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Abstrak

Penelitian ini mengeksplorasi peran hubungan masyarakat (public relations) dalam membentuk persepsi publik terhadap meritokrasi di Indonesia, dengan fokus pada program beasiswa pemerintah — LPDP (Lembaga Pengelola Dana Pendidikan) dan IISMA (Indonesian International Student Mobility Awards). Dengan menggunakan metodologi kualitatif yaitu analisis konten unggahan media digital dan wawancara semi-terstruktur dengan lima pelamar beasiswa (baik penerima maupun non-penerima), studi ini meneliti bagaimana hubungan masyarakat menggambarkan meritokrasi sebagai sebuah sistem yang sering kali mengesampingkan hambatan struktural seperti hak istimewa institusional, kesenjangan sosio-ekonomi, dan ketimpangan digital. Dengan mengacu pada Teori Pembingkaian (Framing Theory; Goffman, 1975; Entman, 1993) sebagai lensa analitis, penelitian ini menemukan adanya kesenjangan komunikasi di mana narasi dominan tentang kesuksesan berbasis prestasi mungkin secara tidak sengaja mengecualikan atau menyesatkan pelamar dari latar belakang yang kurang terwakili. Temuan ini menyoroti kebutuhan mendesak bagi strategi hubungan masyarakat di bidang pendidikan untuk menjadi lebih inklusif, transparan, dan sadar secara struktural — memastikan bahwa komunikasi beasiswa benar-benar mendukung akses yang adil, alih-alih memperkuat ketimpangan yang sudah ada.
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Abstract
This research explores the role of public relations in shaping public perceptions of meritocracy in Indonesia, with a focus on government-funded scholarship programs — specifically LPDP (Lembaga Pengelola Dana Pendidikan) and IISMA (Indonesian International Student Mobility Awards). Using a qualitative methodology combining content analysis of digital media posts and semi-structured interviews with five scholarship applicants (both recipients and non-recipients), the study examines how public relations initiatives portray meritocracy as a system dependent solely on individual achievement, perseverance, and hard work, often sidelining structural barriers such as institutional privilege, socioeconomic disparities, and digital inequality. Drawing on Framing Theory (Goffman, 1975; Entman, 1993) as analytical lenses, the research finds a communication gap in which dominant narratives of merit-based success may inadvertently exclude or mislead applicants from underrepresented backgrounds. The findings highlight the urgent need for public relations strategies in education to be more inclusive, transparent, and structurally aware — ensuring that scholarship communication genuinely supports fair access rather than reinforcing existing inequalities.
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Introduction 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]The phrase "Hard work equals success" underpins the concept of meritocracy, a system that emphasizes individual effort as the key to achievement. Popularized by Michael Young in his 1958 work, The Rise of the Meritocracy, the term was originally introduced as a critique, warning that a society based solely on merit could foster elitism and pose risks to social stability. Understanding the origins of meritocracy is essential when examining its role in shaping social structures, affecting inequality, and influencing social mobility. By exploring its historical roots, we can better evaluate how to modify the system to foster fairness and inclusivity for all members of society.

Higher education embraces meritocracy as the system promises to reward individuals based on their skills and talent, recognizing and supporting the students that are most capable. Research by Mijs (2015) showed that meritocracy in education is able to push effort, where students can feel motivated to achieve greatness knowing that they will be rewarded accordingly. For example, in Indonesia, meritocracy has become central to educational policy, most visibly through scholarship programs such as LPDP (Lembaga Pengelola Dana Pendidikan) and IISMA (Indonesian International Student Mobility Awards). These programs deploy public relations strategies on digital media platforms — Instagram, YouTube, TikTok, and official websites. Ramadhina (2024) highlights the importance of strategic digital media use for sharing timely updates, building institutional image, and enabling two-way communication. However, the study also notes challenges such as inconsistent content creation and staff shortages, which hinder effective management of digital channels. Through public relations strategies used by these programs, digital media users get an idealized image of what an awardee of any one of these programs should be. Hidayat et al. (2024) explore how public relations can help bridge the digital divide in education between institutions and communities. Their research is based on the Excellence Theory, examining a Madrasah where public relations professionals enhanced digital inclusion by engaging stakeholders, providing training, offering counseling, and conducting digital outreach. The study emphasizes the need to tailor communication strategies using targeted public relations approaches that address access gaps, especially among marginalized groups. However, Young believed that meritocracy’s approach would only justify inequality, hiding beneath the illusion of “fairness” it promises to give.  Although other providers such as the Chevening provided by the United Kingdom government or Australian Award Scholarship by the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) of the Australian Government provide a great lenght in ensuring that they can recruit the best candidate despite their background. Hidayat et al. (2024) provide insights into how public relations strategies, when adapted to these diverse factors, can reduce disparities in engagement and understanding. This perspective suggests that scholarship public relations efforts can be more inclusive by focusing not only on sharing information but also on improving accessibility and digital inclusion. Yet the narratives they construct often overlook structural barriers including socioeconomic disadvantage, geographic inequality, and differential access to digital information (Miah, 2024) and posit an important question of how public relations communicate meritocracy to the public, especially through government-funded scholarship programs and aims to examine whether public relations efforts for IISMA and LPDP via digital channels successfully engage and attract interest from diverse audiences with varying institutional and access backgrounds.




This review examines the portrayal of scholarship opportunities such as LPDP and IISMA in Indonesia within digital media campaigns, highlighting the complexities and contradictions involved. Kawahata (2023) argues that digital media often perpetuates the myth of meritocracy by showcasing success as solely a result of individual effort, thereby overlooking systemic barriers. Social media algorithms tend to favor content emphasizing hard work and deserved success, reinforcing the idea that anyone can succeed through persistent effort while  the concept of scheduled harmony suggests that every social class is led to feel they have a designated place in society; however, critics contend this notion favors certain groups while marginalizing others. Kawahata also suggests that this portrayal may distort public understanding of meritocracy by focusing on individual achievements without addressing underlying systemic issues such as unequal access, financial hardship, or bias in selection processes. Clarke et al. (2024) further critique the dissemination of meritocracy, identifying strategies such as invisibilizing inequality through language, individualizing success to minimize structural barriers, and sometimes problematizing meritocracy to preserve the status quo. Conversely, Jung (2024) highlights the role of social media in adolescents’ educational experiences, noting contradictory perceptions among youth. Some feel overwhelmed by abundant information but lack clarity; others find helpful content that is too subjective to guide their decisions; and some experience social media as both inspiring and distressing. For instance, stories of racial minorities gaining acceptance can motivate but also induce anxiety about their own challenges. These varied experiences reflect that digital media can both motivate and demotivate students, with access disparities potentially exacerbating inequality—particularly for applicants from lesser-known universities who may encounter limited information about scholarships like LPDP and IISMA, thus hindering the participation of less privileged students.

The Framing Theory serves as a primary lens for understanding how people perceive society, based on Goffman's concept of structured "frames." His key contribution is that individuals interpret their daily experiences through these frameworks, which are socially constructed using language, symbols, and cultural norms (Goffman, 1975). This framing process prompts people to ask, "What is really happening here?” Goffman also emphasizes that people interpret all messages—whether a government policy statement, a social media post, or a class discussion—through their pre-existing frames. These frames influence how they derive meaning and react. Entman (1993) identifies four interconnected functions of framing in communication. The first is problem definition, which involves identifying what the issue is, its significance, and who holds responsibility. This helps audiences understand subsequent messages and determine actions. For instance, in this thesis, IISMA and LPDP frame themselves as programs supporting Indonesian youth with opportunities and challenges to pursue international education, emphasizing the importance of academic excellence and fostering national pride. The second function, causes diagnosis, involves pinpointing responsible parties or factors after identifying a problem. For example, IISMA and LPDP often highlight individual merit in their social media posts, aligning with meritocratic ideals. However, this approach tends to overlook structural issues such as institutional privilege, socioeconomic background, or access to information and digital platforms. The third function concerns moral evaluation, where values clarify what is considered right or wrong, fair or unfair. Scholarship programs frequently celebrate past awardees’ achievements, establishing a normative standard of success. However, this framing might unintentionally marginalize those who do not meet certain criteria. The final function involves offering solutions. Framed messages suggest strategies or actions to address issues. In public relations, IISMA and LPDP present themselves as solutions to societal disparities or as opportunities for personal growth. Still, these solutions often focus on individual achievement, potentially obscuring systemic barriers that prevent broader participation.




By pointing out these rhetorical instruments, this study clarifies how the meritocracy narrative remains sustained, but also to advocate for a reinterpretation of what should constitute “merit” that prioritize structural inequalities instead of eradicating them through  two questions: (1) How is meritocracy portrayed in Indonesian scholarship program campaigns? (2) How can public relations strategies be improved to foster inclusive engagement with a diverse audience? with a hope to analyze the public relations campaigns for Indonesian scholarship programs (e.g., LPDP and IISMA) and how their public relations efforts frame meritocracy to the public as well as the communication gaps currently in place and provide recommendations on how digital media can be utilized to increase accuracy and inclusion in communicating meritocracy in education. 

Methodology

This study used content analysis and in-depth interviews as a qualitative method to explore perceptions of meritocracy in higher education, focusing on LPDP and IISMA scholarship programs via Instagram and its official websites.  

Content analysis examined the six Instagram posts and one website article how these two platforms promote meritocratic values, focusing on language, imagery, and messages in posts highlighting success stories. The aim was to understand the social factors shaping candidate responses, revealing ingrained meritocratic ideals in public narratives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This interpretive method analyzes textual patterns within their context, emphasizing meaning over frequency (Magsamen-Conrad, 2023; Lim, 2024). Posts from credible accounts on Instagram and scholarship sites that promote both programs, especially success stories excluding soft factors, were analyzed for recurring language, imagery, and themes related to meritocracy. provided flexible, in-depth insights into participants' beliefs and experiences regarding meritocracy, allowing exploration of personal interpretations and unexpected ideas that might be missed by numerical data (Lim, 2024). 

Semi-structured online interviews were conducted with five respondents, including alumni and non-recipients of the IISMA & LPDP scholarship programs in late 2025. These participants were chosen through purposive sampling based on their experience with the programs and their exposure to digital media content. Before the interviews, participants provided consent, and the interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed thematically in accordance with ethical standards. They were selected for their engagement with digital content that supports academic achievement and their involvement or potential involvement in the scholarships. Purposive sampling helped gain insights from those directly involved in social phenomena, as noted by Ritchie et al. (2013). Although the study initially focused more heavily on interviews, it shifted to content analysis as the main data collection method. Since the focus was on digital media, the interviews were adapted to support this approach. The five interviews helped elaborate and verify the recurring themes identified from analyzing the digital media objects, such as social media posts and websites.

This balanced approach offers consistency and openness, enabling detailed understanding of opinions, sentiments, and beliefs, even on sensitive topics such as how meritocratic narratives that are created and assimilated via digital media platforms impacted their way of thinking and approach to scholarship programs.




Result and Discussion

The analysis examines how meritocracy is constructed, interpreted, and negotiated through public communication. Drawing on Goffman’s concept of frames and Entman’s four framing functions, this chapter highlights how scholarship programmes shape meaning, legitimacy, and accessibility through their messaging.

Framing Meritocracy in Scholarship Communication

From a framing perspective, IISMA and LPDP utilize structured narratives to clarify concepts of success, eligibility, and merit within scholarship contexts. Goffman (1975) notes that individuals interpret social reality through frames influenced and reinforced by language, symbols, and culturally ingrained messages. In this study, scholarship campaigns act as framing tools that pose the implicit question: "What is really happening here?”

The content analysis shows that IISMA establishes a hierarchical merit system by categorising scholarship schemes into Regular, Affirmation, and Co-Funding tracks. While these options are presented as equal, their framing varies notably. The Regular and Co-Funding schemes are highlighted with aspirational language like “Embark on your scholarship journey” and “Your future, your choice,” positioning them as opportunities fueled by personal aspiration and excellence. Conversely, the Affirmation scheme is described using administrative terms, legal references, and policy explanations.

Using Entman’s initial framing function—problem definition—the programmes present the main issue as limited access to international education for Indonesian youth. This issue is portrayed as solvable through individual efforts in merit-based scholarship schemes. However, the framing implies an implicit legitimacy hierarchy,where merit is linked more to competitive and aspirational routes than to affirmative support. This framing affects how audiences perceive eligibility and self-assessment. Interview data reveal that applicants internalise these frames when choosing suitable schemes. One non-recipient stated they applied to the Regular scheme because it matched how the programme was portrayed, showing that framing influences both perception and behavior. From Goffman’s perspective, this demonstrates how individuals align their self-understanding with dominant institutional frames.

Entman’s second function, causal diagnosis, is evident in the way scholarship content attributes success primarily to individual qualities such as academic excellence, leadership, and language proficiency. Social media posts frequently highlight awardees with high English test scores, international exposure, and strong extracurricular backgrounds. These narratives identify individual effort as the main cause of success, while structural conditions such as access to resources or educational background remain largely unmentioned. The repeated emphasis on personal achievement contributes to a meritocratic frame that appears neutral but is selective in what it highlights. Interviewees, particularly non‑recipients, reported feelings of self‑exclusion when encountering content that portrayed success as requiring exceptional credentials. From a framing perspective, these narratives establish boundaries around who is perceived as a “deserving” applicant.




Entman’s third framing function—moral evaluation—is shown in how scholarship programs assign moral worth to achievement. Awardees are portrayed not just as academically accomplished but also as morally admirable, exemplifying perseverance, discipline, and national pride. LPDP narratives, in particular, stress the importance of “giving back” to Indonesia, depicting awardees who return to work in education or public service as role models. This moral framing sets a normative idea of success. While meant to motivate, it also indicates which outcomes and contributions are valued. Interviews reveal that applicants often use these admired figures as benchmarks, especially when official guidance is lacking. Consequently, moral evaluation in framing extends beyond achievement to include visibility and alignment with institutional ideals. Lastly, Entman’s fourth function—treatment recommendation—is reflected in how IISMA and LPDP position themselves as solutions to identified problems. These programs are framed as avenues for personal growth, international exposure, and social contribution. The suggested solution is participation and self-improvement through these scholarships, emphasizing individual effort within the given framework.





Framing and Inclusivity in Public Relations Practices 

The second set of findings examines how public relations practices frame inclusivity and accessibility. Scholarship programmes rely heavily on aspirational visuals and storytelling to maintain a prestigious and globally competitive image. Through Goffman’s framing concept, these visuals serve as symbolic cues that shape how audiences interpret the meanings of success and belonging.

Content such as “day in the life” posts at international universities highlights destinations rather than preparation processes. These messages frame success as a visible endpoint rather than a journey, providing limited context on how individuals navigate application stages or overcome challenges. While not inherently exclusionary, this framing narrows the interpretive space available to audiences with different lived experiences.

Interview data indicates that even recipients felt that official communication lacked sufficient explanation of preparatory stages. Applicants often relied on information from past awardees’ blogs, videos, or social media accounts to fill gaps. This suggests that institutional frames, while aspirational, are incomplete in guiding diverse audiences toward participation.

Celebrity endorsements and prominent figures used in LPDP‑related content add another layer to the framing process. These figures symbolise prestige, global recognition, and success, reinforcing a frame in which merit is closely associated with visibility and elite trajectories. Although effective for branding, this framing may distance audiences who do not identify with such representations.

Through Entman’s framework, these practices reveal how public relations messages define problems, attribute causes, evaluate worth, and propose solutions in a manner that prioritises symbolic success. While the intention is to motivate, the framing may unintentionally limit interpretive inclusion by emphasizing particular ideals without acknowledging varied entry points.

Applying Framing Theory, this study demonstrates that IISMA and LPDP actively shape how meritocracy is understood through structured communication strategies. Consistent with Goffman’s concept of frames, scholarship messages guide audiences in interpreting what constitutes opportunity, success, and eligibility. These frames are not neutral; they direct attention toward certain attributes while leaving others unspoken.

Using Entman’s four framing functions, the findings show that scholarship programmes define unequal access to international education as a problem, diagnose individual effort as the primary cause of success, morally evaluate achievement through visible and socially valued outcomes, and present the programmes themselves as solutions. While coherent, this framing simplifies the complex realities of access and preparation. The discussion highlights that meritocracy, as framed in these campaigns, is persuasive but selective. By focusing on aspirational success narratives and exemplary figures, public relations strategies reinforce a particular interpretation of merit that may not resonate equally across all audiences. Applicants interpret these frames differently, leading to varying reactions ranging from motivation to self-exclusion. In conclusion, the framing of meritocracy by IISMA and LPDP plays a crucial role in shaping how opportunities are perceived and pursued. A more reflexive framing approach—one that broadens representations of success and includes process-oriented narratives—could expand interpretive space and enhance inclusivity without compromising programme prestige.



Conclusion

The paper investigates how public relations are utilized in meritocratic narratives by Indonesian scholarship programs, specifically IISMA and LPDP, with three main objectives using framing theory as framework using content analysis serving as primary approach and in-depth online interviews that help to enrich the insight. 

Firstly, regarding how meritocracy is communicated in educational campaigns, particularly within scholarship programs for Indonesian students, IISMA and LPDP frame meritocracy as a narrative of individual success, perseverance, and national contribution. Institutional messaging frequently highlights success stories from past awardees to showcase upward mobility. Using Goffman’s (1975) framing theory, it becomes evident how the communication strategies employed can shape public perceptions of success and meritocracy, often neglecting the role of structural inequalities.

Secondly, concerning the optimization of public relations practices to foster inclusive engagement with a diverse audience, interview results indicate that while digital campaigns are seen as aspirational and motivating, participants often felt confused, underrepresented, and uncertain about the actual criteria valued in the selection process. The variety of advice from previous awardees was viewed as both helpful and, at times, overwhelming. This highlights the need to better align public relations strategies with the programs' expectations, creating opportunities for clearer communication and more inclusive engagement. Audiences who are more digitally literate are more likely to interact with the current content, giving the indication that the outreach could be broadened to reach an even wider range of demographic background. 

The research acknowledged a limitation in the number of participants. Initially, the plan was to interview ten individuals to gather a broader range of perspectives. However, since the main focus was on analysing digital media, content analysis took precedence, with interviews serving to support and elaborate on the themes identified. This adjustment ensured a valid and structured methodology but may have restricted the diversity of lived experiences captured. As a result, it might not fully represent the perspectives of students from diverse geographical locations, socioeconomic backgrounds, or academic paths. Lastly, there is a limitation regarding representational balance. The result may not have adequately represented the opinions of all applicants across the nation’s heterogeneous landscape, especially those from more rural and underrepresented areas. 

This study has significant implications for public relations practice and scholarship communication in Indonesia by highlighting how digital narratives from IISMA and LPDP shape perceptions of accessibility and success. From a practitioner's standpoint, the findings offer a framework for the education and government sectors to evaluate how campaign framing affects clarity and inclusivity. The research suggests that by expanding storytelling formats and partnering with local community groups, practitioners can actively mitigate the "digital inequality" that often leaves applicants from rural or underprivileged areas behind. Theoretically, the research reaffirms the utility of Goffman’s (1975) Framing Theory for analysing how institutional narratives are filtered through an audience’s socio-economic background and digital literacy. In addition, prioritizing offline interviews and comparative methodologies between diverse geographic regions, as well as between scholarship recipients and non-recipients, to achieve a more holistic understanding of how meritocracy is internalized across Indonesia’s heterogeneous population. Ultimately, this study serves as a foundational case study for scholars investigating the intersection of public relations, digital inclusion, and the socio-cultural dynamics of meritocracy in education. 
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