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ABSTRACT: 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the challenges of health emergency communication as 

presented in the COVID-19-related research articles in the fields of organizational communication, 

strategic communication and public relations published between 2020 and mid 2022. A qualitative 

literature review consisting of two rounds of data selection and ATLAS.ti-assisted content analysis 

was conducted. The data include 67 articles published in quality journals of communication studies, 

with a focus on the abstract, results and discussion sections. The findings emphasize the need for 

emotional support, empathy and both vertical and horizontal informal communication in uncertainty 

reduction during a major health emergency. The limitations of the study include that the data are 

limited to the first published journal articles concerning the consequences of COVID-19 and that it 

comprises publications in communication studies but not related fields, such as health, psychology 

or management. However, it provides an overview of the research findings and offers guidelines for 

managers and communication professionals for the development of communication practices under 

the threat of a major health crisis. Moreover, it proves the importance of healthy and trustful 

workplace relationships as a prerequisite for coping with uncertainty. All in all, the study provides a 

good basis for further studies of organizational communication and health emergencies. 
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic challenged societies, organizations and individuals to an extent not seen 

since World War II. Therefore, its antecedents and consequences have been and will continue to be 

examined from different viewpoints to learn for the future. This paper explores organizational 

communication, strategic communication and public relations research in the context of the health 

emergency caused by the pandemic. It draws on the academic literature published by mid 2022. 

Consequently, the focus of this study is on exploring what were the first hot topics during an 

extreme crisis like COVID-19. Moreover, the study illustrates how and where the first datasets were 

collected when researchers had only limited opportunities to data collection. The aim of the study is 

to draft a preliminary model describing the breadth and variability of aspects that a health 

emergency raises for organizational pandemic communication. The term organizational pandemic 

communication refers to all types of organizational and strategic communication through which 

organizations kept themselves functioning and answered to the requirements of the new situation.  

In the context of a pandemic, both risk and crisis communication are relevant concepts. The idea 

with risk communication is to inform the audience about recognized hazards and their typical 

adverse outcomes. Risk communication thus helps people prepare for the potential outcomes of 

certain behaviours and make decisions especially in the context of health (Reynolds & Seeger, 2014). 

However, the communication challenges around the COVID-19 pandemic for organizational 

pandemic communication are more profound than those for authorities informing the public: they 

include internal, managerial and stakeholder communication, that is, various forms of interaction as 

well as information. According to Coombs (2015), ”crisis communication should be heeding the call 

of evidence-based management and seeking to use systematic research to guide the practice of 

crisis communication” (p. 147). This call is amplified by global crises such as the pandemic, which has 

challenged research of organizational communication and highlighted the importance of 

understanding uncertainty and the role of multiple, competing information channels (Guo & 

Cannella, 2021).  

The present study is structured into two phases. The first phase, a pre-test, utilizes, in addition to 

communication research, earlier studies of crisis communication within the contexts of health issues 

(e.g., Naik et al., 2019; Rowe & Alexander, 2020) and organizational change (e.g., Aitken & van 

Treurer, 2021). The second phase utilizes studies published in communication journals during 2020–

2022. Based on the research findings, a preliminary model of health emergency communication is 

introduced. 
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The study seeks to answer the following research questions:  

RQ1. What does pre-COVID-19 literature on health emergencies, crisis communication and 

organizational change offer for the research on organizational communication during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

RQ2. What are the communication challenges and solutions identified in the early research on 

COVID-19 published between 2020 and mid 2022? 

 

Methodology 

The method of the study is a qualitative literature review (e.g., Schryen, 2015). The aim was to 

synthesize research published before the COVID-19 pandemic and provide a comprehensive 

overview of recent studies on pandemic communication. A systematic search strategy was used, as 

well as categorization and qualitative content analysis (Dan & Raupp, 2018; Lock, 2019). The core 

stages of the qualitative literature review were followed, starting with identification of the research 

scope, review questions, and keywords. 

Data Selection 

Two rounds of data collection were applied. The first database search was conducted for the 

purpose of generating an initial coding scheme for conducting the systematic literature review in the 

second phase. In this first phase of the analysis, a preliminary list of research articles potentially 

relevant to organizational pandemic communication was compiled, between December 2021 and 

March 2022, based on searches on EBSCO databases, Academic Search Elite (ASE) and 

Communication and Mass Media Complete (CMMC). The searches were limited to peer-reviewed 

articles published in academic journals and written in English. During this phase, the publication year 

was not limited, so it included publications on pandemics before COVID-19. The search terms 

included crisis and pandemic, in combination with communication, media, PR, and 

leadership/management, and could be in the title, abstract, keywords or the article text. As this was 

a preliminary search, the results were not systematically coded, but references deemed to be the 

most relevant were manually filtered, and the articles best matching the search terms were thus 

included in the analysis. The number of articles considered in this phase was 31, with considerable 

variations in relevance. At this stage, research into earlier pandemics, crisis communication, and 

organizational change was highlighted, while only a few mentions of COVID-19 were discovered. This 

phase offered relevant guidance for the second phase. 

The second phase began with compiling a list of quality journals of communication studies (see Table 

1). Mass media journals were purposefully excluded from this search in order to keep the amount of 



This is a preliminary version of the published paper  
 

4 

data manageable and because the focus was on organizational pandemic communication. The 

search for relevant articles published in these journals was limited to issues from 2020, 2021 and 

until mid 2022. Within the chosen journals, the search term “covid” was used. The articles found 

were then uploaded into ATLAS.ti software. Furthermore, articles where the role of the COVID-19 

pandemic was limited to just a mention were excluded. The final number of articles selected for 

closer inspection was 67. 

Table 1. Communication journals included in the sample and the number of COVID-related articles in 

them (2020–mid 2022).  

Table 1 

Journal Name Frequency Percent (%) 

Communication Research Reports 5 7.46 

Communication Theory 4 5.97 

Corporate Communications: An International Journal 10 14.93 

International Journal of Business Communication* 8 11.94 

International Journal of Strategic Communication 3 4.48 

Journal of Applied Communication Research 3 4.48 

Journal of Communication 3 4.48 

Journal of Communication Management* 9 13.43 

Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 1 1.49 

Management Communication Quarterly 2 2.99 

Public Relations Inquiry 3 4.48 

Public Relations Review* 11 16.42 

Women’s Studies in Communication* 5 7.46 

Total 67 100 

Note: Journals marked with (*) included a pandemic-related special issue. 

Coding Categories and Analysis 

Qualitative content analysis was performed on the article data. The first phase of the study was 

carried out in order to identify some of the key elements required in pandemic communication 

according to earlier literature in the fields of health emergencies, crisis, and organizational change. A 

coding scheme was developed according to these findings (Table 2). The first stage of the analysis 

was deductive and involved the use of the keywords listed in Table 2 in the coding. The second stage 

was inductive and involved open coding (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016.) Because a broad overview of 

current research was sought, the definitions of central concepts (health crisis communication, risk 

communication management, organizational communication) were not strictly specified before the 

analysis but emerged from the data. The second stage was focused on the abstracts, results and 

discussion parts of the articles. The key results in each article were condensed into short fragments, 

which were further categorized into main categories as will be explained next.  
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Development of Coding Scheme and Preliminary Coding  

The first phase of the analysis revealed two focus areas, namely 1) internal communication of 

different types and 2) media representations of pandemics, often focused on how politicians had 

handled their role as leaders. Because our focus was on organizational and strategic communication, 

the latter area was given less attention in our analysis than the first.  

Preliminary observations of the data indicated that leadership and change communication in crisis 

situations, co-worker communication and the effects of distance work and digital platforms were 

highlighted and intertwined. The questions addressed were approached through and theorized 

based on such concepts as uncertainty and ambiguity; openness, transparency and clarity; trust, 

participatory leadership and flexibility; and positivity, engagement and listening.  

A central finding based on the results presented in the articles is that organizational pandemic 

communication requires returning to the basics: the mission of the organization and organizational 

strategy. In addition, human values and empathy are seen as valuable assets to keep the 

organization functioning. Based on the review of the results of this first phase, codes for the second 

phase of analysis were derived. The codes and preliminary findings are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Codes and preliminary findings based on pandemic communication research.  

Table 2 

Communication 
Needs Accentuated 
by the Pandemic 

Information 
and 
Sensemaking 

Emotional Support 
from Leadership 

Informal 
Communication 
and Encounters 

Empathy and 
Listening 

Employee 
Appreciation 

How to answer 
them? 

regular 
information 
events, clear 
information, 
using multiple 
channels 

enabling joint 
discussions, time 
allotted to 
employees by 
leaders, 
calming/soothing 
information 

regular, 
informal 
distance 
encounters, 
walking 
meetings 

asking how you 
are doing, 
showing 
understanding, 
reacting to 
worries, 
participatory 
and open 
communication 

respectful 
workplace 
communication
, situational 
awareness, 
motivated 
solutions, giving 
recognition for 
efforts 

Codes derived for 
the second phase 
the study 

ambiguity, 
clarity 
information (+ 
flow, 
adequacy, 
dissemination, 
distribution), 
transparency 

caring, 
encouragement, 
leadership, 
positivity, 
supervisory 
support, 
trust, 
uncertainty 
reduction 

informal, 
social 
connections, 
peer 
communication 

dialogue, 
disclosure, 
empathy, 
listening, 
openness 

agility, 
appreciation, 
engagement, 
participation 
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Findings of the Systematic Literature Review 

In the second phase, the dataset of 67 articles published between 2020 and mid 2022 was 

systematically coded to map the research results for pandemic-related communication. To analyse 

the data, the codes describing the categories for communication needs described in Table 2 were 

applied. In the following presentation of results, relevant sources are listed; yet, for the sake of 

readability the references are examples, not exhaustive lists. 

Information and Sensemaking 

The analysis revealed that questions of information flow (e.g., Macnamara, 2021), adequacy (e.g., 

Bashir et al., 2022), distribution (e.g., Ecklebe & Löffler, 2021) and transparency (e.g., Kim & Lee, 

2021; Li et al., 2020) were central in the dataset. This makes much sense, as the pandemic raised 

numerous painful questions, from personal, even life-threatening health concerns to the fear of 

losing income. Therefore, there was a great need for information, and answers to the What’s in it for 

me? (WIIFM) question were sought. Direct and reliable answers to this question reduced tension and 

relieved emotional exhaustion (e.g., Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2022). Leaders were 

challenged to help employees with their sensemaking process (Yeomans & Bowman, 2021), as 

described by one interviewee who was unhappy about the situation in the workplace (Heide & 

Simonsson, 2021, p. 13): ‘managers do not take the communication responsibility seriously, and 

therefore get reduced to being e-mail carriers instead of sensemaking managers that help co-

workers to understand and make sense of a situation’. Sensemaking was promoted when the 

amount of information delivered was in line with employees’ needs and expectations (Bashir et al., 

2022). According to Ecklebe and Löffler (2021), high-quality internal communication during the 

COVID-19 pandemic consisted of frequent communication, the dissemination of substantial 

information, participative communication and a clear rejection of secrecy (comparable to 

transparency). Transparent communication, for its part, consisted of accountable, participative and 

informational transparency (Li et al., 2021). Accountable transparency refers to the decision-maker 

accountability to the legal system or public opinion; participative transparency to the ability of 

employees or citizens to participate in decision-making; and informational transparency to 

knowledge about actors and decisions as well as to access to information (Koskela et al., 2021). 

The opposites of accurate and reliable information, namely misinformation (unintentionally 

incorrect information) and disinformation (deliberately deceptive information), were also discussed 

in some of the articles (Batova, 2022; Chadwick & Stanyer, 2022) but not to the extent that one 

could presume, considering the public discussion about, for example, widely spread COVID-19 

vaccine misinformation. 
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Information needs were not restricted to organizations’ internal communication environments 

entirely but included also other stakeholders. Diers-Lawson et al. (2021) concluded that if external 

stakeholders have a positive view of the organization, they are receptive to informative messages 

that emphasize the organization’s competence, caring, cooperation and identity.  

Emotional Support from Leadership 

In addition to the urgent need for clear and timely information, employees struck by the pandemic 

needed emotional support. The analysis revealed that symmetrical internal communication and its 

perceived quality enhanced employee perceptions of organizational support and positive emotions 

(Sun et al., 2021). This feeling of support, along with positive emotions, also led to stronger 

organizational identification. Emotional support was found to include encouragement, appreciation, 

respect and recognition from leadership and co-workers (Qin & Men, 2022) and, therefore, the 

category Employee appreciation, which was derived in phase 1, was merged with the category 

Emotional support from leadership. 

The dataset revealed that charismatic forms of presentation were required of leaders to enhance 

employees’ affective commitment to change and to decrease their turnover intention (Yue, 2021). 

Employee organizational identification modifies this relationship. The concepts of organizational 

identification and employee job engagement are closely related, the former being a prerequisite for 

the latter. Lee et al. (2022) suggested that employee satisfaction is the strongest driver of the 

employee–organization relationship for increasing employee job engagement. 

Moreover, the dataset showed how effective leadership communication and, more specifically, 

motivational language (Men et al., 2022) can counter crisis negativity. It was suggested that leaders 

should show humanity, sensitivity and care both verbally and non-verbally, accept anxiety and also 

take employee needs for relatedness into account (Tao et al., 2021). Therefore, the COVID-19 

pandemic called for true crisis leadership and collaborative sensemaking, not top-down problem 

solving (Heide & Simonsson, 2021). Uncertainty is not always negative but depends on the ability to 

cope with uncertain circumstances. However, many aspects of the pandemic, such as job security, 

called for effective managerial communication to relieve feelings of uncertainty 

(Charoensukmongkol & Suthatorn, 2022). 

Informal Communication and Encounters 

Informal communication can serve several functions in the organization: it provides information and 

complements formal communication, helps with organization and coordination, integrates 

employees into their teams, creates breaks from work tasks, and allows venting of anger and 

frustration (Koch & Denner, 2022). Moreover, the results of the review demonstrated the 
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importance of both vertical and horizontal informal communication as a central means of 

uncertainty and stress reduction (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2022; Qin & Men, 2022). 

Peer support was experienced, not only within organizations but also within the same field or the 

same phase of life. One example of this is a group of academic mothers who offered peer support on 

the challenges of parenting, remote teaching and research pressures during the pandemic (Bauer & 

Ngondo, 2022). Humour was one of their key tools of coping. 

Informal workplace communication increased employees’ perceptions of being informed (Koch & 

Denner, 2022) and their acceptance of managerial decisions (Einwiller et al., 2021) but also their 

affective commitment, which for its part contributed to better job satisfaction (Koch & Denner, 

2022) and job engagement (Einwiller et al., 2021). Co-worker support relieved emotional exhaustion 

and compensated for a lack of formal communication (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 

2022). Moreover, the development of interpersonal rapport was found to require personal and 

informal channels of communication (McGloin et al., 2022).  

Different employees may have different needs for informal communication. Koch and Denner (2022) 

identified five types of employees: chatterers, small-talkers, networkers, strategists and focusers. 

The first three groups suffered because their needs were seldom met by means of formal 

communication via MS Teams, while the two latter types neither appreciated nor needed informal 

communication. According to McGloin et al. (2022, p. 8): ”Face-to-face, unplanned, informal 

conversations can provide shared identity, shared context, and reduce conflict, whereas video calls 

are typically scheduled with an agenda to avoid time-wasting and increase certainty in meeting 

outcomes”. 

The analysis of the dataset also revealed a negative side of informal workplace communication: 

rumours. When formal information channels fail, rumours may easily fill the gap. During the COVID-

19 pandemic, rumours could sometimes ease uncertainty (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 

2022). However, it was found that the negative effects of rumours were particularly destructive and 

impacted on employees’ emotional exhaustion when combined with role ambiguity (Puyod & 

Charoensukmongkol, 2021). 

Empathy and Listening 

Challenges of listening were identified in the review sample. For example, Neill and Bowen (2021) 

identified senior management’s reluctance, lack of time and lack of trust as challenges. It was hard 

to connect with employees in remote work but, on the other hand, the pandemic enhanced moral 

sensitivity and empathy. However, this was not an easy task when the organizational culture was not 

open and did not normally involve discussions of health and safety questions (Lee, 2022). 
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Dialogic internal interaction was seen to lead to communal relationships within the organization, to 

better efficacy and also to better pandemic-related safety behaviours (Lee, 2022). Communication 

researchers have called for two-way communication for years, and it seems that the pandemic made 

this need even more topical. Careful listening is needed to understand employee needs, concerns 

and perceived risks and to address these with clear, relevant responses (Charoensukmongkol & 

Phungsonthorn, 2022; Lee, 2022). This was extremely important during the pandemic because of the 

physical and social loneliness of remote work. One article (Campbell & Ross, 2022) conceptualized 

solitude as “noncommunication”. 

Other Findings: Trust, Identity and Resilience 

All the dimensions analysed above (information delivery and sensemaking, emotional support, 

informal communication, and empathy and listening) contribute to, or could be consequences of, 

one central element of organizational life, namely trust. Interpersonal trust can be defined as ”a 

psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations 

of the intentions or behaviour of another” (Rousseau et al., 1998, p. 395). It seems that the 

pandemic both challenged trust and, in the best cases, increased it. It was found that when negative 

feelings such as uncertainty and anger grew as the health crisis progressed, they had a trust-

damaging effect (Batova, 2022). On the other hand, when leaders helped employees in their 

sensemaking efforts, expressed empathy and used direction-giving language, employee trust 

towards leaders and the organization increased (Men et al., 2022). 

The connection of organizational pandemic communication and employees’ professional identity is 

an interesting feature in the findings. It was found that change communication generally reduced 

identity threat and increased the meaningfulness of work, but disruptions involved identity threat to 

so-called “non-essential workers” – those whose work was not crucial during an emergency – and 

influenced their mental health (van Zoonen et al., 2022). 

The need to develop both organizational and individual resilience became central during the 

pandemic. According to health occupation experts, a resilient workplace focuses on appreciative 

leadership, internal and external cooperation, risk anticipation and work continuity (Finnish Institute 

of Occupational Health, n.d.). In the dataset, a positive association between individuals’ cognitive 

flexibility and their adherence was found, and flexibility also protected against social-distancing 

fatigue (Seiter & Curran, 2021). Wilson et al. (2021) even developed a Communication Resilience 

Processes Scale to assess resilience during disruptive events. 
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Discussion: Learnings from Organizational Pandemic Communication 

In this study, 67 journal articles dealing with the communication aspects of COVID-19 were analysed 

based on a preliminary analysis of 31 articles on health emergencies, crisis communication and 

organizational change. The analysis shows that the findings and categories derived from earlier 

literature served well as a scheme to analyse the research published specifically on the COVID-19 

pandemic. However, other communication challenges were also identified, and a broader picture 

emerged.  

It seems that questions related to health and safety were quite new topics to be discussed in many 

work environments. Sensitive issues often require time and face-to-face meetings, and there was a 

lack of both because of the hasty arrangements and remote work required for the new way of 

working during the pandemic. 

Business and management research have discussed agile business development for over 20 years 

(e.g., Beck et al., 2001) and, obviously, the pandemic made the concept even more salient also in 

communication research (e.g., Dühring & Zerfass, 2021; van Ruler, 2021). “Agile” means flexible 

business development with the ability to respond quickly to new challenges, needs and changes 

which arise in unpredictable environments. This approach may lead to shorter project timelines and 

an increased ability to fulfil customer demands. In the context of organizational communication, van 

Ruler suggests an agile communication strategy framework that would take constant change into 

account and enable adaptation (van Ruler, 2021). 

Trust was identified as one of the key elements of organizational life which was highlighted during 

the pandemic. According to Reynolds and Quinn (2020), trust and credibility are demonstrated 

through empathy and caring, competence and expertise, honesty and openness, and dedication and 

commitment. Therefore, it would be interesting to know what happened in such work environments 

where employee expectations of the different elements of trustworthiness – competence, 

benevolence and integrity (e.g., Kähkönen, 2020) – were not met. Within the framework of trust 

research, it has been found that the major problems challenging trustworthiness are inadequate 

information sharing, incompetent management and lack of caring (Kähkönen, 2020). Future research 

could address what steps should be taken to repair trust (e.g., Gillespie & Dietz, 2009) that was 

damaged during the pandemic. 

Figure 1 summarizes the central findings of the literature review. It depicts what organizational 

pandemic communication should be like, who should do it and what can be achieved by it. Even 

though communication research concerning the pandemic is evolving, the findings of this study 
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demonstrate the breadth and variability of aspects that a health emergency raises for organizational 

communication. 

Fig. 1. A preliminary model of central aspects of organizational pandemic communication. 

Overall, it can be concluded that organizational pandemic communication requires high standards of 

leadership and management. Leaving aside their own concerns, leaders are expected to offer open 

and honest information with regular sense-giving opportunities, meet people on their own terms 

and treat everyone equally, listen to employees and give recognition – and remain positive while 

doing all this. Simultaneously, leaders are required to tolerate uncertainty and ambiguity and come 

up with reasoned solutions for a brighter future. Employees, on their part, are required to be 

respectful, active and responsive, and flexible and innovative in learning new ways of carrying out 

tasks. 

In addition, the findings of the study emphasize the importance of workplace relationships. During 

the COVID-19 pandemic, these relationships were challenged in many ways, and if they were poor 

before the pandemic, it was certainly very difficult to develop them when working remotely. 

Furthermore, organizational conflict history affected employees’ negative megaphoning and 

turnover intentions (Chon et al., 2021). The findings of this study encourage leaders and 

communication professionals to enhance informal communication in the workplace for the 

development of interpersonal relationships and employee well-being and to prevent unwanted 

workplace changes. 
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It was presumed that signs of a digital divide or a digital gap (Naudé & Vinuesa, 2021; Ragnedda & 

Muschert, 2013) would be found in the data. However, the studied articles did not address this 

issue. Only one article focused on the topic (Yang et al., 2021), but otherwise it was not mentioned. 

 

Limitations and Conclusion 

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit the communication research community, the data for the first 

studies were often collected in researchers’ immediate surroundings (e.g., university, professional 

networks). Much of the data available so far have been gathered through quantitative approaches 

because qualitative methods require more time for data collection and analysis. Moreover, this 

study concentrated entirely on communication journals. There is also a lot written about the 

pandemic in, for example, management, psychology or health-related journals, and an expansion of 

the dataset to those areas could be beneficial. Furthermore, there is an increasing body of 

pandemic-related research within media studies, and the field deserves an analysis of its own. 

The Finnish Institute of Occupational Health, an expert organization focusing on well-being at work, 

has published a guide for organizations on how to support employees’ work ability in remote work 

(Vuorento et al., 2022). It contains three categories: leadership; guides, models and plans for remote 

work; and support for health and recovery. The leadership category involves workplace 

communication and encourages quick, interactive communication in rapidly changing situations. The 

connection between agile communication (Dühring & Zerfass, 2021; van Ruler, 2021) and fluent 

work processes, perceived work well-being and trust is also emphasized. Therefore, the 

development of agile communication models and practices seems to have a bright future in the 

post-pandemic world. 
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