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Abstract

Introduction: On restrictions during the pandemic, significantly reducing passenger numbers.
PT KAI adapted by introducing innovations like Genose testing, online ticketing, and vaccination
services to ensure safety and compliance. This paper examines PT KAI’s customer relations via
Instagram (@kail21) during the pandemic. It focuses on using digital public relations and the
SMART Relationship Management Process Model to maintain engagement and satisfaction.
These efforts highlight KAI’s adaptability in meeting customer needs.

Methods: This research employs Virtual Ethnography to observe interactions on 427 KAI posts
made between March 2020 and October 2021. The data is then analyzed using Customer
Relationship Management theory, incorporating the stages of Scan, Map, Act, Roll Out, Track,
and Stew.

Findings: The study found that during the pandemic, KAI’s Instagram content focused on various topics:
corporate events (13.81%), national transportation policies (15.45%), health protocols (11.07%), train
service promotions (38.38%), railway education (13.38%), and giveaway content (7.96%). The content
prominently highlighted KAI services such as Rail Express, schedule updates, rapid/antigen testing, and
KAI Access. Posts related to transportation policies and health protocols received significant engagement,
with transportation policy updates garnering the most comments as followers sought the latest travel
information. KA\ effectively utilized digital public relations through Instagram to engage with customers.
Originality: This study is novel as it is the first in Indonesia to analyze KAI’s customer relations
through digital public relations during the pandemic.

Keywords: Customer Relations, Customer Relationship Management Theory, Instagram, KAI,
Railway Transportation.

Introduction

The pandemic led the government to impose restrictions on transportation as part
of efforts to curb the spread of Covid-19. These mobility restrictions, such as the Large-
Scale Social Restrictions (PSBB), were outlined in Government Regulation No. 21 of
2020 and implemented starting March 30, 2020. PSBB was introduced to mitigate risk
factors in specific areas and included limitations on public activities, teaching and
learning processes, working from home, social and cultural events, religious practices,
defense and security operations, and modes of transportation (Azanella, 2020).

The transportation restrictions under PSBB resulted in a sharp decline in the number
of transportation users in Indonesia. This decrease was primarily due to the government's
recommendation to limit activities. For instance, the Toll Road Regulatory Agency
(BPJT) adjusted operational hours, while the aviation sector restructured schedules by
optimizing routes and eliminating unprofitable ones (Luthfiyah & Miro, 2020). A survey
conducted by Indonesia’s Central Statistics Agency (BPS) revealed a significant reduction
across all modes of transportation, with railways experiencing the steepest decline. Before

Article History: Received September 06, 2022; Revised November 05, 2024; Accepted November 12, 2024;
Published December 28, 2024



179 m P-ISSN: 2086-1559, E-ISSN: 2527-2810

the pandemic, in December 2019, PT KAI recorded 37.46 million passengers, which
drastically dropped to 5.9 million in April 2020 as a direct impact of the PSBB
implementation.
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Figure 1. National Transportation Development, Official Statistics News,
October 01, 2020 (BPS, 2020)

The rise in Covid-19 cases, the emergence of new variants, and the onset of a second
wave prompted the government to reintroduce restrictions through the Enforcement of
Community Activity Restrictions (PPKM) on January 11, 2021, followed by Emergency
PPKM starting July 3, 2021. The Covid-19 Task Force stated that Indonesia was
experiencing a second wave, with daily cases reaching 21,324, largely attributed to
holiday and homecoming activities as well as the emergence of new virus variants (CNN,
2021). The vision of the Covid-19 Task Force for Emergency PPKM, ‘Protect yourself,
protect the country,” was implemented through strict measures, including 100% work-
from-home (WFH) policies, online teaching and learning activities, temporary closure of
shopping centers and malls, suspension of worship activities, and public facility
restrictions in red zones at the RT/RW level under micro PPKM. Public transportation
was limited to 70% capacity, and antigen or PCR tests became mandatory for travel. The
Emergency PPKM led to a significant decline in train passenger numbers, with a survey
by the Central Statistics Agency (BPS) reporting a 60.52% decrease. Another
contributing factor was the discontinuation of antigen and Genose swabs as valid travel
requirements.

To adapt during the pandemic, PT KAI introduced various innovations to sustain
operations despite the government’s mobility restrictions. In compliance with these
policies, KAI ensured passenger safety and comfort through stringent travel regulations.
As a solution, KAI offered Genose testing as a travel requirement and, starting in July
2021, began providing vaccination services for passengers, demonstrating its
commitment to addressing passenger needs during this challenging period.
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The goal of this paper is to examine the role of Indonesian Railways Public
Relations (KAI), particularly in Customer Relations activities carried out through the
@kail21 Instagram account during the pandemic. Data was collected from 427 Instagram
posts made by KAI between March 2020 and October 2021. Customer relations, as a
public relations activity, not only involves providing services and information but also
focuses on building engagement with consumers.

KAI has developed various innovations to enhance its services, including
introducing a new ticketing and train purchasing system. Leadership plays a critical role
in shaping organizational behavior (Anggadwita, 2013). Through these innovations, KAI
aims to deliver excellent service and achieve customer satisfaction, as facilities and
services significantly influence customer satisfaction (Syahlina & Nasib, 2019).

The novelty of this research lies in its focus on customer relations activities
conducted by KAI during the pandemic through Instagram @kail21, a subject that has
not been previously studied. KAI has utilized various digital platforms to communicate
with customers, aiming to enhance customer satisfaction through continuous innovation
and service improvement. This study employs virtual ethnography to analyze KAI's
Instagram activities, a method that has not been used in prior research.

Public Relations is responsible for establishing relationships with both internal and
external stakeholders (Cultip, 2009). However, new technologies and increasingly
fragmented audiences pose challenges for PR professionals (Wolf & Archer, 2018). The
theory of relationship management is particularly relevant in exploring how Public
Relations builds and nurtures relationships. Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
serves as a key tool to enhance customer loyalty, which subsequently improves
organizational performance (Guerola-Navarro et al., 2021).

Digital public relations (PR) has become essential in fostering effective
communication between brands and customers in the digital era. It allows for more direct
and responsive interactions through online platforms such as social media, SEO, blogs,
and websites (Oncioiu et al., 2021; Bulantseva, 2022). Websites, in particular, offer
several advantages--they are accessible, cost-effective, and highly beneficial as digital PR
tools (Sezgin & Cesur, 2019). Effective digital PR builds trust and loyalty, which are
critical for achieving customer satisfaction (Ahli et al., 2024). High engagement and
excellent service are essential for fostering customer loyalty (Andreassen & Olsen, 2008).

Relationship management theory refers to the process of managing public relations
in such a way as to benefit the organization and the public (Purnamawati & Hatane, 2024).
Relationship management theory emphasizes strategies and processes aimed at acquiring,
nurturing, and strengthening relationships with customers to create shared value
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(Chatterjee et al., 2024). It highlights the importance of understanding customer needs
and fostering long-term partnerships (Presutti et al., 2021). Strong customer relationships
are vital for business sustainability as they directly impact customer loyalty and repeat
purchases (Mang’unyi et al., 2017; Jara et al., 2018). Factors related to the readiness of
implementing Customer Relationship Management (CRM) among others are Customer
Service Information, Customer Relations Value, Lack of Service and Communication
(Sardjono et al., 2021). CRM success is influenced by factors such as the use of
information technology, customer orientation, organizational capabilities, and customer
knowledge management (Soltani et al., 2018).

Implementing a comprehensive CRM strategy allows businesses to automate
interactions and personalize communications, enhancing customer engagement (Zhou et
al., 2024) Maintaining effective communication and understanding customers are
essential for creating value and sustaining a competitive advantage (Zeng, 2022). The
SMART relationship management process model--Scan (Environmental Analysis), Map
(Setting goals and results), Act (Develop and pretest initiatives), Rollout (Implement the
program), Track (Evaluate success), and Stew (Monitor and maintain quality
relationships)--is particularly effective in managing relationships (Heath, 2013). Its
purpose is to create mutually beneficial relationships between companies and
stakeholders, addressing needs, expectations, and fulfillment (Putzer & Posza, 2024).
KAI applies this relationship management model to build strong connections with its
customers, especially during the pandemic. By complying with government policies and
adapting to changing travel requirements, KAI has introduced affordable Genose and
antigen tests to accommodate customer needs. This paper further explores KAI's efforts
in relationship management with customers by employing the SMARTS Relationship
Development Process Model.

Methods

The research method employed in this study is descriptive qualitative research,
grounded in relationship management theory. According to Denzin and Licoln (2011),
qualitative research involves a series of interpretative practices that aim to provide an
understanding of the world. This study adopts virtual ethnography, or netnography, as its
ethnographic approach. With the rise of social media as a platform for virtual community
communication, numerous researchers have explored the interactions of the information
society on these platforms (Iskandar & Irawati, 2023). Robert Kozinets defines
netnography as a specialized research method designed to uncover the unique behaviors
of various types of social interactions facilitated by the internet (Kozinets, 2010).

The object of this research is the Instagram account @kail21, which serves as a
medium for KAI's customer relations activities. Data collection was conducted by
analyzing 427 posts made on the @kail21 Instagram account between March 2020 and
November 2021. The primary data for this study were sourced from the @kail2l
Instagram account and other media platforms utilized by KAI. Additionally, the research
is supported by a literature review of textbooks, journals, and media reports related to
customer relations practices by PT Kereta Api Indonesia.

Results

The study's findings indicate that during the pandemic, KAl maintained its
relationship with customers despite limitations on direct communication. KAI utilized
social media, specifically its Instagram account @kail21, to engage with customers.
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Content analysis of posts from the pandemic period revealed several key topics: corporate
events (59 posts, 13.81%), national transportation policies (66 posts, 15.45%), health
protocols (47 posts, 11.07%), train service promotions (164 posts, 38.38%), railway
education (57 posts, 13.38%), and giveaways (34 posts, 7.96%). KAI consistently
introduced its services through content such as Rail Express, bundled packages, starter
Kits (tickets combined with rapid/antigen tests), and ticket purchase services via KAI
Access.

Interestingly, KAI’s pandemic-related content also focused on adherence to
transportation regulations and health protocols, evidenced by posts about national
transportation policies and safety measures. Posts related to transportation policies
garnered the most engagement, as followers were eager for updates on KAI’s travel
regulations. In contrast, posts about corporate events received less positive feedback.

The relationship management process model known as SMART (Scan, Map, Act,
Rollout, Track, and Stew) proved relevant to KAI's customer relationship strategy. The
Scan phase helps organizations analyze challenges and opportunities in the market,
enabling a better understanding of customer needs (Wegner et al., 2023). The Map phase
aligns organizational goals with customer expectations, fostering long-term loyalty
(Meixell & Luoma, 2015). The Act phase focuses on implementing proactive strategies
to enhance customer engagement and satisfaction (Jeong & Shin, 2020). The Rollout
phase ensures consistent implementation of customer experience improvements across
the organization (Pertusa-Ortega et al., 2018). The Track phase evaluates the
effectiveness of initiatives based on customer feedback, enabling continuous
improvement (Valero-Gil et al., 2017). Finally, the Stew phase emphasizes maintaining
long-term relationships with customers, critical in a competitive environment (Edwards,
2021).

The @kail2l Instagram account has 534,000 followers and 1,264 posts. This
account is integrated with KAI’s other digital platforms, including the Sahabat KAI
podcast and TikTok. Posts on @kail21 provide travel-related information and serve as a
communication channel with customers. Highlights on the account include train
schedules, boarding regulations, agglomeration train services, free vaccines, rapid antigen
tests, and the KAI Access app. Engagement-focused highlights feature new habits,
customer experiences, tags, hashtags, and giveaway announcements. Beyond Instagram,
KAI also engages with customers via a hotline (121), email (cs@kai.id), TikTok
(@KAI121 ), Facebook, Twitter (@KAI121), WhatsApp (081112111121), and the KAI
Access app.

Instagram is an effective platform for KAI, offering a cost-efficient alternative to
traditional advertising through TV, radio, and billboards while reaching a broad audience
(Fauziah et al., 2018). By leveraging Instagram and other media, KAI fosters strong
communication with its customers, emphasizing the importance of long-term
relationships. This approach helps create positive public perceptions, customer loyalty,
and public support. To personalize interactions, KAI refers to its customers as ‘Sahabat
KAI’ and calls its Instagram admin ‘Railmin,” enhancing relatability and closeness.
KATI’s relationship management strategy includes a thorough situation analysis during
and before the pandemic, using surveys, direct field observations, and social media
analysis. Through Instagram, KAI monitors customer comments, especially regarding
policy changes during the pandemic. The internet provides a dynamic platform for content
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sharing and interaction between brands and consumers, surpassing traditional media in
flexibility and engagement potential (AlAfnan & MohdZuki, 2023).

I_ Situation I_ I_ I_ I_ . I_ Quality responses
ATEEROlSy o e Gy

Figure 3. Relation Management of KAI Instagram using Theory Relation Management
(Heath, 2013)

During the pandemic, KAI's content on Instagram covered various topics: 59 posts
(13.81%) on corporate events, 66 posts (15.45%) on national transportation policies, 47
posts (11.07%) on health protocols, 164 posts (38.38%) promoting train services, 57 posts
(13.38%) on railway education, and 34 posts (7.96%) for giveaways. The most frequently
shared content was related to train service promotions, totaling 164 posts. Examples
include the Rail Express program, launched on March 3, 2020, to deliver packages
efficiently during the pandemic with the slogan ‘Rail Express: Sending packages by train.
Cheap, fast, safe.” This program received a positive response and showcased KAI's
adaptability amid social restrictions. Additional promotional efforts included bundling
packages for passengers, such as offering Rapid Antigen Tests, health Kits (face shields,
masks, and wet wipes), and vaccination services at stations. KAI also updated train
schedules and introduced collaborations like the program with Blue Bird.

Despite the focus on service promotions, KAI remained committed to complying
with transportation regulations and promoting health protocols, which accounted for 28%
of posts during the pandemic. Posts aimed to educate and engage customers, such as
content on proper mask use, effectiveness of cloth masks, and health recommendations.
KAI utilized Instagram to understand customer needs and provide solutions, such as
creating a video explaining ticket refund processes that garnered 36,052 views and 902
comments, demonstrating responsiveness to customer inquiries.

Map (Setting Goal and Objective)

The ‘map’ represents the planning stage of KAI during the pandemic, focusing on
providing and optimizing services under challenging circumstances. During this period,
KAI utilized Instagram to inform and serve its customers effectively. Key initiatives
included planning train schedules during the pandemic, developing travel schemes for the
new normal, launching vaccination services, and sharing updates on these activities via
Instagram. Posts on KAI121’s Instagram aimed to maximize information dissemination
about Rail Express package services, new schedules, KAI Access, promotional offers,
bundling packages, and services available via WhatsApp.

In addition to promoting services, KAI shared posts on transportation policies, such
as the stay-at-home campaign to support the government’s #notmudik #athome initiative
during Eid al-Fitr 2020. Despite halting operations in April 2020 and July 2021 due to
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government regulations, KAl maintained customer engagement through creative posts,
including ‘Missing the Train,” which encouraged followers to share their experiences
during the period of travel restrictions.

Several posts aimed to raise awareness of health protocols, such as proper mask
usage, the effectiveness of cloth masks, and recommendations for wearing masks for less
than four hours. Posts designed to educate customers about railways were also featured,
including the Friends of KAI Podcast launched in November 2020. Topics covered in the
podcast included the eight longest tunnels, the role of conductors, unique facts about
Indonesian railways, and insights into the professions of train stewards and stewardesses.

In addition to providing information, KAI focused on building customer
engagement by hosting giveaways. During the pandemic, there were 34 giveaway posts,
many of which were shared after podcast broadcasts or on weekends. These giveaways
featured interactive games, such as ‘Find Your Way to the Station” (July 18, 2020) and
‘Guess the Word’ (August 22, 2020), as well as challenges like the ‘No Going Home’
content creation challenge (April 24, 2020), the photo challenge (May 15, 2020), and
KALI's Birthday Twibbon challenge. These initiatives demonstrated KAI's commitment to
creating engaging and informative content for its audience during the pandemic.

Act

The “Act’ stage refers to KAI's approach to service delivery, which transitioned
significantly from offline services before the pandemic to optimized online services
during the pandemic. Early in the pandemic, challenges arose, particularly with ticket
refunds due to widespread train cancellations under transportation policies and the PSBB
(large-scale social restrictions). Customers raised numerous complaints, prompting KAI
to implement a complaint handling program via Instagram. Through this platform,
customers could directly submit complaints, enabling KAI to build trust by addressing
issues promptly and accurately. Solutions included answering questions, providing
educational posts, clarifications, and issuing apologies. For instance, KAI used its
Instagram handle, @kail21, to share information on refund processes and requirements,
eliminating the need for customers to visit stations.

To further strengthen customer relations, KAI expanded its efforts beyond
Instagram, utilizing WhatsApp and optimizing the KAI Access application. Initially,
tickets could only be purchased offline at stations. However, during the pandemic, ticket
purchases at stations were limited to ‘Go Show' tickets, available three hours before
departure. KAI redirected ticket sales to online platforms, including KAI Access and
third-party apps like Traveloka and Tiket.com. To familiarize customers with these
changes, KAl released a video showecasing the simplicity of online ticket purchases, even
for older adults. Additionally, customers were incentivized with reward points.

One notable service highlighted by KAI during the pandemic was Rail Express, a
freight forwarding service designed to meet customer needs while adhering to health and
safety protocols. Recognizing that health concerns were paramount for customers during
the pandemic, KAI emphasized measures such as temperature checks, handwashing
facilities, and other new normal protocols to instill confidence in train travel. These efforts
were widely shared through social media posts to reassure the public of KAl's
commitment to safety and comfort.

To comply with government mandates aimed at curbing the spread of Covid-19,
KAI introduced health screening services for passengers. Early in the pandemic, Rapid
Test services were offered at stations, with six promotional posts shared on Instagram.
Later, the introduction of the Genose test, a more affordable and convenient screening
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method, was promoted through 13 posts between February 26 and June 23, 2021.
However, following a surge in Covid-19 cases and concerns over the validity of Genose
testing, the method was phased out due to its lack of external validation (Naufal, 2021).

With the implementation of stricter travel regulations during the Enforcement of
Restrictions on Community Activities (PPKM), including mandatory vaccination for
travel, KAI responded by launching vaccination programs at stations starting April 8,
2021. This initiative was a demonstration of KAIl's adaptability, innovation, and
commitment to ensuring passenger safety. The program was well-received, with 36,226
individuals vaccinated at 24 stations (Yati, 2021). Following the vaccination program,
KAI continued to offer Rapid Test services and introduced the Vaccine Card Link feature
on the KAI Access application to simplify health screenings and document verification
for passengers. These efforts collectively underscored KAI's dedication to maintaining
safety and convenience during a challenging period.

Rollout

One notable initiative was the Corporate Event Program, shared through KAI’s
Instagram, which celebrated moments such as religious holidays, national days, and
special company events. The program aimed to enhance the company’s reputation.
During the pandemic, KAI made 59 posts for religious holidays, such as Isra Mi’raj,
Nyepi, Ramadan, Christmas, and others, offering greetings to customers. Posts also
commemorated national days like Pancasila Day, Independence Day, and Heroes Day,
showcasing the company’s nationalism. Additionally, posts for KAI’s anniversaries,
Customer Day, and monthly greetings provided updates and operational information.

Corporate event posts generally received moderate attention, as seen in the likes
and comments. However, posts paired with special programs, like free tickets for
teachers, veterans, and medical workers on Heroes Day, garnered significantly more
engagement, reflecting the customers’ appreciation for tangible benefits.

KA also posted 66 updates regarding transportation policies during the pandemic.
These posts addressed travel conditions, operating hours, passenger restrictions, and
seating arrangements. Another key focus was health protocols, with 47 posts designed to
ensure safety and comfort for passengers. These posts included guidelines on wearing
masks, handwashing tips, and proper use of face shields. For example, KAI’s
#FACESHIELDBUKANSUVENIR campaign addressed customer misuse of provided
face shields, garnering substantial feedback.

To adapt to the pandemic, KAI also promoted online services, including ticket
reservations and Covid-19 screening services. These services, such as rapid tests, Genose
tests, and antigen swabs, were offered at affordable rates to reduce the spread of the virus
while ensuring customer convenience. Despite restrictions on train operations, KAI
introduced new train services in August 2021. Promotions included discount offers, RAIL
express services, Covid-19 screenings, train schedules, and information about new
customer stations. Through these efforts, KAl demonstrated a commitment to addressing
customer needs, ensuring safety, and maintaining service quality during challenging
times.

Track

Evaluating customer relations activities on KAI’s Instagram account involves
analyzing the likes and comments each post receives. Posts related to special events
during the pandemic generally garnered fewer likes, while service promotion posts and
transportation policy updates received higher engagement. Posts about transportation
policies attracted the most comments. To increase engagement, KAI encouraged
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followers to like, comment, share, and save posts to spread information more widely. For
example, posts about updates to the KAI Access app and its latest features encouraged
followers to share the information, enhancing its reach.

Most customer comments were found on transportation policy posts, which
received 15,923 likes and 8,170 comments. KAI’s Customer Relations team responded
to many follower questions and compiled frequently asked questions. An example of this
effort was the #TemanKAlIBertanya post published on April 26, 2021, addressing
inquiries about the status of pre- and post-homecoming trips. Through these activities,
KAI demonstrated its commitment to engaging with customers and addressing their
concerns effectively.

Stew

The Stew stage is when KAI focuses on maintaining the quality of its relationship
with customers through its Instagram account, @KAI121. This involves providing
information and addressing various customer inquiries. The account is managed by
several customer service representatives, commonly referred to as ‘Railmin’ to create a
more relatable and friendly image for followers. KAl actively responds to comments from
its Instagram followers (Heath, 2013).

KAI utilizes Instagram comments to maintain customer satisfaction and address
complaints, ensuring programs align with customer needs. For instance, at the onset of
the pandemic, many complaints arose regarding the ticket refund system. Interestingly,
followers often helped answer each other’s questions in the comments, creating a sense
of community. Many followers frequently asked about operating train schedules, travel
conditions, and related topics. One post that garnered significant engagement was related
to KAI’s recruitment, which received 5,000 comments, reflecting followers’ enthusiasm
about joining the organization. Conversely, posts about special religious events attracted
fewer likes and comments, while posts on transportation policies and Covid-19 screening
services received higher engagement.

KAI made consistent efforts to communicate effectively with its followers,
particularly during transportation restrictions. For example, on May 27, 2020, KAI posted
a “miss letter” from a train machinist. This post, which used empathetic communication,
expressed the shared longing between KAI staff and its customers while encouraging
compliance with health protocols during the new normal. The post received 12,023 likes
and 956 comments, marking the first pandemic-era post to surpass 10,000 likes.

Through the @KAI121 Instagram account, followers also share information with
each other. One notable example was the “Thank You, Until We Meet Again” post on
April 26, 2020, which received 19,283 likes. This post, employing empathetic
communication, announced a temporary goodbye as part of KAI’s support for reducing
the spread of the virus. While this post primarily aimed to show support, it also addressed
customer complaints about ticket refunds. Followers who successfully processed refunds
shared their experiences in the comments, offering helpful insights to others.

KA also invited followers to share their experiences and express their longing for
train travel. For instance, a giveaway post about missing trains received 22,857 likes and
2,990 comments, demonstrating high engagement and enthusiasm from followers. These
strategies highlight KAI’s commitment to empathetic communication, community
building, and maintaining strong relationships with its customers.
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Discussion

The Changing trends bring PR today to be more dynamic and use various media.
Digital PR uses online media such as websites and social media (Saraih et al., 2021). The
finding reveal that KAI effectively leveraged its instagram account, @KAI121, to
maintain and strengthen customer relationship during the pandemic, overcoming the
challenges posed by restrictions on direct communication. By adopting the SMART
relationship management model-Scan, Map, Act, Rollout, Track, and Stew - KAI
demostrated a structured and strategic approach to customer engagement and satisfaction.

The SMART model was evident in KAI’s pandemic strategy. Scan: KAI identified
customer needs and concerns through surveys, social media monitoring, and direct
feedback. Map: Goals such as maintaining customer loyalty and ensuring service
accessibility were aligned with customer expectations. Act: Proactive measures, including
launching Rail Express and integrating health protocols into services, were implemented
to address challenges. Rollout: Consistency in communication and service delivery was
ensured across platforms. Track: KAI regularly evaluated the effectiveness of its
initiatives through customer feedback and social media analytics. Stew: Long-term
relationships were nurtured through personalized interactions, empathetic
communication, and community engagement.

Role of interactive communication in social media and to thus build a bridge
between the orientation of communication towards dialogue and relationships. Social
network with online customers networks could also support the achievement of public
relation (PR) objectives (Oncioiu et al., 2021). This study reveals that during the
pandemic, PT KAI utilized Instagram as the primary platform to maintain relationships
with its customers. With a total of 427 posts during the pandemic period, the shared
content covered various topics reflecting customer needs and interests. The findings
indicate that 38.38% of the posts focused on promoting train services, making it the most
dominant category of content. Programs like Rail Express, launched on March 3, 2020,
were among PT KAI's efforts to adapt to social restrictions. This program, with the slogan
‘Rail Express: Sending packages by train. Cheap, fast, safe,” received positive customer
responses and showcased KAI’s ability to understand customer needs during challenging
times.

In addition, KAI introduced bundling services such as Rapid Antigen Tests, health
kits (face shields, masks, and wet wipes), and vaccinations at stations. Adjustments to
train schedules and collaborations with third parties, such as Blue Bird, were other
innovative steps taken to ensure service continuity and meet customer expectations.

From the perspective of customer knowledge, PT KAI demonstrated a deep
understanding of customer needs and wants (Nuseir et al., 2022). By analyzing customer
interactions through Instagram, KAI was able to produce relevant content, such as a video
tutorial on the ticket refund process, which garnered 36,052 views and 902 comments.
This highlights the importance of social media, such as Instagram, in collecting,
classifying, and interacting with customers, as outlined by Badham & Mykkénen (2022).

Furthermore, this study supports the view of Jacobson et al. (2020) that consumers
use social media to share information and experiences with broader communities. KAI's
strategy of sharing information about transportation policies, health protocol education,
and service promotions reflects the company’s ability to leverage the interactive features
of social media to build strong relationships with customers.

Thus, these findings demonstrate that PT KAI successfully utilized Instagram as a
strategic tool to understand customer needs, provide relevant solutions, and maintain
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strong relationships during the pandemic. This not only strengthened customer loyalty
but also enhanced the company’s positive image in the public eye. KAl emphasized the
use of online platforms to ensure smooth communication with customers. Instagram
played a central role, not only as a communication tool but also as a platform to deliver
services, considering that offline services were limited due to social restrictions and
regulatory policies. The pandemic brought significant changes, including a shift towards
online services, prompting KAI's Customer Relations team to develop various program
plans aimed at enhancing communication with customers, particularly through social
media. Social media's strengths in building personal branding and fostering close
interactions proved invaluable. By connecting people without the constraints of space and
time (Oncioiu et al., 2021; Harahap, 2018).

The pandemic created a crisis for KAI, one of which was the surge in customer
complaints. These complaints required swift responses and effective solutions,
necessitating alignment between identifying problems and implementing resolutions.
Sinansari et al. (2023) highlighted that maximizing customer satisfaction and minimizing
complaints are key outcomes of successful CRM performance. Similarly, Khan et al.
(2022) emphasized that quick responses to customer feedback and complaints
significantly contribute to customer satisfaction. Bowyer et al. (2022) also noted that
timely responses and appreciation of customer opinions are essential for service
improvement. Quick and timely response and appreciate consumer opinions to improve
service (Arai et al., 2022). Handling criticism and feedback effectively plays a crucial
role in maintaining customer trust and loyalty (Gongalves et al., 2021). During the
pandemic, KAI introduced various programs categorized into corporate events,
transportation policies, health protocols, service promotions, education, and giveaways.
Social media played a significant role in managing these initiatives, as it allowed
individuals and stakeholders to share their thoughts in real-time (Parmelee & Greer,
2023). The next stage is tracking and evaluating KAI’s efforts for each post. Evaluations
are measured by the number of likes and comments each post receives, which reflect the
level of engagement between KAI and its audience. Engagement includes feedback,
which serves as evaluative or corrective input regarding an action or process (Gashi &
Ahmeti, 2021). Effective relationship management plays a critical role in maintaining
customer loyalty. Additionally, word-of-mouth communication is vital for ensuring that
a product or company remains a topic of discussion, often amplified through social media.

Social media creates a multiplier effect, enabling consumers to share information
widely. When consumers communicate with just two individuals, they can indirectly
reach many others on social platforms, a concept referred to as the “word of net” (Heath,
2013). Consumers tend to trust recommendations from friends, family, and other users
more than advertisements. Word-of-mouth communication, expert reviews, and user
recommendations significantly influence consumer behavior (Gligorijevic & Luck, 2013;
Javed et al., 2022). In the digital era, platforms like Instagram have become essential for
product reviews and word-of-mouth promotion (Clemons et al., 2024). However, cultural
differences impact the effectiveness of recommendations--while friend recommendations
can reduce the influence of advertising in Western cultures, they are highly impactful in
Eastern cultures (Errmann et al., 2019). Companies must integrate user-generated content
and social recommendations into their strategies (Aristovnik et al., 2020). In steward
phase, modern consumers expect personalized, interpersonal communication with
organizations, which helps build stronger relationships and enhance service delivery. For
example, KAI utilizes Instagram comments to maintain customer safisfaction and addres
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complaints, which has shifted from a transactional to a relational approach, prioritizing
customer satisfaction and loyalty (Mahanani, 2017). Customer relations significantly
influence consumer loyalty (Nawastha et al., 2020). Research indicates that customers
prefer individualized and tailored services rather than generic treatment.

Instagram was one of the social media platforms that experienced a significant
increase in users during the pandemic. The restrictions imposed during the pandemic
altered communication patterns, which traditionally relied on direct interaction, as
messages had to be conveyed through media amidst regional quarantines or lockdowns.
A survey conducted by Facebook revealed that Instagram usage surged by up to 40%
(Fahmi Ahmad Burhan, 2020).

Timothy Comb in Ayman et al., (2020), highlighted that social media has
transformed crisis communication responses, stating that organizations could use new
media technologies to ‘adjust their messages based on public opinion.” Social media
offers an interactive platform for dialogue. As Coombs suggests, organizations should not
merely communicate but actively listen to platforms like Twitter and Facebook.

Post-Covid-19, PT KAI has continued to implement effective customer relations
activities, including hosting events such as the KAI Festival and concerts. The company
has also created engaging content, such as persona-driven campaigns representing various
types of train passengers, along with educational materials on passenger etiquette, KAI
policies, and crisis management. One of the crisis management strategies implemented
includes upgrading economy-class seating to enhance comfort.

This study has limitations, as it focuses solely on KAI’s relationship management
efforts during the pandemic using Instagram. Other platforms, such as TikTok, Facebook,
or the official KAI website, were not examined. The data used in this study relies solely
on Instagram posts and comments, without incorporating interviews with KAI
representatives. Additionally, the research only covers customer relations activities
during the pandemic up to 2021 and does not explore KAI’s efforts after the pandemic.

Conclusion

In conclusion, KAI effectively managed its customer relations during the pandemic
by leveraging its Instagram account, @kail21, as a primary communication platform. By
providing diverse content that included service promotions, health protocols,
transportation policies, and educational posts, KAl maintained customer engagement and
adapted to the challenges of restricted communication. The use of the SMART
relationship management model helped KAl assess and align its strategies with customer
needs, ensuring relevant and proactive interactions. During pandemic period, KAI posted
427 times on Instagram, covering corporate events (13.81%), national transportation
policies (15.45%), health protocols (11.07%), train service promotions (38.38%), railway
education (13.38%), and giveaways (7.96%). KAI’s commitment to customer satisfaction
was evident in its prompt responses to inquiries, the introduction of innovative services
like Rail Express and health screenings, and the ongoing efforts to maintain a friendly
and relatable image through interactions on Instagram. The high engagement rates on
posts related to transportation policies and health protocols further demonstrated the
effectiveness of KAI’s digital strategy in fostering trust and loyalty among its customers,
ensuring positive long-term relationships despite the pandemic’s challenges.
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