage constituents in unprecedented ways. More than two-

thirds (69%) of the current Fortune 2000 companies are using social networking sites” 

(Wright & Hinson, 2009, p. 2-4). With an average of 250,000 people registering to use 

Facebook daily, organizations cannot ignore the social networking phenomenon (Waters, 

Burnett, Lamm, & Lucas, 2009, p. 102). “Public relations practitioners we spoke 

with…were more active on Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn than any of the other social 

or professional networking websites” (Wright & Hinson, 2009, p. 15). Furthermore, 

Wright & Hinson (2009) reported that according to the 2008 PR Week/Burson-Marsteller 

CEO Survey, “organizations are more likely to use Facebook when communicating with 

stakeholders than any other social media” (p. 15).   

Waters, Burnett, Lamm, & Lucas (2009) report that with the recent crises in the 

for-profit, nonprofit and government sectors, the public has called for increased openness 

and transparency from organization. “For full disclosure, organizations must make sure to 

provide a detailed description of the organization and its history, use hyperlinks to 

connect to the organization’s website, provide logos and visual cues to establish the 

connection, and list the individuals who are responsible for maintaining the social 

networking site profile” (p. 103). However, Waters et al. (2009) acknowledge that many 

organizations lack the time and resources to provide constant attention to a Facebook 

page. They warn that “creating a profile and then abandoning it will create only minimal 

exposure for the organization, and it could turn off potential supporters if they witness 

inactivity on the site” (p. 105). In short, “social networking sites can be an effective way 
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to reach stakeholder groups if organizations understand how their stakeholders use the 

sites” (Waters et al., 2009, p. 106).  

Lariscy, Avery, Sweetser and Howes (2009) discuss how publics have come to 

expect an organization of any size to host a website; similar expectations may be on the 

rise with regard to organizations’ presence in social media. They state, “given the 

unrestrained voice social media grant publics, practitioners will also face mounting 

pressure to monitor their organizations’ presence online to keep their fingers on the pulse 

of public opinion and engage in ‘virtual environmental spanning.’” It is important to note 

“that information received from a blog or other social media site should not automatically 

be accepted as credible information” (Lariscy et al., 2009). Lariscy et al. (2009) echo the 

findings of Okura, Dozier, Sha, & Hofstetter (2009) regarding the public relations 

practitioner’s role as environmental scanner. If journalists are being taught to follow 

blogs for information and consistently monitor social media in order to break scandals, 

public relations practitioners should also actively monitor online conversations about 

their organizations. However, Lariscy, Avery, Sweetser, and Howes (2009) surveyed 

journalists and discovered that social media were rarely selected as sources by journalists 

as a first choice for gathering news. “Only about 3% of the sample are finding the 

majority of their information in online sources other than blogs and websites (p. 315). In 

addition, Wright & Hinson’s research (2009) also showed that “traditional news media 

receive higher scores than blogs and social media in terms of accuracy, credibility, telling 

the truth and being ethical” (p. 21). 

Taylor & Kent (2010) question the actual evidence supporting the value of social 

media in public relations altogether. In defining social media, they state, “another way of 
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thinking about social media is to recognize that they are based on consumer-generated 

content – organizational members and consumers co-create the content” (p. 209). Taylor 

& Kent (2010) write, “Overall, personal use of social networks seems to be more 

prevalent than professional use of networks, both in the orientation of the networks that 

adults choose to use as well as the reasons they give for using the applications. By far, 

both adults and teens use social media ‘to stay in touch with friends,’ ‘to make plans with 

friends,’ ‘and to make new friends.’” (p. 209). Taylor & Kent (2010) argue that the 

findings of their study “suggest that there is a gap in what the field is saying about the 

potential of social media and the evidence provided to prove the argument” (p. 212). 

Therefore, Taylor & Kent conclude, more research about social media is necessary, rather 

than anecdotal claims of its value to public relations (2010, p. 214). 

 Of all the research conducted in multiple organizations and industries, none have 

focused on property and casualty insurance companies specializing in transportation 

insurance. This study seeks to fill that void by posing the following research questions: 

RQ1: Is there evidence of dialogic communication occurring on P&C websites? 

RQ1a: Which principles of dialogic communication appear most often on P&C 

websites? 

RQ2: What audiences are P&C companies targeting on their websites?  

RQ3: Are P&C companies utilizing social media as part of their corporate website 

strategy? 

RQ4: Do P&C companies maintain consistent branding on their websites? 

 



 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The researcher established a population (N) of 227 property and casualty 

insurance companies specializing in transportation insurance, specifically those that 

insure 100-1000 units nationwide as determined by FleetSeek, a customized list of 

trucking fleets throughout North America that can be filtered based on search criteria. 

From that initial list, the researcher created a random sample of 30 (n) to examine in the 

study. The study consisted of a systematic and objective analysis of the contents of the 

random sample of 30 websites. The researcher was particularly interested in the contents, 

branding and dialogic features on the home pages of the websites in the analysis.  

Research Design 

The researcher chose the one-shot study as the overall research design for the 

investigation described in this paper because no attempt was planned to demonstrate 

causal inferences. Measurement of the presence or absence of various factors on the 

websites, as described below, constituted the dependent variables in the study. No change 

agent or other independent variables were introduced.  

Data Collection Method 

 Bernard Berelson (1952) defined content analysis as "a research technique for the 

objective, systematic, and quantitative description of manifest content of 
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communications" (p. 74). Quantitative content analysis was employed in this study in 

order to analyze the manifest content of the websites through the use of a structured 

coding sheet.  

Categories 

 Categories for this research study were adapted from previous studies that looked 

at an organization’s communication on the Web. A 1998 study by Kent and Taylor that 

focused on building dialogic relationships through the Web yielded variables relating to 

(1) dialogic communication, (2) usefulness of information, (3) generation of return visits, 

(4) ease of interface and (5) the rule of conservation of visitors. See Appendix A and 

Appendix B for categories from the code book and code sheet. 

Coding Procedures 

 Using the sample population (n) of 30 of FleetSeek’s list of property and casualty 

insurance companies specializing in transportation insurance, specifically those that 

insure 100-1000 units nationwide, the researcher recorded the presence or absence of 

various indicators or the placement in the site of variables of concern to the researcher. 

All of the quantitative coding was either nominal (the presence or absence of variables 

such as news releases or contact information) or ratio (the number of clicks it took to 

reach the online media room within the website, for example).  

 Because the population consisted of only 30 property and casualty insurance 

company websites, one trainer coder (the researcher) was primarily used. Coding took 

place over a one-week period with the coder analyzing all 30 sites, with an overlap of 

three sites coded by a second coder to check for inter-coder reliability.  
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Inter-coder Reliability 

 Percent agreement was used because there was only one coder and a relatively 

small number (30) of websites in the analysis. Ten percent (10%) of the sample was test 

for inter-coder reliability and agreement was measured at 95%. No test of intra-coder 

reliability was conducted, again because the small number of websites and the short 

duration of the coding period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 

CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

 The researcher was able to access all of the corporate websites for the 30 property 

and casualty insurance companies specializing in transportation insurance. The research 

questions sought to understand if tenets of dialogic communication are present on 

property and casualty insurance company websites, and if so, which tenets appear most 

often. The researcher was also interested in finding what audiences property and casualty 

insurance companies are targeting on their websites, if these companies are utilizing 

social media as part of their corporate website strategy and if consistent branding is 

present on the websites. In order to best address the results, each research question will 

be answered below. 

RQ1: Is there evidence of dialogic communication occurring on P&C websites? 

 The principles of dialogic communication according to Kent and Taylor (1998) 

are useful information, which suggests that organizations provide information of general 

value publics in a logical structure; ease of interface, which involves the intuitiveness and 

ease of the website’s interface; conservation of visitors, which maintains that websites 

should offer features and links that value and conserve visit time; generation of return 

visits, which explores ways to create the foundation for long-lasting relationships by 

offering features that encourage return visits; and dialogic feedback loops, which allow 
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publics to query organizations and offers organizations the opportunity to respond to 

questions (p. 327). Figures 4.1 through 4.5 address which factors were examined for each 

principle of dialogic communication.  

FIGURE 4.1 
Factors Examined for Dialogic Communication: Dialogic Loop 

 

PRINCIPLE ONE: DIALOGIC LOOP 
Is there a welcome message on home page? 
   Register to receive news? 
Is there a contact us link on the home page? 
   Individual's name listed? 
   General contact information listed? 
How many ways of communication are listed on the contact page? 
   Is there a link to contact by email? 
   Is there a direct contact listed (click on name to send email)? 
   Is there a link to contact by phone? 
   Is there a fax number listed? 
   Is there a company staff directory available? 
   Is there a link to participate in live chat? 
Is a social media presence clearly displayed on home page? 
Is there a link to blogs within 2 clicks of home page? 

 

 
 

FIGURE 4.2 
Factors Examined for Dialogic Communication: Usefulness of Information 

 
PRINCIPLE TWO: USEFULNESS OF INFORMATION 
   Downloadable media kit available? 
Mission statement within 2 clicks of home page? 
Company history within 2 clicks of home page? 
Executive team biographies within 2 clicks of home page? 
Corporate social responsibility within 2 clicks of home page? 
News releases available within 2 clicks of home page? 
   News releases archived? 
   News releases searchable? 
   News releases divided by topic? 
   General news releases available? 
   Financial news releases available? 
Other types of corporate publications available within 2 clicks of home page? 
Streaming video available within 2 clicks of home page? 
Streaming audio available within 2 clicks of home page? 
Link to company advertisements/campaigns within 2 clicks of home page? 
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FIGURE 4.3 

Factors Examined for Dialogic Communication: Generation of Return Visits 

PRINCIPLE THREE: GENERATION OF RETURN VISITS 
Indication of updates on home page? 
Suggestion to come back to site on home page? 

 
 

FIGURE 4.4 
Factors Examined for Dialogic Communication: Intuitiveness/Ease of Interface 

 
PRINCIPLE FOUR: INTUITIVENESS/EASE OF INTERFACE 
Identifiable links for key publics on home page? 
   Is there a link for customers? 
   Is there a link to report a claim? 
   Is there a link for investors? 
   Is there a link for prospective customers? 
   Is there a link to find an agent? 
   Is there a link for media? 
   # of clicks to get to media room? 
   Media page separate URL? 
   Link on media page to investor page? 
Product list within 2 click of home page? 
Does each page of website use same color palette? 
Provided materials contain corporate branding? 
Is there search functionality on home page? 
Site map available on home page? 

 

FIGURE 4.5 
Factors Examined for Dialogic Communication: Intuitiveness/Ease of Interface 

 
PRINCIPLE FIVE: CONSERVATION OF VISITORS 
   Are links to social media available within 2 clicks of home page? 
   Link to Facebook? 
   Link to Twitter? 
   Link to YouTube? 
   Other?  ____________ 
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 In response to the first research question, the researcher found evidence of the 

principles of dialogic communication on property and casualty insurance company 

websites. The researcher was looking for the absence or presence of 52 factors pertaining 

to dialogic communication principles from the random sample (n) of 30 websites. The 

results for principle one, the dialogic loop, are summarized in Figure 4.6.  

FIGURE 4.6 
Results: Dialogic Loop 

PRINCIPLE ONE: DIALOGIC LOOP PRESENT ABSENT 
Is there a welcome message on home page? 20% 80% 
   Register to receive news? 27% 73% 
Is there a contact us link on the home page? 97% 3% 
   Individual's name listed? 20% 80% 
   General contact information listed? 97% 3% 
How many ways of communication are listed on the contact page? 1 way 6% 
  2 ways 20% 
  3 ways 50% 
  4 ways 24% 
   Is there a link to contact by email? 80% 20% 
   Is there a direct contact listed (click on name to send email)? 70% 30% 
   Is there a link to contact by phone? 97% 3% 
   Is there a fax number listed? 37% 63% 
   Is there a company staff directory available? 10% 90% 
   Is there a link to participate in live chat? 7% 93% 
Is a social media presence clearly displayed on home page? 17% 83% 
Is there a link to blogs within 2 clicks of home page? 3% 97% 

 

 Only 6 of the 30 websites (20%) displayed a welcome message on the home page 

and 8 (27%) offered a way to register to receive news. Most of the websites, 29 out of 30 

(97%), had a contact us link on the home page. It was most common to list general 

contact information, as 29 of the 30 (97%) did so versus listing an individual’s name, 

which only 6 of the 30 (3%) websites included. A majority of the websites, 22 out of 30 

(74%), had three or more ways of communication listed on the contact page.  Regarding 
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the various contact methods, 29 of the 30 (97%) listed a phone number and 24 (80%) 

listed an email address. A total of 21 (70%) had a direct contact listed, meaning the 

researcher was able to click on a name to send an email. Only 11 (37%) listed a fax 

number, 3 (10%) had a company staff directory available and 2 (7%) displayed a link to 

participate in live chat. From the sample of 30 websites, only 5 (17%) clearly had a social 

media presence on the home page. Just 1 (3%) of the websites had a link to blogs within 

two clicks of the home page. 

 Figure 4.7 illustrates the evidence of the second principle of dialogic 

communication, the usefulness of information. 

FIGURE 4.7 
Results: Usefulness of Information 

PRINCIPLE TWO: USEFULNESS OF INFORMATION PRESENT ABSENT 
   Downloadable media kit available? 27% 73% 
Mission statement within 2 clicks of home page? 47% 53% 
Company history within 2 clicks of home page? 73% 27% 
Executive team biographies within 2 clicks of home page? 37% 63% 
Corporate social responsibility within 2 clicks of home page? 37% 63% 
News releases available within 2 clicks of home page? 77% 23% 
   News releases archived? 67% 33% 
   News releases searchable? 10% 90% 
   News releases divided by topic? 10% 90% 
   General news releases available? 70% 30% 
   Financial news releases available? 53% 47% 
Other types of corporate publications available within 2 clicks of home page? 27% 73% 
Streaming video available within 2 clicks of home page? 23% 77% 
Streaming audio available within 2 clicks of home page? 23% 77% 
Link to company advertisements/campaigns within 2 clicks of home page? 17% 83% 

 

 Downloadable media kits were available on 8 (27%) of the websites. Missions 

statements were available within two clicks of the home page on 14 (47%) of the 

websites, while 22 (73%) displayed the company history within two clicks of the home 
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page. Executive team biographies were available within two clicks of the home page on 

11 (37%) of the websites and the same number, 11 (37%), addressed corporate social 

responsibility within two clicks of the home page.   

 Regarding news releases, 23 (77%) of the websites had news releases available 

within two clicks of the home page. General news releases were available on 21 (70%) of 

the websites, while 16 (53%) had financial news releases available. Archived news 

releases were found on 20 (67%) of the websites, 3 (10%) of the news releases were 

divided by topic and the same number, 3 (10%) of news releases were searchable. Links 

to other types of corporate publications were apparent within two clicks of the home page 

on 12 (27%) of the websites. Streaming video was available within two clicks of the 

home page on 7 (23%) of the websites and the same number, 7 (23%) had streaming 

audio available within two clicks of the home page. Links to company advertisements 

within two clicks of the home page were on 5 (17%) of the websites.   

 Figure 4.8 illustrates the evidence of the third principle of dialogic 

communication, the generation of return visits. 

FIGURE 4.8 
Generation of Return Visits 

PRINCIPLE THREE: GENERATION OF RETURN VISITS PRESENT ABSENT 
Indication of updates on home page? 43% 57% 
Suggestion to come back to site on home page? 0% 100% 

 

 An indication of updates on the home page was displayed on 13 (43%) of the 

websites, while 0 (0%) of the websites had a suggestion to come back to the site on the 

home page. 
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 Figure 4.9 illustrates the evidence of the fourth principle of dialogic 

communication, the intuitiveness/ease of the interface. 

FIGURE 4.9 
Intuitiveness/Ease of Interface 

PRINCIPLE FOUR: INTUITIVENESS/EASE OF INTERFACE PRESENT ABSENT 
Identifiable links for key publics on home page? 67% 33% 
   Is there a link for customers? 53% 47% 
   Is there a link to report a claim? 70% 30% 
   Is there a link for investors? 50% 50% 
   Is there a link for prospective customers? 13% 87% 
   Is there a link to find an agent? 60% 40% 
   Is there a link for media? 43% 57% 
   # of clicks to get to media room? None present 40% 
  1 click 47% 
  2 clicks 13% 
   Media page separate URL? 53% 47% 
   Link on media page to investor page? 40% 60% 
Product list within 2 click of home page? 97% 3% 
Does each page of website use same color palette? 100% 0% 
Provided materials contain corporate branding? 100% 0% 
Is there search functionality on home page? 60% 40% 
Site map available on home page? 57% 43% 

 

 The number of websites that had identifiable links for key publics on the home 

page was 20 (67%), with a link to report a claim being the most common at 21 (70%). A 

link for customers was found for 16 (53%) of the websites, while 15 (50%) had a link for 

investors. A prospective customer link was found on 4 (13%) of the websites, but 18 

(60%) had a link to find an agent. A link for the media was evident on 13 (43%) of the 

sites. Regarding the number of clicks to get to the media room, it took one click for 14 

(47%) of the websites, while it took two clicks for 4 (13%) of the websites. However, the 

researcher was unable to locate media rooms for 12 (40%) of the websites. The media 

page was a separate URL on 16 (53%) of the websites. A link to the investor page on the 
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media page was evident on 12 (40%) of the websites. Search functionality was available 

on the home page of 18 (60%) of the websites and 17 (57%) had a site map available on 

the home page. 

 A product list was available within two clicks of the home page on 29 (97%) of 

the websites. All of the websites, 30 (100%), used the same color palette on each page 

and provided materials contained corporate branding. 

 Figure 4.10 illustrates the evidence of the fifth principle of dialogic 

communication, the conservation of visitors. 

FIGURE 4.10 
Conservation of Visitors 

PRINCIPLE FIVE: CONSERVATION OF VISITORS PRESENT ABSENT 
   Are links to social media available within 2 clicks of home page? 20% 80% 
   Link to Facebook? 17% 83% 
   Link to Twitter? 20% 80% 
   Link to YouTube? 13% 87% 
   Other?  ____________ Flickr 3% 
  RSS 13% 

 

 Links to social media were available within two clicks of the home page on 6 

(20%) of the websites. A link to Facebook was found on 5 (17%), 6 (20%) had a link to 

Twitter and 4 (13%) had a link to YouTube. In terms of other links to social media, 1 

(3%) of the websites had a link to Flickr and 4 (13%) had a link to RSS feeds. 

 According to this study, it seems that property and casualty insurance companies 

are using principles of dialogic communication on their corporate websites. 

RQ1a: Which principles of dialogic communication appear most often on P&C 

websites? 
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 As is evident in Figures 4.6 through 4.10, three principles of dialogic 

communication appeared most often in the sample (n) of property and casualty insurance 

company websites. The dialogic loop had five factors with an (80%) or more presence: 

contact us link on home page totaled 29 (97%), general contact information listed was 29 

(97%), link to contact by email equaled 24 (80%), direct contact listed to click on name 

and send email was 21 (70%) and a link to contact by phone was 29 (97%).  

 The second principle that appeared most often on the websites studied is 

usefulness of information. Five factors in this category had a 50% or more presence: 

company history within two clicks of home page totaled 22 (73%), news releases 

available within two clicks of home page equaled 23 (77%), news releases were archived 

on 20 (67%) of the websites, general news releases were available on 21 (70%) and 

financial news releases available on 16 (53%).  

 The third principle of dialogic communication that appeared most often on 

websites reviewed is the intuitiveness/ease of interface. Eleven factors of this principle 

had a (50%) or higher presence: identifiable links on home page were found on 20 (67%) 

of the websites, a link for customers on 16 (53%), a link to report a claim 21 (70%), link 

for investors 15 (50%), link to find an agent 18 (60%), media page separate URL on 16 

(53%) of the websites, product list within two clicks of home page 29 (97%), each page 

of website use same color palette on all 30 (100%), provided materials contain corporate 

branding on all 30 (100%), search functionality on home page 18 (60%) and site map 

available on home page 17 (57%).  

 Based on the review of these 30 websites, the principles of dialogic 

communication that appeared most often on property and casualty insurance company 
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websites are the dialogic loop, usefulness of information and intuitiveness/ease of 

interface. 

 RQ2: What audiences are P&C companies targeting on their websites?  

 As shown in Figure 4.9 regarding the intuitiveness/ease of interface factors in the 

content analysis, the researcher found that property and casualty insurance companies in 

this study are targeting claimants, as 21 (70%) of the websites had a link to report a claim 

on the home page.  

 Customers had the next largest presence on the websites, with 16 (53%) of the 

companies displaying a link for customers on the home page. In addition, 18 (60%) of the 

websites had a link to find an agent, so this could also target customers or prospective 

customers. However, 4 (13%) of the websites reviewed displayed a link labeled 

prospective customers.  

 A link for investors was found on 15 (50%) of the websites reviewed, so investors 

are an audience targeted on property and casualty insurance company websites.   

 The media is another audience targeted on property and casualty insurance 

company websites, with 13 (43%) of the websites displaying a link for media on the 

home page.  

 According to this study, the audiences targeted on property and casualty insurance 

company websites are claimants, customers, investors, media and prospective customers.  

RQ3: Are P&C companies utilizing social media as part of their corporate website 

strategy?  

 Figure 4.10 shows that while some property and casualty insurance companies are 

utilizing social media as part of their corporate website strategy, it is not widespread. Of 
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the sample of websites reviewed, 6 (20%) had links to social media within two clicks of 

the home page. A link to Facebook was displayed on 5 (17%) of the websites, while 6 

(20%) had a link to Twitter and 4 (13%) a link to YouTube.   

 Based on the 30 websites reviewed in this study, a small number of property and 

casualty insurance companies are utilizing social media as part of their corporate website 

strategy. 

RQ4: Do P&C companies maintain consistent branding on their websites? 

 As the factors in Figure 4.9 show, property and casualty insurance companies use 

consistent branding on their websites. All 30 (100%) of the websites in this analysis used 

the same color palette on each page and provided materials contained corporate branding. 

 According to this study, property and casualty insurance companies maintain 

consistent branding on their websites. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

This study examined how property and casualty insurance company websites are 

being used to communicate with external audiences. Specifically, the study looked at how 

this medium is being used to serve the news media and other pertinent stakeholders like 

customers, prospective customers, investors and claimants using the principles of dialogic 

communication. The investigation provides a snapshot in time of how property and 

casualty insurance companies are employing the use of technology to enhance the 

relationships of the organization and its publics.  

RQ1: Is there evidence of dialogic communication occurring on P&C websites? 

There is evidence of dialogic communication occurring on property and casualty 

insurance company websites. Each principle of dialogic communication will be discussed 

in the following sub-sections. 

Dialogic Loop 

 Of all the factors observed for the dialogic loop, the most present factor pertained 

to contact information. Nearly all of the websites in this study, 29 out of 30 (97%), had a 

contact us link on the home page, with the same percentage of websites having general 

contact information listed, including a link to contact by phone. It is worth noting that a 

considerable number less, 24 (80%), had a link to contact by email. Even fewer, 21 
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websites (70%), had a direct contact listed to click on a name to send an email. In order to 

facilitate two-way relationships, two-way communication must be established. Public 

relations practitioners are tasked with improving and enhancing the ability of publics to 

engage in communication with an organization. Thus, organizations should have as many 

means of communication as possible listed on the contact us page of their websites. 

Specifically, given that it is a website, a link to email should be present on all websites. A 

direct contact listed to click on a name to send an email would be even more preferred. 

 Another factor missing from most of the websites in this study was a welcome 

message on the home page. Only 6 (20%) of the sites included a welcome message, even 

though this is a key part of the dialogic loop. It seems companies in this study are missing 

an opportunity to begin the two-way communication process and foster a relationship 

with key publics. 

 Some of the factors that were more absent than present were a company staff 

directory 3 (10%), link to participate in live chat 2 (7%) and link to blogs within two 

clicks of the home page 1 (3%).  

 According to this study, this indicates that companies are not taking full 

advantage of the opportunity to use the corporate website as a two-way communication 

tool by implementing the principle of the dialogic loop. 

Usefulness of Information 

 The most present factor relating to usefulness of information was news releases 

being available within two clicks of the home page, with 23 (77%) of the websites 

displaying this. Having the company history available within two clicks of the home page 

was the next most present factor, with 22 (73%) of the websites displaying this factor.  
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 It is worth noting the lack of general company information, typically found in an 

about us section of a website. Less than half of the websites in this study 14 (47%) had 

the mission statement within two clicks of the home page and even fewer, 11 (37%), had 

a link to executive team biographies or corporate social responsibility within two clicks 

of the home page. 

 Given the small amount of websites that had a downloadable media kit available, 

8 (27%), it would be useful to include general company information such as the mission 

statement, executive team biographies and corporate social responsibility so that 

journalists, customers and other key publics can gain a better understanding of the 

company. Again, this would help build organization-public relations by incorporating 

useful information into their websites.  

 Another surprising discovery from this study was that only 16 (53%) of the 

websites had financial news releases available. The researcher suggests that future 

research in property and casualty insurance companies attempt to determine how they are 

communicating financial information to key audiences. 

 Based on the findings of this study, it appears that many companies are not 

providing enough useful information as part of the online dialogic communication 

process.  

Generation of Return Visits 

  The factors observed for the third principle of dialogic communication, the 

generation of return visits, showed that the websites in this study are not effectively 

implementing this principle into their corporate website strategy.  
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 Only forty-three percent (43%) have an indication of updates on the home page 

and none (0%) of the websites studied had a suggestion to come back to the site on the 

home page. In order for an organization to appear credible and responsible, sites need to 

contain constantly updated and valuable information for audiences (Kent & Taylor, 

1998).  

 Much like the welcome message on a website, the suggestion to come back to the 

site might seem basic, but the researcher found that none of the websites included such a 

key statement. Based on the principles of dialogic communication, the researcher would 

like to see future studies that examine the effectiveness of such a strategy in actually 

driving return visits to a website.  

Intuitiveness/Ease of Interface 

 The fourth principle of dialogic communication, the intuitiveness and ease of 

interface, appears to be the most implemented on property and casualty insurance 

company websites. Identifiable links for key publics on the home page were present on 

20 (67%) of the websites and 29 (97%) had a product list within two clicks of the home 

page. Also worth note is that all (100%) of the websites in the study used the same color 

palette on each page of their websites and the materials provided contained corporate 

branding.  

 Regarding search functionality on the home page, 18 (60%) of the websites 

offered this, while a site map was available on the home pages of 17 (57%) of the 

websites. Websites should be interesting, informative and contact information that is of 

interest to audiences (Kent & Taylor, 1998). These two factors, a search function and site 

map, should be essential elements of a website in order to maximize the ease of use. 
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 The most identifiable link for a key public on the home page was for claimants – a 

link to report a claim was present on 21 (70%) of the websites. This is followed by a link 

for customers on 16 (53%) of the websites and a link to find an agent on 18 (60%). 

Interestingly, only 15 (50%) of the websites had a link for investors. Even fewer, 13 

(43%) of the sites had a link for the media.  

 Dialogic communication requires that users have the opportunity to ask questions, 

express concerns, praise or complain about products and services – therefore, it is 

imperative that the intuitiveness and ease of interface be utilized in the fullest capacity in 

order to foster two-way communication.  

 Despite the fact that this fourth principle appears to be the most present in this 

study, it is evident that many property and casualty insurance companies are not using 

corporate websites to the fullest extent. The researcher would like to suggest future 

studies be conducted to discover how these companies are getting information to key 

publics.   

Conservation of Visitors 

 The fifth principle of dialogic communication, the conservation of visitors, was 

studied by observing factors pertaining to links which take visitors away from the 

corporate website. The researcher found that only 6 (20%) of the websites had links to 

social media available within two clicks of the home page. A link to Facebook was 

available on 5 (17%) of the websites, 6 (20%) had a link to Twitter and 4 (13%) had a 

link to YouTube.  

 While the prevalence of social media continues grow, public relations 

practitioners are still unsure of its effectiveness. Kent and Taylor (2010) note that 
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personal use of social networks far exceeds professional use. However, social networking 

sites can be an effective means of communicating with stakeholders if companies 

understand how their key publics are using the sites (Waters et al., 2009).  

 Kent and Taylor’s (1998) conservation of visitors principle tells us that website 

visitors are to be cherished and that posting links to external websites could be 

detrimental. If they click a link that directs them to another site, they may not make it 

back to the original website.  

 Web designers need to be cognizant of conservation of visitors principle in order 

to facilitate dialogic communication. If links to external sites are necessary, make sure 

simple navigation and clearly marked paths are present so visitors can return to the 

original website. Another suggestion would be to make sure any external links open in a 

new window so that visitors can easily find their way back to the site in which they 

started browsing. 

 Based on the findings of this study, it appears a majority of the property and 

casualty insurance company websites reviewed do not provide an abundance of external 

links that could lead visitors astray, thus following the principle of the conservation of 

visitors. 

RQ1a: Which principles of dialogic communication appear most often on P&C 

websites? 

 Three principles of dialogic communication appear most often on property and 

casualty insurance company websites in this study: the dialogic loop, usefulness of 

information and intuitiveness/ease of interface.  
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 Property and casualty insurance companies incorporate the principle of the 

dialogic loop by having a contact us link on the home page with general contact 

information listed (29, 97%), including  link to contact by email (24, 80%) and contact by 

phone at 29 (97%). It is interesting that every website does not have a link to contact by 

email when the goal should be to foster online dialogic communication. A 

recommendation would be to include a general email as a minimum requirement. More 

preferable would be a direct contact listed to click on a name and send an email.  

 The websites in this study showed that some incorporate useful information more 

than others. Information such as company history within two clicks of the home page (22, 

73%), news releases within two clicks of home page (23, 77%) and archived news 

releases (20, 67%) were most prevalent.  

 It is worth noting that only 21 (70%) of the websites in this study had financial 

news releases available. The researcher would recommend further research be conducted 

on property and casualty insurance company websites to determine how news releases, 

particularly financial news releases, are distributed to key publics.  

 According to this study, three principles of dialogic communication appear most 

often on property and casualty insurance company websites in this study: the dialogic 

loop, usefulness of information and intuitiveness/ease of interface. 

RQ2: What audiences are P&C companies targeting on their websites? 

  Property and casualty insurance companies are targeting claimants, customers, 

investors and media based on the findings of this website analysis. A significant number 

(21, 70%) of the websites had a link to report a claim on the home page. This number is 

greater than the number of websites (16, 53%) that had a link for customers on the home 
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page. While only a small number had a link labeled for prospective customers, 18 (60%) 

displayed a link on the home page to find an agent. 

 This indicates that property and casualty insurance company websites are often 

need based – meaning that audiences do not visit the sites until a need arises. The 

prevalence of the report a claim link as well as the find an agent link demonstrates the 

importance of these two audiences.  

 Investors were targeted by 15 (50%) of the websites reviewed, which seems low 

given the importance of this audience. The media had a link on the home page of 13 

(43%) of the websites. In order to maximize the potential of the organization-public 

relationship as well as online dialogic communication, companies need to include more 

useful information that is of value to these groups. 

 According to this analysis, property and casualty insurance companies are 

targeting several audiences on their corporate websites: claimants, customers, investors 

and media. 

RQ3: Are P&C companies utilizing social media as part of their corporate website 

strategy? 

 A small number of property and casualty insurance companies in this study are 

using social media as part of their corporate website strategy. Links to social media were 

evident on 6 (20%) of the websites. Twitter was the most linked social media site, with 6 

(20%) of the corporate websites linking to Twitter. 

 The researcher suggests that further research could be conducted on a larger 

sample of property and casualty insurance companies to learn what, if any, social media 

strategies are being used. A more comprehensive study would complete content analyses 
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of the corporate websites as well as the company social media sites (i.e. Facebook page, 

follow on Twitter, search for YouTube videos).   

 According to this study, most corporate website strategies do not include links to 

social media sites. 

RQ4: Do P&C companies maintain consistent branding on their websites? 

 Property and casualty insurance companies use consistent branding on their 

corporate websites. All 30 (100%) of the websites used the same color palette on each 

page and provided materials that contained corporate branding.  

 The corporate website, much like the corporate logo, becomes an iconic 

representation of the company (Esrock & Leichty, 2000). While consistent branding is 

important, it is important to note that online dialogic communication has a goal of 

creating valuable, lasting relationships with publics, and therefore, should not operate 

solely as propaganda, marketing or advertising tool (Kent & Taylor, 1998). 

 Based on this analysis, property and casualty insurance companies are effectively 

incorporating branding and consistent color palettes on their corporate websites.   

CONCLUSIONS 

 The principles of online dialogic communication are evident on property and 

casualty insurance company websites – namely, the dialogic loop, usefulness of 

information, intuitiveness and ease of interface. It is important to recognize that even 

though these principles are evident, they are not being used to their maximum potential. 

As the findings of this study demonstrate, some sites incorporated nearly all of the factors 

observed for each dialogic principle, while other sites were lacking in more than one area. 
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 The researcher would like to see more investigation into how property and 

casualty insurance companies are disseminating pertinent information such as financial 

press releases, investor relations communication and executive team biographies. 

 One recommendation for future studies is a website experience analysis (WEA) 

where the website experience is evaluated through the lens of user perceptions, 

cognitions, attitudes and behaviors, as well as all aspects of the website (Vorvoreau, 

2006). This type of study enables the researcher to obtain immediate interpretations that 

emerge from the interaction of the public and the message. 

 None of the public relations research conducted in multiple organizations and 

industries has focused on property and casualty insurance companies specializing in 

transportation insurance. This study is the first to successfully fill that void by 

documenting evidence of dialogic communication on property and casualty insurance 

company websites, and more specifically, which principles of dialogic communication 

appear most often on these websites and what audiences are being targeted. Consistent 

corporate branding was observed and documented in this study. 

 In terms of current trends, the study analyzed the social media strategies of 

property and casualty insurance companies and discovered that a small number of the 

companies are actually incorporating this strategy into their corporate websites. 

 Property and casualty insurance companies should recognize the opportunity to 

encourage dialogic communication take place on corporate websites, then implement 

strategies and steps to add elements that make such communication possible.  
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APPENDIX A 
CODE BOOK 

 
1 Company name 

 
Please write company name in space. 

  2 Is there a welcome message on home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  3 Identifiable links for key publics on home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

4    Is there a link for customers? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

5    Is there a link to report a claim? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

6    Is there a link for investors? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

7    Is there a link for prospective customers? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

8    Is there a link to find an agent? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

9    Is there a link for media? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

10    # of clicks to get to media room? 

 
   0. No media room on website 

 
   1. 1 

 
   2. 2 

 
   3. 3 

 
   4. 4 

 

   5. More than 4  
 
 
 
 
 



52 
 

11    Media page separate URL? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

12    Link on media page to investor page? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

13    Downloadable media kit available? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

  14 Mission statement within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  15 Company history within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  16 Executive team biographies within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  17 Corporate social responsibility within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  18 Product list within 2 click of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  19 News releases available within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

20    News releases archived? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

21    News releases searchable? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

22    News releases divided by topic? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 



53 
 

23    General news releases available? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

24    Financial news releases available? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

25    Register to receive news? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

  26 Other types of corporate publications available within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  27 Streaming video available within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  28 Streaming audio available within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  29 Is there a contact us link on the home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

30    Individual's name listed? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

31    General contact information listed? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

  32 How many ways of communication are listed on the contact page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

33    Is there a link to contact by email? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

34    Is there a direct contact listed (click on name to send email)? 

 
   1. Yes 

 

   2. No 
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35    Is there a link to contact by phone? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

36    Is there a fax number listed? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

37    Is there a company staff directory available? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

38    Is there a link to participate in live chat? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

  39 Does each page of website use same color palette? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  40 Provided materials contain corporate branding? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  41 Is a social media presence clearly displayed on home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

42    Are links to social media available within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

43    Link to Facebook? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

44    Link to Twitter? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

45    Link to YouTube? 

 
   1. Yes 

 
   2. No 

46    Other?  ___________________________ 

  47 Is there a link to blogs within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 
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48 Link to company advertisements/campaigns within 2 clicks of home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  49 Is there search functionality on home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  50 Site map available on home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  51 Indication of updates on home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 

  52 Suggestion to come back to site on home page? 

 
1. Yes 

 
2. No 
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APPENDIX B 
CODE SHEET 

 
1 Company name   

2 Is there a welcome message on home page?   

3 Identifiable links for key publics on home page?   

4    Is there a link for customers?   

5    Is there a link to report a claim?   

6    Is there a link for investors?   

7    Is there a link for prospective customers?   

8    Is there a link to find an agent?   

9    Is there a link for media?   

10    # of clicks to get to media room?   

11    Media page separate URL?   

12    Link on media page to investor page?   

13    Downloadable media kit available?   

14 Mission statement within 2 clicks of home page?   

15 Company history within 2 clicks of home page?   

16 Executive team biographies within 2 clicks of home page?   

17 Corporate social responsibility within 2 clicks of home page?   

18 Product list within 2 click of home page?   

19 News releases available within 2 clicks of home page?   

20    News releases archived?   

21    News releases searchable?   

22    News releases divided by topic?   

23    General news releases available?   

24    Financial news releases available?   

25    Register to receive news?   

26 Other types of corporate publications available within 2 clicks of home page?   

27 Streaming video available within 2 clicks of home page?   

28 Streaming audio available within 2 clicks of home page?   

29 Is there a contact us link on the home page?   

30    Individual's name listed?   

31    General contact information listed?   

32 How many ways of communication are listed on the contact page?   

33    Is there a link to contact by email?   

34    Is there a direct contact listed (click on name to send email)?   

35    Is there a link to contact by phone?   

36    Is there a fax number listed?   

37    Is there a company staff directory available?   
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38    Is there a link to participate in live chat?   

39 Does each page of website use same color palette?   

40 Provided materials contain corporate branding?   

41 Is a social media presence clearly displayed on home page?   

42    Are links to social media available within 2 clicks of home page?   

43    Link to Facebook?   

44    Link to Twitter?   

45    Link to YouTube?   

46    Other?  ____________   

47 Is there a link to blogs within 2 clicks of home page?   

48 Link to company advertisements/campaigns within 2 clicks of home page?   

49 Is there search functionality on home page?   

50 Site map available on home page?   

51 Indication of updates on home page?   

52 Suggestion to come back to site on home page?   
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