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In this paper, we develop a theoretical framework that explains how blogs can be categorized based on audiences’ perceptions and

how bloggers use different strategies to shape or shift their audiences’ perceptions and increase the persuasiveness of their messages.

We find that bloggers use two distinguishable communication strategies: (a) developing and sustaining an illusion of relationship

between the blogger and the reader in order to individualize the communication and (b) maintaining a level of ambiguity in their

commercial interests in order to conceal the commercial nature of some blogs. We describe the tactics underlying the use of these

strategies as well as the efficacy and ethics of these practices.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Rumi:  “It’s a day of errands for me.. wearing vintage collar, 

Ralph Lauren blazer, Zara skirt, Céline bag, and Rag & Bone boots.”
Comment: “I remember that blazer! It’s super old, right? It’s 

neat to see how it still fits into your style like 5 years later haha.”
Comment: “You always look great when things get hectic. And 

I’ve told you before how well you wear Céline.”

This posting by famous fashion blogger Rumi (fashiontoast.
com) along with two of the many comments that she received on that 
day illustrates how Rumi has successfully created a communication 
environment where brands are discussed and celebrated but also one 
where friendships and intimate relationships might prevail. Although 
it is unlikely that Rumi has a meaningful relationship with each of 
her 133,672 readers, it is clear that many of them believe they have 
a relationship and close friendship with her. They relate to and con-
nect with her at an interpersonal level, sharing slice of life stories, 
remembering past events, and engaging in brand level discussions. 
This level of closeness is rather counterintuitive especially if we con-
sider that blogs are, by definition, a form of broadcast media in which 
a blogger shares his or her views with a large audience. In this paper, 
we examine how bloggers like Rumi develop different communica-
tion strategies that allow them to achieve specific objectives.

BLOGS AS OnE-TO-OnE MASS MEdIA
Blogs are “frequently updated web pages with a series of ar-

chived posts, typically in reverse-chronological order” (Nardi et al., 
2004, p.1). Blog content can be provided by an individual writer or 
can be curated from a variety of sources (Blood 2002; Herring et al. 
2005). In either case, blogs function as a mass communication me-
dium in which content provided by a particular source is distributed 
to a large audience (Hoffman and Novak 1996). As such, we would 
expect blogs to function similarly to other mass media (Katz and La-
zarsfeld 1955). We find, however, that the rules that govern one-to-
many media do not apply to blogs and in fact, these rules are adjusted 
to create a personal and intimate relationship between bloggers and 
readers. Thus, drawing from persuasion theory and observation of a 
variety of blogs, we develop a theoretical framework that explains 
how blogs can be categorized based on audiences’ perceptions and 
how bloggers use different strategies to shape or shift their audienc-
es’ perceptions and increase the persuasiveness of their messages.

Specifically, we propose a categorization scheme for blogs 
based on the perceived target audience (mass versus one-to-one) 
and the perceived level of the blogger’s commercial interest (explicit 
commercial interests versus no explicit commercial interests). Our 
proposed scheme provides insights to marketers looking to leverage 
social media marketing strategies as well as to bloggers attempting 
to maximize the persuasiveness and reach of their communication. 
Using this scheme, we categorize blogs into four types: Commer-
cial, Market Maven, Commercial Friendship, and Community-Based 
Friendship. 

BLOGGErS’ COMMunICATIOn STrATEGIES 
Our qualitative research suggests that bloggers can implement 

two key communication strategies: (a) illusion of relationship and (b) 

ambiguity in commercial interests to shift their audiences’ percep-
tions and thus make their messages more effective and persuasive. 
Illusion of relationship refers to a strategy that bloggers use to shift 
readers’ perceptions of the blog away from a mass audience toward 
a one-to-one audience. The strategy creates a feeling of intimacy and 
personalized relationship between bloggers and their audience. Am-
biguity in commercial interests refers to a strategy that bloggers use 
to deemphasize the presence of commercial interests. It disguises or 
hides the bloggers’ commercial motives behind the communication. 

By using the illusion of relationship strategy, bloggers can shift 
audiences’ perception of their blogs from Commercial to Commer-
cial Friendship and Market Maven to Community-Based Friendship. 
This perceptual shift from mass to one-to-one may create a feeling 
of intimacy, increase the level of trust, and enhance the quality of 
the blogger-audience relationship. As illustrated by our data, such a 
shift can be achieved through increases in: (i) the depth and breadth 
of self-disclosures (Cozby 1973; Derlega and Berg 1987; Jourard 
1971), (ii) the frequency and duration of interactions (Altman and 
Taylor 1973; Delia and O’Keefe 1979; Little 1972; Werner 1957), 
and (iii) the perception of shared common interests (Morry 2005; 
Rose 1985; Weiss and Lowenthal 1975). 

The use of the ambiguity in commercial interests strategy can 
shift audiences’ perceptions of blogs from Commercial to Market 
Maven and Commercial Friendship to Community-Based Friend-
ship. This perceptual shift from commercial to non-commercial 
creates a feeling of benevolence and care and increases audiences’ 
trust towards the blogger, thus reducing the likelihood that persua-
sion knowledge is activated and that consumers invoke strategies to 
resist persuasive attempts.  Because bloggers may want to avoid such 
resistance, they may try to hide or obfuscate their commercial inter-
ests.  Ambiguity in commercial interests can be attained through: (i) 
hiding commercial interests (Boush, Friestad, and Rose 1994; Camp-
bell and Kirmani 2000; Ford, Smith, and Swasy 1990; Friestad and 
Wright 1994, (ii) stressing benevolent communal interests (Kozinets 
et al. 2010), and (iii) mixing diverse topics and content types (Simon 
1996). We present examples of each of these tactics drawn from our 
qualitative research. 

COnCLuSIOn 
In sum, this research presents a conceptual framework to ex-

plain how persuasion works in blogs.  This framework is based on 
qualitative data and theory from persuasion knowledge (Friestad and 
Wright 1994), mass communication (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955), 
word-of-mouth (Dichter 1966; Henning-Thurau et al. 2004), com-
munication norms/motives (Rubin, Perse and Barbato 1988; Sunda-
ram et al. 1998), relationship (e.g., self-disclosure (Cozby 1973; Der-
lega and Berg 1987), and intimacy (Jamieson 1998; Reis and Shaver 
1988).  Our work provides a broad view of how blogs operate, which 
should apply to many situations.  For example, we expect that these 
ideas hold both when blog content is seeded by marketers (e.g., Kozi-
nets et al. 2010) as well as when content is self-generated by the 
blogger.  Thus, this framework extends the persuasion and WOM lit-
erature to address current changes in the structure of communication.
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