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Introduction: This study aimed to examine the tactics and strategies of Indonesian public officials to restore their reputation after making false claims and policies on coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19). The significance of this study can be separated into two categories. First, the application of image restoration theory to public organizations and public officials is uncommon. Second, it is essential to analyze the application of this theory to diverse social, political, and economic contexts of emerging nations; as a result, these distinctions may lead to varied research conclusions.

Methodology: A dataset of 2,000 Instagram posts by Indonesian public officials was generated to conduct the content analysis.

Results: This study found that reducing offensiveness, evading responsibility, and taking corrective action are the three most commonly seen practices followed by Indonesian public officials. This study confirms that denial and mortification are employed exceedingly infrequently in non-Western countries because both these strategies are believed to diminish the image of public leaders in public view.

Discussion: This study presents the practical implications that public officials or public relations experts who represent them must be cautious since it can have severe implications on their reputation. This study also argues that erroneous claims when posted by public officials attract unwanted public attention and negatively affect their image. Furthermore, this study provides practical implications for public officials and their representatives to be more cautious while handling media accounts.
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1. Introduction

In the early phase of the pandemic, the public had witnessed how public officials expressed skepticism and doubt or even denial of the presence of coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) (Djalante, 2018). There have been numerous instances of Indonesian public authorities making light of the COVID-19 virus and making jokes about it. Some of these instances are illustrated in Table 1. These actions have distanced the public from the perception of risk and actions taken to mitigate the impact of this pandemic (Mietzner, 2020). It was not only in Indonesia but also in other countries of the world such as Italy and Brazil, which have faced a similar problem (Mietzner, 2020). At the same time, governments around the world have been struggling to respond to COVID-19 and its multisectoral impact (Behrens and Naylor, 2020; Wang et al., 2021). They struggled to strike a balance between saving public health and the economy (Djalante et al., 2020). Experimental policies were their clear choice because such problems occurred rarely and knowledge about how to handle the COVID-19 pandemic was then not defined clearly (Enns et al., 2020; Zakaria and Hira, 2020; Chatterji et al., 2021). Consequently, some public officials presented blundering arguments and were criticized. Criticisms get worse when arguments go wrong.


TABLE 1 Profile of public officials' Instagram.
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, the reputation of leaders and public officials has become one of the crucial organizational aspect (Verhoeven et al., 2014; Tokakis et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2020). Reputation is a vital component of the value system and is part of the effort to reduce uncertainty in building good relationships between organizations and stakeholders (French and Holden, 2012; Heppell, 2021). Reputation is an intangible asset to differentiate one organization from another (Sawalha, 2020). In the public relations literature, it is important to keep the public informed during a crisis to maintain public trust (Dardis and Haigh, 2009; Clementson, 2021; Clementson and Beatty, 2021). This approach helps to avoid acts of neglect, misdirection, and marginalization of society that in turn will affect the reputation of the government.

When the policies are successful, the government and public officials appreciate the proper decision taken and, consequently, faith reposed by the public in the government can be increased and maintained (Dryhurst et al., 2020; Puri et al., 2020). When the policies fail, the reputation of the government and public officials becomes bad, and when their reputation is ruined in the eyes of the public, public trust will decline and eventually disappear (Sang et al., 2009; Falkheimer and Heide, 2015; de Regt et al., 2019). In the COVID-19 pandemic situation, the decline of public trust is intensely dangerous because people will be disobedient to the various directions and recommendations that public officials make.

In Indonesia, the statements given by public officials must be corrected immediately to avert a crisis. These expressions affect their reputation and the government's attempts to bring down the COVID-19 pandemic. During this pandemic, sustained image restoration of public officials is vital for three reasons. First, due to a lack of scientific evidence, the government's strategy for the COVID-19 pandemic is trial and error. The government replicates strategies often; therefore, the success and failure of policies are uncertain (Im and Campbell, 2020; OECD, 2020; Tashiro and Shaw, 2020). Second, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the government introduced measures to control public behavior to follow particular guidelines. In this regard, trust is important. The government and public officials may gain public trust only if they have a positive reputation, which is often damaged and must be restored (Puri et al., 2020; Ujunwa Melugbo and Amara Onwuka, 2020; Kagias et al., 2021). Third, massive disinformation, misinformation, and hoax news followed by an incumbent vs. opposition political struggle (Brennen et al., 2020; Dror et al., 2020; Agley and Xiao, 2021; Morgan et al., 2021). This makes the government the wrong party. A survey by Katadata (2021) reveals the indicators of public mistrust in the government, such as compliance with health protocols and participation in general elections.

Image restoration in the literature has been discussed and explored in qualitative (Avraham and Ketter, 2013; Ha and Boynton, 2014; du Plessis, 2018) as well as quantitative research (Kim et al., 2009; Avery et al., 2010), especially in developed country settings (Fishman, 1999; Ulmer et al., 2007; Hanna and Morton, 2020; Triantafillidou and Yannas, 2020) and within the government (Kim et al., 2011; Zeng et al., 2018), business organizations (Coombs, 2004; Erickson et al., 2017; Zeng et al., 2018), and religious organizations (Legg, 2009). In the meantime, it is necessary to study the application of image restoration theory in different contexts, such as public organizations in developing nations, to contribute to the body of knowledge. To fill this gap, this study explored the image restoration of public officials during the COVID-19 pandemic situation using content analysis strategies from public officials in a developing country setting, particularly Indonesia.

This research was conducted on Instagram because Instagram is the most popular social media site, surpassing Twitter and Facebook (Katadata, 2022). Instagram is able to comprehend Indonesian culture, particularly among the youth, due to its more visual features such as images and videos (Volo and Irimiás, 2021). Additionally, politicians make their presence felt on Instagram to promote their image (Pratiwi et al., 2022). Instagram mixes text and photographs, as well as comments, which are essential for demonstrating many types of phenomena, such as the phenomenon of political communication, in this study.



2. Literature review


2.1. Applying image restoration theory in the government context

William L. Benoit explained that, after the occurrence of a case that triggered a crisis, a company or individual can improve its or his/her reputation using several strategies. Benoit (1995) proposed the theory of “image repair” that explains image restoration. This theory focuses on the defensive communication genre that is used to “reduce, repair, or avoid reputational damage” (Gai, 2016; Zeng et al., 2018; Nazione and Perrault, 2019). Five strategies can be used to respond to a threat or crisis, including (1) denial and (2) evasion of responsibility, where companies and individuals deny/avoid and reduce responsibility for the alleged actions. Meanwhile, (3) reducing offensiveness or events and (4) corrective actions are reputation-improvement actions taken by companies or individuals. The focus is on reducing the anger or hatred of the alleged actions against the company or the individual. Lastly, (5) mortification is when the company or individual does so by apologizing to the harmed parties (Benoit, 1995).

Restoring or protecting reputation becomes the main goal for organizations or individuals after experiencing a crisis. For individuals and organizations, reputation is a highly important asset (Benoit, 1995, 2003; Benoit and Czerwinski, 1997; Carnevale and Gangloff, 2022). Image restoration theory is applied not only to case studies of companies but also to government entities, so this study extends its application to the public sector (Yamazaki, 2005; Marcoux et al., 2013; Ayoko et al., 2017; Pollach et al., 2022).



2.2. Government restoration in crisis situations

Image and reputation are assets that are built over a long period. Individuals and organizations strive to protect and maintain a positive reputation in the minds of their public. On a larger scale, the government's reputation can also be threatened into a crisis if it is not handled properly and has an impact on the public's trust (Kim et al., 2011; Siddiqi and Koerber, 2020; Chen and Wang, 2021). This makes leaders, government, or public officials proactive toward arising issues.

The crisis response strategy has three functions, including instructing information, adjusting information, and reputation repair. Most of the research on crisis communication focuses more on the reputation repair process, while the other two functions, instructing information and adjusting information, are less prominent in the literature that examines crisis communication (Coombs, 2006).

As a crisis response strategy, instructing information implies telling stakeholders how to avoid physical or financial loss. Instructing information is crucial during health emergencies, product recalls, natural disaster, and other threats to public safety and welfare. Protection is crucial for preventing damage or loss, and the organization must convince stakeholders that a set of recommended activities is a reliable “tool” to protect themselves.

Adjusting information may help crisis efforts. Transparency and a consistent flow of information are critical to coping with a crisis. Adjusting information informs the organization's corrective actions and steps to prevent future crises (Coombs, 2004, 2014; Ulmer et al., 2007; Zeng et al., 2018). A reputation repair strategy protects an organization's reputation and image during a crisis. Impression management, corporate apologia, and image restoration are reputation-improvement theories.




3. Research method


3.1. Types of research

This study presents the research on the comparative quantitative content analysis to perceive the reality based on empirical data on the image restoration of public officials in the COVID-19 pandemic situation in Indonesia. Comparative quantitative content analysis is a strategy to categorize certain content by comparing it with similar content (Schlægera, 2013; Hwang et al., 2019). Furthermore, this study used multiple case-study strategies to examine every detail of the case and the complexity of the situation. To understand the characteristics and uniqueness of the case (Yin, 2018), this study compared the image restoration of public officials in the central, provincial, and local governments. To achieve this goal, this study also compared the image restoration of public officials in the 3 months after the statement was made and the case of the Coronavirus Omicron Variant since the Government first confirmed the emergence of the case as a contrarian.



3.2. Case profile

This study explored the Instagram accounts of public officials due to their mistakes in giving statements on social media. Instagram has been having more than one billion active users since 2010 (Statista, 2021). Due to Instagram's popularity, politicians and government agencies use it to share visual content. Instagram's ability to facilitate two-way, ad hoc communication using images and text makes it an intriguing research object. Table 1 contains cases and Instagram accounts of public officials who are the research subjects. For cases of retired public officials, we excluded these cases from this study. These retired public officials include the Former Health Minister Terawan Agus Putranto and the Former Spokesperson for the COVID-19 Task Force Achmad Yurianto.



3.3. Data types and sources

The data in this study were collected automatically using the Instagram Scrapper application. This application allows the researchers to retrieve data from Instagram in the form of photographs, videos, captions, comments, and the number of likes, within a certain period, from particular accounts or particular hashtags. Public officials' Instagram accounts were entered into the search field to retrieve data in the form of photographs, captions, and comments as well as the number of likes of each content. The data collection period is 3 months since the first false statement about COVID-19 was first uploaded and 16 December 2021–16 February 2021 (Coronavirus Omricon Variant).



3.4. Data processing

Once the data were collected through the application, data cleaning was then carried. Given that there are not only images but also videos, we excluded videos from the data for analysis purposes. Moreover, because what data were collected were from a personal Instagram account belonging to a public official, these accounts might share personal photographs, such as family photographs. For analysis purposes, we also cleaned these data. Each image and caption was labeled. Once the data cleaning was done, we applied the content analysis both from captions and photographs. The content categories are listed in Table 2.


TABLE 2 Content categories.

[image: Table 2]

The coding process was carried out through three rounds (Bellström et al., 2016). In the first and second rounds, the first and second researchers did the coding separately using Microsoft Excel. In the third round, the third researcher confirmed the findings and marked the results of the different content analyses. In the case of finding different content analyses, the three researchers discussed them together to determine only one content category.




4. Results


4.1. Types of image restoration strategies of public officials in Indonesia

Figure 1 presents a collection of the various image restoration strategies carried out by public figures after issuing statements that have attracted both attention and controversy in the community. The seven public figures came from various backgrounds, ranging from vice presidents and ministers to governors, and mayors who were in the public spotlight after giving oblique statements when the pandemic hit Indonesia in 2020.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Types of image restoration strategies carried out by public officials in Indonesia (Obtained from primary data).


As a strategy that is used to restore a good reputation for public figures, several steps are taken. The utilization of strategy provides an overview of the main objectives of the individuals who implement the strategy. Of the five forms of defensive communication in Benoit's image repair theory, the data obtained show that there are three more dominant strategies used by selected political figures to reduce, repair, or avoid reputational damage, including reducing offensiveness, evading responsibility, and corrective actions.

The three steps taken by political figures in this study indicate that they focus on reducing negative responses, such as public anger and hatred, as well as reducing the moral burden of responsibility for the ambiguous meaningful opinions they issue on the urgency of the spread of coronavirus, which has a major impact on public health in Indonesia.

The obtained data show that the most widely used image restoration strategy by public figures is Reducing Offensiveness (994 posts). Messages conveyed in the form of posts on the Instagram account take the form of bolstering, minimization, differentiation, to transcendence where these types of tactics are included in the category of reducing offensiveness strategies. Of the seven public figures, Figure 1 shows that the Minister of Transportation Budi Karya stands in the first place as the public figure who uses this strategy the most, reaching 73.7% in 301 posts on his personal Instagram account. It is followed by Edy Rahmayadi reaching 70%, Ridho Yahya reaching 63.1%, Luhut Pandjaitan reaching 30.8%, Mahfud MD reaching 29.4%, and Yasin Limpo reaching 23.2%. Meanwhile, Ma'ruf Amin was recorded as the public figure who uses the least reducing offensiveness strategy with a percentage of 6.6%.

Most political figures choose to use reduced offensiveness within 1–2 weeks after issuing a blundering opinion, which is considered a public official's response in the eyes of the public. These political figures seek to reduce negative comments and public anger by showing concern and how responsive political figures are in dealing with pandemic cases in each region, starting by distributing and reviewing the health infrastructure during a pandemic and many of them even go directly to the field to simply distribute free masks and visit patients with COVID-19. After 1–2 months have passed, the implementation of this strategy is shifted to the stressing tactic that portrays the extent of the role and contribution of the political figure to the public, closeness to influential community leaders, and others.

In addition to reducing offensiveness, many political figures also convey messages on the social media of Instagram, which is considered a form of Evading Responsibility strategy of 559 posts. The steps taken to reduce the moral burden and responsibility of political figures after issuing such ambiguous opinions are not frontal but subtle steps with the Good Intentions tactic as in Figure 2. Edy Rahmayadi posted a photograph with a caption of “Looking at monitor screens like this, I always think about the condition of this nation, which is currently being tested by the COVID-19 pandemic. As a leader, I realize how much people expect to come out of this test. Hope is what drives me every day. I am sure, if we are sincere in our endeavors and solely serve for the good of the people, God willing, we can overcome any problem together.” Imaging the good intentions behind opinions that raise questions in the eyes of the public are most of the steps taken by these public figures, for example, creating regulations that help ensure public safety and health during the pandemic, providing counseling and guidance on maintaining health, and giving statements to the media crew about the emphasis on taking the best steps that political figures will take for the good of society during the pandemic.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Types of image restoration strategies for each public official (obtained from primary data).


Figure 3 shows the Vice President of the Republic of Indonesia, Ma'ruf Amin, reaching 70.4%. It is followed by other public figures, Yasin Limpo reaching 51.4%, Mahfud MD reaching 42.6%, Luhut Pandjaitan reaching 36.5%, Edy Rahmayadi reaching 11.2%, Ridho Yahya reaching 9.9%, and Budi Karya reaching 2.3%. For example, out of a total of 395 posts, 70.4% of the posts on Ma'ruf Amin's Instagram account contained content that seemed to reduce the burden of responsibility as a political figure who also issued ambiguous opinions on the COVID-19 pandemic phenomenon. Many of the Vice President's posts are focused more on diversions that are displayed using the Good Intentions tactic where it appears that there are several attempts from Ma'ruf Amin to improve the situation more subtly and responsibly and not to immediately shift the issue in a frontal way as in Figure 4 with a caption of “Today accompanied President Joko Widodo inaugurating the Board of Trustees and Directors of the Health and Employment Social Security Administration Agency (BPJS) at the State Palace, Jakarta. I congratulate you on working and serving the nation.” For example, remaining active in politics and carrying out his duties as vice president professionally even amid the pandemic, helping to provide assistance to the community, and not mentioning many things related to controversial policies or opinions that he had previously expressed in public.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 A post of reducing offensiveness strategy by Edy Rahmayadi (obtained from Instagram).



[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4
 Ma'ruf Amin continues to attend official meetings by accompanying the President of the Republic of Indonesia amid the pandemic (obtained from Instagram).


Based on the results of data collection through posts on the Instagram of the seven Indonesian political figures, the researchers did not find any denial strategy that was carried out openly to deny the blundering opinions they had conveyed to the public. On the other hand, the steps taken are actions that are considered safe and some of them avoid responsibility after issuing statements that raise questions in the community. Another effort made was corrective actions with a total of 191 posts. The political figures who mostly use this strategy based on Figure 3 are Luhut Pandjaitan reaching 26.9%, followed by Ma'ruf Amin reaching 16.5%, and Budi Karya reaching 15% with a not too significant percentage gap, Ridho Yahya reaching 10.8%, Mahfud MD reaching 7.4%, Edy Rahmayadi reaching 4.6%, and Yasin Limpo reaching 3.8%.

All political figures in this study have at least taken this action several times through their social media. The strategy applied is also not too clear and frontal, but rather implied, which will usually be seen from the contents of the captions written or the gestures of the political figures in an agenda. For example, those who previously rarely used masks in meetings then turned to be so obedient to health protocols that they often gave advice to the public to comply with government regulations regarding the safety and health of residents during the pandemic.

In Figure 5, Ridho Yahya took corrective action after public and media criticism for not taking schoolchildren off during the outbreak with a caption of “I have dismissed the state civil servants and students, but I and the head of the local government organization are still not on vacation to monitor any developments in Prabumulih. Service to the community must continue to be carried out. @humas. Prabumulih.” In Figure 5, he did not explain his reasons and actions. However, in the video of a regional government meeting forum, he clarified. Five hundred thirty-six people liked and 4,142 people watched this video. Compared to other posts on Ridho Yahya's Instagram, this number is considerable. The comments on these posts range from positive and supportive to critical and insinuating.


[image: Figure 5]
FIGURE 5
 A Post of Corrective Actions Strategy by Ridho Yahya (obtained from Instagram).


Finally, the seven political figures also uploaded several posts that were categorized as posts that were not included in the image restoration strategy that were labeled with Miscellaneous in Figure 3. The accumulation of all these types of posts belongs to Yasin Limpo who reached 21.6%, Mahfud MD who reached 20.6%, Ridho Yahya who reached 16.2%, Edy Rahmayadi who reached 13.8%, Budi Karya who reached 9%, and Ma'ruf Amin who reached 6.8% and the lowest number is obtained by Luhut Pandjaitan of 5.8%. After analysis of the process, the researchers noticed that there were many posts of political figures that were not indicated as a form of imaging and image restoration to maintain the good work of the seven figures in the community.



4.2. Tactics of image restoration of public officials in Indonesia

In his explanation, Benoit stated that when public figures feel threatened by their reputation, they will try to restore their reputation by implementing the tactics of recovering reputational damage. In this study, seven political figures were analyzed and their movements were seen for the next 1 year after the blunder statement was made to regain support from the community and rebuild the good reputation of these political figures.

Political figures upload content consisting of pictures or videos or even a combination of the two, which is then equipped with a “caption” or documentation information to further convince the audience who sees the content. The captions usually listed on the uploaded content contain persuasive sentences, descriptions of activities, appeals, or even calming sentences to attract the sympathy of the audience.

Figure 6 shows that of the various tactics proposed by Benoit in his image repair theory, six tactics are most often used by these political figures: compensation, transcendence, differentiation, bolstering, good intentions, and corrective actions which are carried out clearly or implied.


[image: Figure 6]
FIGURE 6
 Types of image restoration tactics done by public officials in Indonesia (obtained from primary data).


The “Bolstering” strategy is utilized most commonly by these seven politicians. Bolstering is a strategy of restoring a politician's reputation by emphasizing their “good traits” or past or new achievements. Edy Rahmayadi employs the bolstering strategy most often to achieve popular support, according to research. Five hundred sixty-four of 821 Instagram posts (68.7%) were referring to bolstering tactics. Budi Karya (BK) followed with 71.7% or 215 of 300 posts referring to the bolstering strategy. Ridho Yahya (RY) utilizes bolstering in 63.1% of his 111 posts. In the post of the three political individuals, bolstering is the most dominant step, while for the other four, it is the second. Syahrul Yasin Limpo (SYL) had 23.2@ (43 bolstering posts out of 136 total content), Ma'ruf Amin (MA) had 6.6% (26 bolstering posts out of 395 total content), and LP had 30.8% (16 bolstering posts out of 52 total content).

In Figure 7, Syahrul Yasin Limpo looks focused while attending a virtual Zoom meeting with his staff and colleagues, while implementing physical distancing. The caption is “Alhamdulillah. The Ministry of Agriculture again won Unqualified Opinion (WTP). This is an achievement, because this award means that the Ministry of Agriculture carries out budget management in an accountable, credible and transparent manner in accordance with government accounting standards.” Syahrul Yasin Limpo emphasized further that this achievement was solely due to the hard work of the Ministry of Agriculture, which followed the indication of assessment.


[image: Figure 7]
FIGURE 7
 Image analysis tactic for each public official in Indonesia (obtained from primary data).


This 25 June 2021 video shows Syahrul Yasin Limpo using the bolstering tactic as a way to improve his reputation. The public reacted positively to this post with compliments and praise in the Comment section. Moreover, thousands of people gave likes. “Good Intentions” is the second-most-used tactic by these seven politicians. Politicians compete to prove their good intentions. All actions aim to elicit community sympathy. Four of the seven political figures we analyzed use the “Good Intentions” strategy to minimize negative responses and public anger.

Figure 8 shows KH. Ma'ruf Amin is the first political figure to aggressively implement the Good Intentions tactic. This can be observed from the total content of KH. Ma'ruf Amin, with 70.1% or 277 contents of the total 395 posts leading to good intentions. Syahrul Yasin Limpo commonly uses this strategy. Based on Figure 8, 51.4% or 95 content out of 185 use the good intentions strategy. Mahfud MD and Luhut Pandjaitan also used this tactic to restore their reputation. Only 42.6% of Mahfud MD's 136 postings use this strategy. Nineteen out of 52 posts uploaded by Luhut Pandjaitan or 36.5% use this strategy.


[image: Figure 8]
FIGURE 8
 A post of good intentions strategy by Luhut Pandjaitan (obtained from Instagram).


Edy Rahmayadi, Ridho Yahya, and Budi Karya do not prioritize good intentions in restoring their reputation. Only 11.2% of Edy Rahmayadi's 821 posts use good intentions. Meanwhile, in the posts made by Ridho Yahya, the tactic of good intention occupies the lowest rank compared to the use of other tactics. Eleven out of 111 content (9.9%) apply the tactic of good intention. Budi Karya's personal Instagram account is only 7 out of 300, or 2.3%. Here is an example of a politician's implied good intentions tactic. Luhut Pandjaitan as the Coordinating Minister for the Maritime and Investment Affairs of Indonesia shared the good intentions tactic, as shown in Figure 9.


[image: Figure 9]
FIGURE 9
 A post of bolstering strategy by Syahrul Yasin Limpo (obtained from Instagram).


The last name's clan “Pandjaitan” shows he is a native Batak descendant. Luhut is a Christian. On 23 April 2020, he uploaded 59-second reels of content and said “I wish you a happy fasting month of Ramadan 1441 H for my Muslim brothers. I hope that our Muslim brothers and sisters can carry out their fasting worship well even though we are currently facing the storm of the COVID-19 pandemic. Maintain health, maintain cleanliness, stay at home, don't travel if there is no urgent need, and if forced to leave the house, don't forget to wear a mask. Hopefully, with the spirit of fasting, we will take better care of each other and care for one another so that the Indonesian people are able to overcome this storm of the COVID-19 pandemic together.” to all Muslim communities, which was followed by sentences urging the public to remain at home, avoid going out if there is no urgent need, and always maintain cleanliness to break the chain of COVID-19.” Luhut Pandjaitan's post in Figure 9 shows religious tolerance. Even though he is not a Muslim, he wants to show his concern with an appeal. Luhut Pandjaitan's facial expression and low intonation added a positive impression to his reputation.

The corrective action tactic focuses political figures on repairing reputation damage by implementing corrective actions or preventing the recurrence. At this stage, public officials take concrete action to show their engagement in corrective or preventive action.

Figure 8 shows that KH. Ma'ruf Amin dominates the application of the corrective action strategy to restore his good reputation. Only 16.5% or a total of 65 content from the total 395 posts is the application of the corrective action tactic. Budi Karya also utilizes corrective action. Judging from the percentage gain of nine pictures, 15% or 45 of the total content of 300 posts is a form of the corrective action tactic. Luhut Pandjaitan also uses it. Corrective action was taken on 26.9% (14 of 52) of his Instagram postings.

Ridho Yahya, Mahfud MD, Edy Rahmayadi, and Syahrul Yasin Limpo rarely apply corrective action. Only 10.8% of Ridho Yahya's 52 posts are about corrective action. Mahfud MD's corrective action content is 7.4%, or 10 out of 136 postings. Edy Rahmayadi is the lowest percentage of corrective action tactic, at 38 content out of 395 postings. Here's how KH. Ma'ruf Amin used corrective action.

Figure 10 showed that KH. Ma'ruf Amin shared on Instagram that on 17 February 2021, he got the COVID-19 vaccine while still adhering to the applicable health protocols, particularly wearing a mask and face shield as written in the caption “Thank God this morning I received the CoronaVac vaccine as a joint effort to maintain immunity from the COVID-19 virus. The vaccination program is a major effort currently being carried out by the government which aims to create herd immunity. Herd immunity can only be achieved if 70% or 182 million of Indonesia's 270 million population have been vaccinated.” Two medical personnel assisted KH. Ma'ruf Amin with the injection. KH. Ma'ruf Amin uploaded a photograph with a caption. This vaccination program is one of the government's efforts to create herd immunity and prevent the spread of coronavirus transmission. Captions on the benefits of the COVID-19 vaccine for the Indonesian people and KH. Ma'ruf Amin's willingness to inject the vaccine were allegedly implicit corrective actions.


[image: Figure 10]
FIGURE 10
 A post of transcendence strategy by Budi Karya (obtained from Instagram).


Not all political figures use the next strategy, “transcendence.” The transcendence tactic is utilized to restore a good name by placing an action in a favorable context. Figure 8 shows how often Edi Rahmayadi and Budi Karya use the transcendence tactic. Only 1.6% or 13 of Edi Rahmayadi's posts 1 year after his blunder statement use the transcendence tactic. Two percent of Budi Karya's posts since 17 February 2020 are a form of transcendence tactic on six of the total posts.

The Minister of Transportation of the Republic of Indonesia, Budi Karya, used the transcendence tactic to make his statement more public-friendly. As written in the captions of several posts that show the adjustment steps from the previous one, the political figure seems to misunderstand the urgency of the spread of COVID-19 behind the jokes.

Budi Karya uploaded the picture in the first week of transcendence after conveying a humorous opinion on the spread of coronavirus by appreciating the performance of the sea transportation sector in anticipating the spread of the virus. The Minister of Transportation of the Republic of Indonesia seemed to be apathetic to the implementation of health protocols during the coronavirus, as shown Figure 11 with the caption of “I really appreciate the performance of friends in the field of sea transportation in dealing with preventing the spread of the Corona Virus (COVID-19). Especially @pelindo1, Pelindo 2, @Pelindo3, and @pelindo_4 which have increased awareness and anticipation of the spread of the Corona Virus to Indonesia through International Ports within the Pelindo environment. Thank you for continuing to carry out checks on embarkation and disembarkation passengers, tightening supervision and control, supervision of foreign crew/crews who dock at each branch of the International Port, both passenger and cargo terminals. –BKS.” The “compensation” recovery tactic provides compensations or assistance to harmed parties. Political figures rarely utilize compensation to restore their reputation. Figure 8 shows that 1 year after the blunder statements were issued by seven political figures we analyzed, the compensation strategy was used only once by Mahfud MD. Furthermore, 0.7% of Mahfud MD's 136 posts are from one picture material consisting of several slides.


[image: Figure 11]
FIGURE 11
 A post of differentiation strategy by Edy Rahmayadi (obtained from Instagram).


In Figure 12, Mahfud MD shared four picture slides showing sympathy for the families of SMPN 1 Turi Sleman Yogyakarta students who were drowned in a river. Mahfud MD listened to the account of the students' drowning with political figures, staff, and colleagues. In this post, Mahfud MD also shared his documentation when handing over assistance in the form of gifts to representatives of the families. Mahfud MD also wrote a photo caption about condolences, particularly by visiting the victims' families, praying for them, and providing assistance, clearly led to compensation. Mahfud MD has gained public sympathy with this post. Almost the entire comment column was filled with praise for Mahfud MD.


[image: Figure 12]
FIGURE 12
 A post of corrective action strategy by KH. Ma'ruf Amin (obtained from Instagram).


The “Differentiation” is the last tactic examined. In this tactic, to restore their reputation, political figures place the action favorably. This strategy is used once by one of the seven politicians, after “Compensation.” Edy Rahmayadi is the only politician who uses all of Benoit's tactics, as shown in Figure 8, 0.1% of 821 posts or 1 post leads to the differentiation. Edy Rahmayadi's Instagram feed shows the differentiation tactic in action.

Figure 13 shows Edy Rahmayadi and his wife wishing “Longevity for KOSTRAD.” In his caption, Edy Rahmayadi explained that he led KOSTRAD as his last TNI corps. Through this post, Edy received a great response from the audience, such as congratulations, praises, and some emoticons.


[image: Figure 13]
FIGURE 13
 A post of compensation strategy by Mahfud MD (obtained from Instagram).





5. Discussion

This study discusses strategies for image restoration of public officials in Indonesia after making false claims or policies regarding COVID-19 in Indonesia. This study addresses a gap in image recovery research because most of the previous studies are from private sectors in developed countries (Eriksson and Eriksson, 2012; Ferguson et al., 2018; Le et al., 2019; Page, 2019; Arandas and Ling, 2020; Corazza et al., 2020; Hanna and Morton, 2020). Providing an overview of the restoration of the reputation of public officials in a developing country, particularly Indonesia, will produce a more comprehensive overview of the use of image recovery theory in the context of different economic, political, and social situations as well as information and communication technology which is not as established as in developed countries. Our study found several findings that confirmed some previous studies and also found new, enriching image recovery findings.

This study found that public officials in Indonesia employ a variety of strategies to restore their reputations. This study indicated that reducing offensiveness, evading responsibility, and corrective actions are the three main strategies that are common in Indonesian public officials' posts. Second, the approaches include bolstering, good intentions, corrective actions, transcendence, and compensation. Denial and mortification were not found in this study. This is in line with previous research, especially when the image recovery theory is applied to developing countries (Yamazaki, 2005; Zeng et al., 2018; Ban and Lovari, 2021; Wong et al., 2021).

This study indicated that reducing offensiveness was carried out using the bolstering, transcendence, and compensation tactics. Reducing offensiveness seeks to help reduce the overall effect of actions taken by individuals or organizations (Lancaster and Boyd, 2015; Hanna and Morton, 2020; Heppell, 2021). The results show that individuals and organizations aim to reduce offensiveness using a strategy of bolstering and minimization (Sellnow et al., 1998; Erickson et al., 2017; Zeng et al., 2018; Demaline, 2021). Reducing offensiveness is often used in crises involving political power. Transcendence, a subcategory of reducing offensiveness, involves the argument “that offensive actions have a higher purpose” (Herrero and Marfil Medina, 2016; O'Connell et al., 2016). Transcendence is a successful way to deal with scandals or political crises. Transcendence is used frequently, though not always successfully (Arendt et al., 2017).

Second, the strategy of evading responsibility uses good intentions. According to the literature, this is a successful strategy (Holtzhausen and Roberts, 2009; Valdebenito, 2013; Arendt et al., 2017; Sawalha, 2020; Gribas et al., 2021). The organization may not be able to deny some responsibility for the failure and will thus communicate a message that reduces its responsibility for the crisis (Benoit, 1995). Through this strategy, the organization may wish to demonstrate that it has limited responsibility for the failures or crises. This may also require tactics, such as denial (using a lack of control or information as a tactic to reduce responsibility for the crisis) or provocation (indicating that the organization is being forced into the crisis because there is no other way out) (Falkheimer and Heide, 2015; Lin, 2021).

Third, public officials in Indonesia use corrective action. This strategy is included in the literature to restore the reputation of the organization (Arendt et al., 2017). This strategy involves fixing problems or making improvements to prevent misconduct (Blaney et al., 2002; Holdener and Kauffman, 2014; McCoy, 2014; Arendt et al., 2017). Corrective action improves an individual's or organization's professional reputation by 57% when used as an apology (Arendt et al., 2017). Corrective action has been applied in product recalls, well-known sports teams and athletes, and natural crises leadership (Blaney et al., 2002; Deshpande and Hitchon, 2002; Rogers et al., 2005; Holdener and Kauffman, 2014; Arandas and Ling, 2020; Heppell, 2021). Furthermore, Griffin-Padgett and Allison (2010) found corrective action improved crisis response.

As the literature shows, organizations often use denial (Blaney et al., 2002; Yamazaki, 2005; Fortunato, 2008; Kauffman, 2012; Valdebenito, 2013). It is the least successful strategy. Denying wrongdoing lacks credibility and transparency in crisis response (Arendt et al., 2017). After a large-scale crisis, this denial of wrongdoing led to inadequate image repair (Fortunato, 2008; Valdebenito, 2013; Falkheimer and Heide, 2015). This study also lacks mortification. According to the literature, individuals and organizations avoid admitting mistakes and apologizing because they must take responsibility (Benoit, 1997a,b; Sheldon and Sallot, 2008; Eriksson and Eriksson, 2012; McCoy, 2014). On the other hand, mortification is an effective strategy in Western literature (Benoit, 1997a,b; Blaney et al., 2002; McCoy, 2014; Maiorescu, 2016; Ferguson et al., 2018).

Our study also found that political elites use religion to restore their reputation. Religious considerations can influence subjectivity in identifying candidates who can reflect community objectives and drive community divisiveness, according to several studies (Rakhmani, 2019; Khusna Amal, 2020; Oztas, 2020). Political elites use religiosity to establish a good reputation since it may affect all community groups' feelings, emotions, and sentiments (Porter, 2002; Freedman, 2009). Such a strategy was used by Prabowo who emphasized strong Islam (puritanism), while Jokowi highlighted Nusantara Islam, which echoes pluralism and moderate Islam in Indonesia.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, numerous public figures echoed religious narratives, especially when the public criticized the government's handling plan (Gandasari and Dwidienawati, 2020; Mietzner, 2020). “Bismillah” and “InsyaAllah” appear frequently in public officials' social media posts about COVID-19. Religion calms the soul and has an impact on emotional wellness for persons who largely believe in it (Kowalczyk et al., 2020). People believe that, when they have nothing, God is their best chance.



6. Conclusion

This study found three of Benoit's five image restoration strategies, while the other two, including denial and mortification, were not found in the Indonesian public officials' posts on social media at all. In particular, the strategy of reducing offensiveness is the most widely used, and in the literature, this strategy is recognized as one of the most successful strategies. Meanwhile, we did not find any use of the mortification strategy, whereas in the Western literature on the image recovery strategy, it is used mainly in the context of private organizations.

The practical implication of this study is that public officials or public relations officials who represent them need to be careful in studying the crisis because it can have intensely dangerous consequences for the reputation of public officials. The results of this study will also become important literature to capture how public officials improve their reputation after they make a mistake. Moreover, this study was conducted in the context of a developing country, particularly Indonesia.

One of the main limitations of this study is that we did not measure the impact of public officials' image restoration strategies. This can be done by, for example, correlating with the number of comments and likes on certain types of strategies to test the relationship between the two. Sentiment analysis of comments on social media is also crucial to carry out to make it a proxy for measuring the success of using certain strategies and tactics. Future studies also need to consider the use of various combinations of sources, such as media reports and government press releases, to provide a more complete overview.
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Position Blunder statement Declaration Instagram
date account
1 Ma'ruf Amin Vice President Many kyai and ulama always read the qunut and I also February 29, 2020 @kyai_marufamin
read the qunut, Thats why Corona left Indonesia.
2 Mahfud MD Coordinating Minister Because licensing in Indonesia is complicated, the February 15,2020 @mohmahfudmd
for Political, Legal, and Coronavirus cannot enter. However, the Omnibus Law
Security Affairs regarding employment licensing continues to proceed.
3 Budi Karya Minister of But, (this is) a joke with the President, God willing, February 17, 2020. @budikaryas
Transportation COVID-19 (virus) will not enter Indonesia because we
eat cat rice every day, so we are immune.
4 Syahrul Yasin Minister of Agriculture The Eucalyptus Corona AntiVirus made by the July 3, 2020 @syasinlimpo
Limpo Indonesian Agency for Agricultural Research and
Development (Balitbangtan) of the Ministry of
Agriculture can kill the Coronavirus by contact. 15
minutes of contact can kill 42% of COVID-19, and the
longer it takes, the more are eliminated.
5 Luhut Pandjaitan Coordinating Minister Based on our existing modeling results, the weatherin | April 3,2020 @luhut.pandjaitan
for Maritime and Indonesia, the equator is hot that COVID-19 cannot
Investment Affairs bear it. With hot weather, the virus in the throat will
not die.
6 Ridho Yahya Mayor of Prabumulih Task, is it because of holidays then research says that March 16, 2020. @ridhoyahya.id
school holidays due to Corona prevent the disease to
come? No, right?
7 Edy Rahmayadi Governor of North I didn't talk about lockdown from the start. It can’tbe | July 22,2020 @edy_rahmayadi
Sumatera like that. Don’t immediately imitate others. Not
because others are on lockdown, then North Sumatera
is also on lockdown.

Obtained from Instagram.
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No. Strategy

Tactics

rm of clarificati

1 Denial Simple denial Public Officials did not perform the act in question
Shifting the blame The act in question was taken by someone else
2 Avoidance of responsibility | Provocation The Public Official said that the act in question was simply a response to the
offensive actions of others and that such behavior could be seen as a
reasonable reaction to such actions.
Defeasibility Lack of information or skills
Accident The act in question was an unintentional accident
Good intentions Public officials meant well in taking the act in question
3 Reducing offensiveness Bolstering Stressing the positive trait/past of the organization
Minimization The effort was not too serious The act was less offensive than it appeared or
the action was less offensive than the actions taken by other Officials
Differentiation To put the act in a more favorable context
Transcendence Reduced credibility of the “accuser”
Attack the accuserCompensation | Compensation for victims and affected people
4 Corrective action Corrective action Planning to solve and prevent a recurrence
5 Mortification Mortification Taking responsibility and apologizing for their act

Benoit (1997a,b).






