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Revisiting the Situational Crisis Communication
Theory

Discussants: W. Timothy COOMBS, Yi-Hui Christine HUANG
Translator: Han FU

Abstract

W. Timothy Coombs is an outstanding communication scholar with a
particular focus on crisis communication. His work was instrumental in
developing Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), which is one of
the most widely accepted theories in the field of crisis communication. In this
interview, Professor Coombs first shares how he applied attribution theory and
the concept of perceived responsibility in crisis communication studies. He then
argues that the social media era calls for a variety of media forms and content.
He stresses the importance of ethical base response for crisis communication in
different cultural contexts. He also explicates the research on paracrisis and
stresses the importance of cross-disciplinary crisis communication research
with other fields (e.g. management theory, behavioral economics, health
communication, risk communication). Finally, Professor Coombs points out
that there is still much for researchers to contribute to crisis communication
studies. He encourages further exploration of crisis response strategy’s
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operationalization. According to Coombs, researchers should not focus merely
on theory but should keep track of the crisis communications profession
as well.

Citation of this article: Coombs, W. T., & Huang, Y.-H. C. (2020). Revisiting
the situational crisis communication theory. Communication & Society, 53,
1-19.
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Academic Dialogue with W. Timothy Coombs

Revisiting the Situational Crisis Communication Theory

TC: W. Timothy COOMBS
YH: Yi-Hui Christine HUANG

YH : Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) has been

TC:

widely applied in the field of crisis communication. Please share
how you have developed this theory since 1995. For example, what
inspired you to conduct research about crisis communication?
What circumstances led you to connect the Attribute Theory and
Perceived Responsibility with crisis situation study?

I became interested in crisis communication when I did a paper
examining crises in graduate school. It seems like a very exciting aspect
of public relations. Later I was able to meet crisis professionals and I
was impressed by their dedication to the job and their focus on helping
people. I thought that is the type of work I would like to contribute
to as a researcher. People wrongly assume crisis communication is
about protecting the organization when its primary focus should be on
protecting the stakeholders. Yes, protecting stakeholders should then
help the organization but it is not wrong for both parties to benefit.
Most failed crisis communication is a result of the organization
management placing their needs over those of their stakeholders. In
1985, an article was written about the need to connect the various
crisis types with the various crisis responses. The challenge was
making a strong link. Based upon some readings in interpersonal
communication about reactions to embarrassment and marketing
research on product harm crises that used attribution theory, that
seemed to be the connection. Crises varied in the amount of crisis
responsibility they evoked and the crisis response varied in terms of
the amount of responsibility they accepted for a crisis. Attribution
theory provided the rough connection between crisis types and crisis
response. That connection needed to be refined and tested further.
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YH: In addition to the crisis itself, situation also involves the context of
the incident. The following questions concern how the interaction
between situation and context influences crisis communication and
response. First, given the widespread use of social media today,
you have updated SCCT to some extent. Based on this theory,
some scholars also have developed crisis communication models in
the context of social media. What do you think of the application
and challenges of this theory in the context of social media?

TC: Social media platforms must be integrated into all aspects of crisis
communication. However, both professionals and academics can
make mistakes in thinking social media is the one thing. During the
COVID-19, I did some work with the EU about crisis communication. It
was about helping local government officials with crisis communication.
Of course social media was important but not all constituents have
access to social media, hence, you need a media mix. Never forget that
multiple channels are the best option in a crisis because redundancy
can work in your favor. For academics, there can be a focus on factors
that might not really matter. Trying to map the dynamics of a crisis on
social media is a valuable focus. How do the social media platforms
shape the evolution and spread of a crisis? There is no compelling
evidence to support that social media fundamentally changes either
how people view a crisis or react to a crisis strategy (two key
components of SCCT). The research on channel effects is inconclusive.
The two studies that indicate a channel effect may occur—the use of
social media may alter how people react to a crisis response—do not
rule out important alternative explanations such as variation in the
crisis type and the stealing thunder effect. The data on a channel effect
is very suspect and later studies have not actually found it to exist. I
think the channel effect is one misdirection academics follow with
social media. Also, claims that social media invalidates previous crisis
communication knowledge is simply wrong. Social media is adding
to what we know about crisis communication but if you compare
the advice being given to professions today, it is very similar to the
advice advanced by early writers (most professionals) in the 1980s.
I will discuss how I see the modifications of social media in the later
question on paracrises. We need to understand how best to leverage
social media for crisis scanning and monitoring, especially monitoring

13
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YH:

TC:

of reactions to crisis and crisis communication messages. That is
where academics can really help the professionals. Crisis managers
must leverage all communication channels so trying to find the ONE
BEST channel does not really make sense. First, it does not exist
because so much in crisis communication is contingent and second, it
is mistake to ever use just one channel in crisis communication.

Second, you have been to mainland China and Hong Kong,
where the current research on crisis communication among
Chinese scholars continues to deepen. What do you think about
the application of SCCT in different societies and cultural
backgrounds? Does content of the model need to be adjusted or
changed? Also, what crisis communication projects or research
directions regarding non-Western societies, such as Chinese
society, are you most interested in?

Attributions, perceptions of crisis, and reactions to crisis response
strategies are at the core of SCCT. It is very likely that these three
factors can differ between Western and non-Western cultures. For
instance, cultures may vary in terms of what constitutes a crisis, how
various crisis types are perceived, and how people react to various
crisis response strategies. It should be the case that the effectiveness
of a crisis response strategy may vary by culture. I would like to
see research that details why, for example, perceptions of crises and
reactions to crisis response strategies should be different between the
US and China. This research should be based on theory that can guide
the analysis and interpretation of possible differences. For me, the
most pressing question is whether or not the ethical base response in
SCCT has universal positive effect. The ethical base response is the
need for the initial response to tell people how to protect themselves
physically from a crisis (instructing information) and to help them
cope psychologically with a crisis (adjusting information). This is
similar to the idea of psychological first aid in disaster research.
In most crises, the use of the ethical base response is an optimal
response that will maximize benefits to the crisis victims and to the
organization. The reputation building strategies may be able to add to
that but the ethical base response is the key. I think we need to know

y of Hong Kong Press
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if the ethical base response is valued/optimal in a variety of cultures. I
would hope it is universal but that is a question the research needs to
address.

At present, SCCT focuses on its application in the post-crisis
stage, but the pre-crisis stage is also important. What do you think
about how to apply this theory in the crisis warning phrase? You
once put forward the concept of “paracrisis”; does this offer good
potential as a direction for research?

Here is where I will return to social media and SCCT. Paracrises are
crisis risks that an organization must manage in full view of the public.
Often they are created by stakeholders claiming an organization is
acting irresponsibility. Social media has facilitated the development
and existence of paracrises. Some people have called them social
media crises but that is a meaningless term. Every crisis is likely to
involve the social media in some way so the designation “social media
crisis” is rather meaningless. Paracrises still require a response from
the organization but this is actually during the pre-crisis phase. An
effective response will prevent the development of an actual crisis.
While there are some similarities, crisis managers have different
options in the paracrisis response. For instance, you can choose to
ignore a paracrisis but you cannot afford to ignore a crisis. Also, denial
can be viable in a paracrisis but is a horrible mistake in an actual crisis.
Social media created the need to extend SCCT to the pre-crisis, to
develop an understanding of the types of paracrises that are emerging,
to create a revised list or response strategies, and to consider what
factors influence the selection of response strategies.

Your research and theories have been mainly applied within
enterprises or organizations, but given the increasing number of
crisis events for public figures these days, what are your views on
the differences and relationships between enterprise crisis and
personal crisis? In addition, what findings and suggestions do
you have about the role of SCCT in the current COVID-19 global
crisis?
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There are similarities and differences. The main difference is
that individuals may have a wide array of viable crisis response
strategies. There is a different dynamic in the relationship between an
individual and an enterprise that can impact communication choices.
COVID-19 is about risk communication and the ethical base response
(psychological first aid), not about reputation repair. How people
“perform” in a crisis will shape how people view them but the focus
is on how people are being helped or not. It is about compliance with
safety measures, part of risk communication, rather than traditional
crisis communication. For instance, the extended parallel process
model is critical to understand in COVID-19 communication because
it provides a richer understanding of crisis communication that is
relevant to the crisis. Risk communication is an integral part of
crisis communication and plays its most prominent role in public
health crises such as COVID-19. Again, traditional ideas from crisis
management apply such as preparing for the crisis and benefiting
from a crisis plan. But the reputational part of crisis communication
should be put aside in a public health crisis. The problems with the
US response are largely a function of a politicians worry more about
reputation (and elections) than about people.

You used to conduct a large amount of experimental studies about
effect evaluation, which tends to be the center of attention in the
process of crisis communication. However, it is often difficult in
practice to thoroughly evaluate the effect of crisis management
based on experimental methods, so could you please share your
views on the effect of crisis communication in real cases? In
addition, from the perspective of theoretical model construction
and redevelopment, have you ever considered other research
methods, such as big data and the mixed method? If you have
performed some trials, can you share your experience with us?

Your methods flow from your research questions. SCCT began by first
verifying the relationships between the key variables. Next, the SCCT
moved to test the effectiveness of interventions—cause and effect
relationships. Experiments were the right method to explore those two
questions. A variety of methods have been used to explore the real
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world effects of crisis response strategies. This includes evaluating
comments on social media, tracking movements in stock prices, and
tracking changes in reputation measures. A variety of researchers
and even professionals have used such evaluations to compare the
effects of the optimal (recommended) and suboptimal responses in
SCCT. The studies reach the same conclusion, the optimal response
strategies have more positive effect on the measured outcomes than
the suboptimal strategies. A variety of data sources point to the
viability of the SCCT recommendations. That should not be surprising
since SCCT’s recommendations do reflect early professional advice
to focus on the needs of the victims. Patrick Jackson, for example,
was promoting the victim-centered focus in the 1980s and most crisis
training programs by professionals retain that advice. Big data is
another way to understand the situation. I recently completed a project
with practitioners that used Al to be able to detect when a crisis was
emerging, to categorize the crisis type, and to categorize the crisis.
Using three cases, the data showed that using the optimal response
strategy had the most positive effect on sentiment analysis in the data.
SCCT helps to explain why the focus on victims is a great idea and
provides various data sources to support the value of that claim.

Cross-disciplinary research is becoming a trend not only in
the crisis communication field, but also in the whole field of
communication. What are the most interesting cross-disciplines in
the field of crisis communication for you? Why?

The connections between crisis communication and management are
a nature fit because both have shown a strong interest in the topic. The
exchange of idea with management has enriched crisis communication
and the management crisis research has benefited from our work. I see
two promising new areas. The first is behavioral economics because
it helps to explain why managers frequently do not follow the advice
offered by crisis communication research. We should not be surprised
when organizations do not follow the prescriptions provided by
researchers because there are various factors working against the use
of the advice. Behavioral economics with the focus on desire to avoid
loss is a wonder explanatory tool. The second is the insights gained by
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blending health communication and risk communication in the study
of public health crises. Researchers such as Yan Jin have just begun to
unpack that rich area.

SCCT has been in development for more than 20 years. As the
founder of it, how do you foresee its future development, say, over
the next 10 and 20 years? What are the greatest opportunities and
challenges? What advice do you have for the growing number of
(future) scholars who study crisis communication and management?

One of the most promising directions in SCCT is exploring how
the various crisis response strategies are operationalized. The crisis
response strategies are descriptions of the key elements of the crisis
response but the strategies can be operationalized in different ways.
Does the way the message is created convey certain emotions, for
instance? Researchers are being to explore different ways to express
the crisis response strategies and how those variations impact the
way people respond to the crisis messages. There is room to explore
a variety of ideas through the operationalization of crisis response
strategies. Another area to explore is why managers use suboptimal
crisis response strategies and how can we encourage them to use them.
I mentioned behavioral economics can help with that but much more
work is still to be done on the topic. Too often we just look at a crisis
failure as bad management but there can be more to it than that. The
challenges are not to become to myopic with theory and to consider
the utility of the findings. By myopic I mean do not focus so much on
the theory that you lose track of the profession. Yes, you can prove X
seems to matter but does X have any relevance in a real crisis? We can
explore small differences that are theory-based and can be isolated
but in the end are irrelevant to the profession. For example, we know
people who highly identify with an organization react differently to
crisis communication because they are more willing to accept less
accommodative strategies. However, realistically we cannot target
high-identification stakeholders with different messages from low-
identification stakeholders. Even if you knew one channel was mostly
high-identification and another low-identification, people would see
both messages and wonder why they were different. Realistically,
managers have to assume low-identification stakeholders and be
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more accommodative because while high-identification stakeholders
may think the message is too much it is unlikely to create the
negative reactions that showing too little concern with evoke from
low identification stakeholders. Crisis researchers much remember
to consider if the differences they are finding really matter or not to
the practice of crisis communication. There is always room for social
commentary and critical assessments of crisis communication but the
primary focus of the field should remain with finding ways to better
understand the practice of crisis communication and finding ways
to help improve the practice. We should help those dedicated crisis
managers who want to learn more about crisis communication and to
improve their crisis responses.

Selected Works by W. Timothy Coombs

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for W.
Timothy Coombs’ selected works.




