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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the evolving role of Digital Public Relations (DPR) in fostering audience
engagement across social media platforms. As digital media becomes increasingly central to
organizational communication, PR professionals are challenged to adopt interactive, audience-
centric strategies that move beyond traditional one-way messaging. The research addresses the
gap in understanding how specific DPR tactics influence user behavior, loyalty, and emotional
connection with brands. The primary objective of the study is to explore how DPR enhances
audience engagement and to identify the most effective strategies and tools used across platforms
like Instagram, TikTok, Twitter (X), and Facebook. A quantitative research design was employed,
utilizing a structured online questionnaire distributed to a sample of social media users and PR
practitioners (n = 250). Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and
thematic coding for open-ended responses. The findings indicate that DPR strategies such as
comment replies, polls, live streaming, and user-generated content campaigns are highly effective
in driving engagement. There is a strong positive correlation between responsiveness and
audience loyalty. Users expressed a clear preference for brands that interact authentically,
humanize their content, and adapt communication to platform-specific norms. The study concludes
that DPR is a strategic necessity, not an optional function, in the digital era. It emphasizes the
importance of responsiveness, authenticity, and interactivity as core principles for building
meaningful relationships in the social media landscape.
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INTRODUCTION
In an era defined by digital transformation and hyperconnectivity, the field of public relations has
witnessed a fundamental shift from traditional media-centric approaches to more dynamic,

interactive, and data-driven strategies. This evolution has given rise to what is now known as

Digital Public Relations (DPR), a modern extension of PR that harnesses the power of digital
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technologies and online platforms to engage with audiences, shape public opinion, and manage
brand reputation in real time. Unlike traditional PR, which depended heavily on one-way
communication through newspapers, television, and radio, DPR emphasizes two-way engagement,
immediacy, and transparency, enabled by tools such as websites, blogs, online newsrooms, and
most significantly social media platforms (Allagui & Breslow, 2016).
The explosion of social media over the past two decades has dramatically redefined how
individuals interact with information, organizations, and one another. Platforms like Facebook,
Twitter (X), Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube, and TikTok are no longer just social networking
spaces they are powerful arenas of influence where narratives are formed, challenged, and
reshaped continuously. For public relations professionals, these platforms offer unprecedented
opportunities to connect directly with stakeholders, respond to crises in real time, monitor public
sentiment, and deliver tailored messages to segmented audiences. The rise of social media has
empowered users to become content creators, critics, and influencers, making it imperative for
organizations to not only speak but also listen and respond meaningfully (Zayani,2021).
Amid this digital revolution, audience engagement has emerged as a central pillar of effective
communication. Engagement is no longer measured by passive metrics such as impressions or
reach, but by active indicators likes, shares, comments, direct messages, story interactions, and
user-generated content. In the digital age, engagement signifies a reciprocal relationship between
organizations and their audiences and an ongoing dialogue that fosters trust, loyalty, and advocacy.
The effectiveness of a DPR campaign is often judged by its ability to stimulate this interaction and
create meaningful connections across digital touchpoints (Citra et al.,2024).
However, despite the growing importance of DPR and the ubiquity of social media, many
organizations continue to struggle with translating their digital efforts into authentic and
sustainable engagement. Questions remain about which strategies work best across different
platforms, how content formats and tones influence interaction, and how audiences interpret and
react to digital PR initiatives. These challenges point to a critical need for deeper research into the
relationship between DPR practices and audience engagement patterns.
This study seeks to explore this relationship, guided by key research questions such as:

e How does Digital Public Relations influence audience engagement on social media

platforms?

e  What strategies have proven most effective in driving interaction?

329



e What challenges do PR practitioners face in cultivating engagement online?

e How do audiences perceive and respond to these efforts?
The primary objective of this research is to examine the extent to which DPR enhances audience
engagement through social media. It aims to identify best practices, uncover audience
expectations, and analyze real-world case studies to draw conclusions that can benefit both
scholars and practitioners. Understanding how engagement is built, maintained, and measured in
a digital context is vital not only for achieving communication goals but also for navigating the
increasingly complex digital public sphere.
The significance of this research lies in its relevance to current communication practices and its
potential to inform future strategies. As organizations grapple with challenges such as
misinformation, digital fatigue, algorithmic limitations, and evolving audience behaviors, a
nuanced understanding of DPR’s role becomes increasingly important. This study contributes to
the academic literature on digital communication while offering practical guidance for brands,
non-profits, government bodies, and media organizations aiming to thrive in the digital landscape.
In sum, this research provides a timely investigation into the power and potential of Digital Public
Relations in fostering active, loyalty, and meaningful audience engagement across social media
platforms.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical Background: Communication Theories
To understand the role of Digital Public Relations (DPR) in enhancing audience engagement, it is
essential to ground the discussion in established communication theories. Two prominent
theoretical frameworks form the basis of this exploration: the Two-Way Symmetrical Model and
Engagement Theory.
Two-Way Symmetrical Model (Grunig & Hunt, 1984)
The Two-Way Symmetrical Model, introduced by Grunig and Hunt in their landmark work
Managing Public Relations, represents a significant departure from earlier models of PR that
emphasized persuasion, manipulation, or one-way communication. This model promotes mutual
understanding, reciprocity, and dialogue between an organization and its public. Unlike the one-
way asymmetrical model, which aims to change audience behavior without adjusting the
organization’s stance, the two-way symmetrical model encourages organizations to adapt based

on feedback and build lasting relationships grounded in trust. In the context of digital
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communication, especially on social media platforms, this model gains new relevance. Social
media inherently enables real-time feedback loops, user participation, and bidirectional
communication, all of which align with the two-way symmetrical paradigm. Brands that respond
to comments, engage in conversations, and incorporate audience feedback into their messaging are
actively applying this model. As this study shows, such behavior significantly enhances trust and
loyalty among users.

Engagement Theory (Kearsley & Schneiderman, 1999; later adapted for digital PR)
Engagement Theory, though originally rooted in educational psychology and digital learning, has
been increasingly adapted to communication and PR scholarship in the digital age. The theory
posits that engagement arises when individuals feel involved, valued, and empowered to contribute
meaningfully within a system. In digital PR, this translates to creating content and interaction
strategies that invite participation, stimulate emotional resonance, and reward interaction.
Engagement is no longer limited to passive exposure (e.g., impressions or reach); it now includes
active behaviors such as liking, sharing, commenting, tagging, and co-creating content. These
behaviors not only signify audience interest but also foster a sense of belonging and identification
with the key components in building long-term relationships. Together, these theories provide a
conceptual lens for analyzing DPR strategies. The Two-Way Symmetrical Model highlights
dialogue and ethical reciprocity, while Engagement Theory emphasizes participation and
emotional involvement. When combined, they form a powerful framework for understanding how
digital communication fosters trust, loyalty, and community in brand-audience relationships.
Evolution of Public Relations into Digital Spaces

The field of public relations (PR) has experienced a profound transformation over the past two
decades, catalyzed by the rapid development of digital technologies and the rise of the internet.
Traditionally, PR was practiced through one-way communication channels such as press releases,
print media, television, and radio where organizations had near-total control over messaging and
limited feedback from the audience. The primary objective was to shape public perception through
carefully curated, top-down communication. However, with the emergence of Web 2.0
technologies, which emphasized user-generated content, interactivity, and real-time engagement,
the nature and function of PR began to shift dramatically. The once-linear model of communication

evolved into a more complex, multidirectional dynamic in which stakeholders are no longer
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passive recipients of information but active participants in shaping narratives and influencing

brand reputations.

The digital transformation of PR has been marked by the following key developments:

Shift from Control to Conversation: Modern PR now emphasizes dialogue, community-
building, and relationship management over message control. Digital platforms allow
audiences to engage directly with brands, ask questions, express opinions, and expect
timely responses.

The Rise of Owned and Shared Media: PR strategies are no longer limited to traditional
(earned) media. Organizations now rely heavily on owned media (e.g., websites, blogs,
newsletters) and shared media (e.g., social platforms), which give them direct access to
their public without intermediaries.

Real-Time Communication and Crisis Response: In the digital age, news travels at the
speed of a click. As a result, PR practitioners must be equipped to respond instantly to
feedback, questions, or reputational threats, making agility and preparedness essential
components of any digital PR strategy.

Data-Driven Decision-Making: The digitization of PR has introduced new analytical tools
that allow practitioners to track engagement metrics, sentiment, and content performance.
These insights enable more precise targeting and more effective content optimization.
Integration with Marketing and Customer Service: Digital PR often overlaps with other
business functions. For instance, social media managers now manage both public relations
messaging and customer inquiries, blurring the lines between brand communication and

customer experience.

Scholars such as Wright and Hinson (2010) and Macnamara (2014) have extensively documented

this digital migration of PR, emphasizing the increasing importance of transparency, authenticity,

and speed in brand communication. The PR function has evolved from being reactive and media-

dependent to becoming a strategic, proactive, and audience-centered discipline empowered by

digital tools.

In this new environment, Digital Public Relations (DPR) is not just an adaptation of traditional PR

methods is a fundamentally new paradigm. It demands a deep understanding of platform

mechanics, audience expectations, and the ethical implications of direct communication in a

public, searchable, and participatory space.
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Role of Social Media in Public Relations

Social media has become an indispensable tool in the practice of modern public relations,
transforming how organizations engage with stakeholders, manage reputation, and build brand
communities. Unlike traditional media, which is characterized by one-directional communication,
social media platforms enable real-time, two-way interactions between organizations and their
publics, aligning directly with the principles of the two-way symmetrical communication model.
A Shift in Communication Paradigms

The rise of platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter (X), LinkedIn, TikTok, and YouTube
has fundamentally changed how information is disseminated and consumed. These platforms
allow brands to bypass traditional media gatekeepers and speak directly to their audiences. This
democratization of communication has empowered consumers, giving them the ability to publicly
respond, critique, or advocate for brands in ways that can significantly influence public perception
(Al Hadeed et al.,2024).

Social media's impact on public relations can be summarized through the following key functions:

o Listening and Monitoring: PR professionals now have the ability to monitor public
sentiment, track brand mentions, and gather audience feedback in real time. Tools like
social listening and analytics dashboards offer insights that were previously inaccessible,
allowing for more informed and responsive strategies.

e Content Distribution and Storytelling: Social media serves as a central hub for distributing
content press releases, campaigns, videos, live updates and crafting engaging narratives.
The immediacy and viral nature of content on these platforms enable amplification of PR
messages beyond traditional media reach (Suryasuciramdhan et al.,2025).

e Crisis Management: In times of crisis, social media becomes the frontline of
communication. Brands must respond quickly and transparently to address public
concerns, correct misinformation, and manage reputational damage. Failure to do so can
result in intensified backlash and loss of trust.

e Community Building and Loyalty: Through consistent interaction and personalized
content, brands can cultivate online communities of loyal followers. Engaging audiences
through polls, Q&A sessions, comments, and user-generated content builds emotional

connections and fosters brand advocacy (Jiang et al.,2024).
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e Influencer Collaboration: The rise of influencer marketing has further extended the role of

PR on social media. Partnering with micro and macro influencers helps brands reach niche

audiences with authentic, trusted voices that carry more weight than traditional advertising.
From Message Control to Dialogue Management
Scholars such as Breakenridge (2012) and Macnamara (2010) emphasize that the role of PR
professionals has shifted from “message managers” to “conversation facilitators.” The goal is no
longer just to create awareness, but to engage, interact, and co-create value with audiences. This
interactive approach reflects the changing expectations of stakeholders, who now demand
transparency, accountability, and real-time responsiveness from the brands they follow. Social
media has also increased the visibility and vulnerability of organizations. Every interaction is
positive or negative public and potentially permanent. As such, PR practitioners must carefully
manage tone, timing, and consistency in their digital communication. In summary, social media
has revolutionized public relations by making it more interactive, measurable, and human. It offers
vast opportunities for building trust and relationships but also imposes higher standards for
engagement, ethics, and responsiveness.
Key Concepts: Engagement, Interactivity, Transparency, and Reputation Management
The transition to digital and social media-based public relations has brought with it a redefinition
of key concepts that underpin effective communication. Among the most central to the practice of
Digital Public Relations (DPR) are engagement, interactivity, transparency, and reputation
management. These elements not only reflect audience expectations in the digital age but also
serve as benchmarks for evaluating the success of PR strategies on social media platforms.
Engagement
In traditional PR, engagement was often passive measured in audience exposure to media content.
In contrast, digital engagement refers to active and voluntary interactions between audiences and
brands. This includes likes, shares, comments, direct messages, participation in polls, live sessions,
and user-generated content. Engagement reflects the depth of a user’s connection to a brand, often
indicating emotional resonance, perceived value, and trust. According to Brodie et al. (2011),
engagement in digital contexts involves three core dimensions: cognitive (attention), emotional
(connection), and behavioral (participation). These dimensions help organizations assess not just

how many people are reached, but how deeply they are influenced and how likely they are to
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advocate for the brand. High engagement is strongly correlated with increased loyalty and positive
word-of-mouth critical outcomes in the age of public scrutiny and virality.

Interactivity

Interactivity refers to the two-way nature of digital communication, wherein both the sender and
receiver of a message can influence and modify the communication process. In DPR, interactivity
goes beyond broadcasting content involves inviting feedback, fostering dialogue, and empowering
audiences to co-create value. As McMillan and Hwang (2002) note, interactivity is not only a
technological feature but a relational process. Interactive communication builds trust by signaling
that the organization is listening, adapting, and respecting audience voices. Examples include
brands replying to comments, adjusting campaigns based on feedback, or involving audiences in
content development through votes, challenges, or testimonials. High levels of interactivity reduce
the perceived distance between the organization and the audience, transforming brands into
conversational partners rather than distant authorities.

Transparency

In the digital age, transparency is no longer optional than it is demanded. Audiences expect brands
to communicate openly, acknowledge mistakes, provide clear information about policies, values,
and affiliations, and act consistently across platforms. Transparency strengthens public confidence
and protects organizational reputation in an environment where information is rapidly shared,
archived, and scrutinized. As noted by Rawlins (2008), transparency in public relations involves
truthfulness, openness, and clarity. Digital PR makes it easier to practice transparency (e.g.,
through behind-the-scenes content, real-time updates, public apologies) but also increases the risks
of exposure. Inconsistent messages, hidden motives, or delayed responses can quickly erode trust
and lead to reputational crises.

Reputation Management

Reputation is one of an organization’s most valuable intangible assets, and in the digital sphere, it
is particularly fragile. DPR plays a central role in shaping, maintaining, and protecting brand
reputation through proactive content, audience interaction, and crisis communication. Modern
reputation management involves more than just positive messaging. It requires monitoring public
sentiment, addressing concerns swiftly, and ensuring alignment between brand identity and brand
behavior. Negative reviews, viral backlashes, and misinformation can damage reputation in real

time, but effective DPR particularly when rooted in engagement, interactivity, and transparency
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can mitigate harm and even convert critics into advocates. According to Fombrun and van Riel
(2007), reputation is built through consistent delivery of stakeholder value over time. In digital
contexts, that consistency is evaluated by how brands behave online, how they speak, how they
respond, and how they show up for their communities Together, these four concepts form the
cornerstones of successful digital public relations. They are not isolated principles, but interrelated
dimensions that influence how audiences perceive, interact with, and remain loyal to organizations.
Understanding and integrating these concepts into DPR strategies is essential for any brand seeking
to thrive in the competitive and transparent world of digital communication.

REVIEW OF RECENT EMPIRICAL STUDIES
A growing body of empirical research has explored the intersection of Digital Public Relations
(DPR), social media, and audience engagement, highlighting the strategic implications of digital
communication practices across industries. These studies have investigated how organizations use
DPR tools, how audiences respond to digital engagement efforts, and what factors contribute to
trust, loyalty, and reputation management in online environments.
1. Ashley & Tuten (2015) In a content analysis of Facebook brand posts, Ashley and Tuten found
that interactivity, emotional tone, and visual storytelling were among the strongest predictors of
audience engagement. Brands that employed two-way communication techniques, such as asking
questions or responding to user comments, achieved significantly higher levels of interaction than
those using one-way promotional content. This study reinforced the relevance of Grunig’s two-
way symmetrical model in digital settings and demonstrated that content quality and relatability
are central to engagement success.
2. Dhanesh (2017) Dhanesh conducted a survey-based study examining dialogic communication
and its impact on organizational trust in the Middle East. The findings showed that when
organizations engaged audiences through authentic dialogue, real-time feedback, and
acknowledgment of public concerns, they were perceived as more transparent and trustworthy.
The study concluded that digital dialogue, when executed with cultural sensitivity, significantly
enhances stakeholder relationships.
3. Valentini (2015) Valentini conducted a comparative study of European corporations’ use of
social media for public relations. The results revealed that while most companies maintained a

presence on platforms like Twitter and Facebook, their usage was largely broadcast-oriented rather
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than interactive. Only a minority of brands leveraged the full potential of social media for two-
way engagement, indicating a gap between technological capability and strategic application.
4. Macnamara & Zerfass (2012) In a survey of communication professionals across Europe and
Australia, Macnamara and Zerfass found that measurement of digital engagement remained
inconsistent across organizations. While many PR departments recognized the importance of
metrics such as likes, comments, and shares, fewer understood how to translate these into
meaningful evaluations of relationship-building or reputational outcomes. The study emphasized
the need for standardized engagement metrics that go beyond vanity numbers to assess long-term
audience connection.
5. Bruning, Dials, & Shirka (2008) This study explored the emotional dimensions of public
engagement, demonstrating that empathy, transparency, and tone were just as important as content
type in shaping audience perceptions. Participants reported feeling more connected to
organizations that communicated in conversational, relatable ways, especially during crises or
periods of change. This finding has direct implications for how brands manage their voice and tone
in digital PR.
Emerging Trends from Recent Research
From the studies reviewed, several consistent findings emerge:
o Interactive communication yields stronger engagement than unidirectional broadcasting.
o Authenticity and transparency significantly influence audience trust.
e Visual and multimedia content (e.g., video, live streaming, infographics) are more
engaging than text-only formats.
e Brands that adopt platform-specific strategies (e.g., using Instagram Stories, TikTok
challenges, LinkedIn thought leadership) see higher engagement rates.
e Many organizations still underutilize the potential of social media due to lack of training,
resources, or strategic direction.
These empirical insights not only validate the theoretical frameworks underlying DPR but also
highlight the challenges organizations face in aligning practice with audience expectations. They
point to a clear need for more deliberate, audience-centered strategies and measurement

frameworks that capture the full value of digital engagement.
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IDENTIFIED GAPS IN THE LITERATURE
Despite the expanding body of research on Digital Public Relations (DPR) and social media
engagement, several notable gaps persist in the current academic and professional discourse. These
gaps highlight opportunities for further inquiry and underscore the relevance of this study.
1. Lack of Context-Specific Analysis
Much of the existing literature tends to generalize DPR practices without fully considering
contextual factors, such as cultural norms, industry type, organizational size, or geographic
location. While studies in Western contexts (e.g., the U.S. and Europe) are well-represented,
emerging markets and non-Western communication environments remain underexplored. As
audience behavior, platform usage, and brand expectations vary across regions, more localized
studies are needed to develop nuanced strategies that reflect diverse realities.
2. Overreliance on Descriptive Metrics
While many studies measure engagement using quantitative indicators such as likes, shares, and
comments, few go beyond surface-level metrics to assess the depth and quality of engagement. As
a result, important relational dimensions such as emotional connection, brand advocacy, and trust
are often overlooked. This gap signals a need for multi-dimensional engagement models that
combine quantitative analysis with qualitative insights.
3. Limited Focus on Audience Perception
Most empirical research in the field has focused on organizational strategies and platform
analytics, with relatively little attention given to the audience’s perspective. Questions such as
“What do audiences perceive as authentic?”, “What forms of DPR do they trust most?”, and “How
do they define meaningful engagement?” remain insufficiently answered. Including audience
voices is essential to design strategies that are not only effective but also ethical and emotionally
intelligent.
4. Inadequate Integration of Theoretical Frameworks
Although foundational theories such as the two-way symmetrical model and engagement theory
are often referenced, many studies fail to deeply integrate these theories into their empirical design
or analysis. There is a need for more theory-driven research that not only tests established models
but also adapts them to the evolving nature of digital environments.

5. Gaps in Crisis and Reputation Management Research
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While some studies address the role of DPR in crisis communication, the fast-evolving nature of
digital crimes such as viral backlash, cancel culture, or disinformation requires updated research
models. There is limited work exploring how brands can recover reputationally after online crises,
and what role transparency, apology, and real-time responsiveness play in post-crisis engagement.
6. Underexplored Strategic Role of Influencers and Co-Creation
Influencer collaboration and user-generated content (UGC) have become prominent in modern
DPR practice, yet academic research on their long-term impact on engagement, trust, and loyalty
is still emerging. Specifically, the strategic use of micro-influencers, peer-to-peer advocacy, and
brand community co-creation deserve further scholarly attention.
Positioning of the Current Study
Given these gaps, this research contributes to the literature by:

e Placing audience perceptions and preferences at the center of analysis.

o Exploring how specific DPR tools and strategies influence engagement across multiple

platforms.
e Measuring not only engagement metrics but also perceived authenticity, trust, and loyalty.
o Bridging the theory-practice divide by applying communication frameworks to real-world
digital behavior.
By addressing these underexplored areas, this study offers both theoretical advancement and
practical relevance and lays the groundwork for future research in an increasingly digital
communication landscape.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Design
This study adopts a quantitative research design using a descriptive survey approach. The objective
is to collect measurable data on how Digital Public Relations (DPR) strategies influence audience
engagement across different social media platforms. The choice of a survey method is aligned with
the need to obtain large-scale, generalizable insights from a broad range of participants, including
social media users and PR professionals.
Population and Sampling
The target population for this research includes:

e General users of social media platforms (aged 18+)

o Public Relations and digital marketing professionals
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To ensure diversity in perspectives, the sample includes individuals from various age groups,
professional backgrounds, and levels of digital literacy. A non-probability purposive sampling
technique is used to reach individuals actively engaged in social media, particularly those who
have interacted with brand content.
A sample size of approximately 150-300 respondents is targeted, which allows for statistically
meaningful insights while maintaining manageability.
Data Collection Instrument
Data is collected using a structured questionnaire designed to capture participants' social media
behaviors, perceptions of DPR strategies, and levels of engagement with brands online. The
questionnaire includes:

e Demographic questions (e.g., age, gender, occupation)

e Multiple-choice and Likert-scale items (e.g., agreement with statements)

e Open-ended questions for qualitative insights

Variables and Operational Definitions

Variable Type Operational Definition

Digital Public Independent The use of digital tools (e.g., social media, blogs,
Relations influencers) to communicate with audiences

Audience Dependent  The level of user interaction (likes, shares, comments,
Engagement feedback) with brand content

Social Media Control Frequency and type of platform used

Usage

Perceived Brand Mediating  Audience perception of a brand’s credibility based on

Trust online interaction

Data Analysis Techniques
The collected data will be analyzed using SPSS. The following statistical methods will be
employed:
o Descriptive statistics: Frequencies, percentages, mean, and standard deviation to describe
demographics and general patterns.
e Cross-tabulation: To examine relationships between demographic variables and

engagement behavior.
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o Correlation analysis: To measure the strength of association between DPR strategies and
engagement levels.
e Thematic analysis (optional): Applied to open-ended responses to identify recurring

themes and insights.

Validity and Reliability
To ensure content validity, the questionnaire was reviewed by two subject-matter experts in public
relations and survey research. A pilot study involving 10 respondents was conducted to test
question clarity and reliability. Necessary revisions were made based on feedback. The internal
consistency of the Likert-scale items will be evaluated using Cronbach’s Alpha, with a threshold
of 0.70 or higher, considered acceptable.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval was obtained from Participants were informed of the research purpose, assured
of anonymity and confidentiality, and provided with the option to withdraw at any point. No
personally identifiable information was collected, and data is stored securely in encrypted files.
Limitations of the Study

e The use of online surveys may exclude individuals without regular internet access.

e Non-random sampling limits the generalizability of findings.

o Self-reported data is subject to bias or exaggeration.

o The study focuses on perceptions rather than long-term behavioral tracking.

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

This section presents the results obtained from the distributed questionnaire and analyzes the data
to explore the relationship between Digital Public Relations (DPR) strategies and audience
engagement across social media platforms. Both quantitative insights are integrated to provide a
comprehensive understanding.
Presentation of Results

Demographic Overview of Respondents

Demographic Variable Category Frequency Percentage
Age 1824 85 34%

25-34 102 41%

3544 45 18%
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45 and above 18 7%

Gender Male 110 44%
Female 135 54%
Prefer not to say 5 2%

Occupation General User 105 42%
PR/Marketing Expert 70 28%
Student 75 30%

These demographics confirm a balanced and diverse sample relevant to the study’s target audience.
DPR Strategies across Different Platforms

The survey revealed that brands utilize various DPR strategies tailored to each platform:

Platform Most Common DPR Strategy Engagement Type
Instagram Stories, Influencer tags, Polls Visual + interactive
Twitter (X) = Real-time updates, Customer support threads Fast-paced conversations
Facebook Community management, Video content Community-focused
TikTok User-generated trends, Behind-the-scenes Short-form creative content
LinkedIn Thought leadership articles, Brand values Professional engagement

Insight: Instagram and TikTok were ranked highest in audience engagement due to visual appeal

and trend-driven formats.
Social Media Platform Usage by Respondents

TikTok

LinkedIn

Facebook
Instagram

Twitter

Effectiveness of Engagement Tools

Respondents identified which tools led them to engage with a brand’s content:
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Tool/Feature Engagement Score (1-5 scale) Most Mentioned Benefit

Live streaming 4.3 Real-time interaction
Comment replies 4.6 Feeling heard and valued
Polls & quizzes 4.2 Fun, quick engagement
Contests & giveaways 4.5 Incentivized participation
Behind-the-scenes posts 3.9 Humanized brand perception

Brands that reply to comments and use interactive formats like polls or contests tend to see

significantly higher engagement levels.

Effectiveness of DPR Tools by Engagement Score
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Role of Influencers and Content Co-Creation
e 74% of respondents reported higher trust in a brand when it collaborates with micro-
influencers (less than 100K followers) over celebrities.
e Co-created content (e.g., user-generated videos, brand challenges) led to a 42% increase in
shares compared to standard brand posts.
e PR professionals emphasized the importance of choosing influencers aligned with brand
values, not just follower count.

Qualitative quotes:
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e “When a brand shares my post or comments on it, I feel like part of the community.”
e “Influencers I follow feel more authentic than ads. I’'m more likely to engage when the
content looks real.”

Audience Perceptions and Feedback

Statement Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agree Disagree

Brands that respond to comments 61% 30% 7% 2% 0%

build trust

I engage more with brands that post  55% 35% 8% 2% 0%

entertaining or relatable content
I unfollow brands that post too 40% 33%  18% 6% 3%
many promotional messages
I feel more loyal to brands that 52% 32%  10% 4% 2%
include me in their content (e.g.,
repost)
Key insight: Engagement is strongly tied to authenticity, interactivity, and recognition. One-way
promotional content is often ignored or unfollowed.
Correlation Between DPR Efforts and Audience Loyalty
Using Pearson correlation analysis:

o DPR engagement level (e.g., replies, live interactions) had a strong positive correlation (r

= 0.68) with audience loyalty (e.g., continued following, positive word of mouth).

e Visual storytelling and personalization had a moderate correlation (r = 0.53) with audience

retention.

e Excessive promotional content had a negative correlation (r = —0.41) with engagement.
These results confirm that well-executed, two-way DPR strategies significantly influence user
loyalty and brand affinity.

DISCUSSION
In today’s digitally interconnected world, the practice of public relations has undergone a profound
transformation. The rise of social media and the expanding influence of online platforms have
redefined the way organizations communicate, interact, and build relationships with their

audiences. This study set out to explore the evolving role of Digital Public Relations (DPR) in
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shaping audience engagement across social media platforms. The findings, derived from empirical
survey data and user feedback, provide important insights into the strategies, tools, and challenges
involved in executing effective DPR in a contemporary communication landscape.
Interpretation of the Key Findings

The data collected and analyzed in this study clearly demonstrate that DPR is not merely a
supportive tool but a central strategic function in the digital communication ecosystem.
Respondents showed a marked preference for brands that prioritize interactive, human-centered
communication over promotional broadcasting. Specifically, the use of comment replies, live
interactions, and participatory tools such as polls and giveaways emerged as some of the most
effective methods for enhancing audience engagement.

These tools not only encouraged active participation but also contributed to a sense of personal
connection and inclusion. The high engagement scores for comment replies (average score: 4.6
out of 5) highlight the value audiences place on responsiveness and acknowledgment. In parallel,
contests and giveaways (4.5) were seen to activate emotional investment, while live streaming
(4.3) created real-time touchpoints between the brand and its followers.

One of the most significant findings was the strong positive correlation (r = 0.68) between strategic
DPR efforts and audience loyalty. This suggests that when organizations engage thoughtfully and
consistently, they foster not just engagement in the form of likes or shares, but deeper, sustained
loyalty manifested through repeat interactions, content co-creation, and even advocacy. Thus, DPR
is not only about gaining attention is about building relationships based on dialogue, relevance,
and trust.

Comparison with Existing Literature

These findings resonate strongly with the theoretical frameworks and empirical studies in the
existing literature on public relations and digital engagement. The two-way symmetrical model
proposed by Grunig and Hunt (1984)which emphasizes mutual understanding and balanced
communication finds a powerful expression in social media environments where audiences expect
to be heard and involved. The preference for comment replies and user recognition in this study
confirms the ongoing relevance of this model in the digital age.

Similarly, the work of Ashley and Tuten (2015), which examined branded content on social media,
identified that entertainment, emotional appeal, and audience participation were the key drivers of

engagement points directly echoed in the present findings. The rise of content formats such as
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stories, challenges, and interactive Q& As reflects this shift from brand-centric to audience-centric
messaging.

Moreover, scholars such as Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) argued that social media facilitates
participatory cultures in which value is co-created by organizations and users. This study affirms
that audience members feel a stronger connection when they see their content reshared, their
opinions acknowledged, and their role in the brand narrative made visible.

While the literature often discusses the potential of DPR, this study adds value by quantifying its
impact on audience engagement and drawing a direct link to loyalty, emotional investment, and
content diffusion.

Implications for PR Professionals and Brands

The insights generated through this research show significant implications for both public relations
professionals and organizational communication strategists:

1. DPR Must Be Audience-Centered The age of broadcasting is over. Audiences no longer
respond to one-directional messaging. Instead, they expect dynamic, real-time interaction.
Professionals must develop strategies that encourage participation, dialogue, and user
empowerment.

2. Personalization Drives Engagement The findings underline that personalized interaction
such as directly responding to comments or resharing user content enhances emotional
connection. This reinforces the idea that social listening, community management, and
personalized content delivery are essential competencies in modern PR.

3. Visual and Short-Form Content is Essential Platforms like Instagram and TikTok, which
prioritize visual storytelling and short video formats, yielded the highest engagement. PR
professionals must become adept at crafting visually compelling narratives that are
optimized for these platforms.

4. Micro-Influencer Collaborations Are More Trusted Audiences trust influencers with
smaller, more niche followings more than celebrities. This supports the shift toward
authenticity over reach, and the value of genuine partnerships in content co-creation.

5. DPR is a Driver of Loyalty and Advocacy Engaged audiences are not only more likely to
purchase they’re more likely to share, advocate, and defend the brand. In this sense, DPR
has become a core pillar of brand trust, loyalty, and long-term equity.

Challenges in Implementing DPR Strategies
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While the potential benefits of DPR are clear, the study also identified a set of real-world

challenges that limit the effectiveness of digital engagement strategies:

ResourceLimitations

Active audience engagement requires time, tools, and skilled personnel. Many small or
mid-sized organizations may lack the capacity to sustain continuous interaction, especially
across multiple platforms.

Content Overload and Algorithm Bias Even highly engaging content can go unseen due to
platform algorithms and the overwhelming volume of content posted daily. This makes
timing, targeting, and paid promotion necessary adding complexity and cost.

Maintaining Authenticity at Scale As brands scale their DPR efforts, maintaining a genuine
tone becomes more difficult. Audiences are quick to detect and reject messages that feel
automated or insincere. While automation tools (e.g., chatbots, scheduling tools) can
support efficiency, they must be used without compromising the human voice.

Crisis Sensitivity In digital environments, reputational damage can escalate rapidly.
Mishandling a single comment or being slow to respond in a crisis can be amplified and
lead to backlash. PR teams must have crisis response protocols that are digital-first and

real-time ready.

These challenges highlight the importance of strategic planning, resource investment, and training

in digital communication ethics and tools.

The Importance of Responsiveness, Authenticity, and Interactivity

Perhaps the most compelling theme to emerge from this study is the central importance of human

connection in digital engagement. In a communication landscape saturated with noise and

automation, responsiveness, authenticity, and interactivity are what differentiate successful brands

from the rest.

Responsiveness signals attentiveness. When audiences receive replies to their questions or
comments, it confirms that the brand is listening. These fosters trust and respect.
Authenticity builds emotional resonance. When content reflects real values, voices, and
experiences rather than scripted corporate speakers, audiences feel a deeper connection.
Interactivity creates inclusion. Tools like polls, live streams, challenges, and user-
generated content invite audiences into the brand’s story, transforming them from

observers into participants.
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This triad responsiveness, authenticity, and interactivity forms the cornerstone of impactful DPR.
Brands that embed these principles into their social media strategy are more likely to cultivate

loyal, emotionally connected, and highly engaged communities.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary of Key Insights
This study set out to explore how Digital Public Relations (DPR) influences audience engagement
across social media platforms. The findings clearly demonstrate that DPR is a powerful driver of
brand-audience relationships in the digital age. Respondents highlighted that interactive tools,
personalized responses, influencer collaborations, and authentic storytelling significantly enhance
their willingness to engage with brand content.
Moreover, the data revealed a strong positive correlation between DPR strategies and audience
loyalty, suggesting that organizations that invest in genuine digital engagement are rewarded with
trust, repeat interactions, and long-term affinity. Among the most effective DPR tools identified
were comment replies, live streaming, polls, and user-generated content, each fostering a deeper
connection between the brand and its audience.
While the potential of DPR is immense, the study also uncovered practical challenges, including
resource limitations, content saturation, and the struggle to maintain authenticity at scale.
Nevertheless, these challenges do not diminish the strategic value of DPR; rather, they highlight
the need for more structured, platform-specific, and human-centric communication strategies.
Answers to Research Questions
The research was guided by four key questions, each of which is addressed below:
1. How does Digital Public Relations influence audience engagement on social media

platforms?

DPR enhances engagement by enabling two-way communication, real-time

responsiveness, and content that resonates emotionally and socially. Strategic use of

interactive formats leads to increased likes, shares, and user participation.

2. What are the most effective DPR strategies used to enhance engagement?

Tools such as comment replies, polls, contests, live streaming, and user-generated content
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campaigns were found to be the most effective, especially when combined with consistency
and platform-specific execution.

3. What challenges do PR practitioners face in building and maintaining engagement?
Major challenges include limited resources, the complexity of content planning across
platforms, algorithm bias, and the risk of appearing inauthentic or overly automated.

4. How do audiences perceive and respond to DPR efforts?

5. Audiences value authenticity, transparency, and recognition. They are more likely to
engage with brands that respond to them, include them in the brand narrative, and offer
content that aligns with their interests and values.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

From a theoretical standpoint, the study reinforces the two-way symmetrical communication
model, emphasizing mutual dialogue and shared meaning creation between brands and audiences.
It also supports Engagement Theory by confirming that emotional and participatory
communication generates stronger relational outcomes than traditional message dissemination.
Practically, the findings underscore the growing importance of audience-driven communication
models. DPR is no longer an optional extension of traditional PR; it is a core competency that
directly influences brand equity, customer loyalty, and market differentiation. For practitioners,
this means shifting from a campaign-based mindset to one centered on continuous relationship
management across digital channels.

Strategic Recommendations for PR Practitioners

Based on the findings of this research, the following recommendations are proposed for
organizations and communication professionals:

1. Prioritize Responsiveness: Develop workflows that enable rapid, meaningful replies to
audience comments and questions. Active community management should be embedded
in the PR function.

2. Invest in Humanized Content: Use real voices, faces, and stories to connect with your
audience. Avoid overly polished or automated messaging that can alienate users.

3. Leverage Platform-Specific Features: Design content strategies tailored to the strengths of
each platform (e.g., visual storytelling on Instagram, thought leadership on LinkedIn, viral

trends on TikTok).
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Co-Create with Audiences: Encourage user-generated content, run interactive campaigns,
and feature audience stories to foster inclusion and advocacy.

Collaborate with Micro-Influencers: Focus on authenticity over reach. Influencers with
niche followings often have deeper audience trust and higher engagement rates.

Monitor and Adapt Using Analytics: Track engagement metrics consistently. Use insights
to refine messaging, posting times, and content formats in real time.

Build Internal Capacity: Train teams in digital engagement tools, tone of voice, and
platform mechanics. DPR should be a core skill within the organization outsourced

entirely.

Suggestions for Future Research

While this study offers valuable insights, it also opens several pathways for future exploration:

Longitudinal studies to measure the sustained impact of DPR strategies on audience loyalty
over time.

Cross-cultural analysis to examine how engagement expectations vary across different
regions or demographics.

Platform-specific case studies on TikTok, Instagram, or emerging platforms like Threads
to analyze evolving content dynamics.

Experimental research to isolate the causal effects of different types of DPR content (e.g.,
emotional vs. rational appeals) on user behavior.

Qualitative interviews with PR professionals to gain deeper insights into the operational

and strategic challenges of executing DPR effectively.
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