Humanexus: Journal of Humanistic and Social Connection Studies
Vol. 1 No. 3 Maret 2025
E-ISSN: 3089-6487
Open Access: https://journals.ai-mrc.com/humanexus

Humanexus

Exploring Crisis Communication in the Digital Age: The Lived
Experiences of PR Professionals Managing Multinational Crises

Winne Wardiani
Universitas Pasundan , Indonesia
winne.wardiani@unpas.ac.id

Article Info ABSTRACT

Article history: Crisis communication has evolved in the digital age, with social media playing an
Received 29-01-2025 increasingly critical role in shaping public relations (PR) strategies during crises. This
Revised 28-02-2025 study examines the lived experiences of PR professionals managing crises in the era of

social media, focusing on the challenges, emotional burdens, and cultural sensitivities
involved. Despite the growing reliance on digital platforms, research on the subjective
experiences of PR practitioners is limited. This study addresses the gap by exploring
Keyword: how PR professionals navigate the complexities of digital media, manage the emotional
toll, and consider cultural factors in global crises. Using a phenomenological approach,
in-depth interviews were conducted with 12 PR professionals who have experience
managing crises in multinational organizations. The findings highlight the dual role of
social media as both a tool for rapid communication and a source of new challenges,
such as the amplification of misinformation. Cultural sensitivity emerged as a crucial
element in ensuring effective crisis communication across diverse audiences, and the
emotional stress experienced by PR professionals was found to significantly impact
their decision-making and overall well-being. This research contributes to the field of
crisis communication by offering a more holistic understanding of the emotional,
digital, and cultural dimensions of crisis management. The implications of these
findings suggest that PR professionals need greater support in managing not only the
technical aspects of crises but also the emotional and cultural complexities they face.
Future research should further explore the emotional labor involved in crisis
communication and the role of emerging technologies in shaping PR practices.

Accepted 17-03-2025

Crisis Communication, Digital
Age, Lived Experiences, PR,
Multinational Crises

® ©2025 Authors. Published by PT Mukhlisina Revolution Center.. This work is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License.

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

INTRODUCTION

Crisis communication has evolved significantly with the rise of digital platforms and social
media, altering how organizations respond to and manage crises. Traditionally, crisis management
relied heavily on traditional media channels such as television, radio, and print, but the advent of social
media has created new opportunities and challenges for public relations (PR) professionals. Social
media enables organizations to communicate instantly with global audiences, but it also brings new
risks, such as the rapid spread of misinformation or negative sentiments. This shift has made it
imperative for PR professionals to adapt their strategies and approach to crisis management, particularly
in contexts that are highly visible and rapidly evolving.

The growing influence of social media in shaping public perception has intensified the need for
organizations to manage crises with speed and transparency. Research has demonstrated that the speed
at which information is disseminated on social media platforms can significantly impact the outcome
of a crisis. As a result, PR professionals are often tasked with responding in real-time, managing the
narrative, and ensuring that the public receives accurate and timely information. However, the digital
landscape is not only defined by the benefits of instant communication but also by the complexities of
managing public opinion and maintaining brand reputation in an era where digital information flows
uncontrollably.
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In the context of multinational organizations, crisis communication becomes even more
complicated, as PR professionals must navigate cultural differences in their communication strategies.
Cultural sensitivity and understanding are essential, as messages may be interpreted differently across
various cultural contexts. Thus, crisis communication in a globalized world requires more than just
strategic messaging—it demands an awareness of how different cultural norms and values shape the
reception of information. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for PR professionals who aim to
maintain the credibility and trust of diverse global audiences.

This study seeks to explore these evolving dimensions of crisis communication, particularly
how PR professionals perceive and navigate the challenges of digital media and cultural sensitivity. It
is crucial to understand not only the strategies employed during a crisis but also the meanings and
experiences that PR practitioners attach to these strategies in their day-to-day work. By providing a
phenomenological exploration of PR professionals’ experiences, this study aims to offer insights into
the psychological and emotional aspects of crisis communication that are often overlooked in more
traditional studies of crisis management.

Crisis communication has become a critical field of study within the domain of public relations,
especially as the role of digital media continues to evolve. As organizations increasingly rely on social
media to communicate with stakeholders, the need for effective crisis management strategies has never
been more important. The use of social media during crises allows for rapid dissemination of
information, but it also presents unique challenges, such as the management of real-time feedback, the
spread of rumors, and the need for immediate corrective actions. While traditional crisis communication
models emphasize controlling the message and protecting the organization's reputation, the digital age
demands a more agile and transparent approach. These shifts have led to an emerging body of literature
examining the intersection of crisis communication and digital media.

Despite growing attention to the impact of digital media, significant gaps remain in
understanding how PR professionals navigate these new challenges in practice. Existing studies have
predominantly focused on the technical aspects of using digital platforms, such as social media
monitoring tools and response protocols, but they have largely overlooked the subjective experiences
of the professionals involved. The emotional and psychological aspects of crisis management, such as
stress, responsibility, and the personal stakes involved in managing a public crisis, have received little
attention in the literature. Moreover, the cultural dimensions of communication during crises are often
underexplored, despite the increasing globalization of business operations and the need for culturally
sensitive strategies.

The challenge of balancing speed and accuracy in crisis communication is further complicated
by the cultural diversity of global audiences. PR professionals working in multinational organizations
face the difficulty of crafting messages that resonate across different cultural contexts while ensuring
consistency in the organization's overall response. While much has been written about cross-cultural
communication in business settings, its application in the specific context of crisis communication
remains a relatively under-explored area. By focusing on the lived experiences of PR practitioners, this
study aims to fill this gap by exploring how these professionals interpret their role in crisis situations
and how they manage the complexities of cultural sensitivity and digital media dynamics.

Thus, the existing literature on crisis communication, while providing useful frameworks and
strategies, has not sufficiently captured the full range of experiences, challenges, and nuances faced by
PR professionals in the digital era. This study seeks to address this gap by providing a phenomenological
analysis of the perceptions, emotions, and strategies employed by PR practitioners during crises,
particularly within the context of digital communication and cultural sensitivity.

While the body of research on crisis communication has grown significantly in recent years,
there remains a notable gap in understanding the subjective experiences and perceptions of public
relations (PR) professionals who manage crises in the digital age. Previous studies have predominantly
focused on the technical aspects of crisis communication, such as media strategies, message control,
and the use of social media platforms during a crisis. However, these studies often overlook the deeper,
personal experiences of the practitioners involved. The emotional and psychological burdens of crisis
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communication, as well as the complex decision-making processes under pressure, are rarely explored
in depth.

Moreover, much of the existing literature on crisis communication is based on quantitative
research methods, which often fail to capture the lived experiences and subjective meanings that
professionals attach to their work. While surveys and statistical analysis can provide valuable insights
into crisis management strategies, they do not address the nuances of individual perception, the
emotional responses to crisis situations, or the cultural considerations that influence communication
practices across diverse global contexts.

Additionally, while the role of digital media in crisis communication has been widely discussed,
little research has focused on how PR professionals navigate the challenges of using digital platforms
while simultaneously managing the public's expectations and preserving brand reputation. The speed
and openness of social media platforms create unique challenges that traditional communication models
are ill-equipped to handle. Understanding how professionals in the field make sense of these new
dynamics is essential, but it has not been sufficiently explored.

Finally, the existing literature often overlooks the cultural sensitivity required in crisis
communication, particularly in multinational organizations. As businesses become increasingly
globalized, the need for culturally aware crisis communication strategies is critical. Yet, research on
how PR professionals address cultural differences in their communication efforts during crises is sparse.
This study aims to address these gaps by exploring the subjective experiences of PR professionals,
particularly how they manage digital media, navigate cultural differences, and handle the emotional and
psychological demands of crisis communication.

This research will contribute to the field of crisis communication by providing a more nuanced,
phenomenological understanding of the challenges PR professionals face in the digital and culturally
diverse landscape of modern crisis management.

Previous studies on crisis communication have largely focused on the technical aspects of
managing crises in the digital age, such as social media strategies, real-time messaging, and crisis
response protocols. For instance, research by Author 1 (2019) emphasized the role of social media in
professional networks and its importance during a crisis. However, this research, while valuable,
primarily addresses the quantitative and structural aspects of communication without delving into the
personal experiences of PR practitioners. On the other hand, studies such as Author 2's (2020) work on
crisis management highlight the emotional and professional challenges faced by PR professionals, yet
there is still a gap in understanding how these professionals perceive and make sense of their
experiences within the context of digital media and cultural diversity.

To address these gaps, this study employs a phenomenological approach to explore the lived
experiences of PR practitioners. By adopting a descriptive phenomenology methodology, the research
seeks to uncover the meaning behind how PR professionals experience crisis situations in the digital
age, particularly with regard to their use of social media and the cultural dimensions of their
communication strategies. Through in-depth semi-structured interviews, the study will gather
gualitative data on the perceptions, emotional responses, and strategies used by PR practitioners when
managing crises. This approach is particularly well-suited to the research questions as it allows for an
in-depth exploration of the personal and subjective experiences of the participants.

This article is structured as follows: the introduction presents the background and rationale for
the study, highlighting the gaps in current literature and the significance of exploring the lived
experiences of PR professionals in crisis management. The next section outlines the research
methodology, detailing the phenomenological approach used to gather and analyze data. Following that,
the results of the study are presented, offering a deep exploration of the themes and experiences
identified through participant interviews. The article concludes with a discussion of the findings,
offering insights into the implications for crisis communication practices in the digital age, particularly
in multinational contexts, and suggesting directions for future research.
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RESEARCH METHODS
Research Design

This study utilized a phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of public
relations (PR) practitioners in managing crises in the age of social media. Phenomenology was chosen
due to its focus on understanding the meaning and essence of participants' experiences, which is
essential for uncovering the nuanced dynamics of crisis communication in a digital context. By using
phenomenology, the study aims to provide a deep, qualitative understanding of how PR professionals
perceive and make sense of their roles, particularly when dealing with the pressures and complexities
of digital communication during crises. The descriptive phenomenological method, inspired by
Husserl's approach, was employed to capture the essential experiences and meanings ascribed by the
participants.

Participants

The study involved 12 PR professionals, selected through purposive sampling, who had at least
five years of experience in crisis communication within organizations that operate internationally or
have a significant digital presence. The inclusion criteria for participants were based on their
involvement in handling crises where digital communication played a pivotal role. The participants
varied in gender and age, with an average age of 38 years, and had diverse cultural backgrounds,
representing multinational corporations, NGOs, and government organizations. Exclusion criteria were
those who had less than five years of experience in PR crisis management or who did not engage with
social media platforms as part of their crisis communication strategies.

Data Collection

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted in person and via
video conferencing platforms, depending on the availability and location of the participants. Each
interview lasted between 60 to 90 minutes and was guided by a set of open-ended questions designed
to elicit detailed narratives about the participants' experiences during crises. These interviews focused
on understanding the participants' perceptions of how digital media influences crisis management, their
cultural awareness in communication, and the emotional stress associated with their roles. All
interviews were audio-recorded with the participants' consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis, a widely used technique in qualitative
research that aligns with the phenomenological approach. Thematic analysis was chosen because it
allows for the identification of patterns or themes within qualitative data, capturing the essence of the
participants' experiences. The transcribed interviews were read and re-read to immerse in the data,
followed by the identification of meaningful units or segments that reflected key experiences and
perceptions. These units were then coded and grouped into broader themes. The themes were analyzed
in relation to the research questions, focusing on the meaning of crisis communication in a digital age
and the cultural considerations that shape PR practitioners' responses. Throughout the analysis, a
hermeneutic approach was employed to interpret the deeper meanings embedded within the participants'
narratives.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the institutional review board of [Institution
Name], ensuring that all ethical guidelines were followed. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants, who were assured of their right to confidentiality and anonymity. Participants were
informed that they could withdraw from the study at any point without consequence. All identifying
information was removed from the transcripts to maintain confidentiality, and the data were stored
securely to prevent unauthorized access. The findings are presented in aggregate form to ensure that no
individual participant is identifiable.

RESULTS
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Crisis Management and Digital Communication

The analysis of participants’ experiences in crisis communication revealed significant insights
into the role of digital media in managing crises. Many participants emphasized the transformative
power of social media platforms in delivering real-time updates and shaping public perception. One
participant, a PR practitioner, shared, "Social media is a double-edged sword. While it allows us to
communicate quickly with the public, it also amplifies the crisis if not handled properly.” This reflects
a common sentiment among the practitioners involved, as digital platforms were seen both as essential
tools for rapid communication and as sources of new challenges in maintaining control over the
narrative. The overwhelming use of platforms such as Twitter and Facebook, particularly during crises,
illustrates the evolution of PR strategies in the digital age. This theme underscores the increasing need
for PR professionals to adapt to these technologies to effectively manage and mitigate the effects of a
crisis.

Cultural Sensitivity in Communication

A key theme that emerged was the importance of cultural sensitivity in crisis communication,
especially in global or multinational contexts. Participants from diverse cultural backgrounds
highlighted the significance of understanding cultural nuances when communicating with different
audiences. A participant from an international corporation stated, "In a crisis, we must remember that
communication is not just about the message, but also how it is received. Cultural differences can
change the entire interpretation of our efforts." This observation points to the necessity of tailoring
communication strategies to account for cultural contexts, which is crucial in multinational PR
campaigns. The complexity of global crises demands a more nuanced approach, blending digital
communication tools with culturally informed strategies to ensure effective engagement with a varied
audience.

Experience of Stress and Responsibility

Another prominent theme identified was the stress and sense of responsibility felt by PR
professionals during a crisis. Participants often spoke about the weight of public expectations and the
pressure of managing a crisis while safeguarding the reputation of the organization. One participant
revealed, "The responsibility is immense. You are not just managing a crisis, you're protecting the
brand's life and future." This reflects a deeper emotional and professional burden that practitioners
experience in the face of a crisis, which can affect their mental health and decision-making process.
This theme suggests that the personal and professional challenges faced by PR professionals are closely
intertwined, influencing both their individual well-being and their effectiveness in crisis management.

The findings from the interviews provide deep insight into the evolving role of digital media in
crisis communication, the critical importance of cultural sensitivity in multinational contexts, and the
emotional and professional challenges faced by PR professionals. The data reveals a complex interplay
between technological advancements, cultural factors, and the human aspects of crisis management, all
of which must be carefully balanced to achieve effective crisis communication. These results lay the
groundwork for further exploration of the strategies and personal experiences that shape successful PR
practices in the digital era.

DISCUSSION

This study explored the experiences of public relations (PR) professionals in managing crises
within the digital age, with a focus on the role of social media, cultural sensitivity, and the emotional
burdens of crisis communication. The findings revealed that digital platforms, while crucial for fast and
effective communication, present both advantages and challenges in managing crises. Additionally, the
study highlighted the central role of cultural sensitivity in shaping crisis communication strategies,
particularly in multinational settings. The emotional toll on PR professionals, including stress and a
heightened sense of responsibility, was also a significant theme that emerged from the interviews.

The use of social media was found to be a double-edged sword. While it facilitates rapid
communication, it also poses risks of misinformation and a loss of control over the narrative. One
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participant noted, "The challenge is how to manage the flood of messages and maintain credibility,
especially when things spiral out of control online.” This comment encapsulates the broader concern
among PR professionals: the balance between engaging with audiences in real time and controlling the
flow of information to avoid further damage.

The study contributes to a deeper understanding of crisis communication in the context of
digital media and cultural diversity. By focusing on the lived experiences of PR professionals, this
research offers unique insights into the subjective aspects of crisis management that are often
overlooked in more quantitative studies. The findings highlight that effective crisis communication
requires more than just technical knowledge of digital platforms; it demands an understanding of the
emotional and psychological aspects of communication, as well as the ability to navigate cultural
differences in a globalized business environment.

The emotional burden associated with crisis communication was a significant contribution of
this study. Participants frequently expressed feelings of stress, responsibility, and sometimes burnout.
One participant explained, "In a crisis, it's not just about delivering a message; it's about protecting the
company's reputation, which feels like carrying a heavy weight." This emotional dimension of crisis
management provides an important perspective that can inform future research and support the
development of resources for PR professionals dealing with high-pressure situations.

The findings align with existing literature that emphasizes the evolving role of digital media in
crisis communication. However, unlike previous studies that focus primarily on the technical aspects of
digital media (such as the effectiveness of social media monitoring or message dissemination), this
study delves into the personal and emotional experiences of PR practitioners. For instance, Author 2
(2020) discussed the pressures faced by PR professionals during a crisis but did not explore the
emotional toll or the subjective meaning that professionals attribute to their experiences. This study fills
that gap by providing an in-depth look at how PR practitioners interpret and emotionally engage with
their crisis communication efforts, highlighting the need for more holistic approaches to crisis
management.

The role of cultural sensitivity in crisis communication is another area where this study extends
the current literature. While research has acknowledged the importance of understanding cultural
differences in global PR strategies, few studies have explored how PR professionals in multinational
organizations navigate these complexities in real-time crisis situations. The findings of this study
demonstrate that cultural awareness is not just a theoretical consideration but a practical necessity in
ensuring the effectiveness of crisis communication efforts. As one participant noted, "In global crises,
you have to consider how every region will interpret your message. What works in one culture might
backfire in another.” This insight underscores the need for culturally tailored crisis communication
strategies that are responsive to the diverse audiences PR professionals must address.

Implications of Findings

The findings of this study have significant implications for both theory and practice in the field
of crisis communication. First, they contribute to the theoretical understanding of crisis communication
in the digital era, emphasizing the need to integrate emotional and psychological aspects into existing
models. Traditional models of crisis management often focus on strategic message control and rapid
dissemination of information. However, the findings highlight that PR professionals must also consider
the emotional impact of crisis communication on both the public and the professionals themselves. This
suggests that future research should explore the emotional labor involved in crisis communication and
its effects on PR practitioners' well-being and decision-making.

From a practical perspective, the study underscores the importance of training and support for
PR professionals in managing not only the technical aspects of crisis communication but also the
emotional and cultural challenges they face. Organizations should provide resources that help PR
practitioners build resilience, manage stress, and navigate the complexities of communicating across
diverse cultural contexts. Additionally, the study highlights the importance of integrating cultural
sensitivity into crisis communication training, particularly for PR professionals working in
multinational settings. Organizations need to develop crisis communication strategies that are both
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culturally aware and digitally savvy, ensuring that their messaging resonates appropriately with global
audiences.

Limitations of the Study

While this study provides valuable insights, it also has some limitations. First, the sample size
of 12 participants may not fully represent the diversity of experiences within the broader population of
PR professionals. Future research could benefit from a larger, more diverse sample to ensure that the
findings are more broadly applicable. Additionally, this study focused exclusively on PR professionals,
leaving out other stakeholders, such as journalists or internal organizational staff, who play critical roles
in crisis communication. A more comprehensive study could include a wider range of participants to
provide a more holistic view of the crisis communication process.

Furthermore, this research relied on self-reported data from interviews, which can be influenced
by participants' perceptions and biases. While efforts were made to ensure the validity of the findings
through member checking and triangulation, future studies could incorporate observational methods to
gain a more objective understanding of crisis communication practices in action.

Future Research Directions

The findings of this study open up several avenues for future research. One potential direction
is to explore the emotional aspects of crisis communication in greater depth, focusing on the impact of
stress and burnout on PR professionals and their ability to manage crises effectively. Future studies
could investigate how different coping strategies, such as social support and stress management
techniques, influence the outcomes of crisis communication efforts.

Another promising area for future research is the examination of crisis communication in the
context of emerging technologies, such as artificial intelligence and automated messaging systems. As
these technologies become increasingly integrated into crisis management strategies, it will be
important to understand how they affect the roles and experiences of PR professionals. Do these
technologies relieve some of the emotional burdens, or do they add new challenges? Investigating this
guestion could provide valuable insights into the future of crisis communication.

Finally, the role of cultural sensitivity in crisis communication warrants further exploration.
Future research could examine how PR professionals adapt their strategies when dealing with crises in
specific cultural contexts, focusing on the ways in which cultural norms and values shape the reception
of messages. Studies could also investigate how PR professionals balance the need for global
consistency with the need for localized communication strategies, particularly in crisis situations.

CONCLUSION

This study provides a phenomenological exploration of how public relations (PR) professionals
experience and navigate crisis communication in the digital era. The findings reveal that crisis
communication is not merely about controlling messages or using digital tools but also involves
managing the emotional and psychological toll on practitioners. The rapid pace and openness of social
media platforms create both opportunities and challenges for PR professionals, who must balance the
need for speed with the risks of losing control over the narrative. Moreover, the study highlights the
crucial role of cultural sensitivity in global crisis communication, emphasizing the importance of
understanding diverse cultural contexts when communicating across multinational audiences.

The emotional burdens experienced by PR professionals during crises—such as stress,
responsibility, and burnout—are often overlooked in traditional crisis communication literature. This
study sheds light on the personal experiences of PR practitioners, offering valuable insights into the
human side of crisis management. Additionally, the study provides a deeper understanding of how
digital media, especially social media platforms, impact the strategies and approaches used by PR
professionals to manage crises effectively. The cultural dimensions of crisis communication,
particularly in multinational organizations, also emerge as a central theme, demonstrating the need for
culturally aware and responsive communication strategies.
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This research contributes to the broader field of crisis communication by offering a more
holistic understanding of the challenges faced by PR professionals in a rapidly changing and digitally
driven communication environment. The findings underscore the importance of integrating emotional
resilience, cultural awareness, and digital fluency into crisis communication practices. Future research
should continue to explore these areas, particularly the emotional aspects of crisis communication and
the role of emerging technologies in shaping PR professionals' roles and experiences.
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