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ABOUT THE PRESENTER

DR. JAMES PARHAM

For more than 30 years, Dr. James Parham has provided innovative and 
effective strategies and tactics to both public and private sector clients 
seeking solutions to communication problems.

He specializes in crisis communications and environmental expertise 
for a wide array of clients, including hospitals, school systems, private 
corporations and government agencies. His environmental work is also 
extensive. He facilitated hearings for the U.S. Department of Energy on 
nuclear waste issues at government-owned facilities, which required high-
level conflict resolution skills and consensus building with various publics. 
He has conducted public outreach, education and communication planning 
for DOE enrichment facilities and conducted a series of high-profile meetings 
on U.S. and Russian nuclear non-proliferation treaties in 15 states.

Jim has a wealth of management experience in the private and public sectors. He served as chief of staff for 
the National Park Service, managing a $2.5 billion budget and an agency of 26,000 people in Washington, D.C. 

Following his government stint, Jim was senior vice president for Science Applications International Corporation, 
a 46,000-person consulting organization. At SAIC, he led numerous teams through critical communication 
challenges. His time included work on nuclear waste and management issues for agencies such as the 
Department of Energy and NASA.  

Closer to home, Jim served as the director of Indianapolis Parks and Recreation, an 800-person organization, for 
two years. Jim was also as a public affairs officer for 10 years for the Indiana Department of Natural Resources. 

Jim has a bachelor’s degree in communications from Ball State, with concentrations in natural resources and 
journalism. He also has a master’s degree in public administration from American University School of Public Affairs.

He recently received his Ph.D. from Northcentral University, where he focused on “Protecting a Client’s 
Reputation: Image Repair Theory and Its Suitability to a Social Media-Generated Crisis.” He has also been 
an adjunct lecturer at Indiana University Media School and Franklin College teaching public relations writing, 
public relations campaigns and crisis management.
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ABSTRACT

PROTECTING A CLIENT’S REPUTATION:
IMAGE REPAIR THEORY AND ITS SUITABILITY TO A SOCIAL MEDIA-GENERATED CRISIS

The impact of social media on traditional public relations activities is significantly changing the profession. 
This qualitative study evaluates whether William Benoit’s image repair theory is still applicable and appropriate 
when dealing with a social media-generated crisis.

The study explored whether age, gender and experience affect a practitioner’s strategic and tactical response 
to a social media-generated crisis, and whether image repair theory remains applicable as a theoretical 
framework during such a crisis.

The sample for this study comprised working public relations practitioners and current members of the Public 
Relations Society of America in Indiana. Research questions included:

•	 How do public relations professionals use traditional public relations strategies  
such as image repair theory?

•	 What traditional crisis communication strategies are employed by practitioners  
dealing with a social media-generated crisis?

•	 How do crisis managers choose response channels?

•	 Do age, gender or experience levels influence the manner and methodologies  
chosen by practitioners?

Through detailed executive interviews of 31 prequalified individuals, thematic analysis of the data resulted in 
several core findings. Public relations practitioners may find value in the study, which found Benoit’s theoretical 
framework is still applicable in today’s social media environment. Though participants identified and used most 
of Benoit’s response categories, they did not include denial and apology among their preferred crisis response 
pathways during a social media-generated crisis.

This study found several critical implications for the public relations industry. First, response accuracy and 
speed are essential for successful outcomes. Second, study respondents preferred not to respond to negative 
social media posts, instead choosing to make no response or to take the conversations offline. This study 
suggests further research is needed with a more in-depth examination of how strategies are developed and 
deployed in a social media crisis. Additionally, it could also be advantageous to test messaging types that apply 
Benoit’s image repair theory response categories, such as denial to mortification, with specific publics.
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BENOIT’S IMAGE REPAIR THEORY (1995)

RESEARCH APPROACH

STRATEGY KEY CHARACTERISTIC

DENIAL
Simple Denial Did Not Perform Act
Shift the Blame Act Performed by Another

EVASION OF RESPONSIBILITY
Provocation Responded to Act of Another
Defeasibility Lack of Information or Ability
Accident Act Was a Mishap
Good Intentions Meant Well in Act

REDUCING OFFENSIVENESS OF EVENT
Bolstering Stress Good Traits
Minimization Act Not Serious
Differentiation Act Less Offensive
Transcendence More Important Considerations
Attack Accuser Reduce Credibility of Accuser
Compensation Reimburse Victim

CORRECTIVE ACTION Plan to Solve or Prevent Problem
Mortification Apologize for Act

WHO?
31 public relations professionals in Indiana 

across a mix of gender, ages and experiences 
who had experience with social media-
generated crises in the past two years

HOW?
Recruited via email from PRSA Hoosier 

Chapter and other practitioners in Indiana

WHEN?
Oct. 1 – Nov. 6, 2020

WHERE?
Zoom video  

conference meetings

WHAT?
30-minute, qualitative  
in-depth 1:1 interviews
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FINDINGS OVERVIEW

DO TRADITIONAL PR STRATEGIES WORK?

•	 Most public relations practitioners interviewed use both traditional public relations strategies and newer, 
non-traditional strategies when facing social media-generated crises.

•	 While traditional PR strategies work, they are not sufficient in a social media setting.

WHICH TRADITIONAL PR STRATEGIES ARE USED?

•	 Many traditional PR strategies do work in a social media setting.

•	 Notably, PR professionals shared the importance of:

•	 Having a crisis management plan

•	 Showing empathy for the individuals or organization creating the crisis

•	 Taking the time to be accurate before rushing to respond

•	 Sharing the response to key internal audiences before responding publicly

I think having a plan in place before you face that (crisis) is making  
sure that everybody in your organization knows that plan and understands.

WHICH NON-TRADITIONAL STRATEGIES ARE USED?

•	 PR professionals are even more likely to use non-traditional strategies in a social media setting.

•	 Key themes include:

•	 The need for a speedy response

•	 Understanding the influence of the individual and their reach among your key stakeholders

•	 Managing the loss of control and unpredictable nature of social crises

 Non-Traditional      Traditional  Traditional

Total Have a Plan Show Empathy Accuracy 
Over Speed Internal First

29

31 29

20

15 15
13
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WHICH TRADITIONAL CRISIS COMMUNICATIONS  
STRATEGIES ARE USED?

•	 Most public relations practitioners interviewed use both traditional crisis communications strategies  
and modified traditional crisis communication strategies in social media-generated crises.

•	 Many traditional crisis communication strategies are used in managing social media-generated crises.

•	 PR practitioners look to:

•	 Partner with leadership, legal, operations and other internal teams to develop messages

•	 Rely upon strong relationships with media partners

•	 Utilize press releases and press conferences

Even if we don’t have anything to say, we want to respond.

•	 The need to monitor around the clock

•	 The power of video, although many would like to use it more than they do

 Modified      Traditional

 Non-Traditional

Total Need  
for Speed

Understand 
Influence

Loss 
of Control

24-Hour
Monitoring

Power 
of Video

31

20 29

28
26

24
22

19

 Traditional

Total Partner with 
Internal Teams

Relationships 
with Media

Press Releases
& Conferences

29

20

15 14
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When something does flare-up, I can call them (subject matter experts) urgently 
to sit down all at once and go through what the truth is, what we can say.

Social media really gives you a chance to quickly say it yourself  
and take out that middleman.

WHICH MODIFIED CRISIS  
COMMUNICATIONS TACTICS ARE USED?

•	 PR professionals often modify their crisis communications 
tactics in managing social media-generated crises.

•	 Social media themselves are leveraged as a method of 
reaching the target audience directly to address a crisis.

•	 Traditional media also follow the organization’s social 
media and can be driven indirectly.

HOW ARE RESPONSE CHANNELS CHOSEN?

•	 Facebook is the primary social media channel utilized by participants, primarily for consumer audiences.

•	 Twitter is almost as commonly used, primarily for media or industry audiences.

•	 Some utilize Instagram to share more visual content in their response.

•	 For those looking to reach B2B audiences, LinkedIn is leveraged.

 Traditional

Total Reach Audience
Directly

Traditional Media 
Driven by Social 

Media

20

14

10

 Social Media Channel Use

Total Facebook Twitter Instagram LinkedIn

31
27

25

15

10
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We use all of those platforms. It’s almost by topic  
and where it’s getting the most traction already.

WHAT OTHER IMAGE REPAIR APPROACHES ARE USED?

•	 All PR practitioners in this research report being very transparent and fact-based in their response to a 
social media-generated crisis.

•	 Most seek to take the conversation offline as soon as possible and handle it on a one-to-one basis.

•	 About half choose not to respond depending on the reach and severity.

IS BENOIT’S CONTINUUM OF  
CRISIS RESPONSE STRATEGIES RELEVANT?

•	 Most PR practitioners (28 of 31) utilize at least one of Benoit’s IRT approaches. 

•	 Corrective action is the most prevalent.

•	 Few deny or evade responsibility unless there is clear misinformation.

 Other Approaches

Total Transparency, 
Fact-Based Take Offline No Response Express Regret, 

No Apology Others Defend Promote Positive 
Stories

31 31 30

16
12 11

7

Denial Evade 
Responsibility

Reduce 
Offensiveness

Corrective 
Action Mortification

29
20

15

15

13
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DOES AGE, GENDER OR EXPERIENCE  
INFLUENCE THE APPROACH?

•	 Generally speaking – no, based on this research.

•	 Only two notable differences: 

•	 Those in PR agencies are less likely to use 24-hour monitoring.

•	 Younger PR professionals are more likely to use traditional crisis communication tactics of press 
releases and conferences.

•	 All other areas were directionally similar across age, gender and experience.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PR PRACTITIONERS

In managing a social media-generated crisis:

•	 Benoit’s 1995 study is applicable, but denial and evasion are not preferred.

•	 Silence is an option favored by PR pros – whether quickly taking the conversation offline or ignoring the 
online dialogue altogether.

•	 The social media platform selected for response was based on audience analysis/fit. 

•	 Social media are viewed by PR practitioners as one-way communications devices rather than vehicles 
for two-way dialogue, as the literature suggests. 

•	 A near-immediate response is required in social vs. the traditional response timeline.
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APPENDIX: DISSERTATION MANUSCRIPT – CH. 4 FINDINGS
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