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Recent years have witnessed a flourishing development in the field of Public Relations

(hereinafter as PR), which adjusts its scholarly attention from the quantitatively inclined

studies on behavioral effectiveness to more of a critical discussion about social power

and ideological influence within PR practice, consequently in favor of an interpretivist

approach with a qualitative methodology toward a holistic analysis of a series of PR

performances. Driven by the rise of this critical perspective in qualitative PR research,

this paper aims to argue for a critical PR approach, tentatively by integrating a linguistic

perspective from Critical Discourse Studies to discuss crisis communication as a social

practice. Technically drawing on the theories of Political Public Relations (PPR in short)

and Critical Discourse Studies, the proposed framework attaches equal importance to

ideology, power, and identity instead of merely management function. It is illustrated

that a critical investigation of PR performances approaches both media and institutional

discourses, which are constructed by different social actors to frame a crisis and issue

immediate responses, exercise its power control and maintain stakeholder relationships,

and ultimately restore media and institutional images. On the one hand, the embedded

ideologies enacted by the institutional control the media power and construct positive

image representations. On the other hand, in order to exercise its administrative control,

the institution must emphasize the need for all the stakeholders and the affected group

to devote to resolving the crisis. The paper then concludes that the integrated framework

together with the qualitative method of linguistic analysis offers PR scholars insights

into the relationship between discourse, ideology, and crisis communication, as well as

proposes implications on the interdisciplinary research from which general qualitative

researchers could benefit. Hopefully, this integrated approach to crisis communication

will contribute to broadening the research scope of analyzing communication as a social

practice toward a comprehensive model.

Keywords: public relations (PR), communication practice, critical perspective, Critical Discourse Studies (CDS),

ideology, power, identity

INTRODUCTION

Conceptually speaking, Public Relations (PR) refers to the professional competence of an
organization to communicate with the public, to assess and negotiate its management performances
based upon the rapidly changing situations and stakeholder relationships (Chia, 2012, p. 11). With
the frequent incorporation of public relations ideas into political communication, scholars have
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also started to analyze how institutional agents such as the
central government and the political parties reproduce, monitor,
and politicize their conveyed information (see Boukala, 2014;
Boyd and Kerr, 2016; Krzyzanowski, 2018). Consequently,
political public relations (PPR), recognized as an area of
political studies, comes in and covers the domains of PR,
political communication and political science. McNair (2011)
summarized the history of PPR in his book An Introduction
to Political Communication, and addressed four aspects: media
management, imagemanagement, internal communications, and
information management. According to Strömbäck and Kiousis
(2011, p. 8), PPR refers to the process in which “an organization
or individual actor for political purposes, through purposeful
communication and action, seeks to influence and to establish,
build and maintain beneficial relationships and reputations with
its key publics to help support its mission and achieve its goals”.
Thus, PPR is concerned with public relations under the political
context, which aims to handle mutual/multiparty relations,
address political issues by employing successful communication
actions and effective strategies, maintain institutional and
individual images.

Traditionally, whether in terms of business organizations or
political institutions (collectively as institutions or institutional
discourse), (P)PR studies are predominantly behaviorist and
quantitatively inclined, technically measuring the institutions
and the stakeholder groups’ communication and management
performances regarding the level of competence as well as
the degree of effectiveness. Nevertheless, the past decade has
witnessed the rise of another research approach, which employs
a critical dimension in discussing the PR issues (Martinelli,
2011, p. 44). More specifically, studies of this aspect invite
an interpretivist approach to unveil the ideological impact
exerted on the target stakeholders, thus in favor of a qualitative
methodology toward a holistic analysis. Thematically, Edwards
(2016) summarizes the history of PR especially the emergence
of criticism in the field with three consecutive periods of
development. Initially, PR started as a field for the staff of an
organization only to learn about the specific skills, techniques
andmanagement functions. That is to say, to manage stakeholder
relations calls for the staff to grasp professional skills and fulfill
the strategic goals. Later, PR was further established by industrial
practitioners as a crucial practice in the business industry,
emphasizing the role that PR knowledge plays in relationship
management. PR researchers paid their attention not only to
the theoretical knowledge but also to their workplace practice.
A critical investigation into PR issues was conducted later and
topics such as gender and racial discrimination first appeared in
PR literature across different disciplines (e.g., sociology, cultural
studies, and political science) (see Toth and Heath, 1992 for
Rhetorical and Critical Approaches to Public Relations; Heath
et al., 2009 for Rhetorical and Critical Approaches to Public
Relations II; L’Etang et al., 2016 for The Routledge Handbook
of Critical Public Relations). With the development of PR
fostered by scholars and practitioners, crisis management finally
becomes a crucial topic of critical investigation in PR studies,
e.g., communication and power in society (Edwards, 2016, p.
20). Nowadays, critical studies of public relations in this aspect

have flourished and focused on the manipulated use of media,
corporate, and government power in handling a series of political,
social, and natural crises. Driven by the rise of this critical
perspective in qualitative PR research, this paper argues for a
critical PR approach to crisis communication by integrating two
perspectives: Public Relations and Critical Discourse Studies.

PR PERSPECTIVE: CRISIS RESPONSE AS
MATERIAL ACTION

Crisis, Crisis Recognition, and Response
as Part of the Communication Process
According to Coombs (2007, p. 2-3, as cited in Coombs, 2010,
p. 19), the term “crisis” is generally defined as “the perception
of an unpredictable event that threatens important expectancies
of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organization’s
performance and generates negative outcomes”. Based on the
definition, three features are identified in times of a crisis: first
of all, a crisis is typically unexpected to occur for the target and
the audience, involving “non-routine events” and causing “a high
degree of uncertainty and anxiety” (Wang, 2016); second, the
interest groups known as stakeholders must be addressed in a
series of crisis events; third, whether it is a business organization,
or a political institution or any other agents, a crisis results in
negative consequences.

To dip into a comprehensive analysis of crisis communication
and management, Coombs (2007, 2012, 2015) proposes a three-
stage approach: precrisis, crisis event and postcrisis, of which
crisis recognition and response are prioritized. Crisis recognition
refers to the process in which a crisis is announced and confirmed
through framing by different institutional agents (business,
political, and media agents) depending on three factors of
the crisis nature: crisis dimensions, expertise of the dominant
coalition and persuasiveness of the presentation (see Coombs,
2015, p. 111). After crisis recognition, crisis response is the first
step to its material actions during the series of crisis events.
On receiving the latest information, a crisis management team
is required to inform both internal and external stakeholders
of its comments, plans and actions. During the communication
process, in principle the team should respond quickly, be
consistent and open (Coombs, 2015, p. 130); crisis response
should contain instructing information to avoid severe damage,
adjusting information for reputational management (Coombs,
2015, p. 139).

Institutional Image Repair and Situational
Crisis Communication
Crisis response is essential to image construction in the
following ways. First of all, if communication fails in a crisis,
institutional image will be damaged or collapse. Second,
communication between both internal and external stakeholders
contributes to a better understanding until the crisis settlement;
otherwise, institutional reputation may endure a dramatic
decline. Third, feasible or convincing solutions need to be
conveyed to the key publics through successful communication
skills for image repair. Recent studies have already illustrated
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how the business organizations and political institutions
rebuild their images or promote their reputation, with
much attention to two PR theories: Benoit (1997) image
restoration theory and Coombs’ (2015) situational crisis
communication theory.

Benoit (1997) proposed five image repair strategies (with
tactics) of maintaining institutional reputation: denial, evasion of
responsibility, reduction of offensiveness, corrective action, and
mortification. Guided by this theory, scholars have conducted
abundant studies on national image repair in crisis, e.g.,
Hurricane Katrina in US (Liu, 2007; Benoit and Pang, 2008;
Benoit and Henson, 2009) and product recall crisis in China
(Cai et al., 2009). For example, Benoit and Henson (2009)
discuss President Bush’s image repair discourse on Hurricane
Katrina but focuses on one single speech with three strategies:
bolstering (as of reducing offensiveness), defeasibility (evading
responsibility), and corrective action. They think the federal
response and the strategies used did not manage to persuade US
citizens. For instance, defeasibility is considered as inappropriate
when the government could not justify its inefficiency (Benoit
and Henson, 2009, p. 44). Overall, President Bush was criticized
for being slow and inefficient in response and the administration
got scolded for being incompetent in handling the emergency
issues especially after 9/11, and his role as US President failed
to live up to the public expectations. Another study by Cai
et al. (2009) investigates how China managed its government
image by handling public diplomacy affairs in a product recall
crisis in the year 2007. By analyzing official statements, press
transcripts and news materials, the study concludes that China
employed different image repair strategies to project an image
transformation from a “hurried and harried” to “surer and more
determined” country (Cai et al., 2009). The theory with its
strategies and tactics helps to analyze the effectiveness of crisis
responses toward the political goal of image restoration.

Building on image repair theory, Coombs (2015) proposes the
situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) to evaluate the
reputational threat in times of a crisis event, which produces a
more specific PR method to address image issues. In SCCT, the
crisis management team should locate the crisis type(s), refer to
the crisis history, and attend to its prior reputation (Coombs,
2015, p. 150-151). Importantly, Coombs makes a detailed list
of response strategies with regard to four postures: denial,
diminishment, rebuilding and bolstering. The first strategy is
denial, which includes attacking the accuser and scapegoating.
Attacking the accuser means refuting the accusation from the
counterpart and scapegoating means putting the blame on
others. The second strategy is diminishment, including excusing
and justification. Making an excuse refers to the process of
finding reasons for the crisis and the behavior. The third is
rebuilding, with compensation and apology. Responsible actors
have to compensate and apologize for the misdeeds. The last
strategy bolstering, which means boasting of the good traits
of the stakeholders, is divided into reminding, ingratiation
and victimage. According to Frandsen and Johansen (2017,
p. 110-111), Coombs’ SCCT offers guidelines to maintain
institutional reputation, negotiated based upon the “causal
attribution process” starting from analyzing crisis type(s),

intensifying factors, attribution of crisis responsibility to selection
of appropriate response strategies.

The above-mentioned are what Hearit (2021) called “message
strategies”, whose study helps PR scholars and practitioners to
identify the most appropriate pattern(s) of response in different
contexts of a crisis together with their evaluation, yet disregarding
the social, cultural, and ethical situations. A narrative approach
to crisis communication has become an alternative instead to
elaborate on the “storytelling strategies” employed in institutional
crises, paying equal attention to the narrative form as well
as universal nature (Marson, 2014). In fact, Sellnow et al.
(2019) have mentioned that the ambiguity of a crisis generates
a “narrative space” of interpretations, which consists of the
initial debatable narratives, then a more dominant description,
and finally crisis implications. In this process, Hearit (2021)
summarizes two guiding principles of offering the crisis narrative
accounts, namely fidelity and coherence, both contributing to a
meaningful as well as consistent construction of a crisis.

CDS PERSPECTIVE: CRISIS
COMMUNICATION AS SOCIAL PRACTICE

Introduction to Critical Discourse Studies
As a sub-branch under PR, research on crisis communication
addresses the response strategies selected, the stakeholder
relationships negotiated, and the communication power enacted.
Recent scholars have argued for a new PR research orientation,
which emphasizes the need to employ a critical approach for
examining social factors and their ideological effects on PR
practices (Martinelli, 2011, p. 44). The focus, shifting from
management to ideology, necessitates a better understanding
about PR in terms of social power and influence (McKie and
Munshi, 2009). Inspired by the theoretical input in this aspect,
this paper aims to integrate a linguistic perspective from Critical
Discourse Studies (CDS) to discuss crisis communication as a
social practice, where PR-related actors construct or reproduce
crisis reality in and through discourse.

CDS started from the idea of Critical Linguistics (CL), which
first appeared in Language and Control (Fowler et al., 1979).
Later, Fairclough (1989) coined the term of Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) in the field, which is defined by interpreting
linguistic features and in particular how ideology and power via
discourse influences the use of language. The common goal of
CDA (CDS) is to demonstrate the seemingly “normal or neutral”
techniques of shaping “the representation of events and persons
for particular ends” (Machin and Mayr, 2012, p. 5). As a critical
approach to discourse studies, CDS aims to deal with a social
problem and focuses on how it is represented through discourse,
involving not only a text analysis but also a critical evaluation.
Discourse, power and ideology are the key words in CDS. First,
discourse does not simply refer to “an extended stretch” of
language, but “a socially constructed knowledge of some social
practice” (Foucault, 1977, as cited in Van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 6).
Secondly, power is discussed with domination, which reveals the
unequal relationship between the social actors. Ideology is “a
coherent and relatively stable set of beliefs or values” (Wodak
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and Meyer, 2016, p. 8-9) and contributes to “maintaining [,]
transforming power relations” (Reisigl and Wodak, 2016, p. 25).

CDS Research on Institutional Image and
Crisis Representation
CDS research into the study of institutional image and crisis
management focuses upon media representations of institutional
images in a crisis (e.g., Carvalho, 2006; Caldas-Coulthard, 2007;
Jahedi and Abdullah, 2012; Wang and Liu, 2015; Kalim and
Janjua, 2019; Zappettini and Krzyzanowski, 2019), and the
discursive construction of identities in a business organization
or political institution (e.g., Wodak et al., 2009; Aydin-Düzgit,
2014; Peng et al., 2021). On the one hand, news reports of
a national crisis can be seen as recontextualized information
concerning a crisis in the political context. On the other hand,
the use of discursive strategies by the government or institutional
actors contributes to revealing the “constructed institutional
identities” (Aydin-Düzgit, 2014, p. 364). In fact, CDS scholars
have utilized different approaches to analyzing institutional
images and crisis issues such as Fairclough’s (1992, 1995,
2001) three-dimensional model (TDM) for elaborating upon
the dialectical relationship between discourse and social change;
Wodak and Meyer (2009) discourse-historical approach (DHA)
for addressing “identity management and increased public self-
reflection” (Wodak et al., 2009, p. 2), Van Leeuwen (2008)
discourse as recontextualized social practice. These approaches
emphasize the roles that the political, institutional and media
agents play in reframing institutional crises. For instance, to
investigate the media representations of Iran’s national image,
Jahedi and Abdullah (2012) discuss the use of language and its
ideological construction of Iran inNew York Times by integrating
Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG) and Fairclough’s
TDM. The study examines the process types of SFG and analyses
how the Iran-related participants were represented as social
actors, which construes ideological meanings in the system.
Analysis of the thematized structures and the lexical choices in
news discourse suggest a negative orientation of depicting Iran
as a threatening outsider which is associated with extremism,
threat and anti-democracy. Fairclough’s TDM model directs the
audience to critically understand language in news discourse as a
social practice. Other studies discuss the 2003 SARS outbreak in
distant suffering reports (Joye, 2010), China’s bullet-train crash
(Wang and Liu, 2015), the risk conflicts and mediatized debate
on GM food (Maeseele, 2015), Sweden’s wildfire (Öhman et al.,
2016), terrorist attack in Pakistan (Kalim and Janjua, 2019),
Britain’s exit from EU (Zappettini and Krzyzanowski, 2019),
Google and Apple’s crisis communication in China (Peng et al.,
2021), etc.

Fairclough’s Three-Dimensional Model for
Discourse and Social Change
Theoretically, to address discourse and social change, a three-
dimensional model (TDM) of critical discourse analysis was
proposed by Norman Fairclough in his well-known book
Discourse and Social Change (1992), presented in Figure 1

(Fairclough, 1992, p. 73; Fairclough, 1995, p. 96-98 for a detailed

FIGURE 1 | Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional model.

version; Fairclough, 2001 for an improved model). According to
Fairclough (1995), there are three dimensions in analyzing the
discourse of a social event, including the linguistic text, discourse
practice, and sociocultural practice. Consequently, analysis of
discourse should be three-dimensional: “linguistic description of
the language text, interpretation of the relationship between the
(productive and interpretative) discursive processes and the text,
explanation of the relationship between the discursive processes
and the social processes” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 97). Specifically,
in the first dimension, formal properties of the text are discussed
such as grammar, vocabulary and text structure; in the second
dimension, the processes of text production (socially positioned
producers), the distribution and consumption (intertextuality
and interdiscursivity) are involved; as for the last dimension,
ideology, power and social practice are examined (Fairclough,
1992, p. 75, 78, 86).

A CRITICAL PR APPROACH TO CRISIS
COMMUNICATION: 3 STEPS

Integrating PR and CDS I: Framing Crises
Through Media Discourse
The first aspect of the critical investigation into PR studies
relates to communication power in and throughmedia discourse,
whose analysis focuses on how media sources as an important
social agent exercise their huge power on framing social
reality. According to Herman and Chomsky (2008, p. 61),
during information dissemination, the mass media “inculcate
individuals with the values, beliefs, and codes of behavior
that will integrate them into the institutional structures of the
larger society”, whose roles must be fulfilled via “systematic
propaganda”. The consequence is that a crisis tends to be handled
in the report by imposing an ideological perspective on the public
and prompting this opinion to be accepted as a piece of fact
(Ciofalo et al., 2015, p. 4). Pavelka (2015, p. 2163) raises the term
“media manipulation”, holding that the texts are produced by the
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agents (actually text producers) as part of their communication
tools and behavior to restructure social and cultural reality.
Moreover, media coverage would contribute to negotiating and
shaping the citizens’ perception of the crisis (Bos et al., 2016, p.
97), and thus influence their own personalized framing (Van der
Meer and Verhoeven, 2013). In that case, crisis communication
under the political context embraces the feature of “framing”,
which is equal to “emphasizing or deemphasizing particular
aspects of political or social reality”, with applications in framing
situations, attributes, risks, actions and responsibility (Hallahan,
2011, p. 178-191). These “systems of frames” are activated by
the ideological language, whose repeated use contributes to
normalizing the seemingly neutral messages (Lakoff, 2010, p. 72).

News media can be seen to report the event before, during and
after a crisis. Apart frommedia power, Kapuściński and Richards
(2016) examine framing effects on the audience perception of
a crisis, based on which they categorize the framing types
into “equivalency framing” and “emphasis framing”. Equivalency
framing occurs when “different but logically equivalent words”
are used to convey opposing crisis effects such as “5%
unemployment” or “95% employment”; emphasis framing refers
to the process in which “alternative” aspects of the crisis are
emphasized among the facts such as “more advantages over
disadvantages” (Kapuściński and Richards, 2016, p. 236-237).
Other studies center not only on traditional (printed) media, but
on social media, whose role is to escalate the communication
effect and improve its efficiency and effectiveness of response (see
Graham et al., 2015; Zhu et al., 2017; Cheng, 2020).

Integrating PR and CDS II: Negotiating
Strategies via Institutional Discourse
The second aspect of the critical investigation into PR studies
illustrates how crisis response as a social action can be
constructed by the source agent. Due to the mystery or high
stakes of a crisis, institutional responses and its actions play an
important role in managing its reputation in the short/long term
(Chewning, 2015, p. 73). Traditionally, PR researchers did not
pay enough attention to the political establishment; instead, more
emphasis was stressed on business organizations. For example,
Berg and Robb (1992) examine the management performances
of the company Kraft USA in a crisis about cheese promotion,
in which a prize-winning game was designed for its products
but encountered serious problems with printing errors. This PR
study is later compared with two paradigm cases of Johnson
& Johnson’s product tampering case (the Tylenol case) and
the Chrysler Motor fraud case. The research highlights the use
of relevant cases in developing crisis management strategies,
and contributes to the PR approach by what is called from a
“generic” angle (see Berg and Robb, 1992, p. 108). Specifically,
they suggest what Simons (1986, p. 36-37, as cited in Berg and
Robb, 1992, p. 108) called “persuasive discourse”, which can be
constructed in PR studies to identify the generic features and
rules, summarize the most suitable patterns (of strategies) in use.
More importantly, stakeholder engagement, which technically
refers to “a process by which an organization engages relevant
stakeholders for a clear purpose to achieve accepted outcomes”

(Walker et al., 2015), has been a frequently used strategy of
managing crisis preparedness and response (see Walker et al.,
2015; Ahmed et al., 2020; Fissi et al., 2022). In fact, Arnold
et al. (2012) have used critical discourse analysis as part of
an integrated approach to discuss how diverse stakeholders
reestablished the concept of expert knowledge, negotiated the
use of power, and manage uncertainty or conflict in an adaptive
collaborative management workshop.

As the PR discipline developed, not only management actions
but also rhetorical strategies of both source and stakeholder
agents are discussed during a crisis, in which the narration of
a crisis by the source agent can be perceived as a response to
legitimize its action and behavior, to convince the stakeholders
of its competence and willingness to fulfill responsibility, and
ultimately to downplay the crisis (Heath, 2004, p. 169-170, as
cited in Boys, 2009, p. 294; Fonseca and Ferreira, 2015; Hansson,
2015). For example, during the crisis of clerical sexual abuse, Boys
(2009, p. 297) finds that the United States Council of Catholic
Bishops performed active operations as the defensive initiatives
in positioning itself in the crisis, narrated in a “declarative” and
“proactive” tone; and the second tactic is “silence” as a response.
The analysis of rhetoric helps to demonstrate how the tactics
are drawn on to publicize the actions and realize the desired
management outcomes, and the use of response strategies has
currently become the focus, not only on immediate reaction,
but also on how the institution would answer in response to
those unfavorable media reports. Nijkrake et al. (2015, p. 87)
attach importance to institutional communication, especially
the response strategies against a series of negative comments,
indicating that the crisis is framed by the media reports from
the aspects of conflict, crisis responsibility, economic losses and
human-interest messages.

Integrating PR and CDS III: Locating
Institutional Power, Ideologies, and Values
To initiate an integrated approach to PR studies means to
attach equal importance to ideology and power instead of merely
management function. As one of the first few scholars to reflect
on critical perspectives for analyzing PR, Toth (2009) focuses
more on how PR contributes to social changes, and to “disrupt
our beliefs about organizations and public” (Toth, 2009, p. 53).
In her historical preview, feminism and postmodernism were the
first topics discussed within critical studies. Feminist criticism,
studied under the PR approach, regards gender differences as
“social constructions”, categorized as a stereotype to achieve
imbalance in those PR positions, exposing both men and women
to “narrow self-identities” (Toth, 2009; see Aldoory, 2009; Fitch,
2016 for other feminist studies). As for postmodernism in a
narrow sense, a philosophical movement that calls for a more
in-depth understanding about the role of ideology in power
control, critical researchers endeavor to uncover the unequal
power relations of institutional biases, currently backed up by the
more powerful agents (Toth, 2009, p. 53). A topic of branding or
reputation promotion can be found in Dolea (2016), highlighting
the ideological influences of neoliberalism, which means that
the central government and other political institutions are faced
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with fierce market competition and required to employ the
strategic measures to build a positive image in the global market.
PR comes in as international relations and communication
management are prioritized in national branding. Other studies
can be found such as in Waymer and Heath (2016), who aim
to discuss the notion of race and the problem with racism via
institutional discourse. More recently, Brunner and Smallwood
(2019) propose an integrated approach called public interest
relations (PIR) to address the negotiable relationship between
public interest (social goodwill and community trust) and
institutional goals. In their opinion, PIR should be enacted as an
institutional value that encourages social changes, earns mutual
trust and establishes goodwill in the long-term management;
three PIR practices are technically involved, i.e., creation of space
for facilitating dialogues, amplification of diverse voices and
debatable viewpoints, suggestions on social and ethical issues
for balancing short-term and long-term institutional missions
(Brunner and Smallwood, 2019; Anderson, 2021). With that
said, Johan et al. (2020) further conclude conflict management
through stakeholder collaboration helps PR practitioners to
consider more of public interests in the decision-making process,
thus establishing a new institutional identity toward social
stability and peace.

DISCUSSION

Toward a Critical PR Approach to
Analyzing Crisis Communication
This paper proposes an integrated approach to the studies
on crisis communication, specifically a critical public relations
approach to crisis response and image rebuilding. In fact, few
studies have been conducted in the past decade integrating
linguistic and management theories (except for Phillips et al.,
2008; Motion and Leitch, 2016). Phillips et al. (2008) attempted
to apply CDS theories to analyzing strategic management as
a branch of business organization and management studies.
They discuss the relationship between discourse and strategy,
proposing a discursive model with three distinct approaches:
narrating the rhetoric of strategy at the textual level; getting
actors involved at the discourse level externally and internally;
working out logics (“systems of shared meanings”) outside
the institution at the social level (Phillips et al., 2008, p.
781). Their study provides management researchers with an
outline of what to be considered in conducting a strategic
management analysis. Fairclough’s TDM approach is used
as an effective way to analyze the management response
represented by text (written) and talk (spoken) through
institutional discourse. Besides, Motion and Leitch (2016) initiate
a critical PR approach, with Foucault’s problematization and
Fairclough’s TDM approach as the theoretical foundations of
the research agenda. Problematization as a technique works
in the study of institutional PR where the general goal of
critical scholars is to “problematize public relations practices
designed to normalize discourse transformations and create
legitimacy for privileged power regimes or instances of power
relations” (see Motion and Leitch, 2016, p. 144). In terms of

the TDM approach to a social problem, texts under the PR
mode involve not only the written language, but also other
multimodal resources; discourse practice can be connected
with the strategies, relationships, and the decision-making
processes; social practice is intended to study “institutional
stability or change”, and ultimately ideology in the broader
and social context (Motion and Leitch, 2016, p. 146). However,
Motion and Leitch do not elaborate on the process of doing
a CDA, including how the theories of PR and CDS can
be integrated toward a critical PR approach. Moreover, not
enough details are explained about crisis communication as an
important sub-area.

To Critique Public Relations as a Social
Practice: A Proposed Framework
Based on the previous discussions of CDS and PR, a
theoretical framework is proposed for analyzing institutional
communication and management, specifically drawing upon
Fairclough (1992) three-dimensional model (TDM) and
the designated use of crisis response strategies. Fairclough’s
TDM theory contributes by discussing the dialectical
relationship between discourse and social practice, when
institutional communication should be addressed in terms
of three levels of discourse practices: textual, discursive,
and social practice. The use of crisis response theories
contributes when information subsidies (e.g., state media
reports, information updates and responses), stakeholder
relationships and general PR practices are elaborated in parallel
with the three levels of practices (see the figure below for
the integration).

As Maeseele (2015) said, CDS aims to “reveal the role
of discursive strategies and practices in the creation and
reproduction of (unequal) relations of power, which are
understood as ideological effects” (Maeseele, 2015, p. 282).
Crisis communication as a social practice can be analyzed
to illustrate how the institution employs crisis response
strategies in times of a crisis to control information flow,
counter criticism, and maintain its image. Both perspectives are
complementary of each other and should be combined as a
critical PR approach to the case studies of image building and
crisis response. The framework above was developed through
combining CDS and PR to achieve a better understanding
of crisis response and image building through media and
institutional discourses. The integrated approach should be
used based on these principles: first, the research is supposed
to be event-based, for which the crisis will be divided into
several phases with different response strategies adopted by the
internal stakeholders; second, the study may not be restricted
to one discourse, but apply in different discourses, either
spoken or written (e.g., media and institutional discourses),
which are created by media and organizational agents in PR
practices; third, crisis communication is recognized as a crucial
part of PR, but the integrated approach should also involve
other aspects such as media communication and relationship
management, to which the applicability of the research could still
be extended.
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Contributions of a Critical PR Approach to
Crisis Communication
As Richardson (2007) mentioned, “CDA approaches discourse as
a circular process in which social practices influence texts, via
shaping the context and mode in which they are produced, and
in turn texts help influence society via shaping the viewpoints
of those who read or otherwise consume them” (Richardson,
2007, p. 37). Regarding crisis communication as a type of social
practice, a critical investigation into PR practices approaches
both media and institutional discourses, constructed by the state
media and the stakeholder nation or institution to frame the
crisis, issue immediate responses, and restore its media and
institutional images.

Relationship Between Discourse, Crisis,
and Communication Practices
Crises are “socially produced and discursively constituted”
phenomena since media and institutional discourses contribute
to generating, eliminating, operating and tackling different
crisis situations (De Rycker and Mohd Don, 2013, p. 4).
Under this circumstance, crises are presumed to be subjective
“constructions” of social events, as political agents such as
the establishment tend to redefine the crisis situations, initiate
possible actions, and further maintain positive stakeholder
relationships (De Rycker and Mohd Don, 2013, p. 10-11).
Stakeholder institutions are expected to undergo a series of
responses and actions through institutional discourse. Whether
managing the immediacy or gaining perceived control of the
crisis, these institutions attempt to neutralize the negative
impact, argue for the sense of professionalism and credibility,
boasted of the positive traits maintained. Meanwhile, the pro-
institutional media would foreground leadership roles, sense of
trustworthiness and solidarity.

Media Discourse, Institutional Discourse,
and Ideological Impact
One implication is that the stakeholder institutions would convey
ideologies through media and institutional discourses, especially
when they address the series of crisis communication and
management efforts and stakeholder relationships. Jones (2012,
p. 14) said that, “In some respects, ideologies help to create
a shared worldview and sense of purpose among people in a
particular group”. In that case, these “shared” ideas or conveyed
values will play an important role in shaping the point of
views about the institution’s communication performances in
tackling the crisis, known as ideological impact in conducting
PR practices.

In terms of state media reports, positive representations of
the stakeholders or stakeholder institutions can be seen as image
restoration efforts. Technically recognized as part of information
framing, the pro-institutional reports are expected to convey
the sense of solidarity while depicting the institutions as being
effective and efficient. The full support for and enthusiasm
toward the affected group are extensively reported, with a faithful
attempt to handle the external stakeholder connections. In this
way, media discourse can be constructed to sensitize the key

publics to the patriotic feelings for a united impression as
well as an image of solidarity between the institutions and
other key stakeholders. Similarly, the institutional responses,
issued by the political or corporate agents, are expected to
provoke the sense of solidarity, or their collective performances
in and through institutional discourse. Specifically, institutional
discourse can be constructed to narrate the entire management
as in a process of engaging the internal members and prioritizing
stakeholder interests to strengthen their confidence in terms of
crisis handling.

Communication Power, Institutional
Recovery, and Identity
The integrated approach also reveals how the use of
communication power contributes to rebuilding a recovery
institutional identity. In fact, Smudde and Courtright (2010)
have summarized the relationship between PR and power,
and also pointed out three dimensions of power nurtured in
PR practices: hierarchical, rhetorical, and social power. Their
idea indicates that the hierarchical dimension of power is
concerned with “control and authority” as well as “domination
and oppression”, with prominent leadership skills and roles
presented for the organization to implement “power strategies”
and exercise its administration. The rhetorical dimension
of power contributes to demonstrating the impact and the
effectiveness in using different “communication acts” or
“tactics”, realized through linguistic tools and discourse. The
social dimension of power is then determined by the stakeholder
relationships and based on their shared ethics and collective
performances toward professionalism.

To put it under a crisis context, the hierarchical dimension
of power is reflected in the way the institution exercises its
administrative control andmaintain the sense of authority, which
include demonstrating information validity and showcasing
leadership roles by fulfilling institutional commitments.
Moreover, the social dimension of power is implemented
by establishing stakeholder relationships and enhancing
positive mutual impact, which include emphasizing collective
interests, foregrounding support, and boasting of the positive
traits conveyed and commitments fulfilled. Finally, whether
successfully or not, the rhetorical dimension of power is
manipulated to defend response effectiveness, institutional
misbehavior and the joint decisions, which is equal to excusing
the institution from different aspects of criticism during the
crisis. The three dimensions of power, realized through the use
of communication actions and strategies, contribute to achieving
the ultimate goal of institutional recovery. The institution in
this process endeavored to redefine the possible breakthroughs,
respond to the external suspicions and resolve different levels
of crisis, in order to prove its firm beliefs in the resolution and
establish a recovery identity.

CONCLUSION AND LIMITATIONS

Drawing on the theories of (political) public relations and critical
discourse studies, this paper has proposed a critical public
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FIGURE 2 | An integrated framework.

relations approach to crisis communication, which hopefully
will contribute to broadening the research scope of analyzing
communication and management as a social practice toward a
comprehensive model for both PR and CDS scholars. Moreover,
it invites an interpretivist approach to unveil the ideological
impact exerted throughout the management process due to the
recent rise of a critical perspective in qualitative PR research.

Despite the contributionmentioned, the present study still has
its limitations, one of which is the possibility of incorporating
stakeholder engagement into the framework as another crucial
part of institutional crisis communication. Except for the
second level of discursive practice which emphasizes handling
stakeholder relationships (see Figure 2 above for internal and
external stakeholder relationships), the paper does not specify
the process of “stakeholder identification” (Ulmer and Sellnow,
2000), the necessity to “establish value positions” with key
stakeholders precrisis and after the crisis (Ulmer, 2001), their
value maximization and interest legitimacy (Alpaslan et al.,
2009), all supported by the stakeholder theory or relevant

models. Future studies should continue to improve the integrated
framework in these areas.

In a nutshell, the proposed framework integrating PR and
CDS with the qualitative method of linguistic analysis offers
PR scholars insights into the relationship between discourse,
ideology and crisis communication, and gives methodological
implications about the interdisciplinary research from which
qualitative PR researchers could benefit.
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