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Abstract 

 

This chapter’s purpose is to discuss the state of theory and research within the context of COVID-19 
and its implications on theory and research across the field of communication. In so doing, I argue that 
internationalization in communication is vital; that engaging with existing research in risk, crisis, and/or 
pandemic communication is good academic practice; and that theory building and re-building in the 
pandemic and crisis context is necessary. Conclusions are, therefore, drawn about the distinctiveness 
of ‘pandemic communication’ as an emergent field of study. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has been very different from previous pandemics in recent history (e.g., HIV/AIDS, the Zika 
virus, Ebola, H1N1, or MERS) because of the magnitude and duration of its effects on global health, politics, 
business, and people’s daily lives. Unsurprisingly, the pandemic has inspired unprecedented levels of academic 
research across all fields. For example, in the first ten months of the pandemic, more than 125,000 COVID-19 
scientific articles were published (Fraser et al., 2021). Communication research has explored, for example, attitudes 
and self-protective behaviors (Papageorge et al., 2021; Rui et al., 2021; Yildirim & Akgül, 2021), fake news and 
disinformation (Love et al., 2020; Salvi et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2021), prejudice and blame attribution (Croucher et al., 
2021; Nguyen et al., 2021), and evaluation and critique of different approaches to communication strategy and 
pandemic response (Maak et al., 2021; Stolow et al., 2020). By this stage in the book, readers will have seen a 
diverse collection of perspectives, theories, methods, and arguments about pandemic communication and its 
implications across the broad field of communication. In putting the book together, we wanted to try to reflect the 
diversity of approaches to the field of communication while we were also addressing the issue of pandemic 
communication across our field because we are trying to capture a moment of transition in people’s lives and what 
that means for a multi-disciplinary, multi-perspective field like communication. 
 
With the hundreds of thousands of academic articles related to COVID-19 that are already or soon to be published 
(Fraser et al., 2021), we have also begun to see the evolution of publication practices with an increasing number of 
academic journals focusing on rapid review and consistent early online access. Therefore, also emerging with the 
tsunami of research is an ongoing debate about the implications of the proliferation and quality of ‘knowledge’ being 
produced with the rapid publication of research related to the pandemic (Dinis-Oliveira, 2020; King, 2020; Steinberg, 
2020). Part of the challenge of both the volume of research and the evolving socio-cultural and political factors 
connected to the pandemic is that good theory-building and rigorous research methodology take time to develop, and 
as we all know, the academic publication machine often moves slowly. The adaptations for academic publication to 
catch up may have important implications on practice because, as lessons learned from pandemics and crises teach 
us, getting the message wrong can literally cost lives (Diers-Lawson, 2020). Therefore, this chapter’s purpose is to 
discuss the state of theory and research within the context of pandemic communication across the field of 
communication. In so doing, I will make arguments about: (1) the importance of internationalization; (2) engaging with 
existing research in risk, crisis, and/or pandemic communication; and (3) theory building and re-building in the 
pandemic and crisis context. 

  



Amplifying the Importance of Internationalization in Communication Studies 

In this editorial for the Journal of Applied Communication, Dutta (2022) argues that as a field of study, the field of 
communication has been guilty of reifying colonialist mindsets and capitalism through its largely U.S.-based 
scholarship, which ‘severely limits how we come to understand and respond to problems emergent from and rooted 
in racism’ (p. 227). In risk and crisis communication, the problem of U.S.-centric analysis is something we have 
acknowledged (de Fatima Oliveira, 2013; Diers-Lawson, 2017; Diers-Lawson & Meissner, 2021; Zhao, 2014) and, 
through a community-wide endeavor, have begun to address this issue. For example, my review of the field’s 
research from 1953 to 2015 found the field was too U.S.-centric and too corporate-focused (Diers-Lawson, 2017, 
2020). Yet, scholars studying crisis contexts outside of the U.S. still share that they get reviews from major journals in 
the field of communication that critique the lack of a U.S.-based sample as a reason for rejection. More than just 
being a problem of access to the top tier journals in the field of communication, this is a fundamental problem for 
conceptual development as well. For example, within the pandemic context, the disproportionately U.S.-centric 
research means that topics like ‘fake news’, political polarization, and public rejection of public health 
recommendations are overly addressed while theoretical and applied lessons that can be learned from other parts of 
the world are not as well-developed (Diers-Lawson et al., 2021). 
 
However, one of the positive aspects to emerge with the global pandemic has been increasing internationalization of 
research related to the pandemic, notably with publications in the field of risk and crisis communication reflecting a 
meaningful growth in internationalization. For example, the Journal of International Crisis and Risk Communication 
Research – the field’s first and only dedicated journal to the subject – published a special issue on COVID-19 with a 
diverse group of authors and topics from Africa, Asia, Europe, and North America (Jin et al., 2021). The diverse 
representation in the issue was not an accident – the editorial team discussed and agreed that it was important that 
we try to ensure the broadest coverage possible, and we were particularly proud of the issue and its representation of 
different voices and pandemic communication experiences. While COVID-19 communication research still has a U.S. 
bias in terms of volume, the breadth of the research has provided vital global information with both single-nation and 
cross-national comparisons of COVID-19 experiences from Asia (Azadeh et al., 2020; Dai et al., 2020; Jin et al., 
2020; Nguyen et al., 2020), to Europe (Betsch et al., 2020; Breakwell et al., 2021; Meier et al., 2020), and to the 
Americas (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2020; Croucher et al., 2022; Glenn et al., 2020). 
 
The groundwork for internationalization in risk and crisis communication has been years in the making, but with 
growing conference and editorial support and books like Culture and Crisis Communication: Transboundary Cases 
from Nonwestern Perspectives (George & Kwansah-Aidoo, 2017) and The Handbook of International Crisis 
Communication Research (Schwarz et al., 2016), there is demonstrable evidence that the field of risk and crisis 
communication sets a good example in our discipline for beginning to address hegemonic perspectives in 
communication research. Our field is not alone in this respect; rhetoric, intercultural communication, and health 
communication notably have been working for years to broaden the perspectives and voices heard. Also, as I have 
argued before (Diers-Lawson, 2017, 2020), I do not believe this is a result of overt discriminatory practices but rather 
the result of the U.S.’s size and power of its institutional funding. Therefore, building on the example and work we 
have begun in the field of risk and crisis communication, there are tangible ways to support internationalization on the 
part of conference organizers, researchers, editors, and reviewers. 

Building on the Virtual Experience of the Pandemic to Improve Research 
Inclusiveness 

We can all probably acknowledge there is both value and limitation in full conferences being online. In a post-
pandemic context, many of the large international organizations have retained some element of virtual conferencing 
for those who cannot attend conferences in person. Of course, this opens the accessibility of the conferences to 
those who could not ordinarily attend. However, this is not sufficient to support diverse voices from diverse places. 
One of the innovations during the pandemic was smaller and typically free or low-cost events like workshops or 



single session panel presentations and discussions. For example, as the management team for crisis communication 
section of the European Communication Research and Education Association (ECREA), we decided that instead of 
hosting long events daylong or multi-day events, we would put together a six-month series of panels, inviting 
colleagues to submit panel ideas or individual presentations. These were not onerous nor costly to produce or 
promote and we had both presenters and audience members from around the world at each of the sessions. In a 
post-pandemic context, some of these have persisted, but to ensure this kind of open-access research and best 
practice exchanges continue, there needs to be institutional support (e.g., from organizations like ECREA, the 
International Communication Association) and realistic infrastructure for these practices to continue. 

Researching and Supporting Research in Diverse Contexts 

The U.S.-centric and Western/Northern dominance of published research in the field of communication is simply a 
fact (Diers-Lawson, 2017, 2020; Dutta, 2022; Zhao, 2014). As researchers, but most especially for reviewers and 
editors, there are opportunities to reduce these biases in the peer-review process. As researchers, we should look for 
projects that create opportunities for collaboration across borders. Of course, there are increasingly multinational 
funding opportunities that provide excellent opportunities for internationalization; however, building collaborative 
multinational projects does not need large grants. For example, this book’s co-editor Professor Stephen Croucher put 
together a more than 20-nation study of COVID-related prejudice by designing a questionnaire and reaching out to 
people in his personal network from around the world to contribute and collaborate on the project. This study, which 
is reported – in part – in this book, has provided important insights about the impact of prejudice in pandemics, 
resulting in several publications and media appearances. Yet, each of the participating collaborators simply needed 
to translate the questionnaire (if necessary) into their own language and then recruit 200–500 participants from their 
country. Because of the central coordination, this project was a low-cost way to support researchers around the world 
on an important challenge that manifests differently in different countries. It provides an accessible model to build 
research and support international networks of collaborating researchers. 
 
The examples of low-cost workshops or panel presentations and international collaborations are just two examples of 
ways we can build participation and invite diverse voices in our field. However, if that research is never published 
then it is not as likely to contribute to the broad body of knowledge in our field. There is a need for reviewers and 
editors to be more mindful of the assumptions they make about whose voices matter. Good academic research 
should not be ethnocentric. As a starting point, minimizing ethnocentrism in research means that as researchers, 
reviewers, and editors we should minimally expect the following: (1) reading beyond traditional sources and theories 
in the field of communication – we are an interdisciplinary field and our research is published in many different outlets 
(see Diers-Lawson, 2017, 2020) to ensure diverse voices developed in the literature reviews (Dutta, 2022); (2) 
viewing the review process as a developmental process, so that even if we reject a piece of research we provide 
feedback that is reasonable and useful – we should be mindful not to be the proverbial ‘reviewer 2’; (3) avoiding 
dogmatism about theory, ontology, and methodology; and (4) bluntly, any reviewer or editor who questions the 
usefulness of the research simply because its sample or context for study is outside the U.S. or from a small 
country(ies) or different region(s) needs to have a hard look at themselves. Ultimately, it is editors’ responsibilities to 
be good stewards of inclusiveness, but from research questions to reviews, internationalization needs to be better 
valued and materially supported in the field of communication. 

The Importance of Due Diligence in Desk Research on Risk and Crisis 
Communication 

The proliferation of research related to the pandemic can also make it seem like everyone has become risk and/or 
crisis communication researchers, but that is not the case. As an editor and reviewer in the field of risk and crisis 
communication, one of the primary reasons I have rejected articles in the last two years is their lack of engagement 
with the previous literature related to the field of risk and crisis communication on pandemic-related pieces of 



research submitted. The pandemic is more than a context, like a particular organization that researchers can just 
describe; it profoundly influences the communication environment (Breakwell & Jaspal, 2020; Rickard et al., 2013; 
Saliou, 1994; Stephens et al., 2020). Therefore, research – both at the conceptualization and operationalization 
stages – must reflect knowledge and appreciation of the issue management, risk, and/or crisis research that has 
been published. From both the conceptual and operational standpoints, this means doing more than citing one or two 
of the more common crisis-related theories – regardless of whether they apply to the context of study or cramming in 
one or two crisis-related publications. Due diligence in writing about the pandemic context means putting issue, risk, 
and crisis-related research and theory alongside the sub-field of interest. This is not a particularly tall order because 
over the last half century, crisis research has (see Table 16.1): 
 

• Developed its own theories including risk-related theories, message-centered crisis communication theories, 
and theories about crises and crisis management. 

• Applied communication theories from across the field including public relations, communication, persuasion, 
rhetoric, media, and mediated communication. 

• Applied theories from other disciplines like psychology, organizational studies, marketing and advertising, 
management and leadership, and cultural studies (Diers-Lawson, 2020). 

 
Thus, it is fair to characterize the extant body of research in risk and crisis communication as one that embraces all 
ontological perspectives and applies all research methodologies or approaches. While there is yet much conceptual 
development still needed in risk and crisis communication, for any researcher exploring the pandemic context, it is 
simply poor academic practice not to engage with the extant body of research in the field. 

Theory Building and Re-Building in the Pandemic Context 

As Table 16.1 suggests, there is a rich tapestry of theories that have been developed and applied in research related 
to crisis communication. While at this stage in research on pandemic communication, I suggest good academic 
practice actively incorporates relevant risk, issues, and crisis communication research, I do not equate the pandemic 
context with traditional risk and crisis communication. For example, in an analysis of information-seeking and self-
protection behavior in Vietnam and the Republic of Korea, my colleagues and I argued that because the COVID 
pandemic has: (1) been very different from other pandemics because of the magnitude of its effects on global health, 
politics, business, and daily lives; (2) the centrality of good communication practice to improve health outcomes; and 
(3) the need to update thinking about crises as ‘untimely but predictable events’ ‘…analyses of COVID-19 should 
begin with the assumption that pandemic communication is unlikely traditional health and crisis communication…’ 
(Diers-Lawson et al., 2021, p. 2). We pointed out many of the theories used in the field of communication often have 
overlapping concepts. For example, efficacy is a stable predictor of attitudes and behaviors related to health crises 
with theories like the IDEA model (Sellnow et al., 2019), risk information seeking and processing model (Ahn & Noh, 
2020; Gutteling & Vries, 2017), risk perception attitude framework (Denga & Liu, 2017; Grasso & Bell, 2015), 
extended parallel process model (Zheng et al., 2021), situational public engagement model (Lim et al., 2016), 
protection motivation theory (Liu & Jiao, 2018), and planned risk information seeking model (Willoughby & Myrick, 
2016) all applying it within their models or theories. Certainly, efficacy was not the only concept with broad recent 
application across health crises, including pandemics (see Table 16.2). 
 
  



Table 16.1 Examples of Theories and Models Applied in Risk and Crisis Communication Research 
Theory Category Sub-Field Examples of Theories 

Risk & Crisis Theories Theories of Risk Management IDEA Model, Social Amplification of Risk, Crisis, Emergency, 
and Risk Communication Model (CERC), Issue Management, 
Risk Communication, Anticipatory Impression Management 
Theory 

Message-Centered Crisis Communication Image Repair Theory (IRT), Situational Crisis Communication 
Theory (SCCT), Apologia, Apologetic Ethics Framework, 
Stage Model for Crisis Response, Social Mediated Crisis 
Communication Theory (SMCCT), Enthymematic Crisis 
Rhetoric 

Crisis & Crisis Management Stakeholder Relationship Management (SRM), Crisis 
Knowledge Governance, Crisis Behavior Model, Learning in 
Crisis Model, Strategic Crisis Management Model, Internet 
Crisis Potential Model, Crisis Lifecycle Model, Integrated 
Crisis Mapping, Crisis Management Theory 

Communication Theories PR & Communication Impression Management, Innovation Diffusion Theory, 
Dialogic, Contingency Theory, Expectancy Violation Theory, 
Excellence Theory, Theory of Publics, Public Diplomacy 
Model, Narrative 

Persuasion Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), Extended Parallel 
Process Model (EPPM), Inoculation Theory, Cognitive 
Functional Model, Credibility, Self-Presentation Theory 

Rhetoric Burkean Rhetoric, Deliberative Rhetoric, Rhetorical Arena 
Theory 

Media Agenda Setting, Framing, Media Richness, Media 
Dependence, Theory of Channel Complementarity, Third-
Person Effect, Mass, Material, Access, and Motivation Model, 
Uses and Gratifications Theory 

Technology-Related Digital Convergence Theory, Information Exchange Theory, 
Network Theory 

Complementary Fields of 
Study 

Psychology and Learning Conflict Management, Behavioral Resistance, Attribution 
Theory, Cognitive Appraisal, Congruence Theory, Theory of 
Planned Behavior (TPB), Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), 
Emotional Dimensionality Theory, Adult Learning Theory, 
Identity Theory, Self-Discrepancy Theory, Self-Determination 
Theory, Social Approval Theory 

Organizational Stakeholder, Decision-Making, Institutional, Social Capital 
Theory, Organizational Change, Ownership Theory, 
Organizational Learning, General Failure Type Model, 
Organizational Perception Management Theory, Groupthink, 
Neoinstitutional  

Marketing and Advertising Brand Commitment 
Management and Leadership Human Resource Development, Systems Theory, Leadership 

Performance, Integrated Strategic Management Model, 
Leader Member Exchange Theory, Situational Leadership 
Theory 

Cultural Critical Theory, Hofstede’s Dimensions of Culture, 
Sensemaking, Symbolic Interaction, Gender-Related 
Theories, Cultural Trauma Theory, Theory of Cultural 
Competence, Uncertainty Avoidance 

Adapted from Diers-Lawson (2020). 

 
In a systematic literature review of recent peer-reviewed research related to information seeking and self-protective 
behaviors, we found 11 predictive factors with significant overlap between many theories (see Table 16.2). Therefore, 
considering the uniqueness of the pandemic context (Saliou, 1994), we suggested that to evaluate, create, and adapt 
existing theory to the global COVID-19 context, adopting a contingency approach to test valid and reliable factors 
could provide a useful approach to theory building in a pandemic context. Though an unconventional approach to 
theoretically based analyses, given the importance of including multiple voices and international perspectives that I 
have already discussed, this approach can also help to mitigate the ‘colonial’ bias in theorizing in a global context as 
well without abandoning decades of research that provides a starting point for research questions and hypothesis 
building in pandemic communication research. 
 
  



Table 16.2 Overlapping Factors Predicting Information Seeking and Self-Protective Behavior 

Factor Description Example Theory(ies) 

Demographics Personal identity factors found to influence information processing like gender, 
language, age, and political views.  

BCT, IDEA 

Efficacy Belief in both the ability to perform an action and/or by performing the action there 
will be a positive response. 

RISP, RPA, EPPM, SPEM, PMT, PRISM 

Negative affect Emotions including anxiety, fear, uncertainty, and/or anger toward the risk issue. RISP, TPE, Appraisal, SMCC, BCT, 
PRISM, EPPM 

Perceived risk (threat 
appraisal) 

Combination of problem recognition, susceptibility, and severity in judging 
behaviors or issues as personally risky. 

RPA, EPPM, RISP, SPEM, PMT, BCT, 
IDEA, PRISM 

Social support Exchange of resources through social ties. This includes emotion, esteem, and 
appraisal support.  

RPA, CCT, TPE 

Institutional trust Trust in agencies responsible for making decisions to protect the public and thus 
managing threat from risks. 

RISP, Game, SPEM, BCT, EPPM 

Subjective knowledge What people think or believe that they know related to a risk/threat.  PMT BCT, IDEA, PRISM 
Cognitive elaboration Extent to which people think about a message depends on association with prior 

knowledge about the crisis and emotional arousal (aka uncertainty discrepancy). 
TPE, SPEM, SMCC, CCT, PRISM, EPPM 

Source accessibility Information seekers can easily access information when they want it.  MRM, SMCC, BCT, CCT 
Information 
insufficiency 

Perception that the individual lacks information about a risk issue that they think 
is important.  

RISP, CIP, SMCC, BCT, CCT, IDEA, 
PRISM 

Information 
equivocality 

Degree to which people may reasonably draw multiple conclusions from 
information presented.  

MRM, BCT 

Adapted from Diers-Lawson et al. (2021). 
Theories or frameworks identified included: belief in conspiracy theory (BCT), IDEA, risk information seeking and process model (RISP), risk perception attitude 
framework (RPA), extended parallel process model (EPPM), protection motivation theory (PMT), planned risk information seeking model (PRISM), third-person 
effect (TPE), appraisal theory, social-mediated crisis communication model (SMCC), situational public engagement model (SPEM), channel complementarity 
theory (CCT), game theory, and media richness model (MRM). 

 
It can also be tempting in the early stages of a new field or new ‘problem’ to research to focus on descriptive and 
case-study–based research. Certainly, in the field of crisis communication, there were significantly more studies 
earlier in the field’s development that were atheoretical (Diers-Lawson, 2017, 2020). This also seems to be the case 
in many of the early publications regarding COVID-19; however, while this pandemic is unique in its scope and 
impact, there is significant research on pandemics, risk, and crisis in addition to the communication subfields (e.g., 
organizational, intercultural, applied) in which research is being conducted. The implication of this is that, as a field, 
we should expect better theory-building research objectives. The chapters in this volume provide excellent 
illustrations of tackling the application, adaptation, and development of theory in the study of pandemic 
communication across our field. More than simply describing the pandemic, these chapters provide conceptual, 
critique, and empirical analyses of the pandemic context. 

Conclusions about Research for Pandemic Communication 

As we were considering our objectives for this book and discussing it with our authors, one of the questions we were 
considering is whether pandemic communication is a new concept or just another context in the field of 
communication. Across the chapters in this volume and emerging pandemic research, it seems clear that while 
pandemic communication affords communication scholars the opportunity to apply existing theories and 
methodologies, it also requires adaptation of assumptions and theories to design more predictive research. Because 
it is a societal-level crisis (Wang et al., 2020; Williams, 2021), it is hard to say which of the societal, work, political, 
economic, cultural, and interpersonal changes will remain and how they will continue to evolve; yet, it is clear the 
COVID-19 pandemic will have enduring impact on society and certainly on the field of communication. 
Does this mean the field will simply change to incorporate the new communication needs? Probably. For example, 
the global nature of the pandemic has already begun encouraging international collaboration and more attention to 
underrepresented voices and perspectives. However, as we have witnessed with the technology age, while issues 
connected to technology changes have permeated research across the field, studying technology and 
communication has also evolved into a new subfield. Thus, based on the convergence of theory and research we are 
seeing today – in the early stages of societal-level crisis communication research – we are also beginning to see the 
need for and emergence of a new field of study in communication that is distinctive from any others. Pandemic 
communication has more in common with what is often termed ‘wicked problems’ or those enduring long-term 



challenges that are necessarily multi-national, difficult to solve, and have far-reaching consequences. In the coming 
decades, the global community will face many societal-level crises with future pandemics, global inflation/poverty, 
climate change, mass migration, political conflict, and sustainability. I believe the hundreds of thousands of journal 
articles and book chapters produced on the COVID-19 pandemic will converge into a new field of study that focuses 
directly on societal-level crises and tries to help people, organizations, and governments prepare and respond to 
these wicked problems. 
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