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Abstract 

This chapter defines the pandemic as a deep societal level crisis that, based on historic experience, is 
likely to lead to significant changes in the way work is organized. By exploring the foundations of 
organizational communication, its evolution, and its application to the post-pandemic context, this 
chapter argues that organizational pandemic communication is and will continue to focus on change 
communication as organizations and stakeholders continue to negotiate the implications of the 
pandemic in years to come. However, one of the critical implications that seem to be emerging is the 
need for creating more sustainable organizations. The chapter suggests that by adopting the 
stakeholder relationship management framework, organizations can more effectively explore the 
relationships between organizations, stakeholders, and the issues that influence them. 

Broadly speaking, this book asks the question ‘what is pandemic communication?’ We are asking this question from 
the viewpoints of many of the different theoretical, evidential, and ontological perspectives in the field of 
communication. Yet, to answer this from the organizational perspective, we need to better understand the 
implications of a global pandemic. Of course, each of us probably has our own idea of what a pandemic is and 
means, because we have all been living with this experience since early 2020. However, from a more generalizable 
perspective, a pandemic represents a deep global societal crisis. Reeves et al. (2020) argue that because societal 
level crises disrupt all aspects of our lives, they can fundamentally reshape our beliefs and our behaviors across 
multiple domains. 
 
From an historic organizational perspective, Reeves et al. (2020) suggest many of the major ‘organizational’ changes 
in the West have been a result of societal level crises. For example, the Bubonic plague, which killed more than 20 
million people in 14th century Europe, is largely credited for ending feudalism and serfdom as labor resources were 
increasingly scarce, which ushered in the Enlightenment. They also discuss World War II’s contribution to enabling 
women’s entry into the workforce by reducing both social and legal barriers to entry. Of course, this was attributable 
to a labor shortage during the war, but afterward the workforce was irrevocably changed, driving women’s growing 
participation in the workforce. In a COVID-19 context, there is already evidence of changes in people’s attitudes 
toward work in industries like hospitality (Bajrami et al., 2021) and there are ongoing discussions globally about how 
organizational and work life have to change after the pandemic – driven in no small part because workers have now 
experienced different ways to do their jobs (Arneson, 2021; Davis, 2021; Mass, 2021; Williams, 2021). 
Also affecting organizations is evidence of changing patterns of consumption when societal level changes happen. 
For example, the SARS pandemic encouraged people in China to change their attitudes about online shopping to 
reduce their risk of catching the disease in public (Reeves et al., 2020). In many places throughout North and South 
America, as well as Europe, there is already evidence of the same transformation for retail as a result of the COVID-
19 pandemic (Sayyida et al., 2021). In fact, the pandemic has forced a transformation of the food retail industry 
because consumers now demand more in-store safety, expect more online shopping options, and have changed 
many of their shopping habits (Wang et al., 2020). 
 
Based on historic experience with societal level crises, change is occurring – that is a genie that is not going to be put 
back in its bottle. Reeves et al. (2020) argue these types of crises spark attitudinal shifts – some of which remain, 
some do not – but they result in new policies, new ways of working, and new consumer behaviors. Along with these 
kinds of organizational and consumer changes, the COVID-19 pandemic has also become linked with climate change 
and sustainability because: (1) it can provide a model for how societal level change can be initiated; (2) addressing 



the climate change crisis will require substantial organizational and consumer change; and (3) there is already 
evidence of joint issues of public health, social justice, education, and advocacy being explored in organizational, 
political, and social contexts (Manzanedo & Manning, 2020; Zang et al., 2021). More than that, during the lockdowns, 
we could all visibly see the difference in basic air quality when commuter traffic was significantly reduced in our own 
communities and with broadcast images from cities around the world like Beijing, Delhi, Paris, and New York City. 
There are also meaningful environmental links between some of the potential enduring changes in work 
environments, like home working and more online retail. 
 
Therefore, what is a pandemic? From the organizational perspective, it is not only a societal level crisis, but it 
presents both the need and opportunity for organizations to re-examine their relationships with issues confronting 
both the organization and their critical stakeholders – internal and external alike. In this chapter, I argue 
organizational communication is an essential tool to help organizations not only maneuver the new reality of a world 
with COVID-19 but also help organizations become more sustainable. In short, this chapter explores the role of 
organizational communication in creating and maintaining more sustainable organizations. Sustainable organizations 
should be thought of as not only those that are crisis resilient and better at anticipatory risk management, but also 
ones that improve citizenship behaviors (Diers-Lawson, 2020a,b). I do so by exploring the foundations of the field of 
organizational communication and pressures on organizations to be more sustainable, and then applying a case 
study of an English university’s post-COVID development of a sustainability agenda to demonstrate the intersection 
of pandemic, risk, crisis, and organizational communication. In short, my main aim is to suggest how more authentic 
organizations are likely to be more effective at meeting both modern employee and consumer expectations. In so 
doing, this chapter takes a stakeholder-centered approach to organizational communication in the pandemic era. 

Evolution of Organizational Communication 

In their review of the development of the field of organizational communication, Tompkins and Wanca-Thibault (2001) 
identify that the earliest studies of the field emerged in the 1930s and 1940s, but it was not until the mid-1960s that 
we began to see theoretical constructs begin to emerge. From there, in the 1970s, the field focused on internal 
communication, but typically from a positivistic and managerial biased perspective. In the early 1980s, the focus on 
internal communication and a managerial bias began to change with greater consideration that organizational 
communication involves stakeholders inside and outside the organization. At the same time, work began that 
challenged the idea of what counted as ‘knowledge’ in organizations to focus more on the interactions between 
people associated with organizations, opening studies of channels, climate, networks, and superior-subordinate 
relationships. These approaches validated different ontological perspectives and different foci of study in 
organizational communication. This creates a challenge in defining organizational communication because it surely 
must be more than just ‘communicating in the context of an organization’. In his seminal work to define organizational 
communication, as a field of study, Deetz (2001) suggests there are typically three ways organizational 
communication is conceptualized: 
 
1. The Sociological Approach conceptualizing it as a field defined by the work published in the field. 
2. The Phenomenological Approach conceptualizing it as a field inclusive of all things organizational. 
3. The Communication Approach conceptualizing it as a distinctive way to think about the process of organizing 

through symbolic interaction with the duality of ‘studying human interaction in a specific location and... that 
human interaction is a core formative feature’ (p. 6). 
 

Deetz (2001) also argued one of the most important potential contributions from the field of organizational 
communication is to focus on the stakeholder voice. This is one of the ways organizational communication may differ 
from related fields, like public relations, which focuses more exclusively on organizational voice. As Volk (2016) 
points out in her systematic review of public relations research, the field’s focus is on demonstrating the value of 
communication for businesses and organizations and not to represent the stakeholder voice. That is not to say there 
is no overlap or mutual interest in concepts and theories used in fields such as public relations and organizational 



communication, but it is to say the objectives and priorities in organizational communication research are more 
aligned with stakeholder concerns rather than purely organizational interests. 
 
In the same book that Deetz’s essay appears in – Jablin and Putnam’s New Handbook of Organizational 
Communication: Advances in Theory, Research, and Methods – foundational organizational communication scholars 
endeavored to codify the core constructs in the field as inclusive of all ontological perspectives (Conrad & Haynes, 
2001) but focusing on a range of topics including both internal and external stakeholders that were relevant more 
than 20 years ago and are still relevant in organizational communication today. These include organizational identity 
(Cheney & Christensen, 2001; Rains & Scott, 2022; Scott, 2019), organizational culture (Eisenberg & Riley, 2001; 
Thelen & Formanchuk, 2022), socio-political environments and issues (Finet, 2001; Fröhlich & Knobloch, 2021), 
communication competence (Claeys & Cauberghe, 2014; He et al., 2021; Jablin & Sias, 2001), communication 
networks (Coleman, 2013; Monge & Contractor, 2001; Zito et al., 2021), new media (Rice & Gattiker, 2001; Waters & 
D’Urso, 2021), and organizational communication in a global context (Cruz & Sodeke, 2021; Stohl, 2001). 
Additionally, the book included topics that focused on internal stakeholders like organizational entry, assimilation, and 
disengagement (Jablin, 2001; Scott et al., 2021), the influence of organizational structure on communication 
(Lambert et al., 2021; McPhee & Poole, 2001), power and politics within organizations (Buzzanell, 2021; Mumby, 
2001; Stensaker et al., 2021), participation and decision-making (Li et al., 2021; Seibold & Shea, 2001), and 
organizational sensemaking and learning (Awoonor‐Williams & Phillips, 2022; Weick, 2021; Weick & Ashford, 2001). 

Stakeholder Relationship Management: An Organizational Communication Framework 

It is clear from these topics that the relationship between organizations and stakeholders is of vital importance in the 
modern field of organizational communication. Aligned with Deetz’s perspective that it is a study of communication in 
particular locations, this definition does not consider the reasons for organizations and stakeholders to interact. Some 
of the topics commonly explored in organizational communication do – for example, analyses of socio-political 
environments and issues, assimilation, power, participation, and change all provide a context for these interactions, 
but most organizational frameworks fail to consider that organizations and stakeholders will have relationships with 
these issues, challenges, and topics (Chen et al., 2001; Diers-Lawson, 2020a,b; Haley, 1996; Kim, 2013). Yet, when 
organizations and their stakeholders communicate, it is always going to be ‘about something’. Whereas the 
organizational context differentiates organizational communication from other communication contexts, what 
organizations and stakeholders communicate about will also influence those relationships and interactions (Diers-
Lawson, 2021; Diers-Lawson & Collins, 2022). The stakeholder relationship management (SRM) framework provides 
a straightforward heuristic for exploring the intersection of organizations, stakeholders, and the issues affecting them. 
Previous research establishes that stakeholders evaluate organizations based on their perception of three 
interconnected relationships – between themselves and the organization, between themselves and the issues (or 
stakes) of the relationship, and between the organization and the stakes (Diers-Lawson, 2020b). Within a crisis 
context – including the COVID-19 pandemic – I have found that considering these three factors together produces 
significant predictability in outcomes like perceptions of organizational stability, organizational disengagement, and 
organizational satisfaction among both internal and external stakeholders (Diers, 2012; Diers-Lawson & Collins, 
2022; Diers-Lawson et al., 2021). 

Social Responsibility and Stakeholder Relationship Management 

Relational factors also become important when we consider stakeholders are now increasingly linking organizational 
performance and broad concepts of social responsibility like climate change, employee satisfaction, and community 
engagement in a post-COVID context (Manzanedo & Manning, 2020; Zang et al., 2021). From an organizational 
perspective, these are becoming issues that organizations must manage to various stakeholders’ satisfaction to 
achieve their strategic objectives. From the stakeholder perspective, these are issues aligned with political, social, 
and personal values they expect to see organizations enact more consistently (Diers-Lawson et al., 2020; Hamby et 
al., 2019; Yagnik, 2020). 



While the pandemic has amplified the importance of these issues for many stakeholders, it did not ‘cause’ them. In 
fact, the pressure for increased social responsibility as a part organizational capacity building has been building over 
the last decade because stakeholders are interested in organizations that care about the broader societal good 
(Erdiaw-Kwasie, 2018; Graafland & Smid, 2019; Kurucz et al., 2008). The pressure has been driven from consumer 
interests, increased competition, fear of scrutiny, and a growing number of employees and potential employees 
wanting to be associated with good organizations (Lacey et al., 2015; Manimegalai & Baral, 2018). The challenge is 
that social responsibility is often discussed in terms of ‘corporate social responsibility’ (CSR) programs where there 
are mixed results on their positive impact on relationships with stakeholders, with increasingly cynical stakeholder 
reactions that the CSR programs are purely about an organization’s blatant self-promotion (Abraham et al., 2018; 
Ahmad et al., 2020). Motivation hygiene theory helps to explain this phenomenon because when stakeholders judge 
the relationship between the organization and the CSR program as being authentic – or a motivation factor – tied to 
the organization’s core mission, then it will improve the relationship between stakeholders and the organization 
(Ahmad et al., 2020; Diers-Lawson et al., 2020; Erdiaw-Kwasie, 2018; Islam et al., 2016; Lacey et al., 2015). 
However, if it is judged as a hygiene factor – actions seen as mere lip service – then it can be counterproductive 
(Lacey et al., 2015; Lee & Yoon, 2018). 

Building Crisis Capacity and Goodwill 

The concept of social responsibility and its potential contribution to an organization’s core value proposition aligns 
with Heath’s (2002) argument that organizations are obligated to be stewards of their stakeholders’ interests. He 
suggests it is both ethically and strategically important for organizations to manage critical issues affecting 
stakeholders to manage and build relationships with them. He argues successful issues management: improves the 
organization’s ability to develop strategic plans; encourages organizations to behave in ethically and socially 
responsible ways as simply a part of daily activities; enhances the organization’s ability to monitor its environment; 
and most importantly enhances the organization’s ability to develop strategic dialogue with internal and external 
stakeholders. As such, issues or risk management is not a matter of a hygiene CSR program, it is built into the 
organization’s daily activities and routines, resulting in increased crisis capacity (Diers-Lawson, 2020b). Research 
finds organizations taking this long-term approach to building crisis capacity demonstrate goodwill and 
trustworthiness in ways that not only help the organizations respond more effectively when crises emerge, but also 
mean stakeholders can be activated as a part of crisis response and mitigation (Bae et al., 2020; Kim & Lee, 2015; 
Tao & Song, 2020; Zhou & Ki, 2018). However, these kinds of shifts in an organization’s modus operandi require 
change initiatives that should be communication-intensive events between organizations and their stakeholders 
(Lewis, 2011). 

Pandemic Organizational Change and Communication: A Case Study 

In the introduction, I argued that from an organizational standpoint, the COVID-19 pandemic has opened a Pandora’s 
box for change in organizations and suggested increased interest in sustainability, changes in people’s attitudes 
toward work, desire for more work-life balance, and how/where employees can work across industries have changed 
(Arneson, 2021; Davis, 2021; Mass, 2021; Williams, 2021). Globally, education is an industry that often represents 
the stalwart of the ‘bricks and mortar’ approach to work. One of the common assumptions is people learn best, and 
the institutions operate best in face-to-face environments. The reality, however, is quite different, with a growing body 
of data suggesting online education is not only rapidly growing but there is no meaningful difference in learning 
outcomes or satisfaction when comparing online to traditional modes of delivery (Bailey, 2020), that blending learning 
environments often enhances learning outcomes (Daskan & Yildiz, 2020; Lin et al., 2019), and that online learning 
environments may make education more accessible. 
 
In the highly disruptive contexts of the escalating environmental crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic, institutions of 
higher education have the opportunity to be examples of social and economic change with research finding that there 
is a clear trend for universities to adopt sustainable development goals in the post-COVID context (Vogel & Breßler, 



2022). However, the question is: how can institutions of higher education build the internal support necessary to 
successfully implement this kind of change? Lewis (2011) argues effective organizational communication is key to 
implementing change by evaluating existing message effectiveness, establishing the institutional credibility of the 
issue, and better understanding the factors driving attitudes about change. 

Evaluating Post-Pandemic Sustainability in English Higher Education 

This case study applies the SRM framework as a model for approaching pandemic communication in complex issue 
environments by exploring the Sustainability Advisory Group (SAG) at one English institution work to position itself as 
a ‘sustainable university’. Though the early planning for the sustainability initiatives began at the university before the 
pandemic, most of SAG’s work and consideration has been during the pandemic and the pandemic changed the 
nature and approach to the conversations. The SAG initiative is part of a broader sustainability approach in higher 
education in England where the university decided to adopt the Association of University Directors of Estates (AUDE) 
Sustainability Leadership Scorecard, which has been adopted by several universities as a framework for assessing 
and improving sustainability. The AUDE scorecard identifies communication as a critical determinant of the 
institution’s success in achieving its sustainability goals across each of its four priorities areas: leadership and 
governance; partnerships and engagement; learning, teaching, and research; and estates operations. Despite the 
importance of communication in implementing planned change, especially in a post-pandemic context (Lewis, 2011; 
Mehta & Xavier, 2012; van Zoonen et al., 2021; Yue, 2021), the communication sub-group for SAG identified that no 
systematic evaluations of the university’s communication and engagement about sustainability had been taken, the 
university community had never been asked what they believe it means to have a sustainable university, nor had any 
sense of the commitment from staff and students about sustainability ever been evaluated. Strategically, this limited 
the potential success of the initiative and risked relegating the initiative to the hygiene bin by the university’s key 
internal stakeholders. 
 
In an initial analysis of the relationships between the university, internal stakeholders, and the issue of sustainability 
in a post-pandemic environment, members of staff were surveyed in late 2021 and early 2022 within two schools 
(Business School and School of Public Health) and two professional services (External Relations and University 
Recruitment). Participants included faculty and staff. Across the four groups surveyed, 117 academic faculty and staff 
participated. Most of the employees in the Business School (N = 48), External Relations group (N = 23), University 
Recruitment (N = 26), and School of Health also participating (N = 20) responded to the online questionnaire; 
therefore, there was no self-selection bias. Of these, there was a mix between academics (i.e., lectures, senior 
lecturers, readers, and professors) as well as professional services and other support staff. Colleagues ranged in 
length of service, from newcomers with less than one year of service to those who had been at LBU for more than 20 
years. Taken together, there was a broad representation of both the different areas surveyed as well as distinct roles 
and years of service within those areas. 
 
Demographics (i.e., age, type of role, and school or service) were collected. Then in alignment with the SRM 
framework (see Appendix A) university employees were asked about: (1) their knowledge of university sustainability 
actions and information satisfaction (White et al., 2010) with sustainability (organization to issue); (2) their evaluation 
of the university’s sustainability reputation and trustworthiness (stakeholder to organization) (Diers-Lawson, 2020b); 
and (3) their identification with the university’s sustainability mission and personal commitment to the university’s 
sustainability mission (Boydell et al., 2007). 

Staff Knowledge of Sustainability Objectives and Activities 

Staff were randomly assigned to read either a summary of the university’s sustainability policy and the key parts of 
the university’s objectives or information about the university’s activities regarding its implemented sustainability 
initiatives over the last several years as a part of the university’s strategic plan. They were asked if they were familiar 
with the initiatives as well as the source(s) of information about the initiatives. These data suggest there is a 



significantly higher level of knowledge among all faculty and staff about the specific sustainability activities (M = 1.36) 
connected with the strategic plan than the university’s sustainability policy (M = 1.17) (t (116) = 3.48, p < .01). 
However, these data also suggest that while there is some knowledge about specific sustainability activities the 
university has adopted, there is a limited amount of knowledge about the sum of the university’s work for 
sustainability as well as its approach or broad sustainability objectives. In fact, knowledge of overall sustainability 
activities (χ2 (5) = 62.05; p < .01) and policy (χ2 (9) = 484.45; p <.01) are significantly lower than expected. These 
data suggest that while faculty and staff have good knowledge about some of the specific sustainability initiatives, 
they will likely lack the context to connect these initiatives to the larger work the university is doing to become a 
sustainable university. 
 
These data also suggest that while email updates from the Vice Chancellor were the single most important source of 
information about sustainable policy and initiatives (63.25%), there is a broad spectrum of cross-platform sources 
where colleagues receive information about sustainability, including interpersonal channels such as team meetings 
(23%) and conversations with colleagues (34%). These data also suggest there is little earned media coverage of the 
sustainability agenda (1.71%), which also represents an important gap in gaining broad support for institutional 
change, successes, and connection with the local community. 

Communication Satisfaction about Sustainability and Implications 

There was low knowledge among academic and professional staff at the university about the university’s objective to 
be a ‘sustainable university’, which may have potential implications on initiatives routine work, travel, and life at the 
university as it implements ‘sustainable university’ policies. This section addresses the findings indicating why the 
lack of staff knowledge creates a risk to the sustainability agenda’s success in the long term. The bottom line is that 
only 25.64% of the staff are satisfied with the amount of information that they have about sustainability at the 
university – and they were not even aware of what they did not know. 
 
Communication satisfaction has long been established as a critical predictor of the quality of relationships between 
organizations and their employees (Kumar et al., 2014; Men & Sung, 2019; Sass & Canary, 1991). It is often tied to 
risk management (Kim, 2020), success in managing organizational change (Miller & Monge, 1985), and fosters a 
climate ready for improving organizational citizenship behaviors (Ahmad et al., 2020; Boukis et al., 2014; Dutton et 
al., 1994) and employee identification (Dutton et al., 1994; Lohndorf & Diamantopoulos, 2014; Sass & Canary, 1991). 
Similarly, there are strong links between attitudes about the organization and employee job outcomes (Islam et al., 
2016; Manimegalai & Baral, 2018). 
 
These data found there were significant connections between principal factors like staff demographics, their role at 
the university, their attitudes about the university, their knowledge of the university’s sustainability actions with 
mediating factors like sustainability information satisfaction, and their identification with the university’s sustainability 
mission. In combination, these factors influenced employee commitment to the university’s sustainability mission (see 
Figure 6.1). Of course, because the questionnaire only included four groups and a relatively low overall number, this 
would make insignificant findings more likely because of a lack of predictive power in the calculations. 
 
  



Figure 1 
Summary of Factors Influencing Employee Commitment to the University’s Sustainability Mission 

 
Correlations between the principal, mediating, and action factors were identified and then hierarchical regressions 
run to evaluate the causal relationships between these variables (see Figure 6.2 for the summary results). These 
data demonstrate that while demographics and university role(s) significantly influence sustainability information 
satisfaction and participants’ identification with the university’s sustainability mission, knowledge of the university’s 
actions and institutional factors like the university’s sustainability reputation and trustworthiness among its staff not 
only drive attitudes of sustainability information satisfaction but also meaningfully influence their identification with the 
university’s sustainability mission, and their personal commitment to the university’s sustainability mission. These 
factors account for not only statistically significant levels of change in these three outcomes but also demonstrate 
meaningful impact, opportunity, and risk for the success of SAG’s objectives. Each of these factors has clear 
strategic communication implications – small things that the university could do to better support its own sustainability 
mission by more effectively communicating about it with all staff. 
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Figure 2.  
Summary of Key Findings Connecting Principal, Mediating, and Action Factors for University and Sustainability 

 

 

Organizational Communication for Sustainability and Change Post-Pandemic 

These data suggest there is an information deficit regarding the university’s sustainability objectives and actions. In 
an era where organizations are trying to rapidly change to react to the pandemic and also meet increasing 
sustainability demands (Bodenheimer & Leidenberger, 2020; Zang et al., 2021), this case study seems to reflect a 
common theme of organizations failing to effectively communicate about change when what is needed is clear 
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transparent communication and employee support (Li et al., 2021; Yue, 2021). These communication failures create 
credible risks for organizations to foster, maintain, or create a healthy set of relationships between employees and 
their organizations (Diers-Lawson & Collins, 2022; Li et al., 2021). This is particularly true given that sustainability is a 
social responsibility endeavor and generally research suggests the positive outcomes for all social responsibility 
initiatives are mixed at best (see, e.g., Diers-Lawson et al., 2020 for a more thorough literature review on this). This 
means an investment of time, resources, and multi-platform engagement about sustainability and the changes that 
the organization is making is essential for organizations to make post-COVID changes, especially regarding 
sustainability and crisis readiness. More specifically, these data suggest that knowledge, information satisfaction, 
identification with the sustainability mission, and colleagues’ personal commitment to sustainability would all be 
improved with consistent and cross-platform communication that: 

• Provides periodic background information about the organization’s sustainability objectives 

• Celebrates sustainability successes 

• Provides updates on ongoing initiatives 

• Calls for organization-wide and group-specific participation in initiatives 

• Incentivizes participation – this should not be viewed as ‘extra work’ 

• Always provides links to additional information for colleague follow-up 

• Develops consistent media engagement across influencers, print, radio, and television media about what the 
university is doing – including local access programming. 

 
More than just meeting information expectations, organizations should ensure that they are authentic in 
communicating about post-COVID sustainability agendas – sustainability cannot simply be seen as a gimmick or a 
way to achieve cost savings. These data also suggest that the institution’s reputation and trustworthiness about 
sustainability is critical to the success of engagement with staff and ultimately persuading staff to be committed to the 
organization’s sustainability agenda. There was a communicated willingness and interest among staff to be more 
sustainable with colleagues commenting on their interest in the subject on the questionnaire. However, one of the 
critical challenges identified both in the quantitative findings and in short-answer qualitative responses was ensuring 
that colleagues believe the institution is authentically motivated to be more sustainable and not simply using 
sustainability to make itself look good. Therefore, based on research (see Bodenheimer & Leidenberger, 2020; Diers-
Lawson et al., 2020; Li et al., 2021), to ensure a sustainability agenda is viewed by staff as authentic it should: 
 
1. Focus on the organization’s overall reputation among staff because it directly influences whether social 

responsibility initiatives, like sustainability initiatives, are viewed as motivated by interest in sustainability or 
broadly dismissed as an effort to make the institution look good (Lacey et al., 2015). Fortunately, the university 
has an annual staff survey that provides some insights into diagnosing reputational threats, opportunities, 
strengths, and weaknesses across the university. This is a best practice that can be adapted into different 
organizations (Diers-Lawson & Collins, 2022). 

2. Demonstrate localized sustainability impact by showing staff how initiatives are influencing the campus and 
local communities on a routine basis; it is likely to support a view of the university’s sustainability effort as 
authentic and therefore improve identification and commitment to the effort. This has the added value of being a 
community engagement opportunity (Lim et al., 2016). 

3. Empower more staff to take part in sustainability efforts because the literature basis on employee ownership 
of organizational action is decades old. Findings related to social responsibility suggest that the more staff are 
actively included in the dialogue, decision-making, and program participation relating to sustainability, the more 
they will own it, affecting perceptions of sustainability activities inside and outside the organization (Almeida & 
Coelho, 2019). However, it must be voluntary for it to feel empowering and therefore authentic. 

 
There are also pitfalls to avoid or risks that can derail the communication and overall sustainability effort for 
organizations (see Diers-Lawson et al., 2020) and those include: 



1. Leaving colleagues feeling like they cannot be a part of the sustainability strategy implementation and/or 
development. 

2. Focusing too ‘big’ (i.e., on national or global sustainability objectives, instead of local initiatives). 
3. Using the sustainability initiative as a promotional effort (i.e., paid communication). Instead, it is more effective to 

focus on earned and owned media coverage of sustainability. Particularly with ‘green’ initiatives, it can feel like 
green washing the university instead of the university making it a priority. This effect can be reduced if sustained 
and clear communication is developed about why the commitment to sustainability has emerged and to 
demonstrate a strong history of action. 

4. Ignoring any institutional reputation problems among staff. 

Conclusions 

This book project has broadly asked the question, ‘what is pandemic communication?’ across the broad field of 
communication. In this chapter, I have argued pandemic communication in the organizational context is characterized 
by the profound impact of the pandemic as a global societal level crisis. Therefore, in organizations, pandemic 
communication is a natural extension of organizational communication in that it focuses on stakeholders and 
organizations interacting within the context of mutual interest. However, in a ‘post’-COVID context, it asks the 
question of how organizations can be more sustainable. I would suggest that pandemic organizational 
communication reflects organizations’ responsibilities to be stewards of stakeholder interests in the convergence of 
the pandemic and sustainability needs and can therefore be considered as strategic change communication. For 
pandemic communication to be successful, organizations must understand the complex relationships between 
organizations, issues, and stakeholders and therefore it should blend the best practices emerging from decades of 
research in change communication with capacity building, anticipatory issues management, stakeholder 
communication, social responsibility, and crisis response. The findings from the case study exploring the 
convergence of pandemic and sustainability issues in higher education were consistent with this convergence but 
also produced actionable recommendations for moving forward with theory development and practice. 
Based on historic precedence, we can expect the global disruption people have experienced from the pandemic to 
result in the next great evolution of organizations. While I argue the indicators suggest there is a convergence of 
interests between post-pandemic recovery and sustainability, these issues are far from settled. What our new normal 
will look like remains to be seen; however, the foundations of organizational communication provide a clear path for 
organizations and stakeholders to engage on the issues that matter to them in the years to come. 
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Appendix A: Operationalization of Study Variables 

Variable Questions Eigen-
Value 

Variance 
Explained 

Factor 
Loading 

Alpha 

Information 
satisfaction 

How satisfied are you with the information received about 
sustainability 

3.68 61.40 .62 .87 

…I feel the right amount of information on sustainability is shared   .83  
…the information I receive about sustainability gives me a clear 
understanding of what the university is doing 
…the information I receive is accurate 

  .84 
.68 

 

…the information I receive is timely   .86  
…the information I receive is relevant to my needs   .83  

Institution’s 
sustainability 
reputation 

…cares about being sustainable 3.89 77.87 .87 .93 
…demonstrates a commitment to sustainability   .92  
…objectives represent sustainability   .89  
…competent record for sustainability   .88  
…sets a good example for sustainability in HE   .85  

Institution’s 
trustworthy source 
of information on 
sustainability 

..the information gives me a trustworthy impression 2.46 82.09 .91 .89 
…I believe the information is truthful   .88  
…it gives me a feeling of trust in the university   .93  

identification with 
the sustainability 
mission 

Purpose of creating a more sustainably university is clear to me.  3.29 54.79 .60 .83 
..goals are clearly defined   .81  
…members of my school/unit broadly agree with sustainability 
objectives 

  .80  

…has a shared vision of what we would like to accomplish with 
sustainability 

  .86  

…my ideas about sustainability are the same as my colleagues’    .76  
…regarding sustainability objectives, the university is unique 
among universities in England 

  .61  

Personal 
commitment to 
sustainability 

I am committed to improving sustainability at work.  2.82 70.39 .89 .86 
I feel I can meaningfully contribute to improving the university’s 
sustainability.  

  .85  

I feel a sense of pride in creating a more sustainable university.   .87  
I care about the future of sustainability at my university.    .74  

 


