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Public relations has evolved significantly through the digital era, making social media an essential tool for achieving effective communication, building relationships, and managing brands. This conceptual review how social media platforms, including Twitter (X), Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, have become essential components of public relations work in Nigeria. The study is underpinned by two key theoretical frameworks: the Excellence Theory supports two-way symmetrical communication. At the same time, the Dialogic Theory of Public Relations emphasises the importance of ethical and relationship-based engagement. The review analyses current research to understand how Nigerian PR professionals utilise social media for creating dialogue, crisis management, and building public trust and real-time engagement with various audience groups. The research demonstrates how social media has replaced conventional PR methods by enabling active audience participation through multiple communication channels. The review examines social media usage in Nigeria through the lens of its socio-political context, highlighting its impact on youth involvement, brand activism, and public opinion control. Submissions from the conceptual analysis suggest that while social media offers significant advantages in terms of immediacy, accessibility, and interactivity, its strategic value is maximised when guided by theoretical insights and ethical considerations. The paper concludes that for Nigerian PR practice to remain effective and credible in the digital era, professionals must align social media usage with strategic communication principles and relational models. This review provides a foundation for future empirical research and offers insights into the evolving role of digital media in shaping public relations theory and practice in Nigeria.
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Introduction
The expansion of digital technologies, combined with the adoption of social media, has led to a significant transformation in the practices of public relations (PR) professionals. The traditional PR methods of press releases and public announcements through print media now face competition from two-way digital communication tools, which include Twitter (X), Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, and WhatsApp (Macnamara, 2022). The platforms enable organisations to share information instantly while building direct connections with their stakeholders and managing reputation through active stakeholder participation (Phillips, 2024). The number of social media users continues to grow, as people utilise these platforms daily to access information, entertainment, and participate in civic activities (Adeyanju & Omilusi, 2023). Social media serves as a communication tool for Nigerian public relations specialists who want to connect with diverse audiences, especially the youth demographic, which tends to avoid conventional media outlets. Organisations use social media platforms to run their campaigns, handle crises, and control their brand stories through fast and open communication (Nwafor & Adegbola, 2022). The strategic implementation of social media in Nigerian public relations practice lacks sufficient theoretical exploration despite its expanding usage. The current body of research on public relations primarily focuses on operational and tactical aspects, rather than developing foundational theories about the field. The research combines the Excellence Theory of public relations with two-way symmetrical communication (Grunig, 2023) and the Dialogic Theory, which emphasises ethical communication, relational engagement, and mutual understanding (Kent & Taylor, 2016). The theoretical frameworks serve to analyse how Nigerian PR professionals use social media platforms to build trust relationships, drive public participation, and shape social conversations. The growing digital ecosystem necessitates that researchers examine the theoretical aspects of social media usage in public relations practice. The research enhances our understanding of strategic PR communication methods within Nigeria's changing media landscape through conceptual development.
Objectives
1. [bookmark: _Hlk208271255]To examine the theoretical relevance of the Excellence Theory and Dialogic Theory in understanding how social media functions as a strategic tool in contemporary public relations practice in Nigeria.
2. To explore how Nigerian public relations practitioners utilize social media platforms to foster two-way communication, ethical engagement, and relationship-building with key publics.
Review of Related Literature
Evolution of PR Practice in Nigeria
Public relations (PR) practice in Nigeria has undergone a profound transformation, evolving from traditional publicity methods to technology-driven, interactive communication strategies. Historically, PR in Nigeria was closely tied to government information management during the colonial and early post-independence era. Communication relied heavily on one-way channels, such as press releases, bulletins, and print media, with the primary objective of shaping the government's image and informing the public without opportunities for dialogue (Ogbiten, 2019).
The liberalisation of the media and expansion of the private sector in the 1980s and 1990s marked a turning point. PR activities broadened to include corporate branding, crisis communication, and community relations, reflecting growing organisational needs beyond state propaganda. However, the most significant shift occurred in the 21st century with the rise of digital technology and social media. Platforms like Facebook, Twitter (X), Instagram, and WhatsApp have transformed PR from monologic communication to dialogic, participatory engagement (Adeyanju & Omilusi, 2023).
Today, Nigerian PR emphasises relationship building, transparency, and value-driven communication through digital channels. Practitioners integrate traditional media expertise with digital skills, data analytics, and audience engagement strategies (Nwafor & Adegbola, 2022). This trajectory mirrors global PR trends, underscoring the need for adaptability, ethical responsibility, and strategic innovation in Nigeria's communication landscape (Eyo, 2025).

Traditional vs. Modern Public Relations Tools
Public relations (PR) practice has experienced a profound shift with the advent of digital technologies, creating a distinction between traditional and modern PR tools. Traditional tools, such as press releases, newspapers, television, radio, newsletters, and press conferences, have historically provided structured, credible channels for information dissemination. These methods, however, primarily operate on a one-way model, where organisations communicate outwardly with limited opportunities for feedback. While they remain valuable for reaching broad and older audiences, their limitations in immediacy and interactivity have become increasingly evident in contemporary communication (Okocha & James, 2025).
Modern PR tools, by contrast, are interactive and digitally driven. Social media platforms, blogs, podcasts, emails, and websites foster two-way engagement, enabling organisations to interact directly with stakeholders, receive feedback in real time, and adapt messages to specific audiences. They also provide cost-effective mechanisms for monitoring sentiment, managing crises, and building communities (Macnamara, 2022). In Nigeria, the rising penetration of the internet and smartphones has amplified the relevance of digital PR, particularly among young populations. Digital campaigns, influencer collaborations, and analytics now drive visibility and reputation management (Adeyanju & Omilusi, 2023).
Contemporary PR increasingly integrates both approaches, combining the credibility of traditional tools with the agility and interactivity of digital platforms.
Excellence and Dialogic Theories as Concepts
The Excellence Theory, developed by Grunig and Hunt (1984) and refined by Grunig (1992, 2023), remains a cornerstone of public relations scholarship. It posits that effective PR is achieved through two-way symmetrical communication that fosters mutual understanding and trust between organisations and stakeholders. Recent scholarship (Verčič, 2021) has reaffirmed the theory’s relevance in the digital era, showing how symmetrical principles guide social media strategies worldwide. In Nigeria, Okoro and Nwafor (2020) demonstrated that digital storytelling on platforms like Twitter (X) and Instagram enhances transparency and strengthens corporate-stakeholder relationships, illustrating the theory’s local applicability. The Dialogic Theory, proposed by Kent and Taylor (1998) and later expanded by Kent and Taylor, (2016), emphasises ethical, relationship-focused communication through five principles: mutuality, propinquity, empathy, risk, and commitment. Recent studies (Yang & Saffer, 2019) confirm that dialogic strategies on social media improve trust and long-term engagement. Nigerian scholarship also reflects this perspective: Adeyanju and Omilusi (2023) found that hashtags, influencer campaigns, and interactive polls enable dialogic engagement and co-creation with audiences.
Together, the two theories complement one another: the Excellence Theory underscores the strategic importance of symmetrical communication, while the Dialogic Theory provides a normative framework to ensure such exchanges are ethical, participatory, and culturally grounded in Nigeria’s evolving PR landscape.
Social Media as a Strategic Communication Tool
Social media has evolved from a recreational medium into a central pillar of strategic communication. Its participatory nature allows organisations to engage with diverse publics in real time, promoting dialogue, transparency, and credibility. Unlike traditional media, which emphasises one-way dissemination, social media fosters interactive exchanges that empower audiences to comment, share, and co-create messages (Appel, Grewal, Hadi, & Stephen, 2020). In public relations (PR), this interactivity enhances storytelling, brand management, and stakeholder engagement. Analytics and algorithm-driven targeting further strengthen its effectiveness, enabling tailored messaging that aligns with audience preferences (Hanna & Chen, 2023). In Nigeria, where digital penetration is rapidly increasing, social media has become a vital platform for organisations to influence discourse and sustain visibility (Okoro & Diri, 2022). Thus, social media is not merely a communication channel but a strategic asset that shapes how contemporary PR is practised and experienced.
Crisis Communication and Reputation Management
Crises spread swiftly in the digital environment, often threatening organisational reputation within minutes. Social media plays a dual role in this context: it amplifies risks by accelerating the spread of misinformation, but also offers organisations a powerful tool for rapid, transparent, and direct response. Coombs and Holladay (2020) argue that effective crisis communication requires timeliness, empathy, and credibility, all of which can be demonstrated through social media. Stakeholders now expect immediate updates, corrective actions, and consistency across platforms (Zhao, Zhan, & Wu, 2021). Schultz, Utz, and Göritz (2022) note that organisations that respond authentically via digital channels are more likely to mitigate reputational harm and rebuild trust. In Nigeria, where social platforms amplify both supportive and critical discourse, organisations that engage in proactive crisis monitoring and utilise influencer partnerships often recover faster (Okorie & Salawu, 2023). Hence, social media has become indispensable in managing crises and sustaining reputation resilience.
Theoretical Framework
This study is grounded in two complementary theories of public relations: the Excellence Theory and the Dialogic Theory to highlight the strategic role of social media in contemporary Nigerian PR practice.
The Excellence Theory, developed by Grunig and Hunt (1984), posits that effective public relations is best achieved through two-way symmetrical communication, which fosters mutual understanding and dialogue between organisations and stakeholders. Later refinements by Grunig (1992, 2023) emphasise that symmetrical communication not only enhances credibility but also strengthens stakeholder relationships. In the digital age, social media platforms such as Twitter (X), Facebook, and Instagram exemplify this model by enabling immediate, reciprocal, and participatory exchanges. Recent scholarship (Verčič, 2021) reinforces its relevance, showing how excellence principles now underpin digital communication strategies worldwide. In Nigeria, where engagement, transparency, and credibility are critical, the Excellence Theory provides a lens for understanding how social media facilitates interactive relationship management across diverse publics.
The Dialogic Theory, introduced by Kent and Taylor (1998), advances this perspective by stressing ethical, relationship-centred communication. It identifies five dialogic principles: mutuality, propinquity, empathy, risk, and commitment, which align closely with social media’s interactive affordances. Nigerian PR practitioners employ dialogic engagement through live chats, comment sections, and user-generated content to co-create value, establish trust, and sustain long-term stakeholder relationships. Recent work by Yang and Saffer (2019) confirms that dialogic strategies on social media enhance both trust and long-term public engagement.
In summary, these theories frame social media not merely as a communication tool but as a strategic platform for transparency, dialogue, and participatory public relations in Nigeria’s evolving media landscape.

Empirical Review
Over the last decade, research has increasingly emphasised the transformative influence of social media on public relations (PR) practice worldwide. A common theme across studies is the shift from one-way, information-driven PR to dialogic, participatory communication enabled by digital platforms. At the global level, Macnamara (2019) highlighted that the rise of platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook has reshaped PR into a dialogic process, where real-time engagement fosters transparency and mutual understanding. Building on this, Wright and Hinson (2020) conducted a longitudinal study of PR professionals in the United States and Europe, finding that digital media is no longer supplementary but central to strategic communication, especially in crisis management and reputation building. Their work underscores how digital communication has become embedded in organisational strategy.
In Asia, scholars have documented similar trends. Sriramesh and Vercic (2019) noted that social media tools are vital in relationship management across India, South Korea, and China. Their research showed that while press releases and events retain symbolic value, the ability of social media to humanise brands and foster community has made it indispensable. Similarly, Zhang and Xu (2022) observed that Chinese organisations increasingly integrate WeChat and TikTok into PR campaigns to create participatory brand experiences. In Latin America, Molleda (2021) reported that influencer collaborations and user-generated content have become cornerstones of PR campaigns, enhancing message amplification and audience trust.
In Africa, empirical works illustrate both opportunities and challenges. Mwangi and Were (2021) found that Kenyan organisations rely heavily on Facebook and WhatsApp for political messaging, brand storytelling, and customer engagement. They emphasised the role of mobile technology in expanding PR reach, given Africa’s smartphone-driven internet access. Lubinga and Jansen (2022) similarly demonstrated that South African government agencies increasingly use social media for citizen engagement and crisis response. However, challenges such as digital literacy gaps, misinformation, and weak policy frameworks persist across the continent.
The Nigerian context reflects these global and regional trajectories. Okoro and Nwafor (2020), in a study of Lagos-based organisations, established that social media is now integral to corporate PR strategies, particularly for storytelling and real-time engagement on Instagram and Twitter (X). Their findings highlight speed, interactivity, and reach as central benefits of digital platforms. Complementing this, Ezeah, Asogwa, and Obikeze (2021) investigated Nigerian public institutions. It found that the effective use of social media during crises restored public trust, although limitations, such as the absence of specialised digital PR staff, constrained efficiency.
Beyond corporate settings, the role of social media in political communication has also been widely examined. Adegbola and Oyedeji (2022) found that Nigerian political actors who consistently engaged with citizens online developed stronger reputations and gained voter trust. Their findings align with global evidence that social media now shapes not only consumer-brand relations but also civic engagement and political branding.
Recent Nigerian scholarship further reveals a shift toward participatory PR campaigns. Adeyanju and Omilusi (2023), through a content analysis of organisational campaigns, found increasing reliance on hashtags, influencers, live videos, and interactive polls. This reflects a departure from monologic dissemination toward dialogic, co-created communication, echoing Kent and Taylor’s dialogic theory of PR. Likewise, Nwafor and Adegbola (2022) highlighted how digital PR now integrates analytics, influencer partnerships, and cross-platform strategies to strengthen reputation and stakeholder engagement. However, persistent challenges temper this digital transformation. Adegbite (2021) warned that poorly designed digital campaigns risk glamorising deviance or spreading misinformation. Similarly, Okonkwo and Adeoye (2022) identified skills gaps among Nigerian PR practitioners, noting limited training in digital strategy and analytics. These constraints often limit the effectiveness of campaigns compared to global best practices.
Discussion
This conceptual review reinforces the growing consensus that social media has become indispensable to contemporary public relations (PR) practice in Nigeria. Consistent with global scholarship (Macnamara, 2019; Wright & Hinson, 2020), the review shows that social media has shifted PR practice from monologic, information-driven communication to dialogic, participatory engagement. This aligns strongly with the Excellence Theory, which emphasises two-way symmetrical communication, and the Dialogic Theory, which advocates for ethical, relationship-centred engagement. In the Nigerian context, these frameworks illuminate how platforms such as Twitter (X), Instagram, and WhatsApp are leveraged not only for immediacy and transparency but also for trust-building and participatory discourse.
Notably, the review highlights the socio-political significance of social media in Nigeria, particularly in terms of youth engagement and brand activism. The digital public sphere has enabled young Nigerians to shape narratives and hold institutions accountable, offering PR practitioners both opportunities for collaboration and risks of reputational backlash. As Okoro and Nwafor (2020) observe, Nigerian organisations are increasingly relying on digital storytelling to engage stakeholders, while Ezeah, Asogwa, and Obikeze (2021) emphasise that strategic social media use during crises helps restore public trust. These insights underscore the need for culturally grounded, dialogic strategies that prioritise authenticity and inclusivity. Nevertheless, persistent challenges constrain strategic application. Skills gaps, limited training in digital analytics, and the prevalence of misinformation undermine campaign effectiveness. This reflects broader concerns in African scholarship regarding digital literacy and the inadequacy of institutional frameworks. Overall, this study makes a conceptual contribution by linking PR theory to practice in Nigeria’s evolving media environment.
Recommendations
1. PR practitioners should invest in continuous digital training and analytics to strengthen social media strategy.
2. Professional associations such as the Nigerian Institute of Public Relations (NIPR) should develop ethical guidelines for social media use in Nigerian PR practice.
3. Public Relations firms should integrate dialogic communication strategies to build authentic, long-term relationships with stakeholders.
4. Policymakers and government institutions should address misinformation through the development of stronger regulatory frameworks and the implementation of digital literacy campaigns.
Conclusion
This conceptual review demonstrates that social media has redefined public relations practice in Nigeria by transforming communication from one-way dissemination to participatory, dialogic engagement. Anchored on the Excellence and Dialogic Theories, the study establishes that platforms such as Twitter (X), Instagram, and WhatsApp enable trust-building, crisis response, and youth engagement in ways traditional media cannot match. However, persistent challenges such as misinformation, inadequate digital skills, and weak institutional frameworks limit the strategic potential of social media. The study therefore underscores the need for theoretically grounded, ethically guided, and professionally capacitated use of social media to enhance credibility, transparency, and relationship-building in Nigerian PR practice.
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