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Abstract
Many studies have examined crisis management in various business sectors. However, COVID-19 has 
presented unique and interesting challenges. Using an online survey (n = 224 participants) and in-
depth interviews, profiling public relations professionals’ communication strategies in responding to 
the COVID-19 pandemic based on gender was investigated. The findings reveal that male and female 
public relations practitioners have specific understandings of the COVID-19 pandemic, ways in facing 
the crisis, and differing public relations activities during the pandemic. They regard this pandemic as 
a challenge to be adoptive, innovative, and creative, enhance technology competencies, and build 
relationships with publics by providing up to date information. Female public relations practitioners 
use social media more than males and give more attention to communication programs dealing with 
customers, while male counterparts focus on capturing the market by strengthening the organization’s 
image and reputation through publicity in conventional media. 
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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has disturbed on an unprecedented level all 
structures of life (Mahar, 2020). This virus has destroyed global economies, 
causing inflation and unemployment in the millions. This situation reached 
crisis proportions since most organizations were glossy unprepared 
(Hudecheck et al., 2020). Revenues significantly dropped in a matter 
of weeks. Reactive actions were taken by many organizations to prevent 
further losses, such as implementing a work-from-home system, protecting 
supply chains, reducing the number of employees, cutting budgets, and 
asking the government for help (Wade & Bjerkan, 2020).

In Indonesia, for example, the International Labour Organization (ILO) 
SCORE Indonesia reported that among 571 companies that they surveyed 
in April 2020, two out of three companies were temporarily or permanently 
closed. One fourth of them lost more than a half of their revenue. To keep 
surviving, they negotiated with banks, suppliers, and employees. ILO-
SCORE Indonesia also found that sixty-three percent of the surveyed 
companies minimized the number of employees while others indicated that 
they would follow this policy. In responding the needs of the customers, one 
out of five companies uniquely differentiated their products while one third 
of them shifted their business activities online (ILO-SCORE Indonesia, 
2020).

The global crisis brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic challenged 
business organizations to quickly adopt to the situation through crisis 
communication. Crisis communication is the collection, processing, 
and dissemination of information to protect the image and reputation 
of an organization (Campbell & Craig, 2005). Proper crisis management 
will give organizations opportunities for security and development. If an 
organization fails to handle the crisis, it will lose the trust of stakeholders 
(Coombs, 2007). 

Meanwhile, employees on all levels are being asked to adjust to 
this situation since the pandemic changes the way professional and 
social interaction among employees and with public. In response to this 
crisis, public relations professionals should ensure principles of good 
communication to understand key stakeholders, maintain relationships 
with them (Wu et al., 2020), and reduce uncertainties (Olsson, 2014). 
Different communication tactics are also required to effectively establish 
crisis management in response to this global pandemic by providing a clear 
guidance. Public relations professionals should provide a clear, optimistic 
vision and a realistic plan, take decisive action, facilitate open, honest, 
and frequent communication (Wu et al., 2020), and provide relevant 
communication (Marra, 1998).
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In facing the crisis, the organization should put public relations 
practitioners in the crisis management team (Coombs, 2007) since they are 
expected to be able to develop communication plans that take into account 
both opportunities and threats (Marra, 1998). Coombs (2010) argued that 
a crisis is characteristically a threat that can destroy the reputation of an 
organization. However, how the crisis is managed determines if the outcomes 
are threats or opportunities. Therefore, public relations professionals play 
an essential role in this pandemic, since they function as communication 
managers helping the organization to find the best solution to survive in 
this hard time and to maintain relationship with all publics. 

In responding to the crisis, public relations professionals should have 
crisis communication strategies emphasizing the future and how things will 
be better for the organization and its stakeholders. These strategies should 
also include reputation repair (Campbell & Craig, 2005). Public relations 
professionals should help management develop messages before sending 
them to various publics by using all channels (Coombs, 2007). Due to the 
crisis, social media has become a vital tool to disseminate information to 
the stakeholders, helping organizations connect and engage with them to 
maintain trust during this difficult time (Olsson, 2014).

The COVID-19 pandemic challenges public relations practitioners 
to develop communication plans since communication strategies that 
were previously planned became frozen. The role of public relations 
practitioners in tackling this pandemic situation is crucial since they are 
communication specialists that craft messages (Fall, 2004) by using various 
platforms, methods, and channels. As excellent communicators, they 
should understand the targeted audiences’ knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, 
and concerns (Flynn, 2014). Moreover, communication strategies that have 
been designed should help public relations practitioners gather and release 
information as quickly as possible (Marra, 1998). 

Public relations strategies in this pandemic should be sensitive to the 
situation faced by society. Public relations should keep telling the stories 
of the organization by considering their relevance to the situation. Public 
relations should also be helpful and fast in responding to the pandemic. 
In this situation, publics will evaluate which brands or organizations are 
reacting and taking care of the publics (Marx, 2020).

In facing the crisis, male and female public relations practitioners have 
different responses. This can be attributed to each organization having a 
different nature of business with different objectives that effect different 
communication strategies (Campbell & Craig, 2005, p. 26). However, there 
is still a lack of current studies to differentiate the ways that male and female 
practitioners handle the crisis. Roxana Manolescu’s (2016) study focusing 
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on media coverage of the organization due to a crisis reveals that female 
practitioners get more positive coverage than male practitioners. This 
difference arises due to a gender field (Daymon & Demetrious, 2010) where 
people conclude that the public relations profession has feminine values 
such as honesty, justice, and sensitivity (Andsager & Hust, 2005). Research 
on profiling public relations professionals’ communication strategies 
in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic based on gender has not yet 
been undertaken. The present research contributes to knowledge in crisis 
management in the COVID-19 pandemic particularly from the perspective 
of gendered public relations. 

Methods
This study employed mixed methods incorporating elements of both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches in order to provide a more complete 
understanding of an interesting phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative 
data deeply supported the quantitative data. 

First, an online survey was conducted from April 29 to May 22, 2020. 
Given the pandemic, the survey’s online nature made it easy to administer 
and be accessed with any device by participants from Indonesia. The survey 
was closed after getting responses from 224 participating public relations 
practitioners, including 96 males and 128 females. They were from 29 
different organizations or business sectors and had working experiences as 
public relations practitioners for less than 3 years (38.82%), for 4-7 years 
(27.23%), for 8-11 years (19.64%), and for 12-15 years (11,16%). The fewest 
participants had working experiences for more than 15 years. 

Virtual snowball sampling was employed in this study since it was 
hard to reach the participants in this pandemic of COVID-19 (Baltar & 
Brunet, 2012). This study used social media, such as Facebook, Instagram, 
WhatApps, and LinkedIn, to facilitate the online survey distribution. We 
also asked the participants to share the online survey to their friends also 
working as public relations practitioners. 

The instrument was composed of partially open-ended questions 
consisting of three main questions based on the two main concepts 
including a concept of crisis and ways in dealing with the crisis and 
a brief demographic part. The average time to complete the survey 
was approximately 13 minutes. Each participant could choose several 
answer options according to the circumstances they dealt with. The first 
question asked the participants to identify their perspective towards the 
crisis consisting of 12 possible answers. The second question asked the 
participants’ ways of facing the crisis consisting of 8 possible answers. The 
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last question asked the participants to identify public relations activities 
during the COVID-19 pandemic consisting of 13 possible answers. 

After conducting the online survey, six informants were purposively 
chosen to be personally interviewed to get in-depth data to increase an 
understanding of the underlying phenomenon regarding their responses. 
They were asked about their views of the COVID-19 pandemic and their 
programs in dealing with it. The main questions were followed up with 
in-depth questions to encourage informants to narrate and describe their 
experiences in dealing with the pandemic. An equal number of males 
and females, three of each, was considered to elicit as much diversity in 
the data that would contribute to the body knowledge on gender and 
public relations. The six respondents represented six business sectors that 
dominated the survey, namely education, hotel, hospital, government, 
agency, and media. All of them were public relations professionals handling 
the communication crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. In selecting 
the six informants, one individual from each dominant business sector was 
randomly asked to volunteer as a respondent, while following the three 
male—three female requirement. They were chatted through the WhatsApp 
number that they provided in the online survey. Those who volunteered to 
be informants were interviewed via WhatsApp call.  

Table 1. Informants’ Profile

Informants Gender Business Sectors

Informant 1 Male Hospital

Informant 2 Male Education

Informant 3 Female Hotel

Informant 4 Female Media

Informant 5 Male Government

Informant 6 Female Agency

Responses to the survey were tabulated and reported in the form of 
percentages. Meanwhile, the responses to the interviews were transcribed 
and then categorized based on the online survey questions and answer 
options. The interview data supported the tabulated data in percentage 
form. Moreover, reflexivity was used to acknowledge the researchers’ bias 
and position. 
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Result
Public Relations’ Understandings of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Most public relations practitioners face a crisis at one time or another. 
Therefore, acknowledging their perception of crisis becomes essential 
before understanding how they handle it. 

Table 2. Public Relations’ Understanding of the COVID-19 Pandemic

PR’s Understanding of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Males (N=96) Female (N=128)

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Making the job harder 17 17.7 14 11

Inhibiting the development 11 11.5 16 12.5

Bothering programs planned 32 33.3 38 30

Encouraging to develop its 
creativity

71 74 94 73.4

Opportunities to develop 29 30.2 35 27.3

Challenging to innovate 68 70.8 81 63.3

Opportunities to re-plan 
communication strategies

70 73 96 75

Challenging to quickly adapt 75 78.1 99 77.3

Challenging to understand 
customers’ needs

48 50 72 56.3

Challenging to keep public trust 61 63.5 90 70.3

Threatening image 10 10.4 10 7.8

Threatening organizational life 
cycle

22 23 20 15.6

Table 2 presents in twelve categories the male and female public relations 
practitioners’ perception of the COVID-19 pandemic. The majority of both 
male and female public relations practitioners positively acknowledged 
the COVID-19 pandemic as a challenge to quickly adopt (male = 78.1%, 
female = 77.3%), an opportunity to re-plan communication strategies (male 
= 73%, female = 75%), an encouragement to develop creativity (male = 74%, 
female = 73.4%), a challenge to innovate (male = 70.8%, female = 63.3%), 
and a challenge to keep the public trust (male = 63.5%, female = 70.3%). 
On the other hand, only few public relations practitioners acknowledged 
the pandemic as threatening image (male = 10.4%, female = 7.8%), making 
jobs harder (male = 17.7%, female = 11%), inhibiting development (male = 
11.5%, female = 12.5%), and threatening organizational life cycles (male = 
23%, female = 15.6%).

The interviews with six public relations practitioners revealed that 
organizations followed government’s official protocols to deal with the 
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COVID-19, which aimed to protect the public since safety became a priority. 
“In my place, the adaptation is based on the instructions or commands from 
the government. We try to adopt government’s instructions towards health 
protocols. It is the first step to protect faculty members and students,” said 
male informant 2. Informant 4, a female, shared, “By following the health 
protocols, in our live program, we usually invite speakers in our news studio. 
Because of the Covid-19, what we can do is broadcasting via Zoom.”

To survive in this disruption, organizations came up with strategic 
policies and adaptive programs, and also sped up its products’ innovation 
with the aim to sustain growth. Digital innovation became the best solution 
to save businesses since technology is already central to our lives. “We 
develop telemedicine service for publics,” said male informant 1. 

In this crisis, the pre-planned direct programs of public relations 
practitioners have shifted to digital activities. By using the powerful 
digital platform that is social media, they can connect and maintain 
communication with their publics. Social media also help organizations 
combat the COVID-19 pandemic by creatively creating contents to engage 
its publics. The use of these platforms can also improve and boost brand 
awareness for the organization. As indicated by informant 1, “Managing 
social media is to develop brand awareness of our hospital.”

The uncertainty, fear, and confusion brought about by the COVID-19 
pandemic compelled organizations to re-evaluate their communication 
strategies to mitigate losses and gain, maintain, and reinforce public trust by 
being open and honest. Informant 4 said, “For our television, hmm, whatever 
we do, we have to produce news that is actual, accurate, and credible.” Thus, 
organizations shifted from direct communication programs to digital. This 
change is based on the change of public behavior in consuming media due 
to the pandemic. “By using visual video, we want to communicate to publics 
that we are still here, and we also communicate about tourism in Yogyakarta, 
communicate our new packets, and we are also active in social media,” said 
female informant 3. Through digital channels, organizations can provide 
the public with information that is clear, complete, and accurate. Such 
strategies can prevent further problems.

Strategies in this crisis consider how to engage with the public by 
building a brand image and developing brand awareness through online 
platforms, and communicating the organizations and their values. Two-
way communication between organizations and their publics is critical to 
ensure that the latter are heard. “We do two-way communication intensively 
to all patients in our hospital, both inpatient and outpatient cares. This is 
done to monitor and evaluate our services in order to get feedbacks,” said 
informant 1. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic provides opportunities 
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to strengthen public trust as long as the organizations can develop services 
and optimize the use of digital media to communicate what their activities, 
particularly their improvement and achievements. 

Ways of Public Relations in Facing the COVID-19 Pandemic 
Table 3 shows public relations practitioners’ ways to face the COVID-19 

crisis. In general, both male and female respondents tended to develop 
technology competencies and skills such as optimizing the use of digital/
online media (male = 92.7%, female = 93.8%), improving the ability to 
master information technology (male = 75%, female = 73.4%), exploring 
new platforms (male = 72.9%, female = 65.6), and sharpening creativity to 
create contents (male = 66.7%, female = 68.8%). On the other hand, male 
public relations practitioners tended to enlarge more communication with 
external publics (59.4%) while their female counterparts tended to enlarge 
communication with internal publics (43.8%). 

Table 3. Ways of PR in Facing the COVID-19 Pandemic

Ways of PR in Facing the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Males (N=96) Female (N=128)

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Sharpening creativity to create 
contents

64 66.7 88 68.8

Enlarging communication with 
external public

57 59.4 55 43

Enlarging communication with 
internal public

36 37.5 56 43.8

Increasing knowledge and skills 
to understand current issues

60 62.5 83 64.8

Exploring new platforms to 
communicate with public

70 72.9 84 65.6

Improving the ability to master 
information technology

72 75 94 73.4

Optimizing the use of digital/
online media to work

89 92.7 120 93.8

Limiting to directly meet the 
public

53 55.2 69 53.9

During the COVID-19 crisis, most employees were forced to work 
from home to keep safe and cut the virus’s spread. Therefore, mastering 
information technology became a challenge of remote working. Employees 
were encouraged to learn and adapt information technology to help them 
perform their duties. Public relations practitioners independently learned 
how to optimize the use of information technology since it helped them to 
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disseminate information to both internal and external publics. To optimize 
the use of organization-level information technology, informant 1, informant 
2, and informant 3 said that they coordinated with their information 
technology department for support and with other public relations staff 
also in the process of mastering information technology. Meanwhile, those 
working in organizations that were already using digital media as core tools 
did not need to enhance their capability to use information technology 
since it has been part of their daily activities.

The importance of mastering information technology was spurred by 
the challenge for public relations practitioners to keep connecting and 
engaging with its publics. Creating creative content became the solution 
to address all publics since it could be quickly delivered and communicated 
through digital media. “We create contents about medical services during 
the pandemic and tips for staying healthy delivered lightly and easily 
understood by the publics,” said informant 1. Public relations practitioners 
related their content to the situation faced by the publics to show their 
organizations’ sensitivity. 

Although public relations practitioners are forced to enhance their 
creativity, the quality and standards of their content should follow the 
organization’s guidelines. Moreover, before making new creative content, 
public relations practitioners monitor and explore social media trends in 
order to identify essential issues discussed by social media users. This ensures 
that the content will relate to what the publics talk about on social media, 
which is pivotal to public relations activities’ success. “We create contents 
about medical services during the pandemic and tips for staying healthy 
delivered lightly and easily understood by the publics,” said informant 1. In 
the line with Informant 1, female informant 6 shared that “Our creativity in 
making contents should be related to pandemic and health protocols.”

Enhancing knowledge and skills to understand current issues help public 
relations practitioners understand what the public needs. “Because, all this 
time, the information we have released to publics, as we think, is important. 
But, in fact, it is not like we think,” said male informant 5. A popular 
activity available to practitioners aiming to update their understanding 
of current issues and develop their skills was webinars discussing social 
media management and communication strategies during and post 
COVID-19 pandemic. “There were many webinars I joined such as social 
media management due to the Covid-19 and tourism and communication 
strategies. These can help me to find out information and policies of the 
government towards tourism” (Informant 3, female). In keeping with 
informant 3, Informant 6 (female) shared “By joining webinar, I can update 
current condition and improve my public relations knowledge.”
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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, enlarging communication with 
internal and external publics is crucial since they influence and support 
the organizations’ existence. Male public relations practitioners tended to 
expand communication with the external public. Informant 5 explained 
that “If we are more external, internal communication is more in the 
household department. If we communicate more to the external publics, 
then we will use online media more.” Meanwhile, female public relations 
practitioners gave more attention to communicating with internal publics 
to strengthen and optimize the internal organization. “So, like it or not, 
internal communication must be strengthened. Employees should be 
given an understanding of why we are like this. So, this should always be 
communicated to employees so that they are also not discouraged, so that 
they can still work well. Come on, we can deal with this problem together,” 
said informant 3. 

Public Relations Activities during the Pandemic
Table 4 presents what male and female public relations practitioners did 

during the COVID-19 pandemic to save their organizations. Implementing 
events involving public participation physically has the lowest percentage 
among the public relations activities. Some activities have similar percentage 
between males and females such as managing website as official information 
source (male = 72.9%, female 76.6%) and internal media (male = 60.4%, 
female 61.7%), communicating and coordinating with government (male 
= 55.2%, female = 55.5%), and maintaining internal (male = 78.1%, female 
= 82%) and external (male = 80.2%, female = 80.5%) communication. On 
the other hand, although managing social media has a high percentage of 
males (75%), female public relations practitioners have a higher percentage 
(85.2%).

Some other public relations activities have significant differences 
between males and females. Male public relations practitioners tended to 
implement community relations programs (49.9%), conduct media relations 
activities (67.7%), and write press releases (78.1%) more than their female 
counterparts. Meanwhile, female public relations practitioners tended 
to implement CSR programs (62.5%), address and resolving customer 
complaints (62.5%), and update organizational information to customers 
(71.1%) more than their male counterparts.
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Table 4. PR Activities during the COVID-19 Pandemic

PR Activities during the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Males (N=96) Female (N=128)

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Managing website as official 
information source

70 72.9 98 76.6

Managing social media 72 75 109 85.2

Managing internal media 58 60.4 79 61.7

Events involving public 
participation physically

16 16.7 15 11.7

Implementing CRS programs 53 52.2 80 62.5

Implementing community 
relations programs

46 49.9 52 40.6

Addressing and resolving 
customer complaints

48 50 71 55.5

Communicating and coordinating 
with government

53 55.2 71 55.5

Updating information about 
organisation to customers

57 59.4 91 71.1

Maintaining external 
communication

77 80.2 103 80.5

Maintaining internal 
communication

75 78.1 105 82

Media relations activities 65 67.7 76 59.4

Writing press releases 75 78.1 84 65.6

In responding to this crisis, organizations coordinated with government 
since the latter provided information about COVID-19 and drew up health 
protocols that can be implemented in organizations to keep internal 
and external publics safe. Therefore, male and female public relations 
practitioners did not implement programs involving public participation 
physically to minimize the spread of the virus. They also changed their 
direct programs to virtual programs by using digital platforms. Moreover, 
they got updated information and policies from government to prevent and 
reduce workplace exposure to this virus. “Nah, it means that I posted about 
it, Sir. For instance, about the campus holiday, based on the instruction of 
the government” (Informant 2, Male).

In a situation filled with uncertainty, organizations communicate with 
their publics through official channels. Websites played a pivotal role and 
became the best tool to disseminate official information from organizations 
to prevent bias. Public relations practitioners used websites to optimize the 
dissemination of organizational information amidst the crisis. “We use it 
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to prevent confusion information received by the publics, students, and 
faculty members. The information should be single and understandable,” 
said informant 2.

In facing a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic, maintaining internal 
communication helps organizations ensure that business will not get 
worse. Internal communication aims to maintain understanding in 
the implementation of work plans. “We intensively communicate with 
employees online and ensure the same understanding to work together,” 
said informant 1. Informant 2 shared that “The meeting brings external 
issues of the university, and then those issues are discussed in order to 
find solutions.” It became essential to ensure that employees received 
vital information from the organization supporting their work. Internal 
media functioned to keep employees informed as the crisis developed and 
changed, and about how organizations adjusted it.  

Meanwhile, maintaining external publics in this pandemic was crucial 
in communicating and sharing compassion and responsiveness. This was 
achieved by listening and understanding what the publics needed to feel 
calm and safe, and by providing open and transparent information.  “We 
visited to communities around Grand Ambarukmo. We also try, how we 
can share with the communities in this pandemic. So, what we did was, 
we gave aids to some communities around our hotel. We did it because we 
want to be present and feel this situation together,” said informant 3. 

The COVID-19 pandemic faced by most organizations in the world 
highlights the strengths of social media. The data shows that both male 
and female public relations practitioners evaluate the importance of social 
media. However, it shows that female public relations practitioners use 
social media more than males. The main reason for using social media 
is to help organizations develop creative new ways to connect with and 
inspire its publics. “So, our focus right now is using social media. How we 
can inform messages virtually. Okay, we are still open, and so on [..]. We 
are actively use social media, particularly in this pandemic. This becomes a 
way to keep connecting the publics and public trust” said informant 3. To 
maximize the dissemination of information, public relations practitioners 
asked all employees to repost messages on their personal social media 
accounts. “Nah, what we can do is asking all staffs [sic] and faculty members 
to repost messages we posted on Mercubuana’s official social media 
accounts” said informant 2.

Although organizations face the problematic situation of COVID-19, 
male public relations practitioners argue that engaging with the communities 
in which organizations operate is essential since the pandemic has an 
impact on the economy. “We care to [sic] the community. To reduce the 
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spread of Covid-19, we gave them aids to fulfil their needs” said informant 
2. Male public relations practitioners also tend to build media relations and 
distribute press releases to media to get news coverage both in conventional 
and digital media. 

In this pandemic, corporate social responsibility (CSR) became a matter 
of how the organizations’ brand interacted with their publics. Through this 
program, the organization also communicates and shares compassion and 
responsiveness with the publics. The data reveals that female public relations 
practitioners tended to implement CSR programs. They also preferred to 
handle consumer complaints and to update customers with organizational 
information to keep their trust in the organization. 

Discussion
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought an interesting perspective to the 
opportunities that can be tackled by organizations. Regardless of the 
legitimation and authority of male and female public relations practitioners, 
they have the same perception towards the pandemic. They both evaluate 
it as opportunities for bringing organizations to a higher level. The crisis 
encourages organizations to make quick and effective decisions to save 
and sustain themselves by quickly adapting, re-planning communication 
strategies, developing creativity, innovating products, and keeping public 
trust. 

Valuing the crisis as an opportunity for organizations to advance 
means that in this pandemic, both male and female public relations 
practitioners have a good understanding of how to respond by prioritizing 
the organizations’ sustainability and development and the publics’ safety. 
Having experience as a public relations practitioner for more than three 
years is an excellent foundation for understanding and tackling the public 
relations crisis. However, seeing a crisis as opportunity, particularly in 
this pandemic, validates the standard principles of crisis communication, 
specifically that the function of public relations practitioners is to help the 
power elite protect organizations (Tyler, 2005). 

Public relations practitioners first acquire the hegemonic notion of crisis 
as opportunity instead of threat in college or at training. They learn how to 
solve a crisis by seeing opportunities to find solutions. In this pandemic, 
this doctrine has emphasized the importance of public relations in the 
organization. The function of public relations is not only about glossing 
organizations’ reputation; organizations should also strategically apply 
public relations activities to achieve their goals and objectives (Yilmaz, 
2009). In this pandemic, public relations practitioners become a shield to 
protect the organization with their ability to understand situations, re-plan 
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communication strategies, and implement and evaluate programs, and 
create and disseminate messages that keep the public trust. However, most 
public relations practitioners remain at the technical level (Grunig, 2020) 
where they are not directly involved in making huge decisions. They only 
implement decisions.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has tested public relations practitioners’ 
ability to master digital technology to support their work, disseminate 
information, and engage with the publics. These practitioners are compelled 
to acquire information technology competencies to adjust to this situation. 
The knowledge and skills of public relations practitioners in information 
technology are pivotal in this pandemic. Those with information technology 
competencies can even utilize social media with other forms of virtual 
communication (Sriramesh & Duhé, 2009). Utilizing and integrating digital 
media, for instance, can massively enhance their strategies’ reach and 
influence.

Information communication technology competencies have become 
primary competencies of public relations since future communication 
programs will be shifted online. Public relations practitioners will use 
information communication technology even after the COVID-19 
pandemic to 1) understand using online and social media monitoring the 
problems faced by organizations; 2) plan and implement the communication 
programs, taking into account the reality that the public cannot physically 
participate; and 3) evaluate programs based on public opinion in the virtual 
world. Therefore, public relations practitioners should keep themselves 
updated on developments in information communication technology 
which is dynamically changing. 

This study reveals that during the COVID-19 pandemic, social media 
has become a communication tool powerfully reaching the public in 
disseminating messages. It is in line with a study stating that social media 
is a tool for managing crisis (Graham et al., 2015). Organizations share 
messages of compassion and empathy with what the public feels. Therefore, 
in communicating with the public on social media, a human approach 
should be employed since it is a pivotal basis for creating messages that will 
help the public feel reassured while strengthening organizations’ brand and 
values offering. 

This study’s finding is also in line with a study saying that in a crisis 
social media plays an essential role in effectively communicating with the 
public (Ngai & Falkheimer, 2017). With the policy of physical distancing 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, social media has become the primary 
tool to engage with the public and access information (Gao et al., 2020)
China. We assess the prevalence of mental health problems and examine 



310 Santoso et al. • Public Relations Professionals’ Communication Strategies

their association with social media exposure. A cross-sectional study 
among Chinese citizens aged ≤ 18 years old was conducted during Jan 31 to 
Feb 2, 2020. Online survey was used to do rapid assessment. Total of 4872 
participants from 31 provinces and autonomous regions were involved in 
the current study. Besides demographics and social media exposure (SME). 

It is also interesting to note that organizations should be present to 
the public during this pandemic by listening to what they want from the 
organizations. Hence, both male and female public relations practitioners 
use social media to monitor and listen to what the public say about the 
organizations. This finding supports the studies of Altug Akay, Andrei 
Dragomir, and Bjorn Erlandsson (2015) and Nick Anstead and Ben 
O’Loughlin (2015), which state that social media can be utilized to analyse 
and monitor public opinion since publics share their thoughts on their social 
media account. Furthermore, in the situation of COVID-19, monitoring 
public opinion becomes a basis for creating creative content that connect 
and engage with the public. 

Social media is inexpensive and useful in sharing essential organizational 
updates during the COVID-19 pandemic since these platforms can provide 
two-way communication between the organizations and their publics. 
Therefore, both male and female public relations practitioners optimize 
the use of social media to massively communicate organization-related 
activities, policies, and changes to reinforce public trust. However, female 
public relations practitioners tend to do this more than males. This finding 
validates a study of Cara Booker, Yvonne Kelly, and Amanda Sacker (2018) 
that showed females generally using social media more than males. In this 
pandemic, it is the female public relations practitioners that intensively 
maintain the organizations’ existing relationships with the public. 
Interconnection with the public becomes an essential matter for them 
since feminine values have been internalized in their profession as public 
relations practitioners (Grunig et al., 2000). 

It is critical to keep the internal and external public informed, especially 
with this pandemic bringing challenges for public relations practitioners to 
enlarge the communication addressed to internal and external publics. 

Interestingly, male public relations practitioners tend to enlarge external 
communication more while females prefer internal communication. This 
finding strengthens a study of Bonka Bovena, Robert Kraut, and David Frohlich 
(2001) that states that it is more gratifying when females communicate and 
maintain relationships with people. Female public relations practitioners 
focus more on strengthening internal communication to ensure that 
employees are safe and connected. This coincides with the value of care 
identified with female public relations practitioners (Driskill, 2018). If one 
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department in an organization handles internal communication, another 
department can focus more on external communication, this time with 
more male public relations practitioners involved. 

Despite the same dominant activities done by male and female public 
relations practitioners, males tend more to implement community relations 
programs, conduct media relations, and write press releases. Females prefer 
to implement CSR programs, handle customer complaints, and update 
organizational information. These activities highlight that female public 
relations practitioners give more attention to communication programs 
dealing with customers by building strong relationships with them. Male 
public relations practitioners focus more on winning the market by 
strengthening the organization’s image and reputation through publicity in 
the media. It is noteworthy that building relations with the media to publicize 
the organization is not easy for female public relations practitioners. They 
have fewer opportunities to use their talents and abilities to build media 
relations (Beatty, 2013).

Conclusion
During the COVID-19 pandemic, both male and female public relations 
practitioners have a specific understanding of crisis communication, ways 
of facing the crisis, and public relations activities. The results show that 
both male and female public relations practitioners evaluate the crisis 
as opportunities. To face the crisis, they need to enhance technology 
competencies and build relationships with the public by providing updated 
information. However, in disseminating information using social media, 
more female public relations practitioners than males are involved. 

In this crisis, both male and female public relations practitioners 
minimize or do not conduct direct communication programs involving 
physical public participation. Nevertheless, in terms of enlarging 
communication with the public, male public relations practitioners tend 
to communicate with the external public, while females tend to do it with 
the internal public. Despite the same dominant activities done by male and 
female public relations practitioners, males tend to implement community 
relations programs, conduct media relations, and write press releases. 
Meanwhile, females prefer to implement CSR programs, handle customer 
complaints, and update organizational information. 

Finally, this study proves pivotal roles of public relations practitioners 
to keep their organization surviving in the COVID-19 pandemic by doing 
communication programs. Specifically, the findings illustrate how male and 
female public relations practitioners adapt to this hard situation by positively 
understanding the crisis and enhancing their competencies to be able to 
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optimize the use of digital media. This study also shows some similarities 
and differences between male and female public relations practitioners in 
dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Limitation and Study Forward
This study establishes that there are some different ways in dealing with 
the COVID-19 pandemic between male and female public relations 
professionals. However, the differentiation of the business sectors in which 
the informants belong—education, hotel, hospital, government, agency, 
and media—makes it difficult to firmly attribute the differences in practices 
to gender since those business sectors have their own uniqueness in 
running their business. Therefore, public relations professionals might be 
differently tasked to achieve the organizations’ objectives. Future research 
can investigate male and female public relations professionals from the 
same business sector in order to isolate the gender factor. 

Furthermore, the sample of analysis of this study was small and the 
resulting data was nominal since the participants could choose from among 
several answers options provided according to the situation they dealt with. 
Therefore, it was analysed by using only descriptive statistics.  Nevertheless, 
the findings may serve to alert public relations scholars and practitioners 
to some issues involved in  the gender of public relations in handling the 
crisis of the COVID-19. Moreover, this study also informs future research 
to enlarge the sample and use interval data in order to conduct hypothesis 
testing to investigate the significant differences between male and female 
public relations practitioners in dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Understanding best practices in tackling the pandemic crisis by combining 
how male and female public relations practitioners deal with it can help 
organizations avoid the worst conditions. 
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