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ABSTRACT

Despitegrowinginterestinsocialmediaoverthelastfewyearsallovertheworld,thereisalackof
empiricalstudiesontheextenttowhichPRpractitionersintheUAEareusingsocialmediatools,and
inparticular,duringcrisis.Consequently,thisstudyisdesignedtobridgethisgapinresearch.The
studyaimstobringtoattentionthedynamicsofusingsocialmediaamongpublicPRpractitioners
duringcrisisinoneoftheGulfcountries-countriesthathavedifferenteconomic,socialandpolitical
contexts.Thecurrentstudyisconsideredoneofthepioneerstudiesinthepublicrelations’fieldin
theUAEwhichaimstoinvestigatehowpublicrelationspractitionersareusingsocialmediatoolsin
crisis.Italsoexplorespublicrelationspractitioners’perceptionsandattitudestowardsusingsocial
mediaduringcrisis.Arandomsampleof160PRpractitionerswasselectedfromdifferentpublicand
privateorganizationsintheUAE.TheresultsindicatedthatPRpractitionersareactiveandheavy
socialmediausersintheirorganizationsduringcrisis.Furthermore,thestudyconfirmedthatthemost
commonlyusedcommunicationstrategieswerecompensation,correctiveactionandjustification.
Additionally,thestudysuggestedthattheorganization’swebsitesandTwitterwerethemosteffective
socialmediatoolsusedduringacrisis.
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INTRODUCTION

Itisobvious,thatthespeedygrowthandpopularityofsocialmediasuchasFacebook,Twitter,and
YouTubehavegeneratedconcernsamongpublicrelationsscholars(e.g.Alcides&Robert,2015;
Balana,2012;Chung,2011;Coombs,2011;Dufty,2012;YanJinetal.,2014;HuandPang,2016;
Luttrell, 2015) to explore the effects, uses of social media in crisis communication. According
to Wright & Hinson (2008) social media has changed the way perceptions are shaped and how
relationships are built between organizations, and the public. It has also revolutionized the way
informationisdisseminatedduringacrisis.Considerablestudieshaveconfirmedthattheemergence
ofsocialmediaapplicationssuchasFacebook,TwitterandYouTubehavechangedthewaypublic
relationsispracticedandthewayorganizationscommunicate.Needlesstosay,almosteverythinghas
becomemorerapidandmorecomplicated.Duringacrisis,anyorganizationneedstosendmessages
totheirpublicespeciallytheexternalpublic.AsCoombs(2008)suggestedsocialmediaduringcrisis
enabletheorganizationstomonitortheexternalenvironmentandfacilitatetheinteractionbetween
organizationsandpublics.Healsoaddedastronginteractionbetweenanorganizationanditspublic
improvespeople’sexpectationaboutanorganization’sreputation.AsrecommendedbyKauffman
(2001)poorhandlingofacrisiscandestroythecredibilityofanorganization,damagethepublic

21



International Journal of Online Marketing
Volume 7 • Issue 4 • October-December 2017

22

confidence,andtrustwhichanorganizationhadworkedyearstobuildSimilarly,Southorn(2015)
suggestedthattherearemanyexamplesofcompanieswhohavefacedandhandledthesituationpoorly.
Oneofthemainrolesofpublicrelationspractitionersduringcrisissituationistocommunicatewith
thepublicinordertobeawareofanythreatthatmightaffecttheorganization.AccordingtoOxford
Dictionary(2014)socialmediaisacollectionof“Websitesandapplicationsthatenablesusersto
createandsharecontentortoparticipateinsocialnetworking”.Luttrell(2015)confirmed,“Social
mediareferstotheactivities,practices,andbehavioramongcommunitiesofpeoplewhogatheronline
toshareinformation,knowledgeandopinionsusingconversationalmedia.Conversationalmediaare
web-basedapplicationsthatmakeitpossibletocreateandeasilytransmitcontentintheformofwords,
pictures,videoandaudio(Luttrell,2015,p.22).Someresearchershavereferredtosocialmediaas
“socially interactive technologies”whichenable itsparticipants tocommunicatewitheachother
throughmessages,andotherwayswhichallowsthemtopracticesocialinteractioninordertobring
themtogether(Bryantetal.,2006).Anotherdefinitionstatedthatsocialmediais“anumbrellaterm
thatisusedtorefertoaneweraofWeb-enabledapplicationsthatarebuiltarounduser-generatedor
user-manipulatedcontent,suchaswikis,blogs,podcasts,andsocialnetworkingsites”(PewInternet
&AmericanLifeProject,2010).Marchese(citedinWigley&Zhang,2011)suggestedthatsocial
mediadiffersfromtraditionalmediabecauseofthewayinformationisdiscovered,distributedand
consumed.Otherresearchersconfirmedthatsocialmediadiffersfromtraditionalmediabecauseit
ischeaperandmoreaccessible(citedinWigley&Zhang,2011).AccordingtoHilletal.,(2013)on
socialmedia,everybodyhasavoiceandcanbeheard.Althoughsocialmediaisalreadyusedwidely
acrossthepublicrelationsfieldallovertheworld,studiesontheeffectsofsocialmediaduringcrisis
situationsarestillscarceandnewbypublicrelationspractitionersintheArabWorld.Thus,it is
importanttoconductresearchthatinvestigateshowpublicrelationspractitionersintheUnitedArab
Emiratisusesocialmediaduringcrisesinpublicandprivatesectors.Thepresentstudyaimstofill
thegapandenhanceliterature.Italsoprovidesinsightsfororganizationstouseinmanagingcrisis
communicationtoday.Publicrelationspractitionersconsiderthisstudyoneofthepioneeracademic
studiesthatfocusesontheusageofsocialmediaduringcrisissituationsinthepublicandprivate
organizationsinUAE.

SOCIAL MEDIA AND PUBLIC RELATIONS

Nowadays,theusageofsocialmediainthefieldofpublicrelationsisveryimportant.Researchers
have studied the role of social media in public relations practices. Despite number of scholars
fromvariousdisciplinesacrosstheglobe(e.g.,Alikilic&Atabek,2012;Avery,Lariscy,Amador,
Ickowitz,Primm,Taylor, 2010;Boyd&Ellison,2007;Camilia et al., 2013;Eyrich et al. 2008;
Ezumah,2013;Jaskson,2011;Yang&Kang,2009;Wright&Hinson,2009)whohaveconducted
variousandextensivestudiesontheuseanddiffusionofsocialmediaasapublicrelationsmedium,
littleresearchhasbeenconductedtoassesstheuseofsocialmediabypublicrelationsprofessionals
duringcrisisintheArabWorld.Forexample,Averyet al.,(2010)examinedtheadoptionanduses
ofsocialmediaamongpublicrelationsprofessionalswithinthefieldofhealthcare.Theysurveyed
281publicrelationsprofessionals inhealthagenciesfrom48states.Thefindingsconcludedlow
adoptionratesforsocialmediatoolsamongpublicrelationspractitioners.Only49ofthepractitioners
actuallyusedsocialmedia.Themaincommonbarrierpractitionersattributedfornotadoptingsocial
media,wasthelackofhomeaccesstotheInternet.ArecentstudywascarriedbyLiptak(2012)who
exploreddiffusionofsocialmediaamongpublicrelationspractitioners.Basedonthediffusionofthe
innovationstheory,thestudyexaminedwhypublicrelationspractitionersareslowadoptersofsocial
media.Findingsindicatedthatpublicrelationspractitionersfeltthatbrandrecognitionwasthemain
benefitofpracticingpublicrelationsthroughsocialmedia(Liptak,2012).Intheirstudy,onsocial
mediaadoptionamongTurkishpublicrelationsprofessionals,Alikilic&Atabek(2012)examined
thesocialmediaadoptionofPRprofessionalsinTurkeyandhowtheyemploysocialmediatools
bothinternallyandexternally.ThefindingsofthisstudyfoundthatTurkishPRprofessionalshighly
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