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Abstract

Understanding context is paramount to the practice of crisis communication. In this thesis, | explore
how cultural and political contexts influence crisis communication using Liberia as the area of
study. However, the scope is narrowed to understanding the research phenomenon from the
perspective of communicators in public sector organizations. Using a qualitative, interpretive
research approach and semi-structured interviews as the research method, the thesis analyzes

communicators' subjective experiences and interpretations.

The findings revealed the following themes as influencing factors for how crisis communication is
planned in Liberia, specifically by public sector organizations: a culture of Collectivism, a Culture
of Individualism, a Culture of Distrust and Disbelief, and finally, Authority and Government
Propaganda. However, all these contextual elements influence crisis communication at different
levels based on the crisis setting, the specific public sector organization managing the crisis,

proximity to government, and the organizations' and public's interest in the political system.

A significant discovery in this thesis is the cultural divide between rural and urban settings that
shape how crisis communication messages are disseminated and understood. The findings revealed
that rural areas practice a culture of Collectivism while urban settings are more individualistic in
how they react to crisis information. These findings imply that people in rural communities will
respond positively to information about a crisis that threatens the members or values of their shared
groups or communities regardless of the impact on them as individuals. In contrast, urban dwellers
will have a positive action mostly when the information is about how a particular crisis affects them
as individuals. The results further suggest that authority and government’s propaganda play a
significant role in framing crisis communication in public sector organizations. Additionally, due
to the strong unquestioning culture in rural areas, public sector communicators in Liberia first try
to communicate crisis related-information to the traditional leaders rather than sending information

directly to an entire community.
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2.0 Introduction

In recent decades, the importance of context in crisis communication has become an area of interest
for many researchers. However, the focus has mainly been directed towards understanding the crisis
stage, crisis system, crisis stakeholders, and crisis type as a basis for determining what response
strategy works appropriately with a particular crisis (Cancel et al., 1997). This poses a risk of
overlooking the impact of other contextual factors like cultural control, societal influence, and
political structure. This can cause difficulties in responding to a crisis appropriately because the
effectiveness of crisis communication management depends on how well the personnel handling
crisis situations understand the environment and the context in which they operate to channel and
tailor their communication appropriately (Pearson & Clair, 1998). Another important aspect of
context that has been researched in crisis communication is prioritizing and acknowledging the
psychological and emotional dimension of the public and those affected or involved with the crisis
(Kovoor-Misra et al., 2000; Weick, 2010). However, there are significant contextual concerns and
questions about the time and settings of crises and how the process of investigation and evaluation
are understood (Zhao, 2021).

Even though there are several different definitions of context, this study forms its foundation using
Zhao's (2021 p. 518) explanation that context is the "situational settings in which crisis phenomena
occurs." Based on that, it can be argued that the concept of context is essential in crisis
communication because the factors that shape people's perceptions, understanding, acceptance, and
how they communicate or consume crisis-related information may differ significantly across
different cultures and political systems (Dykeman, 2005). Organizations rely on their involvement,
interactions, and relationships with relevant stakeholders before, during, and after crises to protect
and maintain their image and reputation (Benoit, 1995). Moreover, the way people interact or the
level at which they get involved with other people or activities can be based on whether they are
from what Hall (1976) categorized as a high or low context cultural orientation. A high context

culture is discussed as a setting where members are engaged and involved with one another,
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developing strong relationships. In contrast, members of low context culture are often
individualized and have limited involvement and engagement with members of the society.
Accordingly, this cultural context is characterized by limited social hierarchies and little or no
communication (Hall, 1976). Therefore, the issue of context in crisis communication needs to be
extensively explored from different dimensions going beyond just understanding crisis type or

nature.

Because of the importance of context, many scholars (Coombs & Holladay, 2014; Haruta &
Hallahan, 2003; Huang & Bedford, 2009) have raised concerns over the skewed direction of
research in crisis communication and have highlighted the need for more studies that incorporate
both the cultural and social characteristics of crisis communication. Additionally, analyses of
existing literature on crisis communication highlight the situational crisis communication theory
(SCCT) by Coombs (2007) and the image repair theory (Benoit, 1995) as the two theoretical
frameworks usually used in crisis communication research (Avery et al., 2010; Ha & Boynton,
2013; Ha & Riffe, 2015). Nevertheless, both theories focus mainly on the different strategies used
by organizations or individuals during a crisis to disseminate instructing and adjusting information
and actions that seek to avoid or repair reputational damage, respectively (Benoit, 1995; Coombs,
2007).

Nevertheless, it is essential to note that, even though both theories do consider context to a certain
extent, the frameworks have been entirely developed from a Western standpoint, and sometimes
they may not map well the disparity that exists between Western and non-Western contexts.
Consequently, they overlook other relevant factors influencing how organizations manage crises
and how the public consumes and reacts to crisis-related information (Hu & Pang, 2016), especially
in a non-Western culture. That is why Lee (2005) pointed out that the exclusion and limitation of
understanding different cultures as part of the context in crisis literature must be strongly revisited
because crisis communicators can only better understand how different stakeholders interpret
crisis-related information if they (communicators) fully understand and acknowledge the cultural

lens used in each crisis setting.

Considering that existing pieces of literature on crisis communication appear to be primarily one-

sided with a focus on the Western point of view, as well as the limited outlook of the SCCT and



image repair frameworks, the field of strategic crisis communication presents some of the most
difficult communication challenges in the global marketplace (Taylor, 2000). Additionally,
understanding and examining the efficacy and defining characteristics of crisis communication
strategies and practices have been a normative research focus for several scholars (Bradford &
Garrett, 1995; Brown & White, 2010; Cancel, Cameron, Sallot, et al., 1997; Kim & Sung, 2014).

With no intention of overlooking the essential contributions of previous research to the field of
crisis communication, it is, however, critical to point out the limited attention being paid to
understanding how the SCCT can be used from a non-Western perspective considering the issue of
cultural orientation and political structure among other contexts. The SCCT and image repair
theories seem limited when contextualizing different parameters or patterns that influence certain
habits during crises. They are more concerned with providing guidelines for presenting crisis-
related information to stakeholders and dealing with image and reputational threats (Huang et al.,
2016). Such neglect is troublesome because understanding the role of culture and politics is of high

significance to ensuring that communication or responses are appropriately channeled.

Furthermore, crisis organizations risk losing control of their communication and collaborations
with essential stakeholders when there is limited knowledge or misunderstanding of the culture and
political system (Yeo et al., 2018). Therefore, beyond the limited scope of current literature and the
narrow focus of the SCCT and image repair theories, this study uses public organizations in Liberia
as a frame to advance understanding of the effectiveness of context, particularly cultural and
political influence in crisis communication in non-western environments. For the purposes of this
thesis, public organizations refer to all parastatals or state-owned entities such as the National
Public Health Institute (NPHIL), Ministry of Information, Cultural Affairs & Tourism, and the
Liberia Broadcasting System, etc.

2.1 Problem Statement

Context in the study of crisis communication has become an important area of interest. However,
there still exists the problem of understanding the level at which people across different cultures
can appropriately and comfortably digest crisis-related messages to reduce their risk exposure
(Harro-Loit etal., 2012). The problem to be explored in this study is that literature on understanding



how cultural and political context influence crisis communication in non-Western settings,
particularly Liberia, is limited. Such a limitation leads to a research gap in understanding how
factors like cultural and political contexts of crisis communication in places like Liberia can be
addressed. Thus, exploring such a phenomenon is relevant to the field as meaning ascribed to any
crisis event is highly influenced by past experiences, cultural orientation, political structure, or
affiliation of those seeking to understand why or how a crisis happened (Harro-Loit et al., 2012).
Even though there are several contexts to consider in crisis communication, the scope of this thesis
is narrowed to cultural and political contexts because most research in the field of crisis
communication has been shaped by Western cultural assumptions. Such assumptions need to be
revisited to incorporate other non-Western cultural assumptions since culture plays a vital role in

shaping how people react to crisis communication (Huang et al., 2016).

On the other hand, political context can be a significant factor in public sector organizational crisis
communication since public sector organizations predominantly function under political
jurisdiction. In essence, political systems impose several impediments on them. Thus, it is critical

to understand how these constraints manifest themselves during a crisis.

Organizations are exposed to several categories or types of crises that threaten their smooth
functioning and reputation, ranging from disease outbreaks, terrorism, internal organizational
crisis, and those caused by natural disasters (Arokiasamy et al., 2019). Moreover, the negative
impact of such crises goes beyond threatening their brand image and reputation, which eventually
leaves them vulnerable to the point of collapse (Ulmer et al., 2015). So, given that the way
organizations handle crises provides a unique opportunity for them to maintain a good connection
with stakeholders (Choi & Cameron, 2005; Negandhi, 1980), it is therefore critical for strategic
communication professionals to study and understand which and how context influences the
public's diverse opinions and responses to help shape their communication in a more significant

manner (Harro-Loit et al., 2012).

The problem with how research has been conducted in crisis communication is that there seems to
be a skewed presentation of context, thus focusing exclusively on organization-centric approaches.
Thus, limiting the global applicability of crisis communication (Dhanesh & Sriramesh, 2018). In

addition to this, the current narrow view of context subjects crisis communication to only an



organizational environment thereby overlooking other external factors (Zhao, 2021). Building on
this, exploring how social contexts such as cultural and political structure influence the way in
which strategic communication professionals communicate during a crisis will provide insight into
the context of crisis communication from a Liberian perspective. Even more than that, it could
present an opportunity to develop a crisis management framework that highlights cultural and
political contexts without the inherent assumptions and biases of a western perspective, which can
eventually be used as a tool for managing communication during crises in Liberia as well as in

other countries with similar political and cultural contexts.

2.2 Aim of the Study

The study aims to explore and understand the influence of culture and politics on how
communicators provide crisis-related information and protect the image and reputation of their
organizations during crises in a non-Western culture. The study uses Liberia, which is typically a
non-Western setting to understand the research phenomenon since most crisis communication
literature and theories have been developed from a Western point of view. As strategic
communication is concerned with organizations' purposeful use of communication to achieve their
goals (Zerfass et al., 2018), this thesis recognizes the importance of environmental scanning in
crisis communication, particularly in non-western crisis settings. Most importantly, the purpose of
the study is not to exclusively solve the problem identified but instead seeks to contribute to the
current body of knowledge on context in crisis communication. The study presents new insights
and empirical views on how communicators in public organizations in Liberia approach and
manage communication during a crisis while considering relevant contextual factors that could
influence the public's perception and reaction to crisis-related information and how their approach
differs from other cultural settings.

Therefore, findings from the study are based on the selected practitioners' perceptions of how
context (cultural and political) influences crisis communication management. In doing so, the
research provides answers to the below-listed question as a foundation for understanding the

phenomenon under study.
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2.3 Research Questions

The aim of the study is to advance understanding of the cultural and political context that influence
or impact crisis communication in public organizations in Liberia. To fill the existing research gaps

mentioned earlier, this paper asks the following question.

RQ: How does the cultural and political context in Liberia shape the practice of crisis

communication in public organizations?

This study recognizes the complexities of crisis management, and the apparent challenges
practitioners are likely to face during crises to achieve the aims mentioned earlier. Moreover,
recognizing these apparent challenges sets the basis for contextualizing the study using several
theoretical frameworks.

Based on findings and answers to the research question, the study will generate new insights into
strategic communication research and serve as a substantial effort to add to the existing literature
on context, particularly cultural and political contexts in crisis communication management. The
study will potentially supply a perspective on strategic communication that is diverse from the

more commonly considered Western point of view.
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2.4 Motivation for Choosing Liberia’s Public Organizations

Liberia is a small West African country with a population of about 5 million people (World Bank,
2020). The country is still recovering from the ashes of a brutal civil war that lasted from December
1989 through August 2003. The country has had its fair share of crises including not only the 14-
year civil war but also the Ebola crisis of 2014 and the current COVID-19 pandemic. Even though
this study seeks to explore and understand crisis communication in non-Western environments, the
scope of the study has been narrowed to focus on a specific sector, public organizations, rather than
other sectors like private organizations.

Like other organizations, public organizations in Liberia may be exposed to and challenged with
managing various crises. For example, the country was one of the hardest hits in West Africa by
the Ebola virus outbreak in 2014 (Nyenswah et al., 2016), and that crisis was managed by the two
foremost institutions responsible for public health - the Ministry of Health (MOH) and the National
Public Health Institute of Liberia (NPHIL). Additionally, several crisis events have also been

managed by the same institutions, including the recent Covid-19 crisis.

Also, studies on crisis management in Liberia reveal that the flow of communication is not always
a smooth process for some public organizations. For example, Moon et al. (2015) and Figueroa
(2017) mentioned that communication during the 2014 Ebola outbreak in Liberia was slow during
the initial stage due to a lack of an effective crisis communication strategy, thus leading to a delayed
and inadequate development of risk and crisis communication, which eventually affected the first

phase (Pre-crisis) of the crisis.

However, one unique context that stands out in existing literature on Liberia’s crisis
communication during these periods is the involvement of local communities and the sharing of
crisis communication responsibility between different local, thematic groups, including county
teams, front-line health workers, and other stakeholders. The inclusion of leadership at different
levels in the communication process ranges from community to government and is not limited to

formal leadership (Nyenswah et al., 2016). Such action is an indication that crisis communication
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is not a linear process or one that follows an intervention strategy that works across every culture
and system. In essence, crisis response strategies that are successful in one setting may not be

workable in another (Taylor, 2000).

Although there have been several crisis events in Liberia, there is a gap in research that seeks to
understand crisis communication through the lens of cultural and political contexts particularly,
from the perspective of public organizations. Such a gap is an indication that more studies need to
be conducted to advance additional knowledge in the context of crisis communication. On the same
issue of context in crisis communication, Olsson (2014) presented a critical argument that for
communication professionals to understand and align response strategy to a crisis type fully, it is
essential to evaluate the cultural context that is always present in any situation regardless of whether
it focuses on a global or national dimension. Based on this, Zhao (2021) suggests that the
complexity of situational knowledge in crisis communication should not be underestimated, as this

will help broaden the appeal of the practice.

In that respect, the study uses public organizations to understand the research phenomenon because
public organizations usually function in open systems that can be easily affected and influenced by
external events (Boyne, 2002). The perception that citizens are indirectly owners of, and significant
stakeholders in public organizations sets the basis for them to raise their expectations and question
the functioning of those organizations (Andrews & Walle, 2013). This places the responsibility on
public managers to ensure public protection and that services are tailored to meet their
stakeholders’ needs (Boyne, 2002). With such responsibility placed on public organizations and
expectations from the public and stakeholders, | perceive that such entities may often be exposed
to image and reputational threats and crises; thus, it is vital to understand how crisis communication

is influenced by politics and culture from their perspective.
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3.0 Literature Review

Due to the impact of crises on organizational reputation, crisis communication has become an
exciting research field in strategic communication (Ahmad & Idid, 2020). It is no exception in
public organizations in Liberia and other non-Western countries. Several incidents can be
considered common causes of organizational crises, including product defects, company
rationalization, ethics and integrity issues, and business misconduct (Ahmad & Idid, 2020).
However, approaching a crisis may require the consideration of different factors, including cultural
and political contexts, which, to a more considerable extent, influence how communication
practitioners decide on crisis response strategies and how the public responds to it.

In what follows, previous studies on crisis communication that are essential to understanding the
phenomenon under study will be presented. This will be achieved by identifying, defining, and
discussing essential concepts of crisis communication as well as how it is influenced by cultural
and political contexts. Other vital concepts reviewed in this section are as follows: Crisis
Communication in an International Setting, Crisis Communication Management, Culture and Crisis

Communication, as well as a review of Political Impact on Crisis Communication.

3.1 Crisis Communication in an International Setting

Even though crisis communication is an exciting area of research regarding its international
compass (Schwarz et al., 2016), researchers struggle to aim for ‘comparative studies’ that are
developed from observation and experiment rather than theories. International crisis
communication is yet to be thoroughly examined as there are still limited concepts that can be
studied and used across different cultures, and there is also a need to develop procedures or
measures that are workable across national cultures (Coombs, 2016). Also, there are two categories
of challenges confronting the area of international crisis communication identified in existing
research, namely the process of research and the criteria for evaluation, thus reducing the amount

of crisis communication research that can be applicable in an international context (Coombs, 2016).
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The limited studies in international crisis communication reveal that some countries are vulnerable
to specific crisis types, which means the notion of a ‘one size fits all’ approach to crisis
communication cannot be applicable due to the different factors that frame or confront each culture.
For example, a study on international crisis management indicates that the middle eastern countries
may be exposed to political disruption; Australia, Columbia, and India to natural disasters; and
Nigeria and Russia to political and social crises (Seeger et al., 2016). Just as countries’ crisis
vulnerability differs from one country to another, their approach to crisis communication and crisis
response also varies from culture to culture. Using Nigeria, which is considered a typical non-
western country as an example, research in international crisis communication reveals that the
country’s crisis communication and management strategy is highly influenced by its culture
because it is often considered in decision-making at national, local and organization level in the

country (George, 2016).

On the other hand, research on crisis communication in South Africa, a country still considered a
‘traditional society,” shows that providing crisis-related information is the responsibility of the
government, particularly for national-level crises; however, the South African authority have often
been condemned by the public for being reactive in their crisis communication approach
(Wasserman & Hyde-Clarke, 2016). There are several research conducted on South African crisis
communication (Wasserman & Hyde-Clarke, 2016). Nevertheless, these findings from current
international crisis communication research point to the understanding that crisis communication
is becoming international and can be influenced by different prevailing factors and circumstances

(Coombs et al., 2010) such as culture, politics, religions, and other contemporary interferences.
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3.2 Crisis communication management

Crisis communication is defined as the 'collection, processing, and dissemination of information
necessary for addressing a crisis (Coombs, 2010). A crisis can be described as any significant,
unpredictable event that can threaten and harm an organization and its stakeholders. Furthermore,
even though crisis events are unpredictable, they are not necessarily unexpected to organizations
(Coombs, 1999). However, there are two crisis stages identified by Coombs (2010) to help
communicators to communicate strategically during a crisis. The two crisis stages are the pre-crisis
phase and the post-crisis phase. In the pre-crisis stage, communicators are expected to collect and
provide necessary information that seeks to help the crisis team understand the potential risk,
prepare for decision-making, and provide training for those who may be tasked with the crisis
management process. This process is referred to as environmental scanning in strategic

communication literature.

On the other hand, the post-crisis phase focuses on communicators examining the organizations'
efforts in managing the crisis, providing stakeholders information on adjustments made by the
organization, and follow-up messages when needed. Based on the two stages of a crisis, Sturges
(1994) identifies three objectives crisis communication seeks to achieve. The first objective
identified by Sturges (1994) is providing instructing information to help stakeholders physically
protect themselves from any harm presented by the crisis. The second aim is to provide adjusting
information updating the public about the different crisis resolution efforts made by the
organization. The third objective of crisis communication is to repair the organization’s reputation

and communicate information that aims at reducing the reputational threat posed by the crisis.

Organizational reputation is defined as "observers' collective judgment of an organization based
on assessments of the financial, social and environmental impacts attributed to it over time"
(Barnett et al., 2006, p. 34). Therefore, it is impossible for an organization to succeed, particularly
during a crisis, without meeting the expectations of those stakeholders who are essential to the
organization's operations (Maden et al., 2012) as an organization's actions and how it interacts with
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relevant stakeholders influence its reputation (Rindova & Martins, 2012). Therefore, Khodarahmi
(2009) argues that it is crucial for communicators to prioritize analyzing their organization's
environment, the crisis context and type, and other factors as part of their crisis communication
strategy to impact both stakeholders and the public positively. In agreement with Khodarahmi's
(2009) argument, Chong (2004) further argues that for organizations to maintain their image and
reputation while managing crises, considering the interest of key stakeholders and the context of

the crisis are significant factors in ensuring that messages are appropriately channeled across.

Managing a crisis involves shaping the perception of relevant stakeholders by maintaining
interaction with them to help prevent, resolve, and learn from a crisis (Jankelova & Misun, 2021).
Therefore, crisis communication serves as an essential aspect of crisis management that is intended
to help organizations circumvent crises or control the occurrence of crisis events (Pearson & Clair,
1998). Crisis communication management focuses on maintaining interactions between relevant
organizational actors and how those interactions challenge their judgment and experience (Fasth et
al., 2021). Therefore, how an organization manages its communication during a crisis becomes
critical to restoring control, repairing its reputation, and regaining stakeholders' trust (Marsen,
2020).

Moreover, a continuous evaluation of communication and the general performance of the
organization's crisis communication plan helps practitioners identify and improve inconsistencies,
enabling organizations to have control over a crisis. Along the same line, Khodarahmi (2009)
reinforces the argument that effective crisis communication management requires paying keen
attention to tailoring crisis-related information and analyzing it based on the crisis settings to reach
a more satisfactory conclusion or resolution. Importantly, understanding when, how, with whom,
and what to communicate is significant for crisis management, and communicating strategically

with key actors within the organization and the public is even more critical (King, 2002).

Discussing the importance of effective communication in crisis management, Heath (1998)
highlights that the communication provided by organizations during a crisis must show that the
organization is in control of the crisis. Doing so may help influence stakeholders’ actions,
psychological responses, and impression of the organization. Organizations managing crises rely

on communication because a single negative impact on the reputation or established goodwill of
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the organization will compromise its operations and chance of successfully resolving a crisis
(Ashcroft, 1997). Therefore, for organizations to succeed with crisis management, they must be
willing to integrate their daily operations, planning, and the crisis management structure, most
importantly, communicating and understanding the context and situation (Heath, 1998).
Understanding the context of the situation helps contextualize the nature of the crisis because a
crisis is likely to fluctuate based on the type, the context, organizational liability, prevailing

reputation, and the degree to which stakeholders are affected.

Therefore, the approach used by the affected organization to deal with risk is critical for effective
crisis management (Marsen, 2020). Since several factors influence an organization's ability to
manage a crisis adequately, Khodarahmi (2009) suggests that practitioners objectively consider
every available crisis communication model to gain insights when developing a crisis
communication plan that would allow meaningful flexibility and adaptability to communication
practitioners in their decision-making process. That being the case, communication professionals
have an essential role during a crisis to ensure relevant stakeholders and the public understand the
situation and are informed about reacting to the crisis (Sturges, 1994).

The role of communication in crisis management is significant because public perception of a
crisis and the affected organization can be shaped based on the organization's communication
strategy and tactics (Pasquier & Fivat, 2012). However, Ahmad and Idid (2020) argue that even
though communicating effectively with stakeholders helps reduce the crisis's negative impact on
an organization, it is equally significant for communication practitioners to guide the organization’s
CEOs and managers on engaging media during a crisis event. They further argue that
communication practitioners should be prepared to provide necessary advice to management on the
issue that can potentially affect the organization's reputation and stakeholders during a crisis.
Communicating effectively during an organizational crisis can help influence the development of

a crisis to become beneficial to an organization and its constituents (Jong, 2021).

Therefore, practitioners must be involved in the strategic decision-making process to increase the
organization's effectiveness during crisis management (Ahmad & Idid, 2020). The quality of how
an organization handles a crisis can be measured based on how the organization responds to the

crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Making a communication decision during a crisis can be
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complex due to paradoxes, including deciding quickly and the dilemma of balancing short-term
against long-term impact. However, a key competence for effective crisis management is the ability

of an organization to make quickly sound decisions under pressure (Fasth et al., 2021).

According to Sturges (1994), to communicate effectively during a crisis, communication
practitioners must ensure that message content is customized based on the kind of information
desired by the organization's stakeholders and based on the stage of the crisis. Due to the
uncertainties created by the crisis, communication practitioners may be obligated to provide a flow
of information because a lack of reliable and relevant information often lead to assumptions and
multiple interpretations by the public that may increase the threat to the organization's reputation
(Ahmad & Idid, 2020). The ever-changing dynamics in public opinion during a crisis signifies the
importance of customizing communication content to improve an organization's opportunity of
obtaining a positive balance among the public and its stakeholders. Therefore, communication
professionals need to understand and recognize the different components and contexts of the crisis

and develop a communication policy that seeks to address it appropriately (Sturges, 1994).

3.3 Culture and crisis communication

Cultural difference is a phenomenon that has been studied for some time now, and there is limited
agreement on what culture is. Further research, including Hofstede (1983), and Taylor (2000) have
provided arguments and discussions on how culture can shape people's perceptions and
interpretations of the world. One definition of culture describes it as a mutual organization of the
mind of a specific group of people that sets them apart from others who are not considered members
of said group (Hofstede, 1984). Avruch and Black (2001) also describe culture as the 'lens’ that
frames the perception of a particular group of people and influences how they see, think, and feel
about things that occur around them. Generally, culture sets the basis for how particular individuals
or groups act, and it provides instructions on the fundamental values and norms that they are
expected to live up to. Thus, it is a part of human existence even though it is often unrecognizable.
Nevertheless, cultures are usually manifested through the subcultures of individuals and social
groups (Kesetovic et al., 2014). In essence, culture cannot only refer to a specific ethnical group,

but also to more “informal” groups such as city dwellers and people living in rural areas.
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Because culture is highly linked with characteristics like norms, values, and actions, it is most likely
that individuals who are members of similar cultural backgrounds will freely interact and trust each
other. Those with different cultural experiences may have a challenge relating to people from other
cultures, hence the importance of understanding culture in crisis communication (Mileti, 1999 as
cited in Yeo et al., 2017). Based on the complexities of crisis and the importance of culture,
Bergeron (2015) argues that understanding cultural differences are essential to achieving crisis
resolution because it helps communicators tailor their messages to meet the different needs of their
public. Nevertheless, when the role of culture is ignored, communicating with diverse public can
be obstructed, and there is a high chance of escalating the already existing crisis. In that respect,
An et al. (2010) argue that in order to successfully develop what may be considered an appropriate
crisis response strategy, organizations in crisis need to have an in-depth understanding of the
cultural norms of their public. In essence, crisis communicators must assess and evaluate the
difference in cultures (meaning making) and strive to be aware of the perception, traditions,
language, and other factors that frame the realities of the setting in which the crisis occurred
(Kesetovic et al., 2014)

Considering that many different factors may shape public perception, Pearson and Clair (1998)
explain that it is unhealthy for organizations to only focus on assessing and measuring the negative
impact on their reputation without considering factors that uphold the environment in which they
(organizations) operate and what affects and triggers public interpretations and interactions.
Regardless of the complexities of crisis, culture tends to have a significant role in shaping and
framing both crisis organizations and stakeholders' interpretation of a crisis (Pedersen, 1987), as
well as how meaning is ascribed to the situation and how individual and community reacts or
responds (Yeo et al., 2017).

Usually, culture defines people's behavior in times of crisis, particularly when they perceive that a
crisis threatens their most basic values and survival. Any crisis communication that disregards the
difference in culture poses a severe challenge to the overall management of a crisis (Kesetovic et
al., 2014). Culture sets the basis for how meanings are created in a specific situation, so managing
the perception of a particular target group about the crisis is especially important since meanings
assigned to a crisis are not just prescribed but instead established through sharing of information

between the organizations and the target group, those at the receiving end. Therefore, it is
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particularly paramount for crisis communication practitioners to be aware and knowledgeable about
the culture of their environment by investing time in understanding culture and building trusting
relationships with their stakeholders (Kesetovic et al., 2014). During a crisis, culture affects the
smooth flow of communication among relevant stakeholders, limiting their ability to coordinate
their actions or strategies effectively. Additionally, culture influences what crisis information or
response strategy is workable in a particular setting. For example, using a form of response that
does not correspond with the cultural pattern of the crisis setting may jeopardize crisis resolution
and increase resistance (Kesetovic et al., 2014). Consequently, if not adequately addressed, the
interference of culture may produce an unfavorable result in crisis management (Yeo et al., 2017).
On this matter, Pearson, and Clair (1998) argue that effective communication during a crisis must
carefully consider tailored and customized messages that appeal to the needs of a specific target
group or, in general, at every developmental phase of a crisis.

Going beyond just seeing culture as what shapes people's understanding of the world, Weick
(1988) puts forth the argument that in crisis communication, making sense of crises can be a
challenge for organizations when they do not fully assess the culture of their stakeholders.
Consequently, when care is not taken, communication or crisis-related information meant to help
direct the process of decision-making in crisis management may become what intensifies the crisis.
Furthermore, such difficulty is explained from the point of view that people's interpretation of and
reactions to a crisis are firmly based on the system or culture that shapes their realities. However,
research in crisis communication usually explores the extrinsic proportion of crisis communication,
which is the response strategy developed and applied by organizations during and after a crisis as
a way of maintaining, restoring, and protecting their reputations among their stakeholders (Benoit,
1995; Coombs, 1999; Frandsen & Johansen, 2007). Thereby neglecting the reality that
communicating and relating to the public during crises is contingent on evaluating cultural and
traditional control factors to contemporary constraints and opportunities. To a more significant
extent, all these potential elements determine the level at which a particular practice succeeds and
how effective and ethically correct an organization will be when dealing with crises (Cancel,
Cameron, SalJot, et al., 1997).
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3.4 Political Impact on crisis communication

In crisis communication, seeking political presence and relevance presents a limited line between
crisis communication and political leadership crisis (Podar & Voina, 2022). This happens often
because political leaders or actors use rhetorics that are geared towards prioritizing the impact of
the economic and political context created due to the occurrence of the crisis, especially in
government settings (Bernard et al., 2021). Based on that, Podar and Voina (2022, p. 44) argue that
the quest to have a balance between the governance system, power structure, and the political
control and context of a particular crisis is vitally essential to ensuring that the way organizations
respond to crises goes beyond the common ‘instrumental and technocratic one." Since the social
constructs of crises are usually formed through competing political interests (Boin et al., 2009),
political actors have a unique role in crisis communication to set up and preserve authority during
a crisis (Zhao, 2018). In essence, when public organizations are faced with a crisis, there is an
increase in public concern and expectation, which may substantially differ from how they question

private organizations (Falkheimer, 2009).

On the other hand, Podar and Voina (2022) assert that the idea of state governance and the way
political authority is invoked during a crisis is a significant factor in contextualizing the process of
effectively communicating information clearly and rapidly while responding to stakeholders and
the public. However, there is frequently an increasing expectation placed on government
organizations that are different from how they expect other organizations to behave during a crisis
(Falkheimer, 2009). Such action emphasizes the influential role of the political system or structure
in crisis communication as the public relies on those in authority for information that would help

them minimize their risk and exposure when a crisis erupts (Downs et al., 2009).

The impact of the political system on crisis communication cannot be overlooked. Research on
political influence in crisis communication speaks to evaluating the political history of a crisis
setting as a metric for understanding why and how a crisis erupts (Rauh, 2021; Zhao, 2021). Ruah
(2021) also debated that the understanding that a particular crisis is 'existentially' intimidating
depends on how well it can be attributed to fundamental characteristics of the relevant political
system. Such assertion is evidence in the current literature on how political context can affect crisis

communication, whether it is discussed from a western or non-western perspective. Furthermore,
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Zhao (2021) suggests that considering the political system, history, and ideology as a political
context during a crisis forms the basis for complex and all-inclusive knowledge of the political

context of crisis communication.

However, from the perspective of the contingency theory of strategic conflict management, the
political context of a crisis provides the opportunity to adequately comprehend the position and
responses of organizations in a crisis event (Pang et al., 2010). However, the political system can
negatively shape crisis communication and the perception and trust of the public (Podar & Voina,
2022). Such influence is often manifested through the struggle for political representation and how

power is operationalized during a crisis (Podar & Voina, 2022).
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4.0 Theory

In this section, the framework used as the theoretical foundation of the study will be discussed,
beginning with a presentation of the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT). The
discussion of the SCCT focuses on the fundamental concepts of the theory and its proposed crisis
response strategies. The SCCT will be used as the primary theory for the upcoming analysis of the
research findings. After the theory is presented and discussed in this section, I will reflect on how

it will guide the theoretical understanding of the study.

4.1 Situational Crisis Communication Theory

The SCCT is a theoretical framework that seeks to help crisis communicators and managers to
pinpoint appropriate response strategies to assist organizations in handling a crisis. The theory is
concerned with understanding the level at which an organization's reputation is threatened as well
as who and what is responsible for the occurrence of a crisis. According to Coombs (2007), the
nature of the SCCT is to understand how the public perceives an organization during a crisis event
and seeks to maintain and re-establish a positive reputation for organizations. The theory also
highlights the level of crisis responsibility stakeholders attribute to the affected organizations
(Coombs, 2007).

In the knowledge of the SCCT, there are two types of information needed generally in crisis
response. The first type of information is instructing information geared toward educating
stakeholders on how to protect themselves physically during a crisis. The second type of
information required by the SCCT is referred to as adjusting information. Adjusting information
helps stakeholders cope with the crisis psychologically. It also provides explanations about ‘what,
when, where, why, and how the crisis happened (Coombs, 2017). The SCCT guides finding the

link between crisis types and appropriate crisis responses (Coombs, 2007).
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Most importantly, the Theory prioritizes communication as a significant factor in influencing
stakeholders' and public perception of the affected organization during a crisis event (Coombs,
2006); as such, sharing of information is vital to be carried out throughout the crisis management
process (Carroll, 2013). Communication in the logic of the SCCT can be carried out in two broad
categories: (1) managing information and (2) managing meaning. According to Coombs and
Holladay (2009), managing information in crisis management is collecting and analyzing crisis
information and disseminating the knowledge developed from the crisis analysis, while managing
the public and stakeholders' perception of the crisis and the organization can be considered

managing meaning in the crisis management process.

4.2 Key concepts of SCCT

The central concepts of the SCCT set forth an evidence-based theoretical framework that aims to
help individuals and organizations assess and understand how to enhance their reputational
protection during a crisis. A key focus of the SCCT is placed on crisis managers to thoroughly
investigate each crisis to evaluate and understand the magnitude of the reputational threat posed to
their organization by the crisis they are confronted with (Coombs, 2007). The theory also speaks to
how stakeholders’ perception about an affected organization’s reputation can influence the

attributions of responsibility or emotions made about a crisis.

Nevertheless, there are three essential characteristics of a crisis that can potentially shape the
reputational threat presented during an organizational crisis. The first element that shapes
reputational threats is referred to as initial crisis responsibility, which can be interpreted as the level
at which relevant stakeholders believe that specific actions of the organization caused the crisis.
Such perception is usually built on the crisis type or the basis on which the crisis is framed
(Coombs, 1995). However, the more stakeholders believe that the affected organization is the cause
of a particular crisis, the more likely it is for the threats to its reputation to escalate (Coombs &
Holladay, 2002; Coombs, 1999).
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The second factor that shapes the organization's reputational threats is crisis history, referring to
whether or not the organization has had a similar crisis experience in the past. Moreover, if it is
established that the ongoing crisis is homogeneous to other situations experienced by the affected
organization, stakeholders may derive an understanding that the organization has a problem that
must be addressed to save its reputation (Aquino et al., 2004; Kelley & Michela, 1980).

Thirdly, prior relations contribute to shaping a reputational crisis because it speaks to how an
organization has related or is perceived to have coexisted with its stakeholders in other
organization-related contexts. Having good prior relations with external and internal stakeholders
is beneficial to organizations. Nevertheless, when they do not have a positive relation with their
stakeholders in different domains outside of a crisis event, their chances of reducing reputational
threats are limited (Porritt, 2005).

Considering the different factors that are likely to shape the way organizations are viewed in terms
of crisis responsibility, reference has been made to three crisis clusters that are formed based on
how crisis responsibility is attributed to organizations based on the crisis type. figure 1 presents
brief explanations of the different crisis clusters and crisis types. The picture provides a general
idea of what constitutes a cluster and how responsibilities are attributed to the crisis type. However,
to fully understand the different crisis types, refer to Coombs and Holladay (2002), where crisis

types and clusters are extensively discussed.
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Figure 1: SCCT crisis types by crisis clusters (Coombs, 2007)

Victim cluster: In these crisis types, the organization is also a victim of the crisis.
(Weak attributions of crisis responsibility = Mild reputational threat)
Natural disaster: Acts of nature damage an organization such as an earthquake.
Rumor: False and damaging information about an organization is being circulated.
Waorkplace violence: Current or former employee attacks current employees onsite.
Product tampering/Malevolence: External agent causes damage to an organization.

Accidental cluster: In these crisis types, the organizational actions leading to the crisis were
unintentional.
(Minimal attributions of crisis responsibility = Moderate reputational threat)
Challenges: Stakeholders claim an organization is operating in an inappropriate manner.
Technical-error accidents: A technology or equipment failure causes an industrial accident.
Technical-error product harm: A technology or equipment failure causes a product to be recalled.

Preventable cluster: In these crisis types, the organization knowingly placed people at risk, took
inappropriate actions or violated a law/regulation.

(Strong attributions of crisis responsibility = Severe reputational threat)
Human-error accidents: Human error causes an industrial accident.
Human-error product harm: Human error causes a product to be recalled.
Organizational misdeed with no injuries: Stakeholders are deceived without injury.
Organizational misdeed management misconduct: Laws or regulations are violated by management.
Organizational misdeed with injuries: Stakeholders are placed at risk by management and injuries
occur.

These clusters are separated into three, beginning with the victim cluster, where responsibility
attributed to organizations is insignificant because the affected organization is also viewed as a
victim of the situation (natural disasters, rumors, product tampering, and workplace violence). The
next crisis cluster is what is termed the accidental cluster. Even though this cluster is slightly
different from the victim cluster, there is still a limited amount of responsibility attributed to the
organization, for example, a technical error is considered uncontrollable and unintentional. The last
cluster identified in current literature is the intentional cluster, which accounts for the most
substantial attribution of crisis responsibility. This cluster is formed when a crisis is perceived as

purposeful and based on human error or organizational misdeed (Coombs & Holladay, 2002).
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4.3 Crisis Response strategies

Since crises are often influenced by outside forces, the essence of crisis management is to try to
avoid them or prepare to handle them by developing and implementing an effective crisis response
strategy (VerCi€ et al., 2019). Crisis response strategies are symbolic resources vital to helping
crisis managers deal with crisis events in organizations (Coombs, 1995). Coombs (2007) explained
that crisis response strategies are instrumental in repairing the reputation of organizations, reducing

harmful effects, and preventing unfavorable behavioral intentions during an organizational crisis.

There are two primary components of crisis response, according to Coombs (2007): (1) base crisis
response (instructing and adjusting information) and (2) reputation management crisis response.
However, identifying and understanding the crisis and the context in which it occurs is critical in
selecting a crisis response strategy (Coombs, 1995). From the Situational Crisis Communication
Theory (SCCT) standpoint, instructing and adjusting information is the fundamental crisis response
strategy needed when responding to a crisis. Coombs (2007) argues that the instructing information
is provided to help inform relevant stakeholders about what action can be taken to protect
themselves during a crisis physically, while the adjusting information explains what, why, when,

where, and how of the crisis to help stakeholders cope psychologically with an ongoing crisis.

There are three different types of instructing information usually used as a crisis response strategy
in crisis response literature: (1) crisis basics, which is the information provided to stakeholders at
the initial stage of the crisis detailing what has occurred in the crisis event; (2) Protection instructing
information provides necessary instructions on what relevant stakeholders should do to be saved
from any harm caused by the ongoing crisis; and (3) Correction instructing information that seeks
to assure the public and stakeholders about the affected organization's efforts in correcting the
problem that may have caused the crisis and what measures are put in place to ensure that similar
crisis is avoided in the future (Bergman, 1994; Coombs, 2006, 2014; Sturges, 1994).
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However, the SCCT, which is used mainly in public relations, focuses on maintaining and re-
establishing a favorable reputation with its stakeholders during a crisis. Hence, the extent to which
stakeholders believe the organization is responsible for a crisis, is paramount (Coombs, 2007).
According to the SCCT, protecting the reputation of an organization should be a high priority for a
crisis response strategy because it is a valuable intangible asset to any organization, and damage to
an organization's reputation is a threat to its existence, particularly during a crisis (Coombs &
Holladay, 2002). Coombs and Holladay (2002) further suggest that organizations must carefully
align their crisis response strategies to each crisis type. Moreover, for organizations to protect their
reputation during a crisis, the response strategy must be suitable for the specific crisis and the

potential harm to its reputation.

Most importantly, an organization in crisis needs to ensure a good flow of communication between
stakeholders as part of its crisis response strategy. Those stakeholders are likely to dismiss negative
information and see the organization as less responsible for the crisis (Coombs, 2007). Also,
Coombs and Holladay (2008) argue that what message(s) an organization communicates as well as
its actions when responding to a crisis can usually determine how its reputation is protected or

affected negatively by the ongoing crisis.

Therefore, there are several crisis response strategies (apology, sympathy, or information)
employed by communication practitioners based on the type of crisis they are confronted with and
the extent to which the organization's reputation is being threatened by the crisis (Coombs &
Holladay, 2008). In general, an apology is regarded as the most effective crisis response strategy
because of its ability to shape public perception and limit the impact of a crisis on an organization's
reputation (Benoit, 1995; Benoit & Drew, 1997). However, in disagreement, Kesetovic et al. (2014)
argue that an apology's success in crisis response depends on several components, including crisis
setting, time, and how the apology is channeled or presented to the target group. A public apology
Is when organizations acknowledge their fault and seek forgiveness from their stakeholders and the
public (Benoit & Drew, 1997). On the other hand, the sympathy response is an accommodative
strategy that is often applied when an organization accepts responsibility for a crisis and shows
concern for those affected by such a situation (Coombs, 2006). Lastly, the information-only
strategy, also referred to as adjusting information, is used when an organization resolves to

communicate only about what has happened. However, many scholars still have opposing views
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on the effectiveness of each strategy (Coombs & Holladay, 2008; DiStaso et al., 2015).

4.4 Reflection

The above section has provided a discussion on the development and fundamental concepts of the
SCCT, which has been chosen as the theoretical foundation for analyzing the findings of this study.
Considering that the study seeks to understand the cultural and political influence on crisis
communication in non-western settings, it is only essential to highlight the characteristics and
response strategies of one of the most used theories that focuses on determining ‘Crisis Response
Strategies by aligning them to the crisis types and other response option” and its applicability in
organizational crises. The SCCT also focuses on protecting and maintaining an organization’s

reputation. However, it is not so clear on how the theory can be used across different cultures.

Even though the SCCT is, to a certain extent, concerned about crisis communicators and managers
understanding their environment, one can argue that the understanding of how it can be applied to
different cultures is overlooked. Culture has been discussed as a significant factor that influences
how crises are interpreted and the meanings that are ascribed to them (Dykeman, 2005), while
politics has been found to be particularly essential to understanding the position and response of
organizations during a crisis (Pang et al., 2010). Therefore, discussing the theory and using it as a
foundation for this study is crucial as it provides an understanding of why such a study is
particularly relevant. The theory will also help us understand whether crisis communication and
the chosen response strategies used by public sector organizations in Liberia are influenced by
cultural and political system or structure.
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5.0 Methodology

The qualitative method and the interpretative perspective were selected as the research method and
paradigm for this thesis since the study seeks to explore the experiences and interpretations of
communicators on how the cultural and political context of Liberia shape crisis communication in
public sector organizations. This section presents a detailed explanation of the research paradigm
followed by the research design and a presentation of the interview procedure and data analysis

process. Additionally, the participants' selection process will be discussed.

5.1 Research approach

Since this thesis is concerned with understanding context in crisis events, it is paramount to use a
qualitative research approach that values the subjective interpretation and understanding of
participants’ experiences. From an interpretive viewpoint, meanings are established and re-
established through everyday interactions, usually referred to as the social construction of reality
(Leavy, 2017). In other words, social reality is implanted within and cannot be absorbed from other
social settings; as such, the reality is interpreted through a process of sense-making rather than
hypothesis testing. Therefore, how people structure, classify and interpret their world and their

reactions to these interpretations is essential (Prasad, 2019).

A qualitative research approach is appropriate for the study since the aim is not to acquire a single
correct answer; instead, the research findings are based on the participants’ own experiences and
interpretations. Because this study seeks to expand knowledge on a supposedly understudied area
and topic (cultural and political influence on crisis communication in Liberian public
organizations), the choice is obvious. This is because the interpretive tradition is developed on the
notion that people’s interpretation is the starting point for expanding understanding of a social
phenomenon (Prasad, 2019). Therefore, the world is shaped and reshaped through different
interactions and interpretive processes that assign meanings to situations, gestures, and activities

(Leavy, 2017). Furthermore, interpretive researchers value context because of the assumption that
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context creates the basis for how meaning is constructed (Leavy, 2017). Thus, a qualitative,
interpretive approach is helpful in order to have a comprehensive understanding of the cultural and
political challenge(s) that influence crisis communication in Liberia. This paradigm allows me to
investigate the social realities the participants have constructed for themselves in relations to how
crisis communication is influenced. Understanding the realities, they have constructed based on
their experiences is particularly essential to this study as these realities influence their behavior and

decision-making process.

However, even though this research approach is appropriate and helpful in answering the research
question, it is essential to note that it impacts the interview process. Using the interpretive approach
requires that I observe my biases as interacting with the participants is a social construction of

reality.

5.2 Research Design

Since the research seeks to explore and understand the influence of culture and politics on crisis
communications based on participants' experiences and interpretations, the qualitative research
design has been chosen. The qualitative method is appropriate when information needed to answer
a research question is based on people's beliefs, opinions, attitudes, and viewpoints (Hammarberg
et al., 2016). This research approach helps researchers explore and learn about social behaviors to
unpack the meaning people assign to different events, situations, or artifacts; or develop a profound
understanding of some social dimensions. Generally, research methods must be chosen based on
their potential to address the research aim and assist in answering the research question (Leavy
2017).
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Therefore, in order to address the research question: (How does the cultural and political context
in Liberia shape the practice of crisis communication in public organizations?), this thesis uses a
qualitative research method to acquire an understanding of the communicators' subjective
experiences and their meaning-making process through in-depth semi-structured interviews, which

helped address the purpose of the study and answer the research questions.

5.3 Qualitative Interview Proceedings

This study attempts to understand the cultural and political challenges that influence crisis
communication from the perspective of communicators from public organizations in Liberia. Based
on that, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted to clearly understand the
communicators’ subjective realities regarding the research phenomenon. The in-depth semi-
structured interview approach was selected because it allows the communicators to extensively
explain their experiences and provide interpretations in detail using their own language (Carter &
Henderson, 2005).

To ensure that the interviews were guided and that critical concepts and themes from the literature
were covered, an interview guide was developed (Appendix 1). Despite the interview guide, the
semi-structured interview method provided flexibility because the interviewer could ask probing
questions during the interviews to gain a better understanding of the participants’ views. The
interview guide included a wide range of open-ended questions to encourage meaningful
conversations with the communicators since understanding their interpretations and experiences is
essential to achieving the purpose of this thesis. The interview guide was structured based on Carter
and Henderson’s (2005) suggestions on how semi-structured interview guides should be designed.
According to them, it is helpful for an interview guide to begin by reintroducing the research

purpose and reassuring participants about how the data will be used.

Additionally, generic preliminary questions were intended to make the communicators feel
comfortable speaking on the topic. Using this format gave participants sufficient time to adjust
while also creating the right atmosphere to build rapport. Another advantage of starting the

interviews with generic questions enabled me to get some basic information about their
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organizations. Also, using this pattern is usually helpful because interviewers can get additional

information that is likely to be helpful for other specific questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

A face-to-face interview was chosen because it allows the researcher to build rapport, observe
gestures, and capture other visual cues during the conversations (Leavy, 2017). Even though the
interviews were face-to-face, | discussed and arranged with the communicators to conduct the
sessions in a neutral place to maintain dependability. Even though some interviews were conducted
at the communicators’ offices, we conducted the session in secured places like conference rooms
or offices where they could not easily be distracted by other co-workers or organization members.

Each interview lasted about an hour.

5.4 Selection of Participants

The focus of this master’s thesis is to explore and understand the cultural and political influences
on crisis communication in public sector organizations in Liberia. This study refers to public sector
organizations as state-owned entities. This sector was selected mainly because of its vulnerability
to external influence and public scrutiny since it operates in an open system (Boyne, 2002) and the
high expectations and criticism it gets from the public (Andrews & Walle, 2013). To understand
the research phenomenon, a purposive, criterion-based non-probability sampling procedure was
used to select the participants of the study. This sampling procedure was employed because of its
ability to produce what Patton (2015, as cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) refers to as “information-
rich cases”. According to Patton (2015, as cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), information-rich
cases produce insights that researchers can use to ‘learn a great deal about issues of central
importance to the purpose’ of the phenomenon under study (53). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) argue
that an essential aspect of purposive, criterion-based sampling is identifying the selection criteria
that may be significant in choosing the appropriate participants or sites to study. As such, it is
essential to first establish what characteristics of the sample group are critical to the research and
identify people who meet those criteria because the principles set up for the sampling should

directly mirror the focus of the study and guide recognition of ‘information-rich cases.’
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Based on that, the following criteria were established to ensure that the participants’ experiences
could get the most out of the interviews in terms of functional or helpful information that would

help address the research purpose and answer the research question:

1. Participants must be in a senior communication position in public sector organizations.
2. Participants must have spent at least two years with their current organizations and five or

more years working as professional communicators.

After identifying twelve communicators working in senior communication positions in public
sector organizations that match the criteria for the study sample, initial telephone calls were made
to them seeking consent. During the telephone conversations, | provided brief information about
the purpose of the study and asked if they would want to participate in the data collection process.
Following our first conversations, the ten communication practitioners who agreed and expressed
interest in participating in the study received emails with detailed information about the study and
how the data collected would be used. Additionally, communicators received a second email with
an informed consent form (see appendix 2) that explained the purpose of their participation and
their right to decline at any point in the data collection process. Providing the communicators with
an informed consent form was an ethical step because they have the right to know and understand
why they are being researched. In essence, research participants have the right to understand the
purpose of the study and their right to withdraw at any time (Seale et al., 2007).

5.5 Process of Analysis

Due to the focus of the study, the data analysis process was done using the inductive approach with
an interpretive frame prioritizing how the communicators interpret and construct or assign meaning
to the research topic. This implies that the information derived from the in-depth semi-structured
interviews conducted was merged and arranged into several themes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To
ensure that all information used in the analysis was accurate, the interview sessions were recorded
with the communicators’ consent. The analysis process started with transcribing the interviews

using an artificial intelligence software called Otter Al. Even though the software helped capture
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most conversations, | listened to the audio recording while going through the transcripts to ensure
that the information captioned by the software corresponded with what was said. Additionally, to
ensure the credibility of the data, participants were contacted to verify the information from the
transcripts, especially those that were not clearly captured by the software and could not be further

clarified even after listening to the audio recordings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

After verifying the transcripts, making sense of the data began by sorting it into open codes using
short words and phrases to help me retrieve specific information throughout the process (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016). The open coding process was necessary for making sense of the data because it
allowed me to extensively identify different segments that later became helpful to the analysis
process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Several themes were developed from the open codes by
grouping similar answers, ideas, and concepts together. However, they were later sorted, and those
relevant to addressing the research questions were discussed in the analysis. Sorting out the data
and developing the themes that are essential to the research is vital since the goal of ‘data analysis
Is the process of making sense of the data by consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people
have said and what the researcher has seen and read” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016 p.202). Themes
developed from the open coding process were arranged using Nvivo. The main themes captured

from the data are:

Culture of Individualism
Culture of Collectivism
Culture of Disbelief

A wnpoE

Authority and Propaganda

The communicators’ interpretations of the themes were found to be relevant to addressing the

purpose of the study and answering the research question.
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6.0 Analysis

What follows in this chapter is an empirical analysis of the cultural and political influence on crisis
communication in Liberia, particularly from the perspective of communicators working in public
sector organizations. The results will be presented in line with themes generated from the ten semi-
structured interviews based on the frequency of its appearance and its relevance to answering the

research question.

The first part of this section presents the participating communicators’ strategic approach to crisis
management vis-a-vis the Liberian context in crisis communication. Following that, the three
major themes that are relevant to addressing cultural influence will be presented. These themes

focus on understanding how the cultural orientation of Liberia influences crisis communication.

A significant finding under this theme is that there exists a divide in the culture of urban
(Individualism) and rural (Collectivism) settings. These findings will be discussed and followed
by the other theme that emerged under this element of the research question, a Culture of Disbelief

and Distrust.

The second part of this section will present the theme that emerged regarding the influence of
politics on how communicators in public sector organizations communicate during a crisis. Under
this segment, the theme presented is 'Authority and Government Propaganda’. These are the
different challenges that influence crisis communication as presented by the participating

communicators interviewed for this thesis project.

For confidentiality purposes, the names of the public sector organizations and the participating
communicators will not be disclosed. The participants will be represented by the letter “C” (for
“Communicator’) followed by the number corresponding to the order in which the interviews were

conducted. For example, the first interviewee will be referred to as C1.
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6.1 Strategic Approach to Crisis Communication

[C2] We do not have a crisis communication plan, but we have risk management
included in our communication plan. When a crisis erupts, we go to the plan and assess
the situation before deciding how to approach it. Whether to only issue a press release,
go on the radio, issue notice in the newspaper or engage the communities.

[C7] We have developed a communication policy, but we are still waiting to approve it

because of the government's bureaucracy, but we meet as a team to understand the

situation before deciding how to approach it.
It is evident that most public organizations do not have an actual crisis communication plan;
however, how public sector communicators approach a crisis or determine a response strategy is
strictly dependent on an impromptu assessment of the organization's reputational threat, crisis
settings, nature, or crisis type. Additionally, the extent at which research is conducted to understand
a crisis before determining an appropriate response strategy that matches a crisis type remains on
the spectrum. Understanding a crisis type and aligning it with each response strategy is one key
concept of the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) (Coombs, 2007). Nevertheless,
in the case of the communicators interviewed for this study, the process of how crisis types are
matched with a particular response strategy can be described as ambiguous since they lack a crisis

communication strategy that should serve as an introductory guide for assessment and alignment.

[C1] Sometimes we work with our bosses to prepare them to speak with the media
during a crisis. We also have an internal communication policy that allows us to engage
our colleagues and keep them informed during a crisis. Because the more effective you
are internally, the better it is, especially during a crisis.

[C5] If you do not have an excellent internal communication policy, you can never have

a standard communication process. We use our policy to keep our staff aware of what

is happening during a crisis because they can help defend the organization by providing

the right narrative, particularly on social media where people post misinformation.
In order to effectively communicate crisis related information and maintain consistency in the flow
of communication provided to the public when a crisis occurs, these public organizations often try
to have strategic in-house meetings that seek to inform and educate organizational members on
who, what, and when to communicate at a particular stage of the crisis. Such strategic meetings are
conducted to prepare executives or relevant organization members with limited media training for

when they will have to engage the public on behalf of the organization during a crisis.
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Strengthening internal communication is another way the participants prepare for crisis response
and ensure that co-workers are informed about every stage of the crisis. In this way, they fully
understand the situation, serve as ambassadors for the organization, and can speak about the crisis
when the need arises. This practice by the participants aligns with Falkheimer and Heide (2006)’s
argument that in addition to providing crisis information to the public, it is logical for
communicators to provide media training for other executives on media engagements, mainly when
these crisis managers are likely to interact with the public or the media during a crisis. As such

media training increases the possibility of getting organizations’ stories out to the public.

[C10] We try to assess the potential reputational threats to the organization, and if it
is high, we first try to limit those threats. This society is gullible, and people base their
judgment on misinformation and wrong perceptions of government organizations,
especially here in urban cities. So, you have to defend yourself.
Contrary to the SCCT’s support for providing instructing information at the early stage of a crisis
(Coombs, 2007); and Harro-Loit et al. (2012)’s assertion that public interest and safety must be a
priority before reputation, the participating communicators in some public organizations focus

more on protecting the image and reputation of their organizations.

Apparently, such posture is due to the lack of trust in public organizations, a trend developed based
on power distance. How far people feel excluded from governance processes and how well they
perceive the deployment of power to meet just ends are two critical barometers for measuring trust
or lack of it in public organizations and the information disseminated therefrom. As Hofstede and
Bond (1988) argue, people in societies with power distance between government and citizens are
aware of the inequality in the distribution of authority or power, thus increasing distrust and limiting

citizens’ ability to forgive those at the top whenever there are crises or human mistakes.

Notably, the participants said that the denial and apology crisis responses are the most used by
public sector organizations in Liberia. However, when, and how these crisis responses are usually
employed is highly based on the affected public and the circumstances of the crisis. For example,
in urban areas where people have strong and different political opinions and are more doubtful
about the honesty of those in the public sector, communicators typically use denial or defensive
crisis response strategies to protect their organizations' reputations. For example, one of the

participants explained that “[C6] our people feel that apologizing or accepting responsibilities in
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public relations or in crisis communications, is a wrong thing to do. If you made a mistake, as a
government institution and apologize, it will damage the organization’s image especially here in

Monrovia”.

On the other hand, the participants said that communicators are mostly persuasive in their
communication approach and accommodating or apologetic when dealing with crises in rural areas.
According to Benoit, Drew (1997) and Coombs (2006), organizations use the apology and
accommodative (sympathy) response strategies whenever they realize their responsibility for a
crisis and seek forgiveness from stakeholders and express concerns for those affected by the
situation. However, in the case of public sector organizations in Liberia, the apology and sympathy
strategies are often used as their strategic approach to winning the support of rural communities
and not necessarily because they recognize their fault in the crisis. The interviewees expressed that
being persuasive and apologetic are the most effective ways of managing and communicating
crisis-related information in rural areas. The communities have more collective nature and are
connected to their traditions and cultures, thus differentiating them from urban settings where

inhabitants are individualistic and highly politically driven.

[C5] Communicating with our traditional or rural audience in the Liberian context,
you need to use easier words, words that people understand, words that appeal to
people, words that would speak to people's consciences, and that is how you get the
rural leaders on board.

Based on the empirical materials, one can argue that despite the denial or defensive position often
taken by public organizations in a crisis, local communities' views and positions are considered
when compiling a crisis communication plan, even though this often comes secondary to managing
the organizations' reputation in terms of priorities. Framing and designing messages that are
truthful, appealing, and meet the communities’ communication channels but still suit the interest
of the organization is a strategic approach taken by the participating communicators to obtain

acceptance in rural settings since the inhabitants are primarily collective in their response and
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bonded by traditional norms. In that sense, the flow of crisis communication usually takes a top-
down approach. This means that to successfully disseminate crisis information in rural settings,
communicators often start their engagements with local or traditional leaders, who then
communicate with their constituents. In essence, any crisis-related information that does not go
through the appropriate channel (from local leaders to communities), will likely not be effective or

achieve its intended goals.

6.2 Context in Crisis Communication

[C4] The first thing we must realize in the context of the crisis. What is the issue? How
does it hurt the institution? What is the culture of the crisis region? For instance, the
culture of the southeastern region is different from that of the north, and so are their

reactions.

[C6] We consider the specific regions, time of the crisis, political atmosphere, and
communication channels or possibilities [and] then come up with a plan to avert the
crisis because there is no one size fits all.
The issue of identifying and understanding context appears to be something the participants
recognize as a critical factor in strategically preparing and responding to crises. According to the
participants, there are some critical contextual factors that communicators in public organizations
tend to consider important to understand when preparing for or responding to crises. These are the

audience's culture, crisis type, crisis settings, political views, and public perception.

Contextualization has been discussed as an essential part of crisis communication based on the idea
that people’'s understanding and perception of crises substantially differ across cultures, regions,
and political systems, thus impacting how they perceive and react to crisis-related information
(Dykeman, 2005). Furthermore, Pearson and Clair (1998) argue that it is primarily disadvantageous
for organizations when communicators or crisis managers fail to consider the different contexts of
crisis and the factors likely to shape people's worldviews. In that sense, it becomes almost
impossible to effectively select a response strategy that matches the crisis type because successfully

managing a crisis requires the organization to know the contextual factors surrounding the situation.
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For the interviewees, the essence of considering the context in their crisis communication
preparation is to help them monitor aspects of the crisis that have the potential to undermine their
response or affect their communication. In other words, identifying and understanding the context
in which a crisis occurs enables them to carefully develop messages that suit different cultures
depending on where the crisis has occurred. For example, one of the interviewees explained that
“[C8] People here have different ways to react to crises, so we need a trend of response, and for us

to meet their needs, we must understand all the different parts of the crisis".

Another significant context flagged by the participating communicators was ‘culture’, as they
explained, influences crisis communication at different levels. This naturally leads us to our next

context.
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6.3 Crisis Communication and Cultural Context

In this section, the cultural context will be addressed by discussing the following themes: Culture
of Individualism, Collectivism, and shared values in rural settings, and Culture of Distrust
and Disbelief.

6.3.1 Culture of Individualism

[C6] I think it is an individualistic culture here in Monrovia. When responding to
crises, we do not look at it holistically as a national issue. If it affects you, it does not
affect me. You know, it is not my issue.

[C7] It is mostly an individualistic approach for people in urban areas. People focus
on their families and close contacts. | do not mind once something does not affect me
and my immediate friends or family; | do not mind. | close my eyes to it. The day it
affects me, that is when | will complain.

The culture of individualism stood out in all the interviews, and the participating communicators
had extreme views and concerns about it. However, individualism was discussed in terms of
responding to crises and not as the overall cultural system of Liberia. Discussion of this theme
revealed that Liberians have different reactions to crises, particularly those involving the public

organizations and depending on where the crisis is being managed.

Additionally, the interviewees explained that the issue of individualism is primarily common in
urban areas, whereas people in rural settings are more collective in their response to a crisis. As
part of Hofstede's first four cultural dimensions, the Culture of Individualism is described as
societies where members often care for and seek their personal interests over group or collective
interests (Rinne et al., 2012). The cultural difference identified between urban and rural settings in
Liberia supports Basabe and Ros (2005)’s assertion that individualism is typical in more evolved

areas while less developed areas are often more collective in nature.

However, most urban dwellers are more inclined to be highly involved with the political system. It
can often be challenging to communicate with such a group as there are several factors to

understand and consider when planning a crisis response strategy. Responding to a crisis in urban
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areas requires understanding these factors. These factors can include:

e educational status
e political orientation

e public and media perception of the affected organization

However, what seems to be important to the participating communicators in their approach to crises
in urban areas is how messages are constructed and framed. According to them, the urban public
often doubts the importance and honesty of communication emanating from public organizations.
So, in order to achieve the goals of a crisis communication strategy or plan, communicators must
clearly show the necessity of the information and, most importantly, what negative or positive

impact a particular crisis situation would have on that audience.

When crisis messages are not clearly communicated or cannot show why such information is
essential, they are likely to be criticized or narrated as a propaganda strategy to promote the
government's interest. In essence, most urban dwellers can often be opinionated and critical of
public organizations, especially those who have some level of education. They are only interested

in understanding how a crisis will affect them or their close relations.

Unfortunately, such an approach seemed to be a challenge for crisis communicators. For example,
some interviewees expressed that “[C5] People are highly political in Monrovia and are often
critical about government organizations, so for us, messaging is very important when dealing with
the crisis here.” Participant [C6] says “The message development process is mainly important for
communicating here during crises. People are always prepared to criticize or create their own
narrative, so your messages must be clear and well-formulated, because everyone cares for

him/herself, so your messages must be strong on the potential harm of the crisis."”

Providing clear and well-tailored messages is arguably the key to ensuring that crisis-related
information achieves its intended purpose when communicating in urban areas in Liberia.
Additionally, crisis information intended for affected urban communities must clearly show the
crisis threat and its impact on the community. From the quotes immediately above, one can argue
that even though public organizations may be noted for using the denial or defensive crisis response
strategy mentioned elsewhere in this chapter, the participating communicators understand the
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different interests of their audiences and the implications for their crisis communication processes.

[C5] The culture is both individualistic and collective. Nevertheless, | will describe
people in Monrovia as more individualistic. We have not been able to build systems to
support individuals, and to be honest, all of our mistakes come back at us when we
have a crisis because then we have to deal with the people who are largely affected by
the system.
In contrast to Hofstede's claim that the culture of individualism is built in complex and developed
societies where people are independent (Basabe & Ros 2005), the interviewees believe that
Liberia's individualistic culture is based on citizens' disappointment in the governing system.
Accordingly, urban residents tend to act in an individualistic way during a crisis because there has
not been a working government system that seeks to support people's basic needs, thus prompting
people to care only for themselves and those that matter to them. The participants argue that such
an attitude threatens the progress of communication during a crisis, considering that crises faced
by public organizations are often situations of national concern. Oftentimes these crises hamper the
economy, overstretch infrastructure, healthcare delivery services, or other national concerns. So,
when people refuse to understand and approach these crises from a national point of view, it
threatens the flow of communication and the overall process of resolving the crisis.

[C1] People here approach crises [sic] from an individual point of view, and that is
bad for us. One example is the current Covid-19 crisis. When the first case was
reported, most people in other surrounding communities did not care to follow the
instructions because it was not close to them.
It can therefore be argued that for a public sector organization to effectively communicate during a
crisis in this setting, it is crucial first to scan the crisis setting from different perspectives. Such a
scan should be done considering different levels, including religion, social class, political

affiliations, and educational status.

Other than that, communication not sufficiently tailored to address and meet the requirements of
this group is likely to fail and be met with severe resistance and criticism. In essence, crisis
communication in this setting needs to show how people in this group can be affected by a crisis if

the information is not taken seriously.
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6.3.2 Collectivism and shared values in traditional settings

[C4] You know, | will say people are connected in some rural areas because they
believe in a particular value or tradition that bonds them together. They can barely
question or speak to their traditional leaders or political leaders who have control as
kinsmen. [C1]. The culture requires them to listen to their leaders. Those people are
seriously loyal to their values and tradition. [C10] Because of the influence
traditional leaders have on the people, and the connection they have with their
tradition, they automatically agree to information from their leaders because they
believe it is in the interest of their community. It is difficult to break that culture during
acrisis.
Another cultural influence on crisis communication is collectivism in traditional settings. The
communicators defined the culture of collectivism and Shared Values in traditional settings as
being bonded by a collective value, thus suppressing people's opinions, and limiting their freedom
to speak out or make decisions due to traditional norms. However, the culture of collectivism is
also one of Hofstede's cultural dimensions. It is described as a culture where the most significant
interests and experiences of the people are internal and interconnected, thus, placing group over
self-interest (Basabe & Ros 2005). Such tradition can be helpful and problematic for

communicators when faced with a crisis.

On the one hand, there can be a smooth flow of crisis communication between local leaders and
their community members when the leaders fully understand the crisis and believe that the
organizations are honest and not responsible for the crisis. On the other hand, it can be problematic
when the local leaders are not allies of the crisis organization.
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Such distinction is important because local or traditional leaders are significant in ensuring the
smooth dissemination of communication in rural areas. | would argue that such difference in
realities emphasizes the argument that every crisis setting may influence and challenge
communication in unique ways. People interpret crises differently depending on age, life situation,
and past crisis experience (Harro-Loit et al., 2012). As such, communicators need to scan and
understand the particular setting in which they function to effectively communicate and achieve

their goals and protect their reputations during crises.

Environmental scanning is essential because the ability to acknowledge and understand the
different reactions of the public plays a vital role in achieving crisis communication goals (Loit et
al. 2012). In this sense, environmental scanning in a crisis is fundamental since each organization
has its stakeholders, competitors, and public with unique interests and needs, especially when
dealing with crises (Shobaki & Naser, 2017). Even though all the communicators did not agree on
how this theme challenges or influences their crisis communication plan or strategy, they all agreed
that holding onto shared values is an issue in some parts of Liberia, particularly in rural or

traditional settings.

The interviewees asserted that the culture of collectivism in rural Liberia is such that members of
traditional communities are not allowed to speak out or question traditional authorities, and as such,
they follow whatever they are told by those they consider leaders. The concern raised by the
interviewees is that because people in rural communities have been trained in a system that subjects
them to be silent, they sometimes are vulnerable to manipulation and believing misinformation,

thus, limiting the free flow of communication during crises.

However, to communicate crisis information in such areas, there must be a specific channel or
pattern of communication. It is also essential to recognize and understand the perception of local
leaders. According to the interviewees, a communicator might use questions such as the following

to achieve this understanding:

e How do they perceive the organization managing the crisis?
e What is their understanding of the crisis?
e What is their political alignment?
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These different questions need to be considered when planning crisis communication during a crisis
involving the rural public because of their traditional beliefs and collective nature. According to
the communicators, if these are overlooked, and local leaders have different perceptions, the

implication is usually not favorable to communicators.

In essence, communicating in rural settings often requires special efforts and planning in order for

messages to be fully accepted and for necessary actions to be taken by the communities.

One of the communicators [C9] uses the following statement to describe his organization's

approach:

Normally, when there is an issue that requires us to engage rural communities, we first

start our engagement from top to bottom. That is, our plan starts with the traditional

leadership. If not, whatever we say would mostly be disregarded or misinterpreted by

the people, and they would only listen to what their traditional leaders instructed.

Some of the participants whose organizations have managed crises in such a setting explained that
it might be traditionally unacceptable for people to question local leaders in some rural settings.
Therefore, communication must be adequately managed and disseminated using the appropriate
channel (getting local or traditional leaders involved from the beginning) to avoid further crisis

escalation.

[C2] You know the habit of collective cultural values affects and influences our
communication during a crisis. You may think that not questioning the actions of our
leaders or believing in a certain value is a sign of respect until you are faced with a
crisis, and the leaders of small towns are against you; that is when you feel the effect
of that tradition. [C6] Most traditional leaders have their political biases, so they
sometimes think that we only care about protecting the government.[C8] I think
traditional leaders sometimes take advantage of this culture to mislead people. That
behavior is terrible for us, especially when we have to disseminate information during
a crisis, but again, it is a problem of tradition.

Based on how the interviewees responded to the issue of collectivism, it became apparent that the
issue of collective values in some areas can pose a significant threat to communication efforts and
influence how information is shared in rural communities. However, the case may be different in

urban areas where people are more educated and can debate organizations' actions.

Accordingly, the flow of crisis communication in the rural parts of the country is dependent
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primarily on the acceptance and understanding of traditional leaders because the inhabitants rely
on local or traditional authorities for information, especially during a crisis. Based on that, the
involvement of local leaders in the development and sharing of crisis information is significant to
achieving crisis communication goals. Additionally, how authority or leadership is solicited when
communicating during a crisis plays a vital role in contextualizing crisis information and helps

ensure effective communication with stakeholders and the public (Podar & Voina 2022).

The interviewees also explained that when traditional leaders believe that the public organization
Is responsible for the crisis, it becomes challenging to provide crisis information to the
communities. Since people believe in their values and are not allowed to go against their leaders,
communicators have to go through several negotiation processes to ensure that traditional leaders
understand the risk and threat of the crisis and why providing the correct information to their
community members is essential. However, the participants admit that such a process is often
complex because people in rural communities have their own beliefs that cannot easily be changed.
After all, it has become a part of the existence of communities. Additionally, the communicators
argue that in a setting where people are not allowed to speak out, it becomes difficult for an outsider
to communicate, especially when traditional leaders are not interested in the situation or believe the
organization is responsible for the crisis. Such action is what the SCCT refers to as 'Initial
Responsibility’. From the perspective of the SCCT, several factors shape reputational threats to
organizations during a crisis, including this ‘initial responsibility’ which is the level at which

stakeholders assume that a crisis was caused by the organization's own mistakes (Coombs, 1995).

Furthermore, the more stakeholders believe the organization is at fault, the higher the reputational
threat (Coombs, 1995). However, even though people at the rural level may often approach crisis
from a collective standpoint, their actions are primarily based on the interest and influence of their
traditional leaders and kinsmen in authority. The responses from the interviewees show that
collectivism is common in local or rural areas in Liberia, and this culture influences the presentation
of crisis-related information and how communicators design their crisis communication strategies
in those regions. However, such an approach differs in urban areas where people are more

individualistic in their approach.
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6.3.3 Culture of Distrust and Disbelief

[C1], As communicators in government institutions, people do not believe or trust
what we say. Moreover, because of the existing perception of the public and how they
see our institution, we often try to be defensive in our approach when dealing with
crises. [C6] For some reason, there seems to be a natural tendency for people not to
believe, and it makes me wonder, why are they not believing? Why are they not
trusting the system? [C3] We have this kind of culture, and there is a thing to
disbelieve. That is a cultural scenario that has filled the society. It is to the extent
where the culture of the society and politics seem to be in synergy.
Several factors are likely to influence and impact the way communication professionals disseminate
information and the kind of messages they provide the public during crises. Nevertheless, from the
empirical materials, the issue of Distrust and Disbelief seems to be one of the challenges that
influence how communicators working in public organizations in Liberia communicate during a
crisis. The challenges posed by such a culture resonated with all the participating communicators.
As seen in the above quotes, it becomes evident that the participators develop their crisis
communication strategy with high consideration of public perception of the organizations and how

those perceptions affect the reputation of the affected organization.

Even though the perceptions of the local communities are considered at the preparation stage, crisis
messages are often tailored toward protecting or defending the organizations' reputations. However,
the participants expressed frustration about such a culture because it makes communication

difficult, especially when it requires convincing the public during a crisis.

50



[C5] The thought of lacking basic social services has affected the people, eventually
leading to the culture of resistance. We feel the pinch of it because we must
communicate and convince the same people who are already feeling disenchanted. So,
there is always this dilemma of communicating messages that will serve the public's
interest or prioritize our organizations' image and reputation.
Because citizens are often considered significant stakeholders in public organizations (Andrews &
Walle, 2013), and due to a lack of public trust in the integrity and honesty of public organizations
in the country, dealing with stakeholders' acceptance level and maintaining credibility becomes a
significant challenge that influences crisis communication. The quest to continue defending
organizational reputation comes to bear as communicators struggle between balancing their
relationship with stakeholders and the public and preventing reputational threats. Based on that, the
participants expressed that no matter the crisis, communication is usually shifted towards building
stakeholders' and public trust by providing evidence when defending the organization, especially

when dealing with a crisis that erupts based on false accusations.

Even though the SCCT suggests that communicators must understand the crisis type and match it
to their response strategy (Coombs & Holladay, 2002), communicators under these circumstances
decide their strategies not based on the crisis type alone but on the social construct or culture of
their public. The interviewees expressed dissatisfaction over how the public (both rural and urban)
perceived them and elaborated that any information coming from public organizations is
automatically considered a 'lie' and an attempt to promote the organizations' image and the
government in general. In line with this, Pedersen (1987) explains that despite the crisis type, crisis
settings, and the public involved, the social construct of the people plays a dominant role in how

they interpret the actions of organizations and the crisis.

Additionally, the communicators explained that there is a wall of resistance, a strategy used by the
people because they believe those working in the public sector have failed them and will continue

to do so. The response by the interviewees indicates their level of frustration over such a culture.
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As the empirical material reveals, communication practitioners have several factors to consider and
challenges to overcome when communicating during a crisis. Based on the explanations from the
interviewees, | would argue that in crisis communication there is never a single or straightforward
way to navigate to reach a stage of resolution. Nevertheless, communicators should consider several
contexts and perspectives before or while responding to a crisis. The interviewees explained that
the culture of distrust and disbelief that the Liberian population has developed affects the success

of their communication and limits the extent of their crisis response strategies.

For example, when public organizations are faced with a crisis and have to engage the public, there
is often this narrative of public organizations using a crisis to achieve ulterior motives. As such,
people pay less attention and follow their already built narrative. Such an explanation supports the
reason for Pearson and Clair (1993)'s argument that it is not enough for crisis managers and
communicators to rely only on understanding the reputational threat presented by a crisis. However,
they must consider seriously how their environment is framed because they do not operate in

isolation from the setting in which their organization exists, especially during crises.

Furthermore, the interviewees complained that functioning in a system where people disregard
every information emanating from your organization makes communication difficult.
Communicating is to ensure that a message is sent, received, and understood. However, it is

difficult for them in public sector organizations.

6.4 Crisis Communication and Political Context

This section focuses on addressing the political influence on crisis communication by discussing
the theme (Authority and Government Propaganda) that emerged as a major factor in shaping

how communicators in public sector organizations prepare for crisis communication.
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6.4.1 Authority and Government Propaganda

[C10] Politics play a major role in our communication here; I mean, it is living in bed
with our culture, the issue of regional solidarity, party solidarity, and defending
governmental institutions against oppositions. C6] The political culture limits
communicators from being honest, so it greatly influences how we provide information
during crises.
Even though there were several themes generated from the responses to this question, authority
and government propaganda emerged as the most significant influence on communication during
a crisis in public organizations. As communicators in public organizations, the responsibility or
quest to always communicate messages that will help promote the government's image and
reputation is of significant priority. Therefore, such responsibility seems to influence
communication professionals' crisis plans or strategies significantly. The communicators expressed
that the political system in Liberia does not appreciate ‘accepting wrongs' and working to improve
on them. Based on that, most information is often focused on ensuring that the organization's

reputation and that of the Liberian government are protected.

However, just as in the case of the different cultural influences discussed earlier, the communicators
had different opinions about how this theme influenced their communication during a crisis. Some
of them acknowledged that even though the political culture encourages propaganda,
communicators' continuous denial and defensive position contribute to why distrust can sometimes
become a problem during a crisis. For example, a participant provided a crisis scenario and how
the denial and defensive strategy encouraged distrust. "[C4] | remember a famous incident at one
of the political parties' headquarters some years back where someone was shot. Five minutes later,
I turned on my radio, and the then spokesman of the police was speaking. He told the public that
they only used rubber bullets, and no live bullets were fired. Meanwhile, people saw the victim

bleeding on the ground. The way the institution responded increased doubts and evoked public

53



criticism. After that incident, it became difficult for the public to believe any information from the

police. Such denial is common within public sector organizations".

On the other hand, the other communicators believed that the most important function of
communicators is to defend the organization. Therefore, their strategies are often shaped towards
achieving their organizational goals but with a greater purpose of protecting the government's
image since public organizations are government owned. For this group of participants, taking a
defensive approach is the essence of their communication; therefore, most of their crisis

communication plans are developed on that basis. For example, a communicator indicated that:

[C10] As a communicator in this country, especially working in government
institutions, you must be able to provide a counter that will challenge or correct what
IS reported against your organization's interest. This society is gullible, and people
base their judgment on misinformation and wrong perception of government
organizations. You have to defend yourself.
Even though the communicators had different positions on their role during a crisis, they all agree
on one thing: The political system of the country is a critical factor in shaping their communication

during a crisis.

Based on the above quote, the desire to always be correct, and unwillingness to accept mistakes
and improve on them, influence the participating communicators' use of defensive or denial crisis
response strategies. However, such behavior sometimes creates a disconnect between the public
and the organization, thus reducing their trust in communicators. The interviewees further
explained that with the political system there is a tendency to circumvent the truth and hide things
from the public, mainly when there is a severe threat to the governments' image. Accordingly,
mistakes made by public organizations are usually shifted towards the government because there
is already the issue of distrust among the public. Public organizations are usually exposed to critical
examinations from their audience because they are considered state-owned, thus increasing citizens'

interest in questioning their actions (Andrews & Walle, 2013).

[C5] When there is a crisis, the first thing management emphasizes is prioritizing the
government's image, and you know we have a government system that promotes a good
name. Sometimes we even get more combative instead of trying to make people
understand what the real issues are because the system does not appreciate accepting
wrong. [C3] You will see that, communicators, especially those in the public sector,
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have to be heavily biased based on the nature of the governance system. [C8] It is a
difficult thing based on our political culture; for those who find themselves in a
communication position in the public sector, it is hard to be objective as a public
institution. Moreover, you must always try to cover up almost every time.

The participants’ expressions confirm An et al. (2010)’s argument that there are several factors to
be considered when communicating during a crisis. However, the issue of politics and the need to
be politically correct or have a perfect image to the public shapes crisis communication in a way
that limits the essence of providing crisis related information. From the discussion, the political
culture plays a significant role in how and why crisis communication messages are disseminated
regardless of the crisis type or setting. Beyond the focus of government structure, a key point to
highlight in this segment is that regardless of the organization, the political interest of those in a
position of authority in the organization and the level at which they view and value communication
in crisis also influences how communications decisions are made. This argument is evident from
the discussion with the communication professionals as they also flagged that the involvement of

organizational leadership in communication activities also shapes the process.
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[C9] Based on our work here, our organization is almost always faced with crises. But
unfortunately, in Liberia many of our leaders in the public sector believe that
communication is only about a press release or press conference. So, when something
happens, the concern is to put out a statement. [C2] Leaders only want to have a press
conference, and they do not see it. | think it is a challenge that runs through Liberian
public officials, that communication is almost relegated to the background.

Wailcox et al. (2017) say that communicators have a significant role during a crisis, going beyond
producing and publishing press releases. As such, communicators must go beyond “developing
press statements” and be fully involved in planning and making strategic decisions geared toward
improving the organization's crisis communication management (Ahmad & Idid, 2020). However,
the involvement of organizational leaders (Ministers, Managing Directors, and Commissioners) to
a certain extent limits the control of communicators, thus, forcing them in the direction of
propaganda, which seems to be the central focus of organizational leaders who primarily have some

political alignment.

The participants acknowledged the general lack of trust in public organizations' honesty. They
claimed that such lack of trust could largely be attributed to the continuous defensive posture of
public sector organizations over the years. Accordingly, the culture of Distrust and Disbelief may
have its foundation in how public organizations have positioned themselves within the public
domain. In essence, the participants described the position of public sector organizations as one
that is biased towards protecting the government's image and reputation. However, the issue of
propaganda is often based on public organizations’ refusal to honestly accept their part in a crisis
and to seek forgiveness from the public. This leaves communicators only with the option of
communicating what is acceptable by political leaders. Due to the attitude of public sector
organizations when faced with a crisis that threatens their reputation, accepting responsibilities and
apologizing is often seen as a weakness. Based on such beliefs, the interviewees normally tailor
their communications to suit the political system as there are consequences if other strategies are

employed without the permission of those organizations' leaders.
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[C3] You have to develop your communication in agreement with the head. If not, you
get into trouble. Furthermore, communication professionals in government agencies
communicate what they are told to communicate; they will not work on their own.
Because if you try to open up too much, you get into trouble.
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7.0 Discussion and Conclusion

The study seeks to explore and achieve knowledge and understanding of cultural and political
challenges that influence crisis communication in public sector organizations from a non-Western
viewpoint, thus using Liberia as the study area. This thesis recognizes a gap in the literature on
context in crisis communication, particularly cultural and political influence, and the somewhat
limited outlook of the SCCT. Based on the empirical materials, and to answer the research question,
I argue that the influence of culture on crisis communication in public sector organizations in
Liberia is equivocal. In essence, crisis communication in public sector organizations is influenced
by different cultures and traditions depending on the crisis settings and the public sector
organization managing the situation. Additionally, the results show that crisis communication may
also be influenced by the political interest of public sector organizations' leaders and, most

importantly, government propaganda.

Based on the findings, the importance of environmental scanning cannot be over-emphasized,
considering the numerous factors that come to play when dealing with a crisis in urban and rural
settings in Liberia. For organizations to strategically communicate and achieve crisis
communication goals, communicators must be aware of the organizations' environment to keep
track of external influences to match crisis responses to the crisis type (Amuna et al., 2017). In
addition, organizations need to have a formal crisis communication plan that would serve as a
guiding principle for strategically responding to crises. Due to the absence of a formal crisis
communication plan, as in the case of the public sector organizations in this thesis, one can argue
that the possibility of determining crisis response or communication strategies in a timely way
would be a challenge for communicators. Moreover, such delay may threaten the success of the
overall crisis management process. In order to effectively respond to a crisis, |1 would argue that
communication practitioners must become more proactive than reactive in their communication
approach. A proactive approach to crisis communication in Liberia would mean researching the
different cultures and perspectives of the public in urban and rural communities to understand what

resonates with those affected by the crisis and the different publics.
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However, the general findings of this study can be discussed with a tone of uncertainty as there are
several factors to consider regarding how culture and politics influence the way communicators in
public organizations in Liberia plan and communicate during crises and how that communication
is received. However, these contextual factors depend on the crisis settings, the type of public
organization managing the crisis, the culture, and their proximity to and interest in the country's
political system. On the one hand, the results suggest a cultural divide between urban and rural
settings in Liberia. Nevertheless, the level at which each of the challenges of the different cultural
practices influence and impact crisis communication depends on the regions and the type of public

organization involved.

On the other hand, the political system demands cover-ups and propaganda, prescribing how
communication is processed and shared during crises. However, like culture, the political system
also influences communication at different levels and in ways that may be unique to each crisis
setting and public organization within the country. Based on the complexities and differences in
how crisis communication is influenced in these public organizations, it can be argued that different
organizations may be challenged with different factors that shape their communication even when
operating under the same sector or structure. Therefore, understanding the context in which each

crisis occurs is of tremendous significance.

I would further argue that communicating during crises in Liberia requires careful consideration of
the rural or traditional culture, which may differ substantially from urban settings. With this
argument, [ agree with Siew-Yoong Low et al. (2011, p. 234) that there is no "one size fits all
approach and there is no superior culture™ in crisis communication management because different
cultures work differently. Even though people may be under similar political settings or cultures,
how their realities are shaped is based on their involvement with other smaller or closed groups.
The differentiating factors between individualistic and collectivistic cultures may be few, but how
it influences crisis communication differs substantially. For example, public organizations dealing
with crises in rural settings will most likely implement a response strategy that requires negotiations
and acknowledging the public's concerns. Such a strategy helps communicators to adjust the

organization's approach to clear negative perceptions and restore trust among stakeholders or the
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public regardless of the crisis type. In contrast, communication in urban settings invokes
defensiveness. A key takeaway is that, in rural settings, the formulation of crisis messages,
perceptions of local or traditional authorities, and information dissemination channels are of utmost
importance. On the other hand, message formulation, source credibility, and trustworthiness are

essential to achieving crisis communication goals in urban settings.

The findings suggest that communication practitioners working in public sector organizations are
encouraged to use defensive crisis communication approaches (attacking their accusers with little
concern about making public apologies). This means that the crisis response strategy usually used
is the denial strategy to protect the image and reputation of the organization. The Liberian political
system may promote information manipulation and cover-ups during crises to prevent damage to

the government's reputation.

Distrust in public sector organizations has been debated around several issues. Such a strategy is
employed precisely in different contexts because an existing distrust culture has positioned the
public to become resistant to most information emanating from a public sector organization. Again,
this kind of response is typical in urban areas where literate people can debate the public sector
organizations' actions. However, the most common cause of the decline in public trust in public
sector organizations is that ‘outputs and outcomes are below standard, and governments often fail
to deliver on their promises' (Walle et al., 2008, p. 49). Therefore, Pearson (1993) argues that it is
not enough only to understand the organization's risk or level of reputational threats but also to
narrow environmental scanning down to different national cultures or system levels and what
shapes people's actions at individual and group levels. Often, communicators may be focused on
understanding their public's response and acceptance level. Based on the results, my argument is
that it is essential to understand the culture that communicators and organizations have built over
time that is manifested through the actions and reactions of the public. Therefore, it is vital for
organizations also to evaluate their shared culture when developing their crisis communication plan

or strategy.
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7.1 Contributions and Implications for Research and

Practice

This thesis theoretically contributes with significant findings on the cultural and political challenges
that influence crisis communications in public organizations in Liberia. The results from this study
suggest that crisis communication in Liberia, particularly by public organizations, is highly
influenced by a political system that promotes cover-ups and propaganda as well as the different
cultural dimensions of the country. The study reveals the split between urban and rural cultures,
particularly how people respond to crisis and their perception of crisis—related information.
Additionally, how communicators develop their strategies based on these different factors. A key
contribution of the study is that culture and politics can influence crisis communications at different
levels in an equivocal way, thus advancing the understanding that when communicating in Liberia
during a crisis, it is not enough to plan or develop response strategies based on national cultures.
This is because people’s reactions, level of cooperation, and acceptance of crisis information is
mostly dependent on how their close groups are framed as well as different political interests and
demands.

Even though these findings can somewhat be interpreted as ambivalent or complicated, it is
important to note that communication during a crisis will likely not be effective if it is developed
based on a single cultural dimension or national cultural context. This phenomenon is something
that also needs to be studied in order to adequately understand the level at which culture influences

crisis communication and how they are received and accepted.

This study further emphasizes and contributes to the understanding that cultural consideration,
whether at national or local levels, is a factor in crisis communication that must not be overlooked.
Even though there are crisis communication theories like the SCCT that presents some guidelines
for when organizations can communicate during a crisis and what kind of information to provide
at what stage of the crisis, there is still a missing gap in providing specific details about who needs

to speak to the public in crisis other than organizations or crisis managers.

However, from this study, one can learn that the issue of understanding cultural difference is
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significant for crisis communication but what is even more critical is organizations being able to
find or build a connection between themselves and their public. For example, organizations should
be able to match the cultures or values of their organizations or spokesperson to that of the public
to ensure a smooth corporation and coordination. In essence, this thesis contributes to the
understanding that if crisis communicators wish to communicate effectively in a culture like that
of the rural settings in Liberia, in addition to assessing the environment of the crisis, it may be
paramount first to understand how the culture of the crisis organizations or spokespersons aligns
with that of the values of the target public. That is why Yeo et al. (2017) argue that adaptation to
different cultures is essential for effective crisis communication and management because
recognizing cultural values and acknowledging and matching the heritage of others serves as a

guiding principle for contextualizing social phenomena.

Lastly, the practice of strategic communication can gain from the insights of this thesis to advance
understanding and acknowledge the different factors that underpin crisis communication from a
non-Western perspective. A key learning from this study that is beneficial to practice is the divide
between cultures in urban and rural settings in Liberia which presents a different viewpoint that is

different from the common Western scenario famous in crisis communication literatures.

7.2 Suggestions for Future Research

In order to continue to explore and expand the understanding of the importance of context in crisis
communication in non-Western settings, it is paramount to increase studies that focus on
highlighting the perspective of such culture. Therefore, considering that the findings from this
thesis are exclusively from one sector, the study can be further developed with research that would
incorporate other sectors to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of how the challenges
regarding culture and politics influence crisis communication management in Liberia. Also, a study
on practitioners’ perception about the ethical dimension of crisis communication influenced by
politics. Additionally, I suggest that research also consider the role that organizational culture plays

in influencing crisis communication and how they are perceived and accepted by different publics.
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7.3 Concluding Statement

Ultimately, neither culture nor politics can be separated from the context that influences crisis
communication in public sector organizations in Liberia but instead have a long-lasting impact on
how communication are developed in these organizations. Additionally, public reaction or response
to crisis-related communication is carefully constructed based on each crisis setting, the
organization's past relationship with its stakeholders, and its ability to approach the public based
on the culture they belong to. Therefore, this thesis can conclude that the contextual factor that
shapes crisis communication in public sector organizations is dependent on the different cultural

and traditional values as well as political interests of both the public and the affected organization.

The cultural divide between urban and rural settings suggests that crisis-related information cannot
be directly channeled to rural communities. As such, local or traditional authorities must be
considered in crisis communication management in Liberia, which may not be the case for Western
cultures. This finding is key to answering the research question on cultural influence as it shows

the difference in how communicators approach crisis communication in the two settings.
Limitation

The findings and conclusion of this master’s thesis is limited because it does not fully incorporate
all of the contextual factors that are likely to influence crisis communication in Liberia. Firstly, the
study only explored the view and understanding of communicators in public sector organizations
and does not consider those of private or other organizations. Therefore, the results cannot be seen
as the general assumption and reality for how culture and politics influence crisis communication

in Liberia even though it can be an interesting analytical assumption for public organizations.
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Appendix

Interview guide (Appendix 1)

Introduction guestions

Good morning and thank you for agreeing to contribute to the study. Like | mentioned in my previous
email, the results of this interviews will be analysed with other interviewees responses to form part of
findings for my master thesis. And all the results will remained confidential and only used for the purpose
you which you have given your consent.

Today, we will be having a conversation about the different contexts or factors that have the potential
influencing how you communicate during crisis. A special focus will be placed on exploring the role of
culture and politics and how they shape crisis communication Liberia’s public sector organizations.

For this interview, we will define culture as the lens that shapes people’s perception, and influences how
they see, think, and feel about the world around them. And in terms of crisis, it can also be based on their
experience of crisis.

Introduction

1. Canyou kindly introduce yourself and tell me about your experience as a communication
professional?

2. What is your knowledge of crisis communication in Liberia?

3. What type of organizational crisis have you been faced with before and what kind of
organizational crisis you are likely to encounter and why?

Understanding Crisis response strategies

1 How do you use communication to manage institutional crisis?

2 Does your institution have a formal crisis communication plan or strategy? Follow up question if the
answer is yes. what are the elements that are present or consider in the plan or strategy? If no, why?
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3 What do you look for when developing a crisis communication plan or strategy?

4 How do you determine what kind of crisis communication strategy is appropriate for
addressing a particular crisis? Ex: Denial strategy, or apology etc.

5 What are some of the contexts you considered when managing a crisis?

Ex: public perception, cultural or political understanding of the public etc.

6 What can you say is /are the major influence on how you communicate when your
institution is face with a crisis?

7 How would you describe the culture of Liberia in terms of how they respond to crisis or
crisis related information?

8 Would you argue that Liberia has a nationalistic, individualistic, or collective culture
when responding to a crisis or not? Please explain your choice.

9 How does that shape the way they receive and react to crisis related information?

10 In what way does Liberia’s culture influence how you communicate during crisis?

11 What role does the political climate of Liberia play in shaping how you communicate
during a crisis and what impact it has on the public?
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12 In summary, how do culture and politics impact how you approach a crisis that threatens
the reputation of your institution?

Consent Form (Appendix 2)

' hhmhn.mmanummdcmi

»n at any time, and all data collected up 1o that t
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