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1

The year was 1919, described by historian Alfred W. Crosby as possibly “the 
worst year in American history” (Little, 2020). The country had just fought 
in a World War and was in a deep recession. White mobs were violently 
attacking Black communities over jobs and economic disparities, and many 
of the Black soldiers who had fought in the war were tired of their unequal 
citizenship and were fighting back. The Red Scare was a political reality with 
the rise of communism and anarchist bombings were frequent.

Amid this backdrop emerged the deadliest flu in modern history, or what 
later came to be poorly named the Spanish Flu, as it was frequently known 
(Jordan, 2019). First identified in March 1918, at a U.S. Army camp in 
Kansas, this mysterious flu caused by the H1N1 virus with genes of avian 
origin ultimately infected 500 million people and claimed 50 million lives 
worldwide, including 657,000 deaths in the United States (Johnson & 
Mueller, 2002; USDHHS, 2018). The virus had “the power to kill a perfectly 
healthy young man or woman within 24 hours of showing the first signs of 
infection” (Little, 2020). The virus caused high temperatures and nasal hem-
orrhaging pneumonia, and as the body’s immune system overreacted to the 
virus, causing severe inflammation, “the patients would drown in their own 
fluid-filled lungs” (Little, 2020).

Several factors contributed to the virulence of the Spanish Flu pandemic 
from 1918 to 1920. One major factor causing the worldwide spread of the 
virus was the movement and mobilization of troops in World War I, putting 
soldiers in close contact with each other in overcrowded conditions. Once 
contracted, little could be done to counter the virus due to limited health 
services resulting from a shortage of doctors and nurses. A second factor 
was the level of medical knowledge and technology available at that time. 
Medical technology and countermeasures were limited or non-existent. There 
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2 Introduction

were no diagnostic tests, no vaccines, no antibiotics (penicillin was not devel-
oped until 1928), no antiviral drugs, and no critical care measures available 
(intensive care units and ventilators). The only controls to the virus were 
non-pharmaceutical interventions (e.g., isolation, quarantine, good personal 
hygiene, use of disinfectants, and limitations of public gatherings). The third 
factor contributing to the spread of the virus was the lack of a coordinated 
plan to confront a pandemic. The federal government had no centralized plan 
and there was little federal help to initiate an intervention to stop the spread 
of the virus. Some local communities closed schools, banned public gather-
ings, and gave isolation or quarantine orders (Jester et al., 2019). But, without 
coordination, people relied on their own measures to protect themselves and 
they buried their dead.

Fast forward to 2020, to what has been described as the worst year ever 
(Brandus, 2020; Delaney, 2020). Natural disasters, an economic meltdown, 
soaring unemployment, racial violence, and political turmoil, on top of the 
novel COVID-19 pandemic, have produced major challenges for the global 
community. From the mega-wildfires that destroyed Australia’s wildlife and 
threatened its population; to the global economic challenges faced by nations 
due to shutdowns and quarantine mandates, including having more Americans 
out of work than in the Great Depression; to the social and racial violence and 
protests globally following the killing of black citizens by police and citizens 
acting as vigilantes; to the political turmoil spawned by the Trump impeach-
ment and deconstruction of relationships and agreements with America’s 
global partners; to the COVID-19 pandemic with all of its societal disruption 
and public health challenges, the compounding effect of these crises appears 
to provide some truth to the forecast offered by Jordan (2019): If the crises of 
1918 happened today, the situation would still overwhelm the world, only on 
a greater scale due to population growth and technological changes.

The COVID-19 pandemic has placed the United States at the top of many 
lists of countries experiencing crisis associated with the virus, including cases 
testing positive and the number of deaths resulting from the virus. While the 
total number of positive cases in the world continues to climb over 70 million, 
with more than 1,500,000 actual deaths, the total of U.S. confirmed cases has 
exceeded 16 million, with deaths continuing to climb over the 300,000 mark 
(Kaiser Family Foundation, 2020). These totals exceed other countries expe-
riencing the effects of the virus.

In addition to these growing statistics, the combination of health, eco-
nomic, racial, and political exigencies has challenged state and local govern-
ments to manage the crisis by allocating hospital beds, acquiring personal 
protective equipment, and implementing risk reduction policies (e.g., stay at 
home orders, school closures, and business closures), to name the major cat-
egories (Risk and Social Policy Group, 2020). Decision-makers at all levels 
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3Introduction

have been called upon to provide strategies in response to these crises and 
to communicate their plans effectively to multiple publics. Across the board, 
organizations and businesses have faced conflicting perspectives on what to 
do to bring back a sense of normalcy to their operations.

Within this context, we introduce a cultural approach to decision-making 
and communication that is centered on the strategic inclusion of consumers, 
potential customers, and multiple publics into the process of designing and 
disseminating messages. This approach reinforces the outside-in orientation 
of integrated marketing communications (IMC) because the perspective of the 
customer or consumer is the basis upon which campaigns are developed and 
launched. The cultural approach enhances the dissemination of instructional 
messages through readily internalized, appropriately explained, and realisti-
cally actionable content. The culture-centered (CC) approach is rooted in the 
community and provides a pathway for effective communication with cultur-
ally diverse publics—at home and abroad—to reduce risks and mitigate crises.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

This book is part of the Lexington Books Integrated Marketing Communication 
(IMC) series and presents a model for examining risk and crisis communica-
tion within the context of IMC to provide a more robust understanding of 
myriad cultural variables affecting the perception of risk and crisis messages 
and the means by which these messages are processed by different publics, 
particularly multicultural and international groups. While the conceptualiza-
tion of what constitutes IMC has been broad, from the perspective of risk and 
crisis communication, the focus is quite specific: all communication and mes-
sages created and disseminated during a risk or crisis must be carefully linked 
and strategically presented if the intended outcomes associated with the pub-
lics’ responses are to be realized by the organization sending these messages.

The application of culture to the IMC model in risk and crisis situations is 
particularly useful. IMC acknowledges that every organization has multiple 
publics with different needs and perspectives. The CC model of risk and crisis 
communication within the context of IMC begins with the publics involved 
and works back to the organization’s decision-makers to determine which 
marketing and communication tools should be used to effectively create 
and disseminate the messages. When IMC is CC, it is strategic, not tactical. 
It identifies the objective and matches it to the appropriate communication 
strategies to achieve the greatest success. If the objective is public aware-
ness of an impending crisis, then a CC strategy would have involved the 
publics earlier to determine which message strategy would be most appropri-
ate to reach the greatest number of people in a timely manner. If credibility 
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4 Introduction

about crisis information is the objective, then a CC public relations strategy 
would have identified opinion leaders from the affected publics earlier in the 
process to provide credible information in the face of an impending crisis 
presented itself. Collaboratively constructed, congruent messages delivered 
in this manner will have more impact than several divergent ones. Through 
an integration of push-and-pull CC strategies, risk and crisis communicators 
can focus the publics’ attention on what is most important by integrating 
motivational appeals to internalize the crisis, explaining essential information 
accurately as well as translated in ways that are easily understood, and offer-
ing specific action steps to mitigate harm and perhaps even save lives. To be 
most effective, these messages ought to be distributed by a variety of credible 
sources through multiple communication channels. Through IMC, publics are 
informed, persuaded, reminded, and reinforced about what they need to know 
in risk or crisis situations. The CC model involves the publics in the process 
at each stage of the crisis to create a synergistic approach to IMC.

This book is divided into three parts. Part 1 provides a general introduction 
to risk and crisis communication within the context of IMC, the cultural vari-
ables at play in risk and crisis situations that influence message creation and 
reception, and an introduction to the CC model. In part 2, the framework for 
the IDEA Model of Instructional Risk and Crisis Communication is provided 
as an effective means for conveying messages to disparate publics. Each com-
ponent of the model is presented: culture-neutral (CN), culturally sensitive 
(CS), and culture-centered (CC). The components of each approach are iden-
tified and case studies provided to demonstrate the model’s utility in IMC, 
as well as potential limitations. In addition, research findings add a unique 
feature to the book and contribute to a more robust understanding of how risk 
and crisis messages are influenced by and affect diverse cultural groups. Part 
3 completes the discussion of the model by identifying the lessons learned 
through the various cases, the need for an ethical framework when communi-
cating with multicultural publics, and potential areas for further investigation 
as cultural variables are identified in our increasingly globalized environment.

Part 1

In chapter 1, culture and IMC are situated in risk and crisis communication. 
How organizations and spokespeople view themselves and their stakehold-
ers, how stakeholders perceive messages, how multiple audiences respond to 
single and multiple spokespeople, and how context affects understanding are 
viewed using cultural variables. A review of current research in risk and crisis 
communication adds the foundation upon which the current work is framed 
to highlight how attention to cultural variables enhances communication 
effectiveness.
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5Introduction

Chapter 2 presents the best practices of risk and crisis communication 
within the context of IMC and provides a framework for understanding why 
messages are more-or-less effective with different culturally diverse groups. 
The influence of culture and the challenge of globalization are offered to 
explain how groups perceive messages. Conflicting worldviews are identified 
to demonstrate how best practices reflecting managerial perspective are not 
valued universally. The recognition of culture as an inherent variable in crisis 
communication is described as essential, particularly in the context of IMC.

Chapter 3 completes part 1 by introducing the CC model of risk and crisis 
communication through three approaches: CN, CS, and CC. Through a dis-
cussion of fundamental assumptions, functions, and examples, each of these 
approaches is defined. The three crises selected to showcase these approaches 
are introduced in this chapter. The messages about the 2016 Zika virus (ZIKv) 
crisis are reflective of a CN approach because the World Health Organization 
(WHO) controlled the narrative with objective, scientific, and culture-free 
information. The warning messages about the Hurricane Dorian crisis that 
wreaked destruction on the Bahamas and the southeastern United States in 
2017 were selected as the example of a CS approach because the government 
appealed to key characteristics of the affected publics to create and dissemi-
nate messages that appeared more sensitive to them. The creation and dis-
semination of messages about the African Swine Fever virus (ASFv) of 2018 
is an example of the CC approach because members of the swine industry and 
producers were brought into the decision-making process and used as cultural 
agents to create and disseminate information to the affected producers.

Part 2

This section of the book begins with chapter 4, where the IDEA Model of 
Instructional Risk and Crisis Communication is described in the context 
of IMC. The model is broken down by its four elements: Internalization, 
Distribution, Explanation, and Action. Through a variety of national and 
international contexts, the model is shown to provide a practical and effective 
guide for developing risk and crisis messages that will resonate with multiple 
publics. Additionally, the model is applied to IMC and its application to cul-
tural approaches previewed.

Chapter 5 offers a more in-depth description of the culture-neutral 
approach within the context of IMC. Five dimensions of the CN approach 
are used for comparative purposes with the other two approaches. Using the 
ZIKv crisis as an example, the analysis shows when CN communication was 
used, how CN messages were presented, responses to the CN messages, how 
the CN approach facilitated effective communication, and what limitations to 
the CN approach were evident.
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6 Introduction

In chapter 6, an in-depth description of the CS approach is provided within 
the context of IMC. We do this by arranging our explanation via the IDEA 
model. Six dimensions of the CS approach provide the basis for a compari-
son with the other approaches, with cultural adaptation being the added sixth 
dimension. The Hurricane Dorian example provides examples showing when 
CS messages were used, how CS messages were presented, the responses to 
the CS messages, how the CS approach facilitated effective communication, 
and what limitations to the CS approach were evident.

The ASFv provides an example of a CC approach in chapter 7. Within the 
context of IMC, five dimensions of the CC approach are used to compare 
with the other two approaches. The same pattern of exposition shows when 
CC messages were used, how CC messages were presented, the responses to 
the CC messages, how the CC approach facilitated effective communication, 
and what limitations to the CC approach were evident.

Part 3

The third section of the book provides takeaways from using cultural 
approaches within the context of IMC to communicate in risk and crisis situ-
ations. In chapter 8, the lessons learned from the three cases involving CN, 
CS, and CC approaches are discussed using spheres of ethnocentricity as a 
framework for identifying why certain messages may be received differently 
depending upon the context of the communication. Differing cultural views 
about what constitutes a crisis and what appropriate responses might be are 
presented, along with tips for practitioners and business/industry leaders 
seeking to move their organizations from CN to CC orientations.

Chapter 9 essentializes the need for an ethical cultural framework when 
communicating risk and crisis messages within the context of IMC. Existing 
models of ethical decision-making are presented, including a CC model devel-
oped within the IMC context. Multiple sources and competing worldviews 
complicate achieving convergence, creating the necessity for establishing 
precedence. The principle of social utility (PSU) and the ethic of significant 
choice are introduced, along with a model for ethical CC decision-making. 
Accounting for cultural sensitivity and translational accuracy is pivotal to 
maintaining an ethical approach to risk and crisis communication.

Finally, in chapter 10, future directions for situating culture in risk and 
crisis communication are provided, predicated upon the belief that a CC 
approach is advantageous when communicating with multiple publics. The 
limitations of immediacy when a crisis strikes challenge the usefulness of 
the CC model when lives are at stake. Areas for future study are suggested to 
reveal how giving voice to those most affected by crises can be transforma-
tive and advantageous.
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7

The concept of culture is complex, even for anthropologists who study cul-
ture from every conceivable dimension. Johoda (1984) considered culture an 
elusive term, suggesting that the number of books devoted to this topic would 
fill many library shelves. Over time, others have concurred. But, when culture 
is introduced into the mix with IMC, and risk and crisis communication, the 
result is, figuratively speaking, the construction of a multi-lane expressway, 
with multiple entrances and exit ramps leading to myriad destinations ready 
for voracious exploration. Quite simply, the complexity and impact of culture 
on how informative and persuasive risk and crisis messages are created, dis-
seminated, and received cannot be overstated.

Here is where we begin our examination, situating culture and integrated 
marketing within the domain of risk and crisis communication. Then, we offer 
a review of communication theory, spokesperson models, and interacting  
arguments to illustrate how culture both affects and reflects the senders and 
receivers of crisis messages in the IMC context.

CULTURE AND INTEGRATED 
MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS

 To situate culture within IMC, both must be defined and briefly explained 
to provide context for what is to follow and to demonstrate how cultural per-
spectives influence the way organizations and spokespeople view themselves 
and stakeholders. Culture is characterized by its nonmaterial and material 
dimensions. Culture is reflected in society through its nonmaterial cultural 
dimensions (e.g., beliefs, values, symbols, and language), as well as by its 
material culture (e.g., physical objects, technology, and forms of dress). 

Chapter 1

Situating Culture and 
Integrated Marketing in Risk 

and Crisis Communication
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8 Chapter 1

IMC, a major communication development in the late twentieth century, is a 
process whereby all communication messages used in a campaign are linked 
to maximize communication effectiveness with stakeholders. The marketing 
elements included in IMC are advertising, sales promotion, direct marketing, 
marketing public relations, sponsorship, the internet, and World Wide Web 
(Kitchen & De Pelsmacker, 2004).

The Effects of Culture on Communication

While the number of cultural factors affecting communication is stagger-
ing, Sarbaugh (1979) identified four general categories of a taxonomy that 
organize the discussion of culture’s effects on communication, particularly 
when applied to messages communicated to diverse publics. These categories 
include code systems, perceptions about relationships and intent, knowing 
and accepting normative beliefs and values, and worldview.

Code systems, or language variations, present a major challenge for effec-
tive communication. Within cultures, distinctive language features (e.g., 
rules of grammar and common usage) make it difficult to even suggest that 
a single culture has a common language. By extension, the “arbitrariness, 
abstractness, meaning-centeredness, and creativity” of language makes com-
munication across cultures a complex undertaking (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 
2005, p. 141). Because language affects how people think, speak, and inter-
act, the presence of first language and second language usage further com-
plicates the communication process. The verbal style used by spokespeople 
also influences how messages are perceived. For example, Gudykunst and 
Ting-Toomey (1988) explained four variations of verbal communication 
styles that affect levels of understanding (e.g., direct versus indirect, elabo-
rate versus succinct, personal versus contextual, and instrumental versus 
affective). Other scholars have provided insight into code systems and 
language choices more specific to specific cultures (Klopf, 2000; Neuliep, 
2003). These various perspectives pertaining to differing language styles and 
code systems serve as guidelines for individuals engaged as spokespersons 
to follow.

The way individuals view their relationship with members of cultures, as 
well as the corresponding intent demonstrated by these communicators, can 
affect how messages are received. Hofstede (1991) identified four broad cul-
tural patterns that influence how individuals perceive each other and respond 
to intercultural communication (e.g., power distance, other-orientation, 
uncertainty avoidance, and gender-identity). The effect of this variable is evi-
dent by the degree to which the spokesperson establishes a relationship based 
upon authority and power. For example, if a spokesperson fails to consider 
the cultural perspectives of the publics, this CN position may alienate the 
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9Situating Culture and Integrated Marketing in Risk

spokesperson from the communities and reduce the probability that they will 
respond positively to the message.

Another aspect of intercultural communication involves the receptivity of 
the communicators to know and accept each other’s beliefs and values. When 
the beliefs and values are known and accepted, positive intercultural com-
munication is the result. If beliefs and values are not known or not accepted, 
misunderstanding and distrust occur. Thus, the manner of communication 
may be directly influenced. For example, in a high-context culture, beliefs 
and values are understood and accepted without explicit explanation. In a 
low-context culture, explicit information about the beliefs and values must be 
shared if there is to be knowledge and acceptance (Hall, 1976). Ting-Toomey 
and Chung (2005) classified these high- and low-context communication pat-
terns by how they affect levels of connection and understanding between the 
senders and receivers. As every characteristic of a culture has the potential to 
influence as it reflects beliefs and values, the need for attention to this area of 
cultural variability is paramount.

Communication between cultures is complicated further by the various 
ways people perceive and act in the world around them. How people expe-
rience their reality (nature of life), focus their attention (purpose of life), 
and use their agency to affect change (place in the cosmos) contributes to 
an individual’s worldview (Sarbaugh, 1979). For example, humans may be 
subjugated to nature, equal with nature, or attempt to dominate nature. From 
another perspective, individuals may feel controlled by, effectively manage, 
or want to control a situation. Ishii et al. (2006) discussed this in the context 
of fatalism versus agency.

Religious orientations that reference sacred writings, authority figures, 
rituals, speculation, and ethical perspectives also contribute to how people 
identify and understand messages related to their well-being (Samovar et al., 
2014). Some scholars suggest that value orientations contribute to worldview 
and have a powerful influence on the way members of a culture perceive and 
respond to communication (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961). Klopf (2000) 
goes on to suggest that the way members of a culture perceive, think, and 
speak is influenced by the manner in which they view the world around them. 
Thus, how individuals view their values in relation to other values reflects 
their value priorities (Schwartz, 1992).

The complexity of culture as characterized in this taxonomy reflects the 
challenges facing decision-makers using IMC to promote products or ideas, 
and risk and crisis communicators intent on saving lives. The language or 
code system used to convey the message must account for the ability of the 
receivers to understand and respond as desired. How groups perceive the 
intent of the sender as helpful, hurtful, or neutral toward them and their needs 
will affect how they respond to messages. How groups handle tolerance for 
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10 Chapter 1

ambiguity will also affect their reactions. To clarify, while some cultures may 
be more holistic in their response to a stimulus, others may respond better to 
direct and sequential messages to follow instructions about how to proceed.

Senders should not ignore the cultural beliefs, values, and assumptions of 
their customers, stakeholders, or publics. While decision-makers may know 
some elements of their publics’ cultural values, without input from the groups 
to provide context for those values, the decision-makers’ messages may not 
be perceived as they were intended. Even more importantly, differing world-
views may complicate communication between senders and receivers. Not all 
groups have the agency to make changes or take charge of the situation. Some 
groups may be fatalistic and unable to respond due to religious perspectives 
that the crisis is god’s plan. Whether through differences in language, rela-
tional intent, tolerance for ambiguity, knowledge and acceptance of values, 
or through worldview, the complexity of culture can make effective IMC or 
risk and crisis communication a challenging endeavor.

In the area of communication, how groups present and represent them-
selves through their culture demonstrates what they value. Cultural variables 
shape not only how messages are created, but their dissemination and recep-
tion, as well. Studies abound with results supporting the conclusion that the 
cultural backgrounds of senders and receivers of messages influences how 
effectively those groups communicate with each other. When senders do 
not account for the cultural perspectives of those receiving their messages, 
they are—in effect—CN, or what is also referred to as culturally insensitive. 
When the sender makes an effort to tailor the message in ways that acknowl-
edge norms and values of the receiving culture, it is an improvement. But, 
when senders use the cultural preferences of the receivers as they construct 
and disseminate messages integrating members of the cultural group, this 
CC approach creates the greatest opportunity for success in achieving the 
intended outcome. In addition, these cultural variables affect the ability of 
people from different groups to know and accept each other in the process of 
developing relationships.

The audience-focused attention to culture can be applied to approaches 
used in marketing. IMC is a relatively new marketing approach used to build 
relationships between a company and its consumers. By definition, “[IMC] is 
the coordination and integration of all marketing communications tools, ave-
nues, and sources within a company into a seamless program that maximizes 
the impact on consumer and other end users at a minimal cost” (Clow & 
Baack, 2007, p. 8). As IMC has evolved, its elements have remained focused 
on advertising, sales promotion, personal selling, direct response marketing, 
and public relations.

The need for IMC grew as the availability of social media exploded 
around the world. As user access to media increased, media outlets expanded 
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to provide alternative channels for reaching current and potential consum-
ers. With the expansion and fragmentation of the media, marketing became 
exceedingly difficult. Because consumers received so much information from 
marketers, to build customer loyalty, companies needed a strategy dependent 
upon consistent messages that could be placed on the media platforms across 
the spectrum. In this way, through consistent and coordinated messaging, busi-
nesses could build strong bonds with consumers by tying together and rein-
forcing the images and messages using integrated marketing (Kotler, 2005).

The intersection of culture and IMC with risk and crisis communication 
is the central focus of this book because both IMC and risk and crisis com-
munication are audience-centered concepts. McKendree (2016) explains that 
because IMC demands that organizations communicate with “consistency, 
coherence, clarity, and continuity within and across formal organizational 
boundaries,” following an IMC approach can diminish or remove the “risk 
and uncertainty associated with crisis events” (p. 131). Within the audience-
centered context, culture must be a primary variable in message creation 
because developing and deciding how and when and by whom messages 
should be disseminated makes a difference in how these messages are 
received by publics. Because IMC relies on a coordinated approach to pro-
moting a product, decision-makers must account for multiple stakeholders 
and carry the consistent brand over multiple channels. One standard message 
may not have the same effect on all customers, but elements of the message 
that are consistently disseminated across a range of platforms will draw the 
publics to the product.

Similarly, when crises occur, decision-makers are challenged to provide 
consistent messages to multiple publics with differing cultural perspectives, 
particularly in the pre-crisis stage when the credibility of the spokesperson 
may be a factor. Persuit (2013) sees IMC as an enabling consideration of 
multiple perspectives in responding to crises and thereby engaging multiple 
audiences in “productive discourse” (p. 87). To meet this potential, vital infor-
mation must be conveyed, with sensitivity toward the cultural perspectives of 
the publics, to achieve intended results. Whether in the promotional mix used 
to reach potential customers (in the case of IMC) or in messages designed 
to provide life-saving information to distressed publics (in the case of risk 
or crisis), decision-makers ought to account for the cultural perspectives of 
receivers to achieve their goals. If not, they risk losing potential customers or 
losing lives of victims needing critical instructions for self-protection.

The Process of Integrated Marketing Communications

For the public relations practitioner, IMC means that all the promotional 
tools available will be linked and function harmoniously in the creation and 
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dissemination of a message. In this integration, every point of contact is a 
communication opportunity as elements are combined, integrated, and syner-
gized in the promotional mix so to consumers, all messages look, sound, and 
feel alike. Practice tells us that when all tools are used together, they are more 
effective than if the tools are employed in a haphazard or uncoordinated way.

Schultz and Kitchen (2000) were among the first to identify the stages of 
IMC development in an organization. These stages move sequentially (figure 
1.1) .

In stage 1—tactical coordination of marketing communication—a high 
degree of interpersonal and cross-functional communication is needed both 
internally and externally. This stage is led by the business or organization, 
not by external agencies. For IMC to be implemented at stage 1, no real 
attempt is made to understand the consumer, customer, and prospect dynam-
ics (Kitchen & De Pelsmacher, 2004). Additionally, no investment has been 
expended to build databases or apply information technology. Essentially, 
for businesses who anchor in this stage, IMC may be nothing more than 
ensuring that the promotional mix of elements is consistent. Most stage 1 
businesses eventually move to stage 2—redefining the scope of marketing 
communication—where extensive information about their customers is gath-
ered from external sources and evaluated. In this stage, the business aligns 
with external agencies to redefine the scope of the marketing communication 
based upon the available data that are collected. In stage 3—application of 

Figure 1.1 Stages of Integrated Marketing Communications.
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information technology—databanks are built and maintained to segment 
publics. Data about different publics are converted into customer knowl-
edge, ultimately affecting communication planning and implementation. To 
reach stage 4—financial and strategic integration—the business leader(s) 
constantly must monitor performance from a return on investment perspec-
tive. Information linked to each of the publics is analyzed on a global scale 
and used in the decision-making process when adapting to market forces or 
customer demand. Businesses that move through all four stages are using a 
comprehensive IMC approach.

By the end of the twentieth century, IMC was being adopted widely by 
public relations practitioners and businesses due to the explosion of all 
forms of media and the growth and development of niche and single media 
markets. As multinational and global entities expanded their influence over 
economic and political systems, digital technology played a major role in 
diffusing information and building corporate identities. With the growth 
of information technology, access to and use of large consumer databases 
became a tool for marketing programs of all types. As access increased, 
IMC strategies to build consumer loyalty for the organization’s brand 
expanded.

Early proponents of IMC promoted its utility for others seeking to develop 
more effective relations with their publics. The components needed for IMC 
to function included consistency, interactivity, and mission. Consistency 
helps information to fit together to create an impression with publics. 
Although messages may be tailored for different audiences, a thread exists 
to link messages together and contributes to the collective brand. Another 
component is interactivity, whereby businesses use databases to identify 
publics who are given the opportunity to initiate communication and provide 
feedback. Providing for publics to engage with the company builds loyalty 
and strengthens the connection with their mission or stated purpose.

In particular, just as all communication messages must be linked for a 
promotional campaign to be success; in crisis situations, all of the messages 
must be coordinated and work in harmony in order to reach the publics with 
the information they need to mitigate the crisis and avoid personal harm. For 
example, governmental agencies must work with local community govern-
ments; emergency management efforts must be communicated with local 
community groups; health, environment, and education systems in a com-
munity must share information to bring needed resources to members of the 
community who need them. To be effective, risk and crisis communication 
must involve constant review and coordination during the pre- and post-crisis 
contexts.

IMC involves different levels of integration to reach targeted populations. 
These integration levels strengthen the effectiveness of the communication 
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because their shared goal is the adoption or acceptance of the product or idea 
by consumers and stakeholders (MMC Learning, 2019).

In IMC, horizontal integration occurs when marketing crosses multiple 
departments in determining what actions must be taken and how messages 
are sent to stakeholders. In risk and crisis contexts, horizontal integration 
describes inter-agency coordination, one of the best practices necessary to 
ensure that relevant information being shared with the publics is consistent 
and immediate (Seeger, 2006).

Data integration in IMC involves different departments collecting and 
sharing information collaboratively to effectively and consistently integrate 
all the promotional tools used to promote a message. For risk and crisis, data 
integration involves entities sharing relevant information to minimize con-
flicting messages coming from different levels of crisis management.

Vertical integration suggests that IMC is consistent with higher-level 
objectives within the corporate structure and supports the mission. For 
example, if an organization supports corporate social responsibility (CSR), 
vertical integration focuses on making sure all messages from every level of 
the organization support that mission. In the case of crisis messaging, when 
applying IMC principles, one would expect to find consistency between 
corporate objectives and what organizational leaders were communicating 
through their messages.

IMC requires all staff to be informed and motivated to promote new 
product developments, new service standards, or new partnerships. Hence, 
everyone is responsible for knowing what is happening to fully market new 
ideas or outcomes; consistent internal communication is essential. For crisis 
situations, effective intra-agency communication is essential to functionally 
operate with a consistent message. Intra-agency communication enables an 
organization to retain its credibility by maintaining consistency about what is 
happening to mitigate the effects of the crisis on the publics.

Finally, IMC requires external integration to attain the goal of cohesive 
and integrated communication with outside entities. In this context, when 
multiple agencies are involved, there is a need to work together to deliver 
a seamless solution. For risk and crisis communicators, this goal becomes 
controlling the narrative. When multiple voices are presenting critical infor-
mation in advance of or during a crisis, members of the publics need to know 
that their source of information is providing the complete message they need 
to survive.

Advantages of IMC

IMC offers many benefits to organizations when promoting their products 
or services. These include, for instance, being customer-centered, producing 
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a consistent and credible message, controlling the narrative, responding to 
timelines, and being cost- and time-effective.

Customer-centered communications is at the heart of integrated market-
ing, guiding the customers through the buying or acceptance process. The 
customer-centered approach mirrors what Dutta (2008) termed the CC 
approach, whereby the perspective of those receiving the information guides 
the decision-makers when they create and disseminate their risk and crisis 
messages. When relationships are culture-centered, images and relevant 
information will have been identified from the intended publics. By using 
these images and information, risk and crisis communicators will know pre-
cisely what the publics need to know, when they need to know it, and from 
whom they should be getting it.

As IMC helps an organization build loyalty with its customers, it also 
opens spaces to help publics sort through conflicting risk and crisis messages, 
focusing on those that emanate from the most trusted and credible sources.

The consistent and credible messages that are characteristic of IMC are 
more effective in cutting through the noise from other messages and keep the 
customers unified in their support of the organization. Creating one consistent 
and credible message is the goal of IMC because it has more impact with 
multiple messages that may or may not have persuasive elements appealing to 
a broad population. This characteristic is consistent with the best practice of 
risk and crisis communication that calls for controlling the narrative through 
a single source (Seeger, 2006). When life or death is hanging in the balance, 
the publics want to know that the message they receive is the one to which 
they should be paying attention. If disjointed messages are presented in the 
face of crisis situations, the publics may become confused, frustrated, or anx-
ious. The development of consistent messages presented in the face of a crisis 
sends a message of reassurance and order to the publics.

Customers are typically influenced more when shared messages are uni-
fied. Message consistency is enhanced in IMC by using images across differ-
ent communication tools and modes of distribution to create more avenues 
for customers to be exposed to the product and decide about purchasing the 
product or idea. This is evident when a logo or image is used across multiple 
platforms and packaging options. Similarly, message consistency is a critical 
component of risk and crisis communication because, like IMC, having mul-
tiple agencies referencing the same information in the same or similar way is 
advantageous and is reaching multiple publics preferring different sources or 
modes of delivery.

As one might expect, as messages become more consistent, their credibility 
in the buyer’s mind is enhanced. IMC seeks to reduce uncertainty about risks 
associated with the product or idea being promoted. Controlling the narra-
tive and being credible are equally important for organizations disseminating 
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information in risk and crisis situations. As the spokespeople present their 
messages, reliance on credible sources will enable them to appear more 
consistent and a source that people can trust to provide them with accurate 
information.

When IMC is implemented, messages are linked and sequenced to provide 
reminders to the customers about updated information and special offers to 
guide them to the buying process. The timeliness of these messages serves to 
direct the customers to keep moving toward the completion of a transaction. 
In risk and crisis situations, the timeliness of the warnings and updates is 
equally critical in the process of informing the publics affected by the crisis 
about steps they should take to get out of harm’s way or mitigate the impact 
of the situation on their lives and livelihoods.

As a final consideration, IMC eliminates duplication of effort because all 
elements of the promotion are shared across the organization. These elements 
find their way into all advertising, exhibits, and sales literature, to name a 
few. A single department being responsible for IMC saves money for the 
organization through a reduction of duplication (e.g., advertising, time spent 
in meetings, creative sessions, and workload). Similarly, in risk and crisis 
situations, saving time and effort is critical when lives are at stake. Risk and 
crisis communication are enhanced when all aspects of the communication 
messages are being coordinated and disseminated by an identified spokesper-
son and strategic team.

 Barriers to IMC

IMC has several barriers that limit an organization’s ability to successfully 
communicate with target audiences, including what have been called func-
tional silos within the organization. Silos are artificial walls or obstacles that 
stifle creativity, produce conflicts, and challenge decision-makers.

Within some organizational structures, departments exist with manag-
ers who have as a primary goal the protection of their turf, including both 
budgets and staff. Because multiple departments are involved when IMC is 
implemented, if information is not shared across departments, efficiency and 
cost savings may not be realized. In addition, managers often do not com-
municate with each other to avoid giving the appearance of being influenced 
by someone from another department. Public relations departments may not 
report to marketing; while sales departments may meet with advertising staff 
about new promotional offers. Instead of generating creative ideas to be used 
across IMC, departmental staff refrain from adopting or developing ideas 
generated by other units for fear of appearing to lack creativity themselves.

This limitation is not unique to IMC because in risk and crisis situations, 
similar turf wars exist between agencies seeking to mitigate the harms of the 
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situation. Multiple entities are involved in crisis situations, including different 
levels of elected government, non-profit organizations, emergency manage-
ment entities, communication specialists, news agencies, health and safety 
offices, environmental agencies, and community action groups, to name a 
few. The same silos that exist in IMC can prevent crisis responders from 
sharing information and result in less efficiency and cost overruns. Multiple 
agencies make it possible for crisis managers to avoid communicating regu-
larly or completely with each other. Without a central command to bring the 
involved parties to the table to develop a comprehensive strategic crisis plan 
of action, the impact of their collective efforts will be limited.

IMC can have the effect of stifling creativity because once the coordinated 
marketing plan has been agreed upon and is in place, spontaneous creativity 
is eliminated. Making creative adjustments to IMC limits its effectiveness 
because of the coordination required to convey the adjustments across the 
organization. For example, the spontaneity of responding to declining con-
sumer purchases with a new promotion to boost sales would be unlikely if 
an overall IMC did not allow for such modification. For risk and crisis com-
municators, the example of an organization developing its crisis plan and then 
failing to use it during a crisis runs parallel with IMC. For example, just as the 
dynamics of consumer response may prompt a change of strategy, the dynam-
ics of crisis situations make constant adjustments a necessity. If the crisis 
managers are not agile and creative in their responses to changing dynamics 
during a crisis, they may limit their ability to respond in ways that will have 
a greater impact on reducing the threats to lives and livelihoods.

Finally, a threat to the effective implementation of IMC is the lack of 
familiarity among managers to the concepts of coordinated marketing. 
Because most public relations agencies are single discipline in their focus, 
they lack experience across the marketing disciplines and lack commitment 
to implementing a way of promotion that limits their individual influence 
in favor of a more collective decision-making strategy. Similarly, in risk 
and crisis situations, individuals bring their own training and expertise 
into their decision-making regarding how to reach the affected publics. 
Communications specialists may focus on the development of the message 
and how it is disseminated, while emergency managers may assume that their 
plans will be carried out without concern for how those plans are conveyed 
to the publics. Developing a CC, collaborative communication and manage-
ment approach to risk and crisis communication is a goal worthy of pursuing.

Implementing Integrated Marketing Communications

As with any marketing system, there are challenges to implementing IMC 
effectively. Similarly, risk and crisis messages to be effective must also build 
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upon strengths while overcoming the challenges. These best practices in both 
contexts focus on management, organizational climate, communication strat-
egy, budget, and customer orientation.

For IMC to succeed, senior management must believe the benefits outweigh 
the drawbacks. IMC requires leadership from the top that is integrated at differ-
ent levels throughout the organization. Discussing integration at every meeting, 
whether vertically or horizontally, as well as internally or externally, the focus 
must be on developing a consistent message and ensuring that all groups within 
the organization convey the message. As crises occur, they also require deci-
sion-makers with authority to use an overarching strategy that acknowledges 
the tensions associated with developing and disseminating a message that can 
be maintained consistently within the organization at all levels, and eternally 
from the organization across different populations (Littlefield, 2020b).

The organizational climate for IMC to succeed must be inclusive of all units. 
Information must be shared across departments so that all can benefit and 
use it successfully. Artwork and other media must be developed together and 
shared in all mailings, exhibitions, press releases, websites, and even holiday 
cards. The brand book and design manual should be used to maintain common 
visual standards across all promotional materials, and internal marketing of the 
promotional campaign must be carefully planned and consistently reinforced. 
In crisis situations, all entities responding to the crisis must exhibit the trait of 
shared authority and cooperation to make sure that brands and information are 
shared to provide consistent and recognizable messages. Images and designs 
must be consistently used and appropriate to the publics who view them.

Developing a marketing strategy involves having clear communication 
objectives and position statements. The vertical integration of the corporate 
vision must transcend levels in the organization. Linking the core values into 
every message will strengthen the impact of the campaign on the publics who 
experience them. Controlling the narrative is an essential task that risk and 
crisis decision-makers must complete to assure the publics that the goal of 
saving lives and mitigating the crisis takes top priority. Without such a strat-
egy, the objectives of the crisis decision-maker are unclear, and the vision is 
inconsistently acknowledged.

In IMC, the budgeting process for organizations always begins from a 
zero base because the marketing is developed for the client. Thus, with each 
objective comes the budget needed to accomplish the intended objectives. 
An awareness of the preferences of intended customers also impacts the 
budget to develop uniquely tailored strategies designed to gain compliance 
or adoption. Similarly, developing a crisis plan is necessary for the decision-
maker because budget estimates can be made that are built upon achieving 
objectives. If disseminating information to residents in an area requires mul-
tiple modes of distribution, providing budget authority for those distribution 
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expenses will enable an organization or community to make plans prior to a 
crisis to have funds when needed.

Making CC decisions in IMC keeps the customers first. By considering the 
stages a customer goes through before, during and after a purchase, the appro-
priate communication tools can be selected for each stage. The sequence of 
communication will guide the consumer through each stage of the purchase 
or adoption process. Within the risk and crisis phases, the pre-crisis phase 
provides warnings and instructional messages appropriate to preparing for the 
crisis. When the crisis presents itself, a different series of messages must be 
used to help publics deal with the realities of the crisis and take action to save 
their lives or livelihoods. Once the crisis passes, in the post-crisis phase, mes-
sages of recovery and learning provide insight into actions the publics should 
take to avoid experiencing similar crises in the future. The CC risk and crisis 
messages developed for multiple publics provide a broad range of strategies 
with a broad range of appeal.

Establishing a Theoretical Baseline

Understanding how organizations communicate with their publics to market 
their products, promote ideas, or provide information about how to prevent 
harm or mitigate a crisis is essential. Using relational dialectics theory 
(Baxter, 2006; Baxter & Montgomery, 1996), Littlefield (2020b) argued that 
the prioritization by decision-makers of strategic responses to perceived ten-
sions associated with a crisis influences how messages intended to maintain 
positive relationships with their publics are created and disseminated. Despite 
the different contexts in which such relational messaging occurs, the elements 
in the communication model are consistent. The sender of the message must 
conceive, develop, and disseminate the information via available channels to 
receivers who identify, understand, and respond immediately through feed-
back to the source of the message. While this process is underway, distrac-
tions may create noise for the receiver that blocks or impedes some of the 
message from being conveyed successfully.

If the sender understands the audiences’ needs and is aware of how cultural 
elements may influence the audiences’ receptivity, the message will likely 
be perceived as relevant and, thus, more persuasive. For example, knowing 
when to promote a product with more overt or more subtle messages may 
help the sender to craft a message that is more likely to be acted upon by 
the receiver (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). If the spokesperson knows how to 
interpret the feedback, the message may be modified, or additional strategies 
may be employed to entice the receiver to act as instructed.

There are several IMC approaches used to diffuse information or prod-
ucts into a social system. Sellnow et al. (2009) discussed and evaluated 
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the effectiveness of these spokesperson models. The single-step model is 
very direct and proceeds from the sender to the receiver. This model can be 
face-to-face or involve social media, as evidenced by Twitter and Instagram 
enabling senders to market in real time directly to consumers. When more 
than one person is involved in the process, the multiple-step message may be 
transmitted via an opinion leader, or someone who is trusted by the receiver. 
The sender and the opinion leader have an established relationship that 
enables the message to move more directly than through some other form of 
media. In addition to using an opinion leader, IMC relies on multiphase com-
munications to market comprehensively through mass media.

When publics process information, they select from a variety of communi-
cation channels over time, necessitating that marketers provide information 
at every stage of the diffusion process across the spectrum of choices. IMC 
draws its advantage from coordinating the promotion of the message horizon-
tally and vertically as earlier discussed. In the case of securing buy-in from 
the customer, knowledge or familiarity with the product or idea is necessary. 
Once the consumer is aware, the persuasion phase incorporates both inter-
personal and forms of mass communication to move toward the decision to 
respond as the sender instructs. The decision is not made in a vacuum, as the 
consumer must confirm it over time as conflicting messages or experiences 
challenge the original decision. The implementation of the decision enables 
to consumer to bring the diffusion process to its conclusion (Rogers, 2003). 
While this process appears to be linear; in reality, consumers often loop 
back and forth between the stages based upon how they perceive the relative 
advantage of the product or course of action.

Knowing when and how to use communication strategies is necessary 
for marketers to be successful. The use of specific strategies may be more 
effective in different situations based upon whether raising awareness or 
gaining acceptance is the goal. For example, an advertisement may provide 
the information uniformly to all consumers, but providing a sample may be 
more effective in ultimately securing the adoption of the product or idea by 
the consumer. In crisis situations, communication may come in the pre-crisis 
stage as warnings about the crisis; during the crisis stage in the form of 
instructional communication about how to mitigate or avoid harm, or in the 
post-crisis stage to share information that assesses the damage, determines 
levels of effectiveness; and plans for future crises.

The Role of the Spokesperson

Culturally identifying with a spokesperson helps the publics connect with the 
need or crisis event and contributes positively to the dissemination of crisis 
information. Weick (1988) wrote, “[I]nitial responses do more than set the 
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tone; they determine the trajectory of the crisis. Since people know what they 
have done, only after they do it, people and their actions rapidly become part 
of the crisis” (p. 309). We argue that relationships must be built in advance 
during the pre-crisis phases with members of disparate populations to avoid 
the miscommunications that can arise.

The position of using a spokesperson affiliated with the ethnicity of the 
population is supported in the literature. Littlefield and Thweatt (2004) 
extended the work of Arpan (2002) and found that publics felt more com-
fortable receiving information from a cultural agent or spokesperson when 
discussing information related to their health or safety. Arpan initially argued 
that the ethnic identity of an audience should be considered before selecting 
a spokesperson to maximize receptivity.

The assumption behind the single spokesperson model (figure 1.2) is that 
one person presenting one message will be more effective in communicating 
information about how to respond to a crisis. This speaker-centered approach 
draws strength from what Klopf (2000) termed “projective cognitive simi-
larity,” or the belief that “the person with whom we are talking perceives, 
judges, thinks, and reasons the same way we do” (p. 223).

This perspective provides some assurance that the public will receive a 
consistent message in times of crisis, which is essential for success (Rogers, 
2003). While this theoretical position seems logical, in reality, it is not practi-
cal because there is not just one universal public receiving a crisis message. 
Instead, there are multiple publics represented by a wide range of ethnic and 
cultural groups who are asked to receive the cross-cultural message uniformly 
and respond accordingly (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1958/1971).

Unfortunately, due to sociocultural variables, the publics’ responses are 
often far from uniform. Scholars in intercultural communication recognize 
the diversity of the multiple publics and have identified factors that affect 
how culturally diverse groups send and receive messages (Abramson & 
Moran, 2018). These factors range from macro to micro in scope, but all 
can change the way a crisis message is received. Since each individual 
culture has specific elements associated with language, the use of one cri-
sis message transmitted across cultures is an ineffective way to motivate 
individuals to respond appropriately to the crisis. Language differences and 
styles of communication are likely to increase misunderstanding or result in 

Figure 1.2 Single Spokesperson Model of Crisis Communication.
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non-compliance when crisis messages are transmitted unless these variables 
are considered. With only the single spokesperson presenting one message 
cross-culturally, individuals in the different cultural groups are unlikely to 
respond as directed.

Samovar et al. (2014) suggested that to communicate effectively with 
people from diverse cultural backgrounds, an individual must have knowl-
edge about the people from other cultures and respect for their diversity. This 
said, the need to rethink the single-spokesperson model of crisis communi-
cation seems apparent. Under the established model (figure 1.2), the single 
spokesperson presents the message to the public. Because the public is seen 
as a homogenous group, the single spokesperson is confident that the crisis 
message will be received as it is intended. The reality of multiple publics 
complicates this model because of the cultural variables that may influence 
how the crisis message is perceived and acted upon by the publics.

In figure 1.3, during the pre-crisis phase, relationships should be estab-
lished with cultural agents drawn from the diverse publics who will be part 
of the message transmission if the risk becomes a crisis and a response is 
needed. The single spokesperson can still be at the center of the crisis and 
will likely serve as the contact person for the cultural agents who are ulti-
mately responsible for presenting the crisis message in a meaningful way 
to members of their respective cultural groups. This alternative approach is 
audience-centered and responds to the needs of people to get information 
from those who seem more closely affiliated with them. We propose that 
when communicating with diverse publics, using multiple spokespeople who 
represent and speak in patterns associated with the intended audiences, and 

Figure 1.3 Multiple Spokesperson Model of Crisis Communication.
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using language representative of these groups, will enhance the receptivity of 
those who receive the messages.

Interacting Arguments

While multiple spokespeople can have a positive impact when seeking to 
reach different groups within a social system, with more voices comes the 
potential for different, conflicting views. These differences may result in 
oppositional perspectives or arguments that must be evaluated by audi-
ences who may not share the same level of technical expertise to recognize 
the merit of the information being presented. Accounting for the publics’ 
understanding of the interacting arguments necessitates an audience-centered 
approach, whether through IMC or in risk or crisis messaging.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1958/1971) introduced the concept 
of interacting arguments affecting universal and particular audiences and 
described a means by which audiences might evaluate them. In their treatise, 
differentiated forms of interaction were identified, as follows: interaction 
occurring between arguments (e.g., X is a better solution than Y); interac-
tion between arguments and the overall situation (e.g., X is a better solution 
than Y, given the current situation); interaction between arguments and their 
conclusion (e.g., X will achieve the preferred result more quickly than Y or 
other alternatives); and interaction between the arguments in the discourse 
with those about the discourse (e.g., X may be better solution than Y, but 
neither address the systemic cause of the problem). They suggested that when 
arguments interact, audiences or stakeholders make judgments based upon 
the strengths of the different arguments (e.g., source of the information, the 
strength of the claims, and their value).

Because opposing arguments are dynamic and shift as the argumentation 
proceeds, Sellnow et al. (2009) portrayed competing arguments as interact-
ing through convergence, congruence, mutually exclusivity, or dominance. 
As claims are presented in the ongoing argumentation, the publics may find 
some merit in each of the competing arguments and be unsure about which 
claim is the best option. With the addition of multiple sources of informa-
tion, convergence is the primary objective for organizations seeking to bring 
competing arguments to a single conclusion that is recognized by the publics 
as making sense. The convergence of competing perspectives into a coherent 
and cohesive argument intersects the assumptions underlying IMC. To move 
toward a context where potential customers collect and contemplate multiple 
messages about a product or idea, conflicting perspectives must converge into 
a single conclusion. Similarly, once that conclusion is reached, it becomes a 
part of the broader interaction between multiple groups who may or may not 
share that perspective.
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Considering Culture in Crisis Stages

When decision-makers are confronted with a crisis and must decide how to 
respond, or businesses seek to promote a product or idea using IMC, develop-
ing a coherent message to influence publics or secure customers requires an 
awareness of the communication process. Messages are created and dissemi-
nated; receivers hear, interpret, and respond accordingly. The goal is to gain 
compliance or acceptance. When crises strike, keeping culture at the center 
of the decision-making process is essential because, with an audience focus, 
the decision-maker or communicator will tailor responses in such a way that 
the intender receivers of the message are willing to accept.

In the pre-crisis stage, communicators invite members of cultural groups 
to be part of the discussion. In this stage, there is time to develop trust and 
learn what the groups want or need to know, how they prefer to receive the 
information, and from whom. Enlisting the support of cultural agents who are 
already trusted by the group can enable senders to understand how messages 
should be presented for greatest impact. In this stage, multiple arguments are 
introduced, and the effective communicator will seek convergence to find the 
most effective means to market the information.

In the crisis stage, there is no time for trust building because messages 
must be presented directly, consistently, and credibly to save lives and 
mitigate the harms emanating from the immediacy of the crisis. Using 
knowledge gained during the pre-crisis stage, communicators use the trusted 
spokespeople and opinion leaders to convey the important information in 
a way that will be culturally synchronous with the preferred ways of com-
municating. The goal is to make sure the critical information is shared with 
the affected publics in such a way that they will respond and act according 
to what is suggested.

In the post-crisis stage, listening and responding to the cultural groups 
affected by the crisis is essential if organizations are going to learn how to do 
a better job of communicating when the next crisis occurs. Bringing members 
of the cultural groups or community into the decision-making process within 
an organization will build trust and establish credibility. Ultimately, cultural 
groups will be more likely to demonstrate loyalty to the organization if they 
believe the focus of interest for the organization is genuinely on them, rather 
than on itself.

SUMMARY

This chapter has revealed how dimensions of culture are reflected in the 
communication process and the study of IMC, as it intersects with risk and 
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crisis communication and benefits from the inclusion of culture in the con-
ception, dissemination, and reception of informative and persuasive risk and 
crisis messages. A review of related communication theories, spokesperson 
models, and interacting arguments provided the conceptual framework for the 
inclusion of culture and IMC in the advancement of effective risk and crisis 
communication. Our discussion of pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis stages 
supports the need to include elements of culture in the crafting and transmis-
sion of messages, as well as an understanding of cultural beliefs, values, and 
practices affecting the way crisis messages are received. In chapter 2, we pro-
pose our rationale for using culture to enhance the best practices of risk and 
crisis communication, along with a discussion of how differing worldviews 
may serve to mitigate the realization of strategic planning designed to save 
lives and livelihoods.
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Chapter 1 focused on how interacting arguments function to develop a con-
sistent and coherent message in IMC or in risk and crisis communication. 
In either case, dialogue among stakeholders must culminate to conceive an 
informed and mutually beneficial decision that establishes and maintains the 
relationship. This chapter presents risk and crisis communication best prac-
tices within the context of IMC as a framework for understanding why mes-
sages are more-or-less effective with culturally diverse groups. A common 
thread impacting how these messages are perceived is the influence of culture 
and the challenge of globalization.

INTEGRATED MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS

The four sequential stages of marketing introduced in chapter 1 lead to fully 
IMC. Specific steps must be taken within each of these stages to prepare the 
organization for promoting a product or idea to potential consumers.

Stage 1 focuses on the tactical coordination of marketing communica-
tion in preparing to launch the campaign. Within the organization, internal 
communication centers around making sure everyone knows about and 
understands what is being planned for the campaign for intra-organizational 
consistency. Horizontal coordination across departments and divisions pro-
vides coherence about what actions must be taken to prepare, disseminate, 
and evaluate messages for the campaign. Vertical coordination establishes the 
priorities associated with the promotional campaign because from the chief 
executive officer (CEO) to the public-facing information officer, in the tacti-
cal stage, all levels of the organization must buy into the values and priorities 
underlying the campaign. Because IMC may involve external entities, data 

Chapter 2

The Cultural Imperative in Risk and 
Crisis Communication Best Practices
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need to be shared prior to launching the campaign to minimize the potential 
for conflicting messages. Preparing to control the narrative with a consistent 
promotional mix of messages is essential. With this preparation, little to no 
emphasis is placed on learning about the customer. Rather, the focus is quite 
simply on planning the campaign. Some businesses may never move beyond 
stage 1. That is, they may remain self-focused in an attempt to ensure that 
their promotional mix of communication speaks with one voice, rather than 
being other focused on tailoring those messages to the receivers represented 
in their stakeholder publics (Littlefield, 2020b).

As organizations shift their focus from self to others, they enter stage 2. In 
stage 2—redefining the scope of marketing communication—agents gather as 
much information as possible about customer preferences. They begin to use 
intelligent automation to increase efficiency and accuracy as they seek more 
and more information and evaluate feedback. In stage 2, a real effort is made 
to understand consumer dynamics and then to redefine strategies accord-
ingly. At this point, the business also begins to reach out to other agencies 
that may have useful information about the customers to be integrated into 
the promotion of the product or idea. This alignment with other businesses 
or agencies serves to share resources and build brand loyalty to a range of 
related products or ideas.

Once the data are collected and inter-agency shared, the business is ready 
to move into stage 3, where the application of information technology is used 
to build larger audiences for the products or ideas being promoted. Acquiring 
several data sources enables businesses to create databases that can be seg-
mented globally and maintained. With customer data available to analyze, 
businesses or organizations gain knowledge about the customers and can plan 
and implement campaigns to reach segmented groups.

As their capacity to monitor the efficiency and accuracy of automated 
customer databases and to process feedback from consumers grows, business 
executives begin to make decisions based on potential return on investment. 
Information and knowledge about each segmented group is used to make 
these strategic choices. Applying knowledge about customers or publics 
requires technical and financial resources, as well as reasoned executive 
management to be effective. In stage 4, the financial and strategic integra-
tion of all aspects of the campaign are constantly reviewed and revised to 
meet changing demand for the products or variables that previously were not 
identified.

When all four stages function with integrated tactical coordination, rede-
fined scope, application of information technology, and financial and strategic 
management, an organization can be described as fully utilizing IMC. Next, 
best practices of risk and crisis communication are applied, using these stages 
of the IMC framework as a guide.
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BEST PRACTICES OF RISK AND 
CRISIS COMMUNICATION

 When evaluating how organizations respond to risk or crisis situations, 
scholars have identified practices that proved effective in mitigating negative 
impacts and maintaining positive relationships with relevant publics. These 
best practices (Seeger, 2006) drawn from previous crises provide principles 
for organizations to follow when facing similar situations. In addition, they 
form a baseline for analyzing communication strategies and informing deci-
sion-makers as they manage communication before, during, and following a 
crisis.

As figure 2.1 illustrates, the grouping of practices in the categories of stra-
tegic planning, proactive strategies, and strategic response loosely adhered to 
the pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis stages experienced by an organization or 
community facing a traumatic event. However, in reality the best practices 
were used as the situation called for them.

Figure 2.1 Risk and Crisis Communication Best Practices. Source: Seeger, 2006; 
Sellnow & Vidoloff, 2009.
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In the pre-crisis stage, best practices associated with strategic planning 
include pre-event planning, coordinating networks, and accepting uncer-
tainty. Proactive strategies involve forming partnerships, listening to public 
concerns, and being open and honest while communicating about the crisis. 
As the crisis evolves, best practices involve remaining accessible to the 
media, communicating with compassion and empathy, and providing sugges-
tions for self-efficacy.

Because these practices may be relevant during more than one stage of 
the crisis, plans must be evaluated and updated continuously. An eleventh 
best practice to account for cultural differences was added later to reflect the 
importance of audience-focused messaging when informing or persuading 
the publics during a crisis (Sellnow & Vidoloff, 2009).

In 2020, the best practices were revisited by scholars seeking to determine 
if they remained sufficient and relevant after over a decade of application 
and study (Veil et al., 2020). They began with a review of the original best 
practices after determining that even though risk communication and crisis 
communication were sufficiently different in purpose and form, in the context 
of best practices, keeping them connected demonstrated an “inherent duality” 
(p. 379).

Their analysis provides a more robust description of best practices associ-
ated with the pre-crisis stage to include planning ahead for a prompt response, 
establishing a crisis communication network with credible sources, and 
accepting uncertainty and ambiguity as an inherent aspect of responding to 
risk and crisis situations. In the crisis stage, forming partnerships with the 
publics; listening to the publics’ concerns; and communicating with honesty, 
candor, and openness remained ways to involve the publics in the commu-
nication processes throughout the crisis. As the crisis changes, meeting the 
needs of the media to remain accessible; communicating with compassion, 
concern, and honesty; and providing suggestions for self-protection reflected 
a more specific focus for the message’s purpose. Just as Seeger (2006) sug-
gested that crisis plans should be continuously evaluated and updated, and 
Sellnow and Vidoloff (2009) accounted for cultural differences, these best 
practices were confirmed as contributing to the creation of more effective risk 
and crisis communication.

In addition to confirming the validity of the initial set of best practices, Veil 
et al. (2020) identified several additional ones. These practices focus on prior-
itizing the safety and well-being of the public; tailoring messages to affected 
audiences and providing instruction for self-protection; acknowledging and 
accounting for vulnerable populations; accepting uncertainty and avoiding 
public speculation; and completing and communicating recovery efforts. 
Prioritizing the safety and well-being of endangered publics is an aspect of 
the tensions of strategic communication decision-making that encourages 
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decision-makers to be other-focused throughout the crisis to assure publics 
that their interests are the priority (Littlefield, 2020b).

To reflect a CC perspective, messages must be tailored and include 
instructions for self-protection and have input from members of the affected 
publics (Littlefield, 2013). Moreover, acknowledging vulnerable groups as 
encompassing more than race, ethnicity, language, and religion is critical 
(e.g., socio-economic status, physical ability, technology access, and educa-
tion level) to success. The practice of avoiding speculation was integrated 
with accepting uncertainty to become an enhanced best practice because of 
the effects unsubstantiated information can have on the perceptions of those 
receiving the messages. Finally, recovery efforts should be completed and 
communicated to bring closure for publics who experienced the crisis.

To reframe the best practices, Veil et al. (2020) compiled 15 Essential 
Guidelines for Ongoing Risk and Crisis Communication. These guidelines 
are grouped into four areas that clarify how decision-makers should com-
municate. The first group includes practices to prepare prior to the crisis. 
Strategic planning includes, for example, preparing ahead for a prompt 
response, establishing a crisis communication network, and prioritizing the 
safety and well-being of the public. The second area is very audience-focused 
in that it addresses the need for inclusivity by listening to public concerns, 
acknowledging and accounting for vulnerable populations, acknowledging 
and accounting for cultural differences, forming partnerships with the public, 
meeting the needs of the media, and remaining accessible to the media. Next, 
the sender-focused strategies demonstrate responsible communication by 
accepting uncertainty and avoiding public speculation, providing instructions 
for self-protection, tailoring messages to affected audiences, communicating 
with honesty, candor, and openness, and communicating with compassion, 
concern, and empathy. Guidelines in the fourth area focus on completing and 
communicating recovery efforts and continuously evaluating and updating 
crisis plans. In this post-crisis phase, these guidelines reflect the learning that 
occurred to be better prepared for the next crisis.

COMPARING STAGES OF IMC WITH BEST PRACTICES

Strategic Planning and Stage 1 Tactical 
Coordination of Marketing Communication

The best practices associated with strategic planning are applicable to what 
occurs during stage 1 of the IMC process, where organizations are pulling 
together the resources in preparation for a coordinated campaign. In table 2.1, 
the characteristics of the two stages reflect a similar focus. The best practice 
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of planning ahead involves confirming that all departments across the orga-
nization are familiar with and ready to share information and proceed in the 
presentation of a coordinated and coherent marketing campaign. To establish 
a crisis communication network, communication within the organization 
must be coordinated so that all messages reflect the core themes of the mar-
keting campaign. Similarly, making connections with external entities that 
may contribute to the campaign either directly or indirectly is necessary to 
adhere to the best practice of establishing a crisis communication network. 
The additional best practice of prioritizing the safety and well-being of the 
public is reflected in the need for vertical integration on stage 1 of IMC. 
The values of the company must be initiated from the leadership and move 
through every level of management and to every member. Prioritizing the 
safety and well-being of the public is other-focused. The tension of focus of 
interest faces every decision-maker (Littlefield, 2020b) and makes vertical 
integration essential if this priority is going to be coherently and consistently 
communicated to customers or publics.

Inclusive Approach and Stage 2 Redefining 
the Scope of Marketing Communication

For the best practices associated with what Veil et al. (2020) describe as an 
inclusive approach, a CC perspective must guide the best practices associated 
with stage 2 of IMC shown in table 2.2.

To listen to concerns and form partnerships with the public, businesses 
using IMC must seek public information and evaluate feedback from the 
public to tailor their marketing message in such a way that customers will 
recognize and respond positively. Partnerships formed with publics prior to a 
crisis lead to more effective communication during a crisis. However, these 
relationships must continue throughout a crisis and be inclusive of publics’ 
perceptions as they change during a crisis. Arnett et al. (2017) see this dimen-
sion of crisis communication as a negotiation among stakeholders to collec-
tively create “mutually creative solutions” (p. 28). Seeking and evaluating 

Table 2.1 Comparison of Strategic Planning Best Practices with Stage 1 of Integrated 
Marketing Communications

Strategic Planning
Stage 1—Tactile Coordination of 
Marketing Coordination

Plan for a prompt response Horizontal integration
Establish a communication crisis network Internal coordination
Establish a communication crisis network External coordination
Prioritize the safety and well-being of the public Vertical integration
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feedback is how organizational leaders include consumer preferences in IMC. 
Littlefield (2020b) confirmed this conclusion, suggesting that decision-mak-
ers who modify their communication with publics as the dynamics of a crisis 
change are more successful in maintaining their relationship with publics.

The need to remain accessible and provide media with information was one 
of the best practices identified by Seeger (2006). Being responsive to media 
as a partner in the process of disseminating messages during a campaign or 
crisis helps organizations control the narrative. When media trust the source 
of the information that is needed by publics to respond as encouraged or 
directed, they will return to that primary source and be able to disregard mes-
sages coming from less trusted sources. This represents a flow from source 
through media to publics.

When Veil et al. (2020) identified partnerships with the media as part 
of an inclusive approach to risk and crisis communication, they broadened 
the inclusion to be more than that of a pre-crisis arrangement. Instead, they 
suggested that media must remain included throughout the duration of the 
campaign or crisis. When considering this within stage 2 of IMC, as orga-
nizations or businesses seek information about publics and consumers, they 
use media as sources providing consumer information and insight into the 
cultural preferences needed for organizations to develop their marketing or 
crisis messages.

Veil et al. (2020) also emphasize acknowledging vulnerable populations. 
While consumer research of customer preferences in stage 2 provides deci-
sion-makers with insight about which vulnerable populations may be part of 

Table 2.2 Comparison of Inclusive Approach Best Practices with Stage 2 of Integrated 
Marketing Communications

Inclusive Approach
Stage 2—Redefining the Scope of Marketing 
Communication

Listen to public concerns Seek public information and evaluate 
feedback

Forming partnerships with the public Seek public information and evaluate 
feedback

Meet the needs of the media and 
remaining accessible

Seek public information and evaluate 
feedback

Acknowledge and account for 
vulnerable populations

Consumer research of customer preferences

Acknowledge and account for 
vulnerable populations

Intelligent automation of information 
processing

Acknowledge and account for cultural 
differences

Consumer research of customer preferences

Acknowledge and account for cultural 
differences

Intelligent automation of information 
processing 
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their consumer base, the need for organizational leaders to acknowledge and 
communicate through vertical integration why the most vulnerable publics 
should be accounted for is necessary. In contrast, to acknowledge and account 
for cultural differences, decision-makers must enact horizontal integration to 
ensure that the strategic messages embedded within the marketing reflect the 
cultural differences identified through the extended information gathering 
during this stage of IMC.

Responsible Communication and Stage 3 
Application of Information Technology

The guidelines for responsible communication as essential best practices 
(Veil et al., 2020) are source-centered in that they focus on what decision-
makers should consider when developing and marketing their communication 
plans. Doing so requires decision-makers to apply what they know to achieve 
maximum effectiveness. As depicted in table 2.3, this corresponds directly 
with stage 3 of IMC because in this phase, the data acquired in stage 2 is built 
into globally segmented databases that are used to plan and implement com-
munication strategies to market the ideas or crisis messages.

Organizations that take their role to provide information seriously adhere 
to the best practice of tailoring messages to affected audiences. When receiv-
ers fail to see the relevance of messages, they will disregard them, which 
may lead to negative outcomes. One way to convey relevance in IMC is by 
segmenting the database as messages are conceived and developed.

Table 2.3 Comparison of Responsible Communication Best Practices with Stage 3 
Integrated Marketing Communications

Responsible Communication
Stage 3—Application of Information 
Technology

Tailor messages to affected audiences Create segmented databases 
Tailor messages to affected audiences Plan integrated marketing campaign
Communicate with compassion, concern, 

and empathy
Implement integrated marketing 

campaign
Provide instruction for self-protection Implement integrated marketing 

campaign
Communicate with honesty, candor, and 

openness
Implement integrated marketing 

campaign
Accept uncertainty and avoid public 

speculation
Analyze data

Accept uncertainty and avoid public 
speculation

Plan integrated marketing campaign

Accept uncertainty and avoid public 
speculation

Implement integrated marketing 
campaign
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The responsible best practices for crisis spokespersons include communicat-
ing with compassion, concern, and empathy; communicating with honesty, can-
dor, and openness; and providing instruction for self-protection. Compassion, 
concern, and empathy focus on sender attributes. If the corporate image is other-
centered, the message will use language and images that are familiar and rel-
evant to their audiences. Honesty, candor, and openness are source-specific in 
that they reveal the true character of the sender of the message. Spokespersons 
present their messages in such a way that audiences perceive them as being 
honest and open. When providing instructions for self-protection, organizations 
are well-served when they identify cultural agents or opinion leaders to actually 
convey them (e.g., a religious leader provides instructions to members of the 
congregation). In IMC, these best practices correspond with the implementation 
of marketing strategies because they occur as part of the dynamic process of 
disseminating the messages to customers and publics.

In the attempt, overtly admitting and accepting uncertainty is also a best 
practice to avoid public speculation and reduce confusion at a time when lives 
may be at stake (Veil et al., 2020). Stage 3 of IMC calls for analysis, planning, 
and implementation. These three steps enable decision-makers to build into 
their messages those elements that acknowledge only what is both known and 
unknown, along with a pledge to share additional information as it is discovered.

Corrective Action and Stage 4 Financial 
and Strategic Integration

The final group of risk and crisis communication best practices focuses on 
corrective action. This group corresponds with stage 4 of IMC, which is 
identified as financial and strategic integration (see table 2.4). Essentially, 
organizations can illustrate what and how they learned from the crisis regard-
ing steps they will take to avoid similar crises or mitigate harm in the future.

Finally, effective communication also involves completing and com-
municating recovery efforts as a means to bring closure to a crisis event 
(Veil et al., 2020). Within IMC, as organizations move toward fully inte-
grated marketing, decision-makers engage in monitoring performance on 

Table 2.4 Comparison of Corrective Action Best Practices with Stage 4 Integrated 
Marketing Communications

Corrective Action
Stage 4—Financial and Strategic 
Integration

Complete and communicate recovery 
efforts

Monitor performance

Continuously evaluate and update crisis 
plans 

Global evaluation of each segment 
served
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a Return-On-Investment (ROI) basis. Another aspect of taking corrective 
action is the need for crisis managers to continuously evaluate and update 
their crisis plans to make sure that what was learned in a previous crisis has 
been used to modify past practices and update future plans. This monitor-
ing and modification of plans corresponds with what IMC decision-makers 
must face when evaluating from a global perspective if each segment of 
the audience responded as expected and if the organization provided each 
segment with what was needed in order to achieve a successful marketing 
outcome.

Summary of Comparisons

This previous comparison of best practices (Seeger, 2006) or essential guide-
lines (Veil et al., 2020) with the stages of IMC is appropriate because IMC 
combines, integrates, and synergizes elements of marketing that generates a 
greater impact in a cost-effective manner (Kitchen et al., 2004). When risk 
and crisis communicators consider tensions associated with strategic deci-
sion-making, they also must employ practices that are most likely to produce 
the best results when developing and disseminating messages to save lives 
and livelihoods. IMC works backward from the customer to the organization 
to determine “the forms and methods through which persuasive communica-
tions programs should be developed” (Schultz, 1993, p. 17). Similarly, CC 
risk and crisis communication begins when publics are involved in all stages 
of message creation and dissemination. Clearly, using the stages of IMC to 
identify the chronological application of best practice guidelines provides for 
a more coordinated approach to achieving desired outcomes. However, what 
remains is an examination of how the culture impacts risk and crisis commu-
nication created using an IMC approach.

THE IMPACT OF CULTURE

Culture is ubiquitous and influences every aspect of life (Hofstede, 2001). 
A useful taxonomy for considering how culture impacts communication 
includes our code systems, our relationship and intent toward others, whether 
we know or accept the normative beliefs and values of those around us, and 
our worldviews. While each one influences how publics respond to risk and 
crisis messages, the worldviews of publics receiving risk and crisis messages 
carry the most weight because how individuals regard their agency to control 
the world around them may determine their receptivity to a message. The 
worldviews that determine agency relevant to this context include progres-
sive, fatalistic, and holistic approaches.
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First, publics with a progressive worldview have the most agency. These 
individuals have an “independent view of self” (Vignoles et al., 2016), 
believe that they can determine what happens to them, and put their welfare 
in the number one position. They view themselves as separate from others 
and prioritize themselves over others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). If they 
feel insecure about where they live, they move to a new location. If they are 
unsure about how to do something, they seek out information or take a class. 
If the risk of a hurricane exists, they develop plans to stockpile the resources 
they will need to take care of themselves if utilities or services are not avail-
able for an extended period time. They regard themselves as self-reliant 
and individualistic (Triandis, 1993). Risk and crisis messages directed to 
individuals with progressive worldviews are likely to be met with receptivity 
because they see themselves as capable of managing their own affairs, and in 
their own self-interest, they will want to be sure they have what they need to 
survive the crisis.

Second, publics with a fatalistic worldview are unlikely to believe they 
have the agency to protect themselves. The origins of a fatalistic worldview 
come from the development of religious and philosophical thought and are 
reflected in cultural contexts (Solomon, 2003). Individuals who subscribe 
to a fatalistic worldview “believe that their destinies are ruled by an unseen 
power or are played out inevitably rather than by their will” (Maercker, 
2019). They are influenced by their circumstances and often believe, “that’s 
just the way it is.” Fatalism also is perpetuated if efforts to change the 
circumstances have met with previous failed attempts. When the locus of 
control over what happens in life is believed to be out of reach, individuals 
must focus on living in the present. This makes responding positively to risk 
and crisis messages irrelevant because nothing they do will make a differ-
ence. The instructional risk and crisis messages may be received but will 
result in inaction.

Finally, publics that have a holistic worldview believe they have the 
agency to protect themselves and are concerned for the agency of others 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). They embody a collectivist worldview and 
value the welfare of all over self-preservation (Triandis, 1993). An element 
of self-sacrifice is inherent in this worldview because of the shared benefit 
necessary for all to be served. From a practical perspective, acting for the 
benefit of all influences the agency used by these individuals. For example, 
instead of stockpiling resources for their own benefit, they collaborate to 
make sure those resources are spread around, providing some level of security 
to the entire community. They see themselves as able to help those who lack 
the agency to act for themselves to protect their homes or property and they 
feel a commitment to others (Vignoles et al., 2016). This holistic worldview 
brings a practical orientation to problem-solving and shared decision-making. 
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Risk and crisis messages presented to publics with a holistic worldview are 
likely to be received and will be acted upon collectively for the greater good.

The examples of progressive, fatalistic, and holistic worldviews bring into 
focus how decision-makers must alter risk and crisis messages to achieve 
desired outcomes. The culture of publics with progressive worldviews are 
more likely to receive instructional risk messages positively and act upon 
them once they perceive the risk or crisis to be a threat to them or their live-
lihood. The certainty associated with the content of these messages and the 
credibility of the decision-maker controlling the narrative will influence those 
with progressive worldviews to act.

Those individuals with a fatalistic worldview are unlikely to act when 
receiving instructional risk messages because of their willingness to accept 
their fate, thus negating the need to exercise agency. The fatalistic worldview 
poses challenges for the communicator who will need to engage cultural 
agents or opinion leaders who are trusted to provide additional credibility 
for the message. If religious or spiritual leaders are included as part of the 
communication team, there may be a greater chance to influence followers to 
do what is asked of them. Showing empathy and sincerely reflecting other-
serving focus will be needed to influence skeptical publics from challenging 
their fatalistic worldview. In addition, because the fatalist worldview keeps 
the focus of individuals on the present, communicators may find this group 
to be more responsive during the actual crisis because of the immediacy of 
the situation.

For those with a holistic worldview, instructional messages are likely to be 
met with receptivity because individuals have the agency to take steps to pro-
tect themselves. Just as with the creation of messages for those with the pro-
gressive worldview, when informing or persuading people with the holistic 
worldview, communicators must control the narrative and provide credible 
and timely information; and, to be most effective, communicators also must 
include other-serving messages because looking out for the welfare of the 
community will reinforce them to act. In addition, showing empathy for those 
who lack agency will enhance the effectiveness of risk and crisis messages.

Through the identification of these three worldviews, we have demon-
strated how publics may be predisposed to perceiving and responding to crisis 
messages. However, it is important to note that even though worldviews may 
be shared by individuals within a social system, “individuals within the same 
system may adopt very different ways of fulfilling these broad ‘cultural man-
dates’” (Vignoles et al., 2016, p. 969). Therefore, a CC approach to creating, 
disseminating, and receiving messages must be used. This approach will be 
sensitive to the differences inherent in publics receiving the messages and 
allow for individual responses based upon cultural orientations.
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SUMMARY

Risk communicators seek to engage publics in interactive arguments to arrive 
at an informed and mutually beneficial decision to avoid a crisis. Crisis com-
municators strive to persuade publics to respond in a way that will prevent, 
mitigate, or manage a crisis. This chapter provided the best practices of risk 
and crisis communication within the context of IMC to provide a framework 
for understanding why messages are more-or-less effective with culturally 
diverse groups of people. The common thread of culture explains how world-
views can influence the way publics may be predisposed to perceiving and 
responding to crisis messages.

In chapter 3, the CC model of risk and crisis communication is introduced, 
along with the three crises that will be used to illustrate its components. As 
the fundamental assumptions and functions of the model are developed, the 
usefulness of considering cultural variables in risk and crisis communication 
is revealed. 
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The previous chapter described the risk and crisis best practices and essential 
guidelines within the context of IMC to provide a framework for understand-
ing why messages are more-or-less effective with culturally diverse groups 
of people. Culture is the common thread impacting how these messages are 
ultimately perceived. Thus, this chapter introduces a CC model of risk and 
crisis communication. More specifically, the CN, CS, and CC approaches are 
each defined followed by a discussion of fundamental assumptions, functions, 
and examples. In addition, each approach is clarified by applying it to one of 
three actual crisis cases.

THE CULTURE-CENTERED APPROACH

The role culture plays in effective communication has received increasing 
attention in recent years. This is particularly true in the context of risk and cri-
sis situations. To be effective, these messages must be created, disseminated, 
interpreted, and acted upon by publics that may not share the same norms and 
values as those sending them. In essence, audience-focused communication 
is more effective than sender-focused communication in gaining compliance 
as participants grapple with tensions of strategic decision-making (Littlefield, 
2020b). Despite the intuitive connection between audience-focused messages 
and positive outcomes, risk and crisis communication scholars and practitio-
ners have traditionally prioritized a focus on the source of the message and 
have taken for granted that publics will interpret the situation as the crisis 
expert does. In other words, both scholars and practitioners have been too 
ethnocentric in their approach (Claeys & Schwarz, 2016). Ethnocentric mes-
sages tend to avoid cultural differences by denying their existence, raising 

Chapter 3

Building the Cultural Model of 
Risk and Crisis Communication
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defenses against them, or minimizing their importance (Bennett, 1993). 
The message source is placed at the center of the spheres as knowing the 
facts, with assumptions about the nature and severity of the crisis, and the 
application of potential solutions based upon the source’s viewpoint. Other 
perspectives are marginalized as ethnocentric decision-makers justify choices 
based upon their own perception of what they believe is the best way to 
communicate.

The CC model is offered here to challenge this ethnocentric orientation of 
decision-makers by confronting the top-down perspectives reflected in mes-
sage creation without taking into consideration the cultural dimensions of 
how those messages are received. This approach also confronts the erroneous 
assumption that publics are unwilling to take action to protect themselves in 
times of crisis. Noncompliance may not be due to apathy or even to a sense of 
not having the agency to act. The reason may be a result of different priorities 
based on unique cultural norms that would be violated if the actions conveyed 
in the crisis message were followed. For example, being instructed to engage 
in self-protective actions on a holy day could result in individuals choosing to 
follow their religious beliefs instead of the call to save themselves in a crisis. 
This reluctance to act may not make sense to the source of the message, who 
views self-preservation as essential to life; but for the receivers, the value 
conflict is real and complicates their willingness to comply.

CC approaches to communication are not unique to risk and crisis. Dutta 
(2008) introduced this approach in the context of health communication by 
focusing on how diverse publics assign meaning to health messages. Dutta 
considered the intersection of structure, culture, and agency as creating 
“openings for listening to the voices of marginalized communities, construct-
ing discursive spaces which interrogate the erasures in marginalized settings 
and offer opportunities for co-constructing the voices of those who have been 
traditionally silenced by engaging them in dialogue” (p. 5). Essentially, in the 
context of health, social structures often limit the choices available to individ-
uals seeking access to the services; culture provides the dynamic framework 
for conveying meaning about what and how to deal with matters related to 
the maintenance of health, and agency refers to the active capacity of indi-
viduals to act and negotiate the structures in which they live. Dutta concluded 
that structure, culture, and agency are intertwined because structures func-
tion in culturally situated contexts in communities, and agency is enacted as 
individuals struggle with the structures they face. When health messages are 
issued to publics, the established structures hinder individuals from accessing 
the necessary services they need to comply with the instructional messages 
being issued. The cultural context marginalizes individuals outside of the 
structures, limiting their agency to comply or take steps to protect their own 
or their family’s health.
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Dutta (2008) suggested that power, marginalization, context, stories, and 
resistance are key concepts that define the CC approach in health communica-
tion. Power is connected to the dominant actors who control the “discursive 
spaces supportive of the control they hold” (p. 13). Those who send messages 
have power over those who receive the messages. Marginalization occurs for 
publics who have limited access to resources and lack access “mainstream 
communication platforms on which they could articulate their questions 
and concerns” (p. 13). The context refers to the local situation and the lived 
experiences of the community members that are often overlooked by those 
disseminating messages proscribing actions that may be out of step with their 
lived experiences in the community. For Dutta, stories, “offer insights into 
the ways in which culture constitutes its meaning” (p. 14) and draw attention 
to how individuals continue and are transformed by experiences and events. 
Resistance reflects the ways the dominant structures and messages are chal-
lenged. Examples include not following directions, refusing to comply, pro-
testing, and creating alternative ways of being outside of the formal structures.

These cultural concepts are relevant to risk and crisis situations. The eth-
nocentric approach inherently reflects the power assigned to the source of the 
message. The ability of the source to construct the message conveys power 
over the audiences who must receive and respond to it. The systems accessible 
to the message source provide additional power and imply that the message is 
accurate and pertinent to those who receive it. Those who have been margin-
alized due to socioeconomic factors or limited access to the media—used by 
those with the power to choose the channel for conveying the message—find 
themselves with less power and at greater risk of harm. The context shapes 
how receivers experience life and view their place in society. Failure to com-
ply with messages instructing them to act may be ignored because they do 
not address the real needs and priorities that run counter to the ethnocentric 
values held by the spokesperson. When a crisis occurs and individuals do 
not respond to warnings as instructed, the resistance may come in the form 
of placing blame on the agency or organization for not listening to the needs 
of the public or for not showing empathy with the circumstances in which 
they live. Thus, the intersection of culture with communication reveals the 
strengths and limitations of approaches taken by decision-makers in organiza-
tions as they create, disseminate, and respond to messages in a crisis situation. 
The following sections describe three different communication approaches 
illustrating this connection with culture: CN, CS, and CC communication.

Culture-Neutral Communication

When a spokesperson is called upon to provide instructions to protect lives 
or mitigate harms, the CN approach dictates that the message should focus 
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on verifiable facts and instructions that objectively stand as truths without 
exceptions. The underlying assumption in a CN approach is that instructional 
messages for preserving livelihoods and saving lives should be factually 
accurate and value neutral. In other words, cultural norms and perspectives 
are intentionally excluded (Haskell, 1990). Doing so creates a perception of 
objectivity and if all subjectivity is excluded—making the message neutral to 
all cultures—they can speak effectively to a universal audience (Perelman & 
Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1958/1971).

CN communication assumes the message will be based entirely on objec-
tive information and, thus, not subject to interpretation (Reiss & Sprenger, 
2014). Facts are facts, and the assumption of objectivity portrays facts as 
positive. Those who value objectivity believe that more is better; that is, 
because facts are not subject to interpretation, the message can be trusted 
(Rykiel, 2001). CN communication is viewed as positive because of its uni-
versal applicability. Those who use CN communication assume that includ-
ing cultural content would weaken the message because content reliability is 
challenged by the subjective interpretation of the facts. When considering the 
key concepts associated with communication directed at particular audiences 
(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1958/1971), a more robust understanding of 
CN communication is revealed.

In CN communication, the sender has the power in the relationship because 
the acceptance of facts as objective and the exclusion of cultural consid-
erations places publics in the position of having to interpret the message 
through the sender’s cultural context. The belief that objective facts are most 
persuasive and that adding cultural content weakens the message is itself a 
cultural value, negating the neutrality the label suggests. The language used 
by the sender reflects the power of the dominant cultural group. Even though 
the intent of the sender may be honorable, the intent may be interpreted as 
insensitive and even hurtful if target audiences do not interpret its meaning as 
intended. The exclusion of cultural dimensions in message creation limits the 
likelihood for shared understanding and interpretation. Even the sender of a 
CN message’s worldview implies a power relationship because the message 
is intended to instruct or activate other people to do something. If individu-
als hearing the message adhere to a different worldview, they may reject the 
message as being irrelevant, the actions as impossible to accomplish, or the 
outcome as unattainable.

The values and beliefs of the publics receiving the CN message place 
them in a marginalized position. Marginalization occurs when publics are 
underserved and have been denied access to resources and opportunities to 
participate in decision-making (Dutta, 2008). Marginalized groups may speak 
a different language or multiple languages, live in close proximity to others 
who share their language(s), and subscribe to the collectivist characteristic of 
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looking out for the group, rather than for themselves as individuals (Hofstede, 
2001; Triandis, 1993). Marginalized publics may not trust messages con-
veyed by people representing the dominant culture if their previous experi-
ences were negative. Ignoring cultural dimensions in the message content or 
distribution limits publics from understanding whether the dominant culture 
knows and accepts the values held by the marginalized group. For example, 
when the spokesperson disseminates what is believed to be a CN message 
but does so on a day that is sacred to members of the marginalized group, 
publics likely will assign negative attributes to the spokesperson and to the 
message. The worldview of the dominant culture to instruct or influence the 
marginalized culture to take necessary action reflects the power structure 
inherent in the relationship. Once the worldview of the dominant culture has 
been imposed, the marginalized publics are more likely to disregard the mes-
sage intended to be helpful.

Target audiences may also perceive the context of the risk or crisis dif-
ferently from that of the entity in power who is communicating using a CN 
orientation. To clarify, they interpret the context through a lens reflecting 
their worldview. Thus, the communicator framing a seemingly CN message 
believes members of the diverse publics simply need to follow the instruc-
tions as directed to mitigate the potentially harmful effects of the crisis. The 
CN (a.k.a. objective) message tells this group what they need to know, and 
they proceed to follow instructions to protect themselves. They are progres-
sive, proactive, and self-focused. This may contradict the lived experiences of 
marginalized publics who may not have the resources or agency to follow the 
instructions as directed. The relational history the marginalized publics have 
with the CN spokesperson may also impact how they respond. If marginal-
ized groups view the entity through their lived experience of being excluded 
from assistance during a previous crisis or provided less-than-adequate sup-
port, this predisposition will likely affect how they perceive the message in 
the current context. History may also reflect the level of acceptance margin-
alized publics received within the dominant community where they reside. 
Being placed in a relationship where marginalized publics are expected to 
act in one way while publics aligned with the dominant perspective are privi-
leged to act in a different way may affect how messages are received. The 
context may bring the conflicting lived experiences into focus and influence 
the receptivity of both universal and particular audiences to the CN message.

In CN communication, the sender controls message content and the sto-
ries included tend to reflect ethnocentric perspectives. Sharing stories of 
lived experiences provides insight into the cultural perspectives of those 
involved. As stories are co-created, they provide meaning and have an 
impact on how participants respond. If participants identify with the stories 
and content in the messages, they will be more likely to internalize the 
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message (Littlefield et al., 2014). However, when messages are stripped of 
culture, they lose the element of storytelling other than to reflect the per-
spective of the spokesperson. The use of objective language in CN commu-
nication minimizes the use of word choices reflecting the cultural nuances 
of the receiving publics. While excluding these personal references and 
familiar stories reflecting life experiences may be intended to convey cul-
tural neutrality; in fact, the exclusion of the real stories of people impacted 
by a crisis may be perceived by publics as hostile because no effort is made 
to establish a personal relationship. Without stories to create meaning in a 
crisis, decision-makers convey their lack of knowledge about those being 
affected by the public. Without shared knowledge, the intended outcomes 
may be impeded, and lives and livelihoods will be at stake. Stories reflecting 
the worldview of the teller provide only one perspective of a crisis, leaving 
those who do not share that worldview with options unavailable to mitigate 
or protect them.

Unlike the other elements, resistance in CN communication has its locus 
of control with the receiver. Resistance, by its nature, reflects practices that 
challenge the control of the dominant perspective. For example, when com-
municators suggest strategies requiring the expenditure of funds to prepare 
for or mitigate a crisis, the lack of discretionary income to purchase the items 
needed to protect their safety may result in resistance as marginalized publics 
challenge the feasibility of spending their limited funds to prepare for what 
is being described as a risk or crisis, that may or may not be an actual danger 
or threat to life. Dutta (2008) described micro-processes and macro-processes 
of resistance. Micro-processes represented resistance offered by individuals, 
such as not responding as instructed to a crisis message. Individuals make 
independent decisions based upon their own circumstances. Macro-processes 
involved systemic, transformative action taken by groups, such as rallies, 
protests, or marches, to demonstrate resistance. Because of the immediacy 
associated with crises to the lives and livelihoods of those affected, micro-
processes of resistance are more likely to occur in the pre-crisis and crisis 
stages, while macro-processes are more likely to occur in the post-crisis 
environment as communities assess the damages they experienced and pre-
pare for future crises. Resistance may be directed at the content and language 
of the message, the manner of its dissemination, or the actions suggested to 
mitigate or reduce harm. If the relationship between the entity presenting a 
crisis message and the publics receiving the message has been influenced by 
previous contact, neutral messages may be perceived as ingenuine and lack-
ing empathy. Without an indication that the spokesperson knows and under-
stands the reality-facing marginalized publics, the resistance may hinder the 
spread of the message intended to protect the lives of those affected by the 
crisis. Because the worldview of the spokesperson emanates from a position 
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of control, publics lacking all other aspects of agency may be left with only 
their decision to ignore or resist the CN messages.

In summary, CN communication originates from the perspective that 
objectivity gives weight to messages intended to convey instructions via facts 
about how to save lives in times of crisis. To suppress subjectivity, entities 
design their messages for the universal audience. However, the reality of the 
situation in times of crisis is such that multiple publics exist within the uni-
versal audience. These particular audiences view messages according to the 
categories associated with who controls the power, how marginalized publics 
are engaged, the context of the situation, how stories are used in the identifi-
cation and meaning-making process, and the agency publics have as receivers 
of crisis messages. By keeping communication free from cultural subjectiv-
ity, the process is sender-oriented and likely to be resisted or ignored. To 
address this challenge, communicators have taken steps to examine cultures 
and identify characteristics of culture that will enhance the receptivity of their 
messages.

Culturally Sensitive Communication

CS communication provides for the integration of cultural characteristics, 
preferences, and stories into the processes of message creation, dissemina-
tion, and reception. Cultural sensitivity reflects an awareness that similarities 
and differences exist between cultural groups. In the context of communica-
tion, being culturally sensitive allows the message source to move from an 
ethnocentric orientation to one that acknowledges the benefits of accounting 
for how different groups may perceive messages differently. However, as 
Dutta (2008) suggests, the CS approach is built upon the contrast between 
the expert position and the object position. That is, the expert source of the 
message has the tools and knowledge to study the targeted cultural group and 
determine the best methods for creating CS content and disseminating mes-
sages that will achieve the intended outcomes. Inherent in this process is the 
cognitive bias of the source to determine what characteristics will be thought 
to be most effective. The object position in this relationship is represented 
by the marginalized cultural groups receiving the message. The taken-for-
granted assumption of the CS approach is that culture is static and if certain 
cultural preferences or characteristics are addressed by the source of the 
message, the individuals of that culture receiving the message will recognize 
those cultural markers and be more responsive.

CS communication creates the appearance of adapting to the needs and 
preferences of specific cultural groups who are the objects of focus. Factors 
may influence this adaptation, including choice of language, understanding 
established relationships between groups, acknowledgment of beliefs and 
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values, and consideration of competing worldviews. For example, if cultural 
groups speaking a second language are included in the audience, providing 
messages in the second language may represent sensitivity to those groups, 
garnering a positive response. However, printing messages in the second lan-
guage may be ineffective if the individuals speak the language but do not read 
it. Using a spokesperson from the same ethnicity as the cultural group being 
addressed may be viewed as CS because of the identification that may occur. 
However, a spokesperson may reflect regional differences, socioeconomic 
status, and education levels, limiting effectiveness. The ability of the spokes-
person to seek common ground with competing beliefs and values is further 
complicated by the tension between ethnocentricity and ethno-relativity. In 
the creation of CS content, the spokesperson, by virtue of having the power 
to construct the message, will select those beliefs and values reflecting the 
ethnocentric perspective. Acceptance and integration of alternative beliefs 
and values held by diverse publics is unlikely without considering alternative 
ways to accomplish the outcome of saving lives and livelihoods that will be 
more acceptable. For example, persuading American Indian women to seek 
preventive care for cancer in certain Nations was ineffective until the alterna-
tive value of remaining healthy to take care of the family was introduced. The 
adoption of the holistic worldview that expanded a broader concern for the 
community—in this case, the families of these American Indian women—
reflected a more inclusive and collectivistic perspective that appealed to the 
audience (Littlefield et al., 2007).

The locus of power in the CS approach rests with the sender because the 
content is selected based on what is thought to be most significant or what 
will provide the greatest influence on the receivers. The decision-maker con-
siders the static categories of the culture (e.g., language, ethnicity, religion, 
and worldview) and identifies the strategy to be used (e.g., choice of lan-
guage, identification of spokesperson, timing, and nature and purpose of life). 
The process is transactional because the decision-maker makes choices based 
upon what is expected to be the appropriate response. The expectation of the 
relationship from the sender’s perspective is such that if the sender shows 
cultural sensitivity, the receiver should recognize that sensitivity and respond 
accordingly. While the receiver is the object of the transaction, the choice of 
which cultural beliefs, values, and characteristics to emphasize or highlight 
remains with the source of the message. The worldview of the sender retains 
the agency to make the decisions about what should be most effective with 
the targeted publics.

The object of the CS communication addresses marginalization; that is, the 
marginalized public experiencing the risk or crisis. Within any crisis, multiple 
marginalized groups are underserved or underrepresented in their communi-
ties. Deciding which marginalized groups to identify or focus on in a crisis 
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is controlled by the decision-maker who examines the context to determine 
where the greatest need or threat exists. Recognizing the marginalized groups 
through cultural content reflects sensitivity to language, relationships, val-
ues, and worldview of those groups, but the sender remains in the position 
to include or exclude groups, depending upon history, personal contacts, or 
individual preferences.

Regarding context, to be culturally sensitive, communicators must broaden 
their awareness of the lived experiences of individuals who are experienc-
ing the crisis. This involves an investigation by the decision-maker to gather 
what is considered relevant information to inform the decision about how to 
address the crisis with the multiple publics in the context. Once marginalized 
individuals and groups are identified, decision-makers must expand their 
spheres of ethnocentricity to move beyond their own experiences to include 
those of their publics in the process of context construction (Littlefield, 2013). 
The result of this expansion is a shared context and engaging with publics 
where they live and how they experience crises provides for a more robust 
context. The intersection of what constitutes the reality between the expert 
and the object results in messages that are acknowledged as being sensitive 
to cultural considerations but not fully accepting of an integrated perspective 
where both groups share in the creation of meaning.

The messages of CS risk and crisis communicators must include the sto-
ries of the marginalized publics that have been added to the source’s spheres 
of ethnocentricity. These stories, once introduced into the public discourse 
about the crisis, provide reliability and salience for the spokesperson because 
of their authenticity and relevance to the publics receiving the messages 
(Persuit, 2013). Cultural groups pass along stories that represent their com-
munication practices (e.g., how they prefer to receive messages, when they 
prefer to receive messages, from whom they prefer to receive messages, 
where they prefer to receive messages). Their stories offer lessons regarding 
what messages were effective and ineffective, and why. While the decision-
maker controls which cultural stories are utilized, the appeal to diverse 
publics may be enhanced when cultural content is added to the risk or crisis 
message.

Just as with CN communication, resistance to CS communication comes 
from the message receivers because the decision to act is left to them. While 
it is less likely that marginalized groups will resist messages that have been 
constructed to be CS, the potential for pushback exists nonetheless. For 
example, while American Indian Elders are respected across all tribal groups, 
their ability to influence often extends to the limits of their own tribal nation. 
Deciding to ask one Tribal Elder to speak to several American Indian com-
munities representing different tribal nations would be unlikely to be consid-
ered as CS (Littlefield et al., 2006).
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In summary, CS communication originates from the desire of the com-
municator to make risk or crisis messages more appealing and persuasive 
to diverse publics to save lives and livelihoods and to mitigate the harmful 
effects of a crisis. Through an examination of the publics that may be affected 
by a risk or crisis, decision-makers are in a position to determine which 
characteristics of the culture should be used as content in the instructional 
communication to make it more responsive and appealing to those who must 
understand and use the information. The sender has the power to make these 
content decisions based upon which marginalized publics are most affected. 
The context is shared because the decision-maker cannot construct content 
without experiencing the lived reality of the marginalized publics included 
in their spheres of ethnocentricity. Stories are shared by the publics with the 
sender to create meaningful content that is relevant and appealing. Resistance 
remains in the control of the publics who receive the messages and determine 
if the CS content reflects their beliefs, values, and worldview. The progres-
sion toward inclusivity is best exemplified in the CC model of communica-
tion that follows.

Culture-Centered Communication

The CC approach to communication is characterized as audience focused 
and dependent upon the inclusion of individuals from the community as full 
partners in the decision-making process. Because culture is constructed by its 
members, when representatives of the cultural groups share in the process of 
message creation and dissemination, the intersection of these differing per-
spectives produces a new, shared culture. Dutta (2008) offered characteristics 
of the CC approach that contributed to the full engagement of diverse groups 
in the construction of meaning on health in health communication. These 
characteristics include voice and dialogue, structure, context and space, 
values, and criticism; and their inclusion in this discussion of power, margin-
alization, context, stories, and resistance is helpful when describing CC risk 
and crisis communication.

When members of diverse publics are included as part of the communica-
tion team in the message creation and dissemination process, the decision-
maker enters into a commitment with the marginalized publics to do more 
than hear their voices and engage in dialogue about how to create effective 
CC communication. They are co-equal in the decision-making process and 
their power is shared. The introduction of these diverse voices informs how 
risk and crisis messages are understood and acted upon by members of the 
community. By engaging in dialogue, new ways of conveying messages are 
identified and utilized. No longer are members of publics excluded from 
decision-making and a legitimate space for dialogue is created. Through this 
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space, all members can identify the intent of the other and develop relation-
ships where a helpful intent is recognized. The relationships that develop 
contribute to all members knowing the beliefs and values of the other, thereby 
enabling them to accept alternative perspectives. Including diverse publics 
gives them agency through their voice and dialogue within the structures that 
frame communication during a crisis.

A second characteristic of the CC approach involves structure. As Dutta 
(2008) proposed, “Structure refers to those organizations, processes and 
systems in society which determine how that society is organized, how it 
functions, and how individual members within it behave with respect to each 
other” (p. 62). In risk and crisis situations, organizations responsible for pub-
lic safety and crisis mitigation are not easily accessible due to marginaliza-
tion of diverse publics. Those operating within the structures of society have 
the agency to make decisions about what should be done in response to risks 
or crises. Outside the structures, there is little opportunity for marginalized 
publics to engage or have the agency to influence decision-making. Thus, 
the CC approach opens the structures to facilitate the dialogue between the 
traditional decision-makers and those who traditionally have been affected by 
those decisions. As co-participants in the process, agency is openly shared, 
and decisions reflect this status equality.

CC communication utilizes context and space when constructing a shared 
perspective by the decision-makers. Because cultural context involves the 
real-life experiences of individuals where they reside and interact with oth-
ers, as Dutta (2008) suggested, “contexts are intertwined with the structures 
within which communities are embedded” (p. 63). This suggests that the 
lived experiences of a cultural group become part of a larger structure affect-
ing everyday life. For example, the reality experienced by publics who have 
been excluded from receiving goods or services during a crisis becomes part 
of a larger context of poverty and social justice. In CC communication, the 
accessibility of marginalized groups to decision-makers inherently provides 
for the creation of a shared context that reveals the lived experiences of all 
participants. In addition to context, access to decision-making places all 
participants in the same geographic space. As co-participants in the process 
of creating and disseminating messages, interaction in the same space is 
required. In crisis situations, decision-makers often are removed from the 
geographic areas being impacted. Unlike the marginalized publics who often 
find themselves in areas most susceptible to crises, decision-makers have the 
agency to locate themselves in safer areas. From these different spatial van-
tage points, the voices of the decision-makers traditionally are heard; while 
the voices of the marginalized publics who reside in areas most affected by 
the crisis are ignored. When CC approaches are used by organizations, the 
co-participants in the decision-making process are brought into the same 
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location. This provides for shared understanding and dialogue, reducing or 
eliminating the resistance that may have occurred due to misunderstandings 
or conflicting values.

Another aspect of the CC approach involves the values of those involved 
in the communication process. Beliefs and values are held by individuals, are 
reflected in the macro culture in which they live, and are shared through their 
stories. When the values of different cultural groups intersect through shared 
stories of real-life experiences, the power associated with one group over 
another is moderated. Values held by individuals or groups with agency are 
no longer prioritized because the macro culture affording them control within 
existing structures (e.g., government, financial institutions, and schools) 
are now accessible to the marginalized publics. The values of marginalized 
populations are no longer silenced or ignored. Thus, when decision-making is 
expanded to include representatives from marginalized publics, a new config-
uration of value priorities is established that accounts for what is important to 
everyone. The co-created values are shared through their stories and provide 
for the interactive arguments to produce meaningful dialogue, contributing to 
the development of effective risk and crisis messages.

The convergence of values reduces resistance because all perspectives 
have been accounted for in the process. Through a CC approach, Dutta 
(2008) described the benefits of, “a critical framework for interrogating the 
dominant theories and practices in health communication” (p. 65). Similarly, 
in risk and crisis communication, a CC approach requires reconsideration of 
the dominant decision-making process that produces and disseminates mes-
sages to diverse publics. The acknowledgment that decision-makers control 
the language, content, and distribution of messages confirms the sender-
focused model and privileges the values of those in control. To acknowl-
edge that existing structures have favored the values of those with agency, 
and that these structures have marginalized diverse publics and their values 
from having an equal voice in the decision-making process, provides both 
decision-makers and marginalized publics with the opportunity to critique 
and construct messages that will be more effective in reaching the publics 
affected by risks or crises.

In summary, the CC approach to risk and crisis communication engages 
the decision-makers and marginalized publics as co-participants in the 
process of designing and disseminating risk and crisis messages. The CC 
approach provides for shared power between the participants, and the 
distinction between dominant and marginalized groups is erased in the co-
construction of a context that is shared. The values held by macro culture and 
marginalized cultures are shared through stories in a common space where 
differing views are accepted and acted upon for the betterment of those who 
will process and act upon the instructions they received in a situation of risk 
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or crisis. While complete eradication of resistance to instructions or mes-
sages designed to protect or save lives may be impossible, the CC approach 
offers the best option to include diverse perspectives during the pre-crisis 
stages when relationships and partnerships are needed to gain acceptance and 
compliance. The three cultural approaches to risk and crisis communication 
are compared in table 3.1, illustrating perspectives of control in relation to 
perspectives of culture.

SELECTED CASES FOR EXAMINATION

With these cultural approaches to risk and crisis communication in mind, we 
now introduce three contemporary crises that illustrate and explain the three 
cultural models just described. These crises include ZIKv, Hurricane Dorian, 
and ASFv.

Zika Virus

The detection and rapid spread of ZIKv in the western hemisphere, and how 
the WHO disseminated messages about this crisis to its global audience, 
prompted its selection as an example of an organization using a CN approach 
when communicating globally. ZIKv was chosen because it represented a 
mega-crisis that crossed geographic boundaries (Romero, 2016), constituted 
an international public health emergency (WHO, 2016d), and represented a 
threat due to the absence of immunity in the whole of Latin America and the 
Caribbean (Duffy & Brasileiro, 2016).

In 2015, an epidemic of ZIKv began in Brazil and quickly spread to 
other countries in the western hemisphere, particularly in South and Central 
America, but also in North America and the Caribbean. The WHO began its 
tracking of ZIKv in this region, and by 2016, an estimated 1.5 million people 
were infected in Brazil, with over 3,500 cases of microcephaly reported 
between October 2015 and January 2016 (WHO, 2019). This prompted 

Table 3.1 Perspectives of Control of Cultural Characteristics on Approaches to Risk 
and Crisis Communication

Perspectives of 
Culture Culture-Neutral Culturally Sensitive Culture-Centered

Power Sender control Sender control Shared control
Marginalization Sender control Sender control Shared control
Context Sender control Sender control Shared control
Stories and values Sender control Sender control Shared control
Resistance Receiver control Receiver control Sender control
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the issuance of a Public Health Emergency of International Concern about 
ZIKv to the WHO member nations in the Pan American Health Organization 
(PAHO) and to the global community.

By way of background, ZIKv is transmitted primarily through the bite 
of infected aedes aegypti mosquitoes. Symptoms are typically mild, and 
include fever, rash, conjunctivitis, muscle and joint pain, and headache, 
lasting from two to seven days. Typically, hospitalization is not required. 
Contracting ZIKv during pregnancy can cause microcephaly and other 
congenital malformations in unborn fetuses. While most people who con-
tract ZIKv are asymptomatic and can be treated with common pain and 
fever medications, rest, and drinking plenty of fluids (WHO, 2016a); an 
increased risk of neurologic complications such as Guillain-Barré syn-
drome, neuropathy, and myelitis accompanies the contracting of the virus 
(WHO, 2018).

ZIKv was first identified in Uganda in 1947 in monkeys; and later, it was 
identified in humans in 1952. While not the first outbreaks in the world—the 
first recorded outbreak of ZIKv was reported in 2007 in Micronesia and later 
in other countries in territories in the Pacific—the crisis in the Americas began 
in early 2015, when Brazilian health officials detected cases of fever and rash 
that were confirmed to be ZIKv. By late spring, the rate of contracting the 
virus exploded, eventually prompting Brazilian officials to stop counting the 
cases (WHO, 2016a). Soon after, evidence of transmission spread throughout 
the Americas was reported and confirmed by the WHO. By July 2019, Zika 
had been identified in eighty-seven countries and territories (WHO, 2019). In 
table 3.2, a general timeline leading up to the ZIKv outbreak in the Americas 
is provided.

Hurricane Dorian

Hurricane Dorian was a powerful natural disaster that devastated the 
Bahamas and caused catastrophic damage along the southeastern United 
States and Atlantic Canada (“Search for survivors,” 2019) and ranks as 
the strongest landfalling Atlantic hurricane in recorded history with wind 
speeds peaking at 185 mph (“Atlantic hurricane best,” 2020). In advance of 
this hurricane, the National Hurricane Center (NHC), the National Weather 
Channel, and regional and local meteorologists provided warnings to help 
nonscientific publics understand the complex weather information. The 
communication strategies used by these weather experts made this crisis a 
good example of how a CS approach helped distribute necessary informa-
tion needed by multiple publics to save their lives and protect their property.
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The origin of the Hurricane Dorian crisis began on August 24, 2019, when 
the NHC identified a tropical wave developing over the Central Atlantic 
Ocean that became a hurricane on August 28, 2019. It intensified rapidly, 
reaching its peak as a Category 5 hurricane by September 1, 2019. Dorian 
made landfall in the Bahamas on September 1, 2019, remaining stationary 
until it began moving to the northwest on September 3, parallel to the east 
coast of Florida (Weather .go v, 2019). In preparation for the storm, Florida, 
Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Virginia declared a state of 
emergency, with multiple coastal counties issuing mandatory evacuation 
orders. More specifically, Florida governor Ron DeSantis declared a state 
of emergency for twenty-six counties on August 28, 2019, extending the 
declaration to the entire state on August 29, 2019 (NPR, 2019). On August 
28, 2019, Georgia governor Brian Kemp declared a state of emergency for 
coastal counties in Georgia, adding several more on Wednesday, September 
4, 2019 (Rhone & Hansen, 2019). On August 31, South Carolina Governor 
Henry McMaster declared a state of emergency for the entire state after 

Table 3.2 Timeline of Public Communication about ZIKv Outbreak

Relevant Date Observation

1947 First case isolated in rhesus monkey in the Zika forest of Uganda
1952 First case isolated in humans in Uganda and the United 

Republic of Tanzania
2001–2014 Average of 163 microcephaly cases annually recorded in Brazil
2007 First appearance of Zika strain in Micronesia and Malaysia
2013–2014 Four additional Pacific island nations document large Zika 

outbreaks
May 2015 First case of Zika confirmed in Brazil
December 2015 WHO and PAHO issue an epidemiological alert
January 17, 2016 First U.S. baby born with brain damage attributed to Zika
  
January 18, 2016 CDC issues travel warning for Caribbean region
  
February 1, 2016 WHO director-general convenes meeting of the Emergency 

Committee
 That issues a Public Health Emergency of International Concern 

(PHEIC)
 Brazil stops counting cases: Cumulative total of 5,280 cases 

of microcephaly or central nervous system malformations 
reported, including 180 deaths

February 4, 2016 The United States reports Zika case transmitted through sexual 
contact

February 17, 2016 Cumulative total of 48 countries and territories reported with 
local transmissions of ZIKv.
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the path of Dorian shifted to affect South Carolina as a strong hurricane, 
announcing mandatory evacuations for several counties on September 1, 
2019 (SCEMD, 2019).

The impact of Hurricane Dorian in lives lost and economic devastation 
was significant. A total of 84 people are confirmed dead and 245 persons 
remain missing (Associated Press, 2019; Avila et al., 2020; Bahamas 
Information Services, 2020), and the economic damage to the Bahamas, the 
United States, and Canada exceeding $4.68 billion. In the Bahamas, build-
ings were swept away, and large areas were submerged underwater, includ-
ing runways at Marsh Harbour International Airport (“Hurricane Dorian 
Updates,” 2019). Local animal shelters and a majority of the Humane Society 
of Grand Bahama were affected, with hundreds of dogs and cats died in the 
flooding. Prime Minister Hubert Minnis declared Dorian to be “the greatest 
national crisis in hour country’s history” (Humayun & Ehlinger, 2019). In 
the aftermath, the United Nations projected that at least 70,000 people were 
homeless on Grand Bahama and the Abaco Islands (Blackwell et al., 2019). 
In the United States, the storm surge along the coasts produced damage in 
Florida and South Carolina. Tornados spawned by the hurricane damaged 
homes, and residents of islands in the Outer Banks of North Carolina had to 
be rescued from flooding. In table 3.3, a timeline of Hurricane Dorian reveals 
the path of destruction that began affected the entire eastern coast of North 
America.

Table 3.3 Timeline of Hurricane Dorian

Relevant Date 
(2019) Observation

August 23 A defined area of low pressure consolidates in the Atlantic 
Ocean.

August 24 The tropical wave acquires sufficient organized convention 
over the Central Atlantic Ocean to be classified as Tropical 
Depression Five and later Hurricane Dorian.

August 27 Dorian makes landfall in Barbados.
August 28 Dorian becomes a Category 1 hurricane north of Greater Antilles 

and the U.S. Virgin Islands.
August 31 Dorian reaches Hurricane 4 status.
September 1 Dorian strikes the Great Abaco Islands as a Category 5 hurricane 

with maximum sustained winds of 185 mph. Dorian remains 
stationery over the Bahamas.

September 3 Dorian begins moving northwestward and weakens to Category 
2 strength.

September 5 Dorian re-intensifies to Category 3 strength off the coast of South 
Carolina.

September 6 Dorian makes landfall on Cape Hatteras at Category 2 intensity.
September 10 Dorian dissipates near Greenland.
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African Swine Fever Virus

ASFv is a highly contagious disease that devastates animals in pork-produc-
tion facilities. Although ASFv does not infect humans, this rapidly spreading 
disease has the potential to impact food security by hampering the produc-
tion of pork, a major source of animal protein for many people worldwide. 
Clinically, ASFv is a severe and deadly virus affecting wild and domestic 
pigs of all ages. The virus spreads easily by animal contact, contaminated 
feed, and fomites such as specks of feces on clothing worn by people or 
on equipment moving among buildings where animals are housed. Once 
infected, few animals survive.

ASFv has so far defied containment. Since 2007, ASFv, for which there is 
no vaccine or efficacious treatment, has spread rapidly in Africa, Asia, and 
Europe (African Swine Fever, 2020). At present, the disease has not been 
reported in North America; however, the swine industry in the U. S. remains 
on high alert, encouraging producers to engage in heightened biosecurity to 
prevent contracting or spreading the disease. Biosecurity refers to strategic 
actions taken to prevent the spread of disease among humans and animals. 
IMC plays a critical role in the industry-wide effort to create a consistent nar-
rative for biosecurity measures against ASFv. Furthermore, the global impact 
of the disease and the diverse stakeholders within the U.S. swine industry 
make cultural-centered communication essential in the formation of a consis-
tent and meaningful narrative.

Comprehending and analyzing the risk and crisis communication about 
ASFv in the United States, however, requires a parallel discussion of por-
cine epidemic diarrhea virus (PEDv). Both diseases pose severe and ongo-
ing threats to the pork industry worldwide. However, an outbreak of PEDv 
from 2013–2015 presented the U.S. pork industry with its greatest crisis in 
decades. PEDv had been seen previously in China, but it had never been 
diagnosed in the United States until the spring of 2013. While older animals 
can become ill and recover, piglets stand little or no chance of surviving 
PEDv. By 2014, PEDv was decimating the U.S. swine population by killing 
100,000 piglets per day (Strom, 2014). Because the U.S. industry had no 
experience managing PEDv, extensive research was needed. This research 
effort was completed by the National Pork Board, American Association of 
Swine Veterinarians, and university extension offices. The conclusions were 
then translated into biosecurity recommendations that were shared broadly 
throughout the industry. By 2015, these biosecurity efforts resulted in PEDv 
being largely contained (see table 3.4).

The successful research collaboration and communication of a shared bios-
ecurity narrative for PEDv provided the swine industry with a blueprint for 
engaging in effective crisis planning and communication focusing on ASFv 
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(USDA, 2020). Thus, our explanation of how the ASFv response aligns with 
IMC and culture-centered communication includes frequent references to the 
PEDv response.

SUMMARY

This chapter introduced the CC model of risk and crisis communication 
through a discussion of the CN, CS, and CC approaches. Each of these 
approaches was defined, followed by a discussion of fundamental assump-
tions, functions, and examples. The introduction of three recent crises lays the 
foundation for a more robust examination of how the CN, CS, and CC com-
munication contributed to the level of effectiveness demonstrated by each of 
the entities that created and disseminated risk and crisis messages in response 
to the pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis events that occurred.

We now move to chapter 4 that provides a detailed description of the IDEA 
model, which focuses specifically on designing and distributing instructional 
risk and crisis messages in the context of IMC. The model consists of four 
elements and may be used to design messages in any risk, crisis, or emer-
gency context, and provides a framework for messages described in the 
subsequent chapters focusing on the CN, CS, and CC approaches to risk and 
crisis communication.

Table 3.4 Timeline of PEDv and ASFv Outbreaks

Relevant Date Observation

2013 PEDv begins to spread throughout the U.S. swine industry
2014 The disease peaks with deaths of nearly 100,000 piglets per day
2015 PEDv cases decline due to intensified biosecurity practices
2019 Officials from Canada, Mexico, and the United States issue a joint 

statement on shared efforts to prevent the spread of ASFv to the 
North America

2020 Fifty countries in Africa, Asia, and Europe report outbreaks of ASFv
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Chapter 3 introduced the CC model of risk and crisis communication as it 
informs effective communication in these contexts by providing the basis 
for the CN, CS, and CC approaches. With the ever-increasing mega-crises 
that cut across regional, national, and international boundaries, cultures, and 
co-cultures, an understanding of CN, CS, and CC messages is indeed critical 
to successful communication. This chapter focuses on the IDEA model of 
effective instructional risk and crisis communication as another key message 
design framework for achieving desired affective, cognitive, and behavioral 
learning in these contexts (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). We begin with a 
detailed description of the IDEA model in the context of IMC, and offer an 
explanation of how the IDEA model has been used in a variety of national 
and international contexts. We follow with a discussion about how the IDEA 
model intersects with IMC, as well as helps illustrate how the three cultural 
approaches interact with the IDEA model to create and disseminate effective 
instructional messages of risk and crisis.

COMMUNICATION AND LEARNING 
IN CULTURE-CENTERED IMC

As discussed in earlier chapters, IMC is essentially both receiver-oriented 
and outcome-based. Because it is receiver-oriented, tailoring messages in 
ways that appropriately integrate cultural norms and values of target audi-
ences is critical. The CC approach provides a valuable means by which to 
make informed decisions because it integrates multiple perspectives into the 
process. For example, the presence of multiple languages or code systems 
used to convey messages affects a decision-maker’s choices about how to 

Chapter 4

The IDEA Model of Instructional 
Risk and Crisis Communication
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communicate with intended publics. The intent of the decision-maker toward 
the cultural recipients of the message likely will have an effect on their rela-
tionship in the present or future. The spokesperson makes message content 
choices based on knowing and accepting the normative beliefs and values 
of the intended publics. Finally, the contrast between the worldview of the 
decision-maker and that of the intended publics as progressive, fatalistic, or 
holistic will influence how effective the communication between them will 
be. Outcome achievement is equally critical to communication success and 
can be measured based on three learning outcome achievements. In other 
words, the success of IMC may be determined based on the degree to which 
consumers, potential customers, and disparate publics learn.

Learning is achieved via mastering outcomes in three domains: affective, 
cognitive, and behavioral (Bloom, 1956; Dewey, 1938; Krathwohl et al., 
1973; Simpson, 1972). The affective domain is based on an individual’s 
attitudes and emotions about the topic as they motivate people to pay atten-
tion to and appreciate what is shared. The cognitive domain has to do with 
knowledge comprehension (e.g., facts, concepts, patterns, and procedures). 
The behavioral (a.k.a. psychomotor) domain is about efficacy regarding 
the application and performance of skills and concepts. These elements in 
the definition of learning run counter to a common misunderstanding that 
effective instructional communication is essentially information sharing; 
and, thus, learning is achieved when that information is understood by the 
learner. Hence, better instruction in any context—including IMC in risk and 
crisis contexts—is achieved by simply sharing more than merely information 
(Sellnow et al., 2017b).

Comprehensive learning is achieved when people not only understand 
information but also are motivated to remember and able to apply it. Thus, 
effective IMC campaigns must first motivate consumers to pay attention, 
convincing them of its value, relevance, and impact (affective learning); 
understand/comprehend the information shared both accurately and consis-
tently (cognitive learning); and engage in appropriate actions as desired by 
the sender (behavioral learning). The IDEA model provides a framework for 
designing and distributing messages that achieve these outcomes.

THE IDEA MODEL

“IDEA” is essentially an acronym standing for each of the four elements of 
the model: Internalization, Distribution, Explanation, and Action. Although 
effective instructional communication is achieved via a fluid and dynamic 
interaction among them (i.e., each one does not function in a vacuum), we 
explain each element as it may be employed ultimately in collaboration with 
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the others to achieve affective, cognitive, and behavioral learning through 
IMC and in risk and crisis contexts.

I: Internalization

Instructional risk and crisis messages address internalization by answering 
the question: How am I (or the people and things I care about) affected? In 
IMC, this urgency to recognize a looming threat and prepare for it can be 
seen as timing of messages needed to provide warning and possibly prevent 
a crisis (Persuit, 2016). The goal is to motivate receivers to pay attention 
to and remember the information shared. In other words, receivers must be 
motivated to want to learn (Christophel, 1990; Richmond, 1990). Moreover, 
the explosion of technological affordances that has transpired in recent years 
has produced in a wealth of messages competing for our attention 24/7. Thus, 
receivers must make choices regarding on which of them to focus. For these 
reasons, keying in on relevance and utility is critical to gaining and maintain-
ing receiver attention (Bolkan & Griffin, 2018; Frymier & Shulman, 1995; 
Mazer, 2017). Instructional communication research has generated a wealth 
of research confirming that “academic achievement, study stills, and engage-
ment can be increased by tapping into students’ interests” (Linnenbrink & 
Pintrich, 2002, p. 319). In the context of risk and crisis, multiple publics are 
all of those receivers who may be impacted by the potential threat of the cir-
cumstances (including those they care about).

Internalization strategies also must be tailored to the intended audience and 
the risk or crisis type (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). To clarify, one might focus 
on threats to health, safety, welfare, prosperity, happiness, or life to address 
internalization regardless of the event (Edwards et al., 2020). However, 
earthquake early warning (EEW) messages might include a countdown that 
indicates when the intense shaking will begin and a map illustrating where it 
will take place (Sellnow et al., 2019b). Hurricane forecasts might focus on the 
CAT level and cone of uncertainty, both of which must be continually updated 
as the hurricane develops. Instructional messages about food contamination 
might hone in on symptoms and consequences of eating the tainted product 
(Sellnow et al., 2017b). Agricultural biosecurity messages might illustrate 
what happens when a piglet is infected and the potential devastation to farms 
in terms of animal and economic welfare (Sellnow et al., 2017c). In the case 
of the novel (new) COVID-19 pandemic, scientists did not know much about 
it when it first emerged in China, then migrated to Europe, the United States, 
and other countries around the world. Unfortunately, early messages failed to 
effectively address internalization for disparate groups. To clarify, early mes-
sages sent in the United States claimed that only the elderly and those with 
compromised immune systems were at-risk. Consequently, young people 
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understood that they would not be affected and even if they did contract the 
virus, they would likely experience only mild flu-like symptoms. As a result, 
healthy young adults did not perceive relevance and, thus, large spring break 
beach parties and other super spreader events continued to occur. By the time 
scientists realized the potential harm to healthy children and young adults, the 
disease had spread throughout the United States.

Communication during many crises can be challenging because they not 
only pose a serious threat but also tend to demand a short response time 
(Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). To address this challenge effectively, some 
instructional messages employ exemplars—evocative images, words, and 
sounds—that function as indexical heuristics that receivers quickly associate 
with the event (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019; Sellnow, 2018; Zillman, 2006). For 
messages intended to improve biosecurity practices among farmers, piles of 
dead piglets being hauled away in pickup trucks might function as an exem-
plar to motivate receivers to pay attention. For instance, a sign that includes 
a red circle with a line through it functions as an exemplar for “do not” or 
“not allowed” (see figure 4.1). An emergency alert sound can also be used 
as an exemplar to catch attention; however, since different cultural groups 
may actually use different sounds for disaster warnings, such messages ought 
to be tailored accordingly. For instance, the warning sound for earthquakes 
used in Japan is not the same as the one used in the United States. Similarly, 
drums are used for mudslide warning alerts in the Bududah District of Uganda 
(Mushengyezi, 2003). Color may be another exemplar to be used as an indexi-
cal heuristic. However, the meanings of the colors chosen must be understood 
similarly across cultural and co-cultural groups. For example, the color used 

Figure 4.1 Symbolic of Most Serious Warnings in Western Cultures. Source: This photo 
by an unknown author is licensed under CC–3BY–SA.
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for the highest threat level in the United States is red; however, the color black 
is used for the most dangerous rain storms in Hong Kong (see figure 4.2).

During the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, masks may have functioned as 
exemplars. However, because the meaning of wearing a mask became asso-
ciated with political affiliation in the United States, the mask symbol failed 
to serve its purpose as an indexical heuristic for containing the spread of the 
virus. Instead, many equated wearing a mask with supporting/not supporting 
a certain political party’s agenda.

D: Distribution

 The question effective instructional risk and crisis messages must address 
regarding distribution is not about content but, rather, delivery: Which com-
munication channel(s) and sources will best reach various target public(s)? 
Channels range from interpersonal word-of-mouth to legacy media (e.g., 
newspapers, magazines, radio, TV, brochures and flyers, and billboards) to 
social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok). 
IMC recognizes the utility and impact of all these channels, including the 
expanding relevance of social media (Vinhateiro & Cronen, 2016). Sources 
range from scientific experts to government officials to news media outlets to 
social media influencers to local opinion leaders.

The abundance of channel choices available today presents both opportu-
nities and challenges. For instance, risk and crisis communicators may send 

Figure 4.2 Symbolic of Most Dangerous Weather Condition.
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warning message through multiple channels, which should, in turn, reach 
broad audiences. Challenges stem from accessibility issues and message 
incongruity across channels (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019).

Regarding accessibility, not all people and groups have reliable access to 
all of these channels. For example, spokespersons should not assume a smart-
phone app is the best way to warn all potential victims of a crisis. According 
to recent PEW research center statistics, 81 percent of Americans own a 
smartphone (Anderson, 2019). That means nearly 20 percent do not even 
own one, let alone use it for such information seeking. Moreover, even those 
who have smartphones might lose access when phone towers are compro-
mised, as was the case when Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico in 2017 
(Gill, 2019). Considering social media, about 70 percent of Americans use 
some type of social media for news, information sharing, or entertainment. 
Moreover, only about 70 percent use Facebook daily and far less (20 percent) 
use Twitter at all (Pew Research Center, 2019).

Not only does accessibility pose a challenge, different publics also seek 
information from different channels (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). Although 
social media is a common place where many Americans seek information; 
in Sweden, newspapers remain the most common channel used for seeking 
information about risk and crisis events (Sellnow et al., 2019a). Television 
and radio remain popular among many publics in the United States that do 
engage with other technologies. Thus, spokespersons must utilize multiple 
communication channels if they want to reach broad and disparate people 
and publics effectively.

Similarly, the communication channel poses a challenge for reaching vari-
ous publics when complicated by the source from whom the communication 
comes (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). Different people and publics seek infor-
mation from sources they perceive as trustworthy. It follows that a source one 
person or group deems to be credible may not be similarly trusted by another 
person or group. For example, in the case of natural disasters such as floods, 
earthquakes, and hurricanes, some people and publics tend to trust local 
authorities more than government officials or national media. In the case of 
the 1997 Red River valley floods in North Dakota, local residents tended to 
rely on the local emergency manager rather than the national reporters cover-
ing the crisis (Sellnow & Seeger, 2001). Moreover, people seek convergence 
among various sources when making risk and crisis decisions (Anthony & 
Sellnow, 2016). To be most effective, then, various sources need to partici-
pate in ongoing communication with one another to ensure that they are shar-
ing a similar message about what is happening, what is being done, and what 
to do (Sellnow et al., 2019c).

In other words, people typically seek confirmation by consulting multiple 
sources (Anthony et al., 2013). When they discover convergence (similar 
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messages) across sources, they are more likely to accept the message as true 
(Anthony & Sellnow, 2016). Conversely, when they discover divergence 
among various sources, they may not know which one to believe or even 
discount all of them as misinformed, misleading, or intentionally decep-
tive (e.g., “fake” news) (Getchell et al., 2018; Tando, Jr. et al., 2018). One 
emerging line of research to address this challenge suggests implementing 
communities of practice (CoP) before a risk situation manifests into a crisis 
event (Edwards et al., 2020; Sellnow et al., 2017a). A CoP is essentially a 
highly collaborative, diverse group of people who “share a concern, a set 
of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge 
and expertise in this area by interacting in an ongoing basis” (Wenger et al., 
2002, p. 4). One key reason the swine industry was able to bolster agricul-
tural biosecurity practices quickly and efficiently to contain the devastatingly 
deadly PEDv pandemic in 2014, has been traced to the industry functioning 
as a CoP before and during the event (Sellnow et al., 2017c). Arguably, in 
the case of the COVID-19 outbreak in the United States, many lives may 
have been saved and the spread of the virus contained more quickly had 
various sources (e.g., federal/state/local governments, public health agen-
cies, medical professionals, scientific communities, and news media) oper-
ated as a CoP to examine the novel virus, make decisions, and communicate 
consistent messages.

In sum, many mistakes were made with regard to the distribution of 
messages in the United States during the 2020 COVID-19 coronavirus pan-
demic. Because competing narratives were being sent by health scientists, 
federal and local government officials, local medical professionals, and 
social media influencers, unnecessary confusion about the disease and how 
to manage it ensued (Littlefield, 2020a). Consequently, the disease spread 
rampantly across the country and many more lives were lost than if a consis-
tent message been agreed upon and communicated from disparate sources. 
These negative implications could have been reduced or remedied though 
effective IMC.

E: Explanation

To address explanation, responses to the question—What is happening and 
why, as well as, what is being done to address the crisis?—must be accurate 
(regarding both what is known and unknown, as well as what is being done 
to find answers to the unknown) and communicated in such a way as to be 
understood by the target audience(s). Perhaps most important here is the need 
to be honest and transparent when sharing both what is known and unknown as 
the crisis unfolds. The ethic of significant choice research argues that consum-
ers have a right to know what is going on in order to make informed choices 
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(Nilson, 1974). They are denied the opportunity to do so when information is 
withheld, misrepresented, or wrong (Ulmer & Sellnow, 1997). Consequences 
can be particularly devastating when spokespersons do so knowingly and 
strategically (Sohn & Edwards, 2018). Negative consequences of engaging 
in strategic ambiguity have been illustrated in contexts ranging from tobacco 
use to health care to food safety and from banking to politics to CSR (e.g., 
Carmon, 2013; Eisenberg, 1984; Wexler, 2009). In the case of the coronavirus, 
for instance, mistakes were made in explaining what was and was not known 
early on. As a result, people were confused when the nature of the virus, how 
it spreads, and who is most at risk kept changing. Had early communication 
acknowledged more directly what was not yet known and what scientists were 
doing to find out, consumers may have been more open to interpreting chang-
ing information as a gradual increase in understanding rather than confusing 
mixed messages that could not be trusted. From an IMC perspective, acknowl-
edging uncertainty in the sensemaking process gives organizations greater 
agility in their response as more details are revealed (Fellows, 2016).

In addition to being accurate and transparent, spokespersons must craft 
messages that translate information intelligibly to disparate publics. It prob-
ably goes without saying that language barriers ought to be overcome so 
people can discern information as presented in a language they are fluent in, 
which is typically their first language (a.k.a. mother tongue) (Rani, 2016). 
Nevertheless, too often, crisis spokespersons fail to take this into account by 
providing explanations in a variety of languages to reach diverse publics most 
effectively (Fischer et al., 2016). The fact that crises often cross national and 
international boundaries heightens the need to do so. In the case of COVID-
19, for example, explanations were offered in only a few of the 5,000–6,000 
languages used globally (Piller et al., 2020). The WHO, for example, pro-
vided information in nine languages, with English dominating as the “lan-
guage of record” (“Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic,” 2020).

Intelligible translation also requires spokespersons to explain information 
that accounts for disparate literacy and numeracy levels among receivers 
(Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). In other words, accurate technical and scientific 
information must be translated in ways that make sense to and are relevant 
to members of the target audience(s). Consider, for example, earthquake 
early warning (EEW) messages. Although accurate science would explain 
magnitude, intensity, s-waves, as well as probability of aftershocks and 
swarms, what people need to know is how intense the shaking will be, when 
it will start, and what they should do for protection (Sellnow & Sellnow, 
2019). Providing too much technical information is more likely to confuse 
folks not schooled in earthquake science and may take more time than is 
available to take protective action. Moreover, when explanations are offered 
using numerical relationships rather than simple words or visual exemplars, 
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numeracy levels can further impede chances that people will understand what 
is happening and what to do (Peters et al., 2006). When messages during the 
COVID-19 pandemic used terms such as fomite (objects that may carry and 
transmit the virus), aerosol (transmitted through the air), novel (new), asymp-
tomatic (disease carriers and spreaders that have no symptoms), and PPE or 
even personal protective equipment (face masks, gowns, and gloves used to 
protect people from catching COVID-19 when in close contact with others), 
diverse publics were less likely to understand than had they relied instead on 
the simple definitions in simple language.

A: Action

To address the action element, effective instructional risk and crisis messages 
answer the question: What should I and those I care about do (and NOT 
do) to ensure safety and well-being, as well as mitigate potential harms? 
McKendree (2016) asserts, from an IMC perspective, “The strength of a crisis 
response relies upon action—in particular, coordinated, although not always 
agreed upon, action” (p. 132). To be most effective, actions will be described 
as specific actionable instructions, introduced before the onset of the crisis 
event as well as during it, and conveyed in ways that rely on multimodal com-
munication (verbal, aural, visual) (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019).

Before a risk situation manifests into a crisis event, spokespersons gen-
erally enjoy the luxury of time to engage in meaningful dialogue about 
potential threats and actions to take. Just as key stakeholders use this time 
to establish communities of practice and build trust with stakeholders, so too 
can this time be used to engage in educational training campaigns preparing 
them to act quickly in the event of an acute crisis outbreak. For example, the 
Southern California Earthquake Council (SCEC) conducts what it calls the 
Great Shake Out Earthquake Drill annually in October (Southern California 
Earthquake Center, 2020). This campaign attracts more than five million 
participants globally each year. On a specific date and time, a practice alert 
warning sounds and everyone practices the specific actions steps to “drop, 
take cover, and hold on” as if an intense earthquake were imminent. This is 
followed by educational training and discussion designed to prepare people 
to take the desired actions when an earthquake strikes. In essence, doing so 
helps develop muscle memory to act quickly when time is of the essence. 
Similarly, an educational campaign was conducted for crisis preparedness 
in Sweden. It focused on what to have at hand in your home to be ready for 
lockdown in a crisis (Sellnow et al., 2020). In the case of the coronavirus 
pandemic and future pandemics that will inevitably occur, similar campaigns 
could be developed and implemented to educate people and publics about 
what to do for self-protection (e.g., second-hand washing, mask wearing, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



68 Chapter 4

social distancing) and why, as well as how (practice drills to create muscle 
memory). If pre-crisis educational campaigns are not done or are too late, the 
urgency created through internalization will still motivate people to act. It just 
won’t be second nature.

Because crisis events typically impose a serious threat and demand  
action within a short response time, pre-crises educational campaigns are 
critical. Effective instructional communication during the event needs to 
motivate people to pay attention and act, inform people in ways that are 
accurate and intelligible, and provide specific actionable instructions for 
protection very quickly. In the case of earthquake early warning (EEW) 
messages, the time allotted may even be ten seconds or less (Sellnow et al., 
2019b). Another way to address this challenge is through multimodal com-
munication. In the case of EEW, research reveals that aural alert sounds, 
verbal intensity level descriptions (rather than numerical), and visual 
exemplars can serve as heuristic shortcuts to action when time is of the 
essence (see figure 4.3).

Finally, specific action steps should be created and implemented for 
those not directly in harm’s way. Because families are rarely geographically 
bound today, it is likely that even when a crisis event does not impact us 
directly, a loved one may be in harm’s way. Moreover, it is human nature 
to want to help even when we don’t have a loved one impacted directly. 
Most often, people are directed to donate money to a particular charity that 
will aid relief efforts. This is most certainly one option. However, effective 
instructional risk and crisis communication research suggests publishing 
and promoting a preferred list of how to help on a website(s) and via social 
media (see figure 4.4).

In sum, although we have described each element of the IDEA model in 
isolation, they actually function fluidly together in effective instructional risk 
and crisis communication. The key is that all need to be addressed. When 
one is overlooked, research illustrates that negative implications arise. For 

Figure 4.3 Drop, Cover, Hold On Action Step Exemplar. Source: This photo by 
unknown author is licensed under CC BY.
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example, many such messages privilege explanation at the expense of action 
or internalization (e.g., Frisby et al., 2014; Sellnow-Richmond et al., 2018). In 
these cases, messages fail because receivers are left wondering what they are 
supposed to do/not do to protect themselves and those they care about (action) 
and why (internalization). Consequently, they usually end up doing nothing 
at all or precisely doing the wrong thing; and, as a result, heighten negative 
impact (Seeger, 2006). Even when messages offer specific protective action 
steps and intelligibly translated accurate explanations but fail to address inter-
nalization, receivers are typically not motivated to pay attention or remember 
or comply (Merrill et al., 2019). Moreover, even when they do enact the 
desired behaviors, they gradually become complacent and noncompliant as 
time goes on (Sellnow et al., 2017c). Thus, while it is prudent to describe each 
element in isolation for cognitive learning, spokespersons will only be suc-
cessful when all elements are addressed in ways that operate fluidly through-
out the communication and thereby achieve affective and behavioral learning.

APPLICATIONS OF THE IDEA MODEL 
IN IMC ORGANIZATIONS

 The IDEA model provides a framework for constructing messages that 
generate learning on the part of those receiving them. This coincides with 
what organizations seek to achieve using IMC. Developing consistent and 
coherent communication strategies is the goal of organizations using IMC 

Figure 4.4 How to Help.
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because when they present appropriate stimuli to a defined target audience, 
the intended outcome is the eliciting of a desired set of responses (Kitchen & 
De Pelsmacker, 2004).

In stage 1 of IMC, the organization combines all of the various tools of 
the marketing communication mix (e.g., advertising, sales promotion, public 
relations, personal selling, and direct marketing). These tools vary in their 
effectiveness. For example, personal selling and direct marketing score high 
in the ability to deliver a personal message, while advertising, sales promo-
tion, and public relations score low. Similarly, sales promotions and direct 
marketing provide the decision-makers with more control over the ability to 
target particular audiences, while traditional public relations scores low in 
this category. Because stage one is completed without any external input, the 
ability of the organization to incorporate elements that will be internalized by 
particular audiences is limited.

If an organization is committed to IMC, stage 2 initiates the gathering of 
extensive information about potential customers, consumers, and those who 
may be exposed to the campaign. In this stage, the IMC organization reaches 
out to sources of data that can provide information about the end-consumers 
or users of their product (Kitchen & De Pelsmacker, 2004). Some consum-
ers may respond positively to money-based incentives in the form of price 
reductions that are immediate and easy to obtain. For these individuals, cou-
pons and cash refunds may be preferred. Other potential customers may be 
motivated with prize-related incentives that provide a chance to win some-
thing. These individuals may respond to contests and sweepstakes where 
they can improve their chances of winning by demonstrating something 
that the organization uses to attract their attention. In this stage of IMC, the 
organization is able to find appeals that will aid in the internalization of the 
message, thereby focusing the attention of the publics on the product; or in 
the case of a risk or crisis, on the situation that is prompting the message.

Stage 2 also enables the decision-maker to identify audience characteristics 
that affect how information should be explained. In the marketing of a prod-
uct, the collection of useful customer information is gathered with the goal of 
building and maintaining a long-term relationship. Because audiences rely on 
many different media, knowing their preferences, and to what type of mes-
sages are they most likely to be responsive, will enable the decision-makers 
to construct campaigns with enough information to establish and maintain 
customer loyalty to the brand. In the explanation step of the IDEA model, the 
need to present sufficient information to enable the receiver of the message 
is essential in order for them to understand the benefits of the product (in the 
case of appealing to the consumer) or to recognize the nature and severity of 
a pending situation (in the case of a potential risk or crisis event). In stage 2 
of IMC, the data collected also aids the distribution step of the IDEA model 
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because how, when, and from whom the message comes will affect the cho-
sen channel and network for conveying the campaign or crisis message.

In stage 3 of IMC, organizations input the information they collect into data-
bases that can be sorted and used to change customer data into customer knowl-
edge. When particular appeals can be tested across different groups, results 
can be beneficial when suggesting preferred actions on the part of consumers 
or publics affected by potential risks or crises. Without segmentation, the 
actions must be suggested for the broader or universal audience (Perelman & 
Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1958/1971). The universal audience is characterized as being 
similar with regard to its preference for knowledge and accepted facts. Without 
knowledge of the particular audiences within the universal, specific appeals 
may be misdirected or inappropriate. The IDEA model tailors the action step to 
provide reasonable strategies that can be accomplished to achieve the desired 
outcome. In IMC, without segmentation through the creation of databases, the 
organization would be unable to reach the wide variety of its potential audiences 
(e.g., local community, government/policy-makers, suppliers, distributors, 
families of employees, and trade unions). Similarly, in risk or crisis situations, 
without knowledge of the multiple publics within the universal audience, spe-
cific strategies for action may be perceived as insensitive or unacceptable.

When an organization reaches stage 4 of IMC, the decision-makers are con-
stantly monitoring the responses to the communication to determine which 
strategies are working and which are not. The return on investment plays a 
major role in the process because organizations do not want to communicate 
ineffectively with their customers or potential consumers. Similarly, in a 
risk or crisis situation, the decision-makers should be monitoring their com-
munication in real time because as the dynamics of the situation change, the 
priorities of the decision-maker about how to communicate effectively should 
be affected (Littlefield, 2020b). At this point, the IDEA model is reliant upon 
having all of the available information about the particular audiences to adjust 
the message. If the publics did not internalize the severity of the situation, a 
different approach may be required. If the explanation was complicated or 
the examples were not well-selected, the message may need to be refined. In 
the event that the strategies were not followed, other options must identified 
to achieve the desired outcome. Finally, if the distribution of the message did 
not reach the intended publics, a different channel or spokesperson may be 
identified that will convey the intended message to the affected publics.

THE IDEA MODEL AND CULTURAL APPROACHES

The introduction of different cultural approaches for risk and crisis communi-
cation provides an opportunity to consider how the IDEA model functions in 
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different contexts. The CN, CS, and CC approaches are based upon different 
assumptions and reflect contrasting elements.

The CN approach is designed for the universal audience using the rational 
world paradigm for information processing. Fisher (2017) explained that the 
rational world paradigm relies on facts and information from experts in order 
to make decisions. Arguments are developed with subject matter knowledge 
and conveyed from the perspective of advocacy. The decision-makers in 
this context dominate the discussion with the superiority of their rational 
discourse and make choices based upon what they perceive to be the most 
compelling arguments. Using the IDEA model in the culture neutral context 
requires the decision-maker to rely on general information and examples with 
the potential to appeal to multiple publics simultaneously. The explanation 
of the situation must use generic language and the decision-maker must rely 
upon common knowledge in order to reach the greatest number of people. 
Similarly, the suggested action or strategy to address the situation will lack 
specificity and be descriptive of what could be done by most individuals. A 
major challenge for the decision-maker is the inability to alter the distribution 
of the message based upon resistance from particular groups within the uni-
versal audience when internalization is thwarted, explanation is insufficient, 
or action is limited.

The CS approach allows for some adaptation to the particular audiences 
selected by the decision-maker as significant enough to warrant special con-
sideration. While the controls held by the decision-makers are similar to those 
in the CN approach, selected information is used to appeal to those charac-
teristics deemed salient by those who create and disseminate the message. 
While the rational world paradigm remains at the core of the CS approach, 
the introduction of narratives from the identified publics provides a greater 
opportunity to make the connections needed for internalization to occur and 
for examples to be chosen that are perceived as relevant to the publics. The 
distribution of the message is likely to focus on those channels identified by 
the decision-maker as best suited to reach the intended publics.

The CC approach provides for the greatest application of the IDEA model 
due to the focus on the particular audiences to which the messages are 
directed. When members of multiple publics are brought into the decision-
making process, the ability to identify relevant and meaningful connections 
enhances their ability to internalize the messages and become vested in the 
issue at hand. When members of the publics are able to share their stories, the 
rhetorical choices used to explain the situation are built upon the lived experi-
ences of those who co-create the messages. Because the affected groups have 
the ability to participate in the process of identifying strategies to respond to 
a crisis or other situation, the likelihood of the options being accepted and 
acted upon is greater. Finally, in the CC approach, the collective process of 
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decision-making provides for clarity when deciding how to distribute the 
message across multiple publics with multiple spokespersons.

SUMMARY

This chapter provided a detailed description of the IDEA model in the context 
of IMC. The model’s elements—internalization, distribution, explanation, 
and action—help message spokespersons design and distribute messages 
design to motivate receives to internalize the potential impact of the risk or 
crisis event, reach disparate target public(s) via appropriate channels, offer 
a honest and accurate explanation of the event via intelligible translations, 
and provide specific self-protection action steps to take. The usefulness of 
the model was demonstrated through a variety of national and international 
contexts. As the IDEA model is layered upon the workings of organizations 
utilizing IMC, the relationship of the four elements to the stages of IMC pro-
vided insight into how to develop consistent and coherent messaging more 
effectively. Finally, through a discussion of the cultural approaches identified 
in this book, the IDEA model revealed how the focus on different audi-
ences could impact how decision-makers crafted and disseminated messages 
designed to save lives and livelihoods.

In the following chapters, the three approaches—CN, CS, and CC—will be 
illustrated through a discussion of three recent crises: The Zika mega-crisis 
affecting the western hemisphere; the Hurricane Dorian crisis affecting the 
Bahamas and southeastern United States; and ASFv that affected producers in 
several developed countries, including the United States. Through an exami-
nation of each crisis, the cultural approaches taken by the decision-makers 
disseminating risk and crisis messages will be illustrated to show how the 
different cultural messages were developed and presented, how the publics 
responded to the cultural approaches in the messages, how the approaches 
in the messages facilitated effective communication, and limitations to the 
cultural approaches that were utilized.
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Chapter 4 described the IDEA model in the context of IMC. The four ele-
ments reinforce an audience-focused perspective through the process of 
helping recipients internalize the potential impacts they may experience due 
to risk or crisis events, identifying appropriate channels for distributing the 
messages, offering an accurate and understandable explanation of the nature 
of the risk or crisis, and providing specific self-protective actionable instruc-
tions for protection. The utility of the model across contexts was illustrated 
through examples reflecting national and international risk situations and 
crisis events.

This chapter provides a detailed examination of the first of the three 
communication approaches that bring a cultural perspective to the process. 
The CN approach emphasizes the following dimensions: The presence of 
the managerial/elite perspective; the use of scripted messages; the one-way 
nature of the message with no feedback; the traditional public relations single-
spokesperson model; and the application of the social scientific perspective to 
the approach. Following this description, the CN approach is discussed with 
examples from the WHO’s messages to the global community about ZIKv 
to show: (1) When CN communication was used (pre-crisis, crisis, and post-
crisis); (2) how CN messages were presented (using best practices); (3) what 
the responses were to the CN messages; (4) how the CN approach facilitated 
effective risk communication; and (5) what limitations to the CN approach 
were evident. Intersecting this analysis is an overlay of the IDEA model to 
reveal how CN communication is less effective in conveying risk and crisis 
information and directives to diverse publics. From an IMC perspective, the 
ineffectiveness of CN messages stems from a lack of agility based on differ-
ing audience needs (Fellows, 2016).

Chapter 5

The Culture-Neutral Approach
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THE CULTURE-NEUTRAL APPROACH

When organizations begin utilizing IMC, they enter the first stage where 
the primary focus is coordinating the internal processes necessary to launch 
a campaign. The process requires a high degree of interpersonal and cross-
functional communication (Kitchen & DePelsmacker, 2004) with the goal of 
creating consistent and coherent messages designed to attract potential buyers 
or subscribers to the product or services being promoted. This stage reflects 
what happens when organizations utilize a CN approach to risk and crisis 
communication. The organization has an internal focus to produce coherent 
and consistent messages that will instruct and persuade publics to act in their 
best interests when confronting a risk or crisis. More specifically, the CN 
approach is essentially a managerial/elite perspective that directs a single 
spokesperson to use scripted messages without soliciting feedback to instruct 
or persuade a universal audience to take the desired action.

Managerial/Elite Perspective

The CN approach originates in the belief that messages should be designed 
for the universal audience (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1958/1971). This 
affinity between the manager and the universal audience is based on an 
assumption that both represent reasonable and rational individuals. The struc-
tures in place at government or institutional levels place the decision-makers 
in an elite position of being able to prioritize all aspects of message preparation 
and dissemination. The decision-makers have been privileged with education, 
financial and material resources, and legitimacy within the organization, to 
name a few. The decision-maker’s ethnocentricity is expressed in the message 
because it reflects the outer limits of what should be known or acted upon in 
a situation. The perceived positive intent of the decision-maker to provide 
instructional content may be helpful, but the decision-maker’s interest in 
developing a relationship with publics is not a priority. Once the information 
is conveyed, the decision-maker leaves it up to the publics to act. In essence, 
“We tell them what should happen if they follow our directives; the choice to 
act is up to them.” The decision to transfer responsibility for action to those 
receiving the universal message represents a managerial perspective. As a 
result, the vertical integration of IMC carries this ethnocentricity to all levels 
of the organization as it conveys the position of the top decision-makers to 
those producing what should be consistent and coherent messages.

Scripted Message

CN messages are designed to be objective and free from cultural content. 
The objectivity of CN messages is valued because it presents the facts and 
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expects the weight of evidence to support the conclusions being drawn and 
the preventive strategies offered. The reliance on objective information 
reflects what the sender regards as credible information; thus, scripted mes-
sages are prepared with no intention to modify them (Rykiel, 2001). Scripted 
messages are preplanned communication. Moreover, CN communication is 
not designed to be interactive. The decision-maker anticipates what should 
be included based on preferred models of interaction and prepares the mes-
sage in advance. Feedback is not expected from the universal audience, nor 
would the sender of the message expect to modify preplanned communication 
because it is objective and if followed, will achieve intended results. The role 
of the audience is passively to accept the message.

One-Way with No Feedback

Because CN messages are directed to the universal audience, they tend to be 
created in such a way that the content stands for itself. The speaker’s view 
of the audience dominates and because decision-makers view facts as indis-
putable, the message is created without audience involvement or interaction. 
In contrast to the circular communication model where sender and receiver 
communicate in a loop whereby feedback influences message modification, 
the CN approach is one-way. The message is transmitted, and feedback is 
irrelevant. The decision-makers use available material from what they deem 
to be credible sources to construct messages they expect will be universally 
accepted. Once the message is sent, their purpose has been achieved. Within 
the context of IMC, CN communication emanates from stage 1 practices that 
foster the creation of coherent messages reflecting standard practices accepted 
by those sharing the ethnocentric perspectives of the decision-makers.

Traditional Public Relations Single-Spokesperson Model

The single-spokesperson model is predicated on the belief that if the pre-
sentation of the message is centralized to one person or a single source, 
the consistency of the person or source will add credibility to the message 
being presented to the universal audience. Drawing from what Klopf (1991) 
described as projective cognitive similarity, or the belief that “the person 
with whom we are talking perceives, judges, thinks, and reasons the same 
way we do” (p. 223), CN communication appears logical and well-suited to 
the universal audience. When organizations use the CN approach, they select 
spokespeople who appear and sound like the decision-makers who chose 
them. This ethnocentric perspective is reinforced by vertical integration in 
IMC stage 1 that prioritizes using spokespeople who share the characteristics 
of the decision-maker.
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Social Scientific Perspective

CN communication views problems from a macro-perspective. The focus 
is on description and prediction. The social scientific focus looks, “beyond 
the surface in examination of the phenomenon involved, the institution, or 
whatever is the focus of study, to see what is in fact functionally imperative” 
(Randar, 1973, p. 84). Social scientists describe, define, and predict behavior. 
They collect and manipulate data into categories that can be compared to 
determine strategies based on their predicted effectiveness. They view their 
role as helping society understand how to function, and in the case of risk or 
crisis, what to do to save lives and livelihoods. When decision-makers follow 
this social scientific paradigm, they create and disseminate messages that rely 
on probability and past actions to help society move forward. CN messages 
focus on the universal thereby prioritizing objective and factual content for 
the general public. This motivation devalues subjectivity because it does not 
serve the greater good and prioritizes the needs at the potential expense of 
the universal audience.

APPLYING THE IDEA MODEL TO 
CN COMMUNICATION

When examining CN communication through the lens of the IDEA model, 
the limitations of this approach become clear. According to Sellnow and 
Sellnow (2014), three key elements affect message compliance: internaliza-
tion, explanation, and action. According to the model, messages are designed 
to capture the interest of their intended audiences in such a way that they are 
internalized. To be explanatory, messages need to provide sufficient informa-
tion (e.g., what is happening, why, and what is being done to reduce risk) 
in intelligible terms that audiences understand. Finally, messages need to 
provide actionable steps audiences should take to protect themselves, their 
families, and their community. These three elements function best when dis-
tributed through appropriate communication channels that are accessible to 
the intended audiences.

Messages disseminated via CN are designed for the universal audience. 
Thus, when considering what elements of the message would be perceived 
as most relevant to particular groups, the absence of cultural content limits 
the internalization that invites marginalized publics to pay attention to the 
message. Since the content is designed with objectivity as a goal, facts and 
examples include and mirror scientific and technical terminology and con-
cepts that the decision-maker considers to be relevant and necessary to por-
tray the need for compliant behavior. Because the explanation suggested in 
the IDEA Model provides sufficient information for audiences to know what 
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is happening or about to happen, the use of CN language, terminology, and 
examples that are not in the lexicon or experiences of marginalized publics 
receiving the messages may overwhelm or confuse them. Without internal-
izing the need to act or understand the imperative content describing the 
context of the crisis situation, the suggested action steps intended to save lives 
or mitigate a crisis are unlikely to produce the intended outcomes. Finally, 
the CN approach uses the traditional media channels most accessible to the 
decision-makers—rather than the receivers—to disseminate the messages. 
With the IDEA approach, decision-makers use modes of distribution that are 
most accessible to the audiences who will receive the messages.

EXAMPLE OF CN COMMUNICATION

What follows is an example of how CN communication was used by the 
WHO decision-makers to communicate about ZIKv, how the universal and 
particular publics responded to CN messages, how the media and publics 
evaluated the effectiveness of those CN messages, and limitations to the CN 
approach from the perspective of best practices and IMC.

The Crisis: Zika Virus and the World Health Organization

The selected crisis—ZIKv and its effect on humans, and especially pregnant 
women—provides the backdrop for revealing the CN approach to mes-
sage creation used by the WHO between October 2015 and February 2016. 
Contextual background was drawn from a Lexis-Nexis search of several hun-
dred newspapers, magazines, and other online sources, beginning when the 
virus was first detected in the Americas until February 2016 when a state of 
crisis was declared in several Latin American countries, as well as in several 
of the United States of America. A total of 136 news articles were selected 
by removing duplicates and including only sources that specifically included 
information pertinent to the emerging 2016 ZIKv on the American continents.

The WHO messages were drawn from Disease Outbreak News, which 
is posted on the WHO website (WHO, 2020). These messages represent 
the official public communication issued by the WHO as ZIKv emerged in 
the Americas as a major health crisis from October 2015 to February 2016. 
Twenty-four of these Disease Outbreak News items were collected, ranging 
in length from two to sixteen paragraphs (M=six paragraphs per message). 
These messages revealed the tendency to cluster around content themes pri-
oritized by the WHO as it disseminated information about ZIKv. More spe-
cifically, these themes were: To release information in a timely manner about 
the virus; to provide certainty about the virus information being released; to 
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focus on who was responsible for taking action to prevent the spread of the 
virus; and to provide enough information so publics would know how to pre-
vent the spread of the virus (Littlefield, 2020b).

Timing of CN Communication

ZIKv gained attention from the international community in May of 2015 
when the WHO issued an epidemiological alert after incidents of the virus 
were peaking during the first half of 2016. After five years, the status of ZIKv 
is reported as “transmission persists at low levels . . . and is not uniformly 
distributed within countries” (WHO, 2020).

Pre-Crisis

The pre-crisis period for ZIKv in the Americas went from October 2015 
through January 2016. The CN communication messages during this period 
were official reports of detection and constituted general warnings or sug-
gested prevention strategies. Initially, the message content focused on Aedes 
aegypti mosquito as the carrier of the virus and what steps could be taken to 
control the mosquito population around where people lived. When micro-
cephaly among babies whose mothers had contracted the virus and neuro-
logical syndromes associated with Guillain-Barré were detected, the focus of 
content expanded to include warnings about sexual transmission as another 
way to contract the virus, and the prevention strategies shifted to include sug-
gestions about how to avoid contracting the virus sexually.

Crisis

The crisis became official on February 1, 2016, when the director-general 
of the WHO explicitly reported ZIKv as an International Public Health 
Emergency based on information linking microcephaly and other neurologi-
cal disorders to ZIKv provided by Brazil, France, the United States, and El 
Salvador (WHO, 2016d). This was only the fourth time such a declaration 
had been made (previous alerts were for Ebola, Swine Flu, and Polio), and 
the first time for a mosquito-borne illness (Vickery, 2016). This worldwide 
announcement resulted in more explicit and directive messages to reduce 
infection with ZIKv, including precautionary measures, longer-term mea-
sures to develop therapeutics and diagnostics, travel measures and restric-
tions, and data-sharing recommendations (WHO, 2016d).

Post-Crisis

The post-crisis period began in March 2016 and continues to present, as the 
WHO persists with what are pre-crisis communication warning about what 
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steps are necessary to avoid a future “emergence, re-emergence, and global 
spread of Zika and its complications” (WHO, 2019). During the post-crisis 
period, content reflecting organizational learning have focused on strategies 
to strengthen public health systems for early detection and response, and the 
need to work with regional and national health authorities to secure accurate 
epidemiologic data on ZIKv. The WHO continues to address the threat of 
ZIKv transmission, as well as to other mosquito-borne viruses that may 
emerge or re-emerge (WHO, 2019).

Use of CN Messages

The CN messages about the ZIKv are based on a managerial perspective 
toward governmental and public health entities and directed to the universal 
audience. They are scripted and objectively broad in scope, designed for edu-
cated publics using the rational world paradigm as a basis for evaluating the 
messages. The messages were scientific, fact-based, and consistent, and the 
WHO controlled the narrative through its one-way distribution through the 
posting of Disease Outbreak News on its website. The WHO served as the 
spokesperson and directed its messages to other agencies, including the CDC 
and regional and national public health agencies. With a goal to save lives and 
prevent health complications, the WHO described, defined, and forecasted 
ZIKv from a social scientific outlook.

Appeals to Rational World Paradigm

Appealing to the rational world paradigm of information processing reflected 
how the WHO presented its CN messages. The rational world paradigm pre-
supposes that humans are rational beings who rely on argument as the para-
digmatic mode of decision-making and communication. Logical arguments 
based upon verifiable, relevant facts from credible sources are the basis of 
proof (Fisher, 1978), and rationality is determined by subject matter knowl-
edge and the ability to use argumentation skills appropriate to the situations 
or context—in this case, global public health.

Initially, the credibility of the WHO was demonstrated through its pre-
eminence as the leading global agency responsible for overseeing the detec-
tion and prevention of ZIKv. All twenty-four of the messages analyzed here 
included paragraphs with WHO pronouncements, protocol, plans, or other 
recommendations. The WHO controlled the narrative by being the agency 
receiving public health reports identifying the detection of the virus. The use 
of the phrase, “WHO recommends . . .” in more than half of the messages 
is an example of the control WHO exercised regarding its communication.

A second reason for the CN approach in the WHO messages was their timing 
of message publication in relation to the date when a case of ZIKv was detected. 
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Specifically, the date when a case of ZIKv was detected always was prioritized 
in the first or second paragraphs of the selected news reports. For example, “On 
24 November, the National IHR Focal Point of El Salvador notified PAHO/
WHO of 3 laboratory confirmed autochthonous cases of Zika Virus infection” 
(WHO, 2015b). The lag between the date of detection (November 24) and the 
date of publication (November 27) was three days. Littlefield (2020b) found 
that in 83.33 percent of the twenty-four articles, the difference between the 
identification date of the virus and its reporting date was within nine days.

A third way the WHO messages fit the rational world paradigm stemmed 
from a reliance on scientific certainty of the facts. In all twenty-four of the 
messages, indicators of certainty were present to provide credibility to the 
identification of the virus. In nineteen articles (70.16%), laboratory confirma-
tion of ZIKv was prioritized in the first paragraph and an additional ten mes-
sages provided confirmation in paragraph two (Littlefield, 2020b). Finally, 
as would be expected, sixteen of the articles included content in one or more 
paragraphs about ZIKv and ways to prevent exposure. In contrast, eight pro-
vided no background information, narratives about the virus, or mitigation 
strategies that would be expected if messages were developed for particular 
cultural audiences (Littlefield, 2020b).

In summary, the WHO was characterized as using a CN approach based 
upon its control of the narrative as the global leader in public health, the 
immediacy of its reporting of cases, the certainty provided by its verification 
of the cases, and the presentation of content about ZIKv and how to avoid 
contracting the virus.

Application of Best Practices

When reviewing the CN messages disseminated by the WHO about ZIKv, 
best practices involving the universal audience were identified. Because the 
reports were in the form of scripted, one-way messages designed for trans-
mission without feedback, they represented the perspective of the WHO and 
served to present the relevant information to be acted upon by other entities, 
including governmental entities and communities (WHO, 2016c).

Strategic Planning Best Practices 

Advanced planning to guarantee a prompt response to ZIKv and the establish-
ment of a crisis communication network was reflected in the WHO advice 
directed at Member States of PAHO/WHO where ZIKv was detected:

Establish and maintain the capacity to detect and confirm cases of Zika virus 
infection, prepare . . . health services for a potential additional burden at all lev-
els of health care, and implement an effective public communications strategy 
to reduce the mosquitoes that transmit this disease. (WHO, 2015a)
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The existence of the WHO and media platforms designed to provide informa-
tion pertinent to the well-being of the global public reflected the best prac-
tices associated with strategic planning (Veil et al., 2020).

Inclusive Approach Best Practices 

Within the twenty-four messages analyzed during this period, the best prac-
tices reflecting inclusive approach were limited to those reflecting the focus 
of interest as being on the victims of ZIKv. There was no indication that 
specific public concerns were directly influencing how the WHO reported 
about the virus. However, in twenty-three of the messages, the content priori-
tized the focus of interest on potential victims of ZIKv. As ZIKv spread and 
its effects were identified, the messages became more specific about those 
who should be concerned about contracting the virus, particularly “people 
traveling to high risk areas, especially pregnant women,” young children, and 
the elderly (WHO, 2016d). The WHO messages were posted in English and 
cultural differences associated with affected groups were not reflected in the 
messages, beyond economic differences associated with warnings to those 
people living outside of the region with the resources to travel.

The immediacy and regularity of reporting confirmed cases of ZIKv 
through the WHO website provided for the best practice of being accessible 
to the media in gaining access to the scientific facts associated with the mega-
crisis. The mention of the WHO in nearly every publication referencing ZIKv 
demonstrated how ubiquitous the WHO reports were and how much authority 
that the WHO had in providing global public health information. However, 
it was not until the WHO’s director-general’s declaration of the international 
public health alert on February 1 that WHO officials interacted directly with 
representatives of the media about the crisis (WHO, 2016d).

Within the messages, the WHO expressed collaboration with other 
multinational entities, including the PAHO, the United States Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and Caribbean Public Health Agency 
(CARPHA). The WHO justified this coordination: “Because the science, 
and therefore the risk, is not well-understood, the global response needs to 
be coordinated and adequately-resourced with rapid investigations to under-
stand and then mitigate the impact of Zika virus disease” (WHO, 2016e). 
The media reported about the WHO’s collaboration with credible sources 
and partners as it covered ZIKv, thereby enhancing confidence in the quality 
of the information being disseminated. These partners included international 
partners such as the European Centre for Disease Surveillance and Control 
(MacCormaic, 2016), and Canadian Blood Services (Keaton & Cheng, 2016); 
national partners like the National Health Information Center (“Washington: 
Zika virus,” 2016) and American Red Cross (Sun, Dennis, & Cha, 2016); 
political entities, like The White House (“Officials study virus,” 2016) and 
the Obama administration (“Barack Obama seeks,” 2016); and numerous 
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health entities such as California Department of Public Health (Abram, 
2016), American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (Washington: 
Zika virus, 2016), and Oswaldo Cruz Foundation in Brazil (Bevins, 2016).

Responsible Communication Best Practices 

Among the best practices identified in this category by Veil et al. (2020), sev-
eral were reflected in the CN messages of the WHO. For example, although all 
twenty-four messages included indicators of certainty by mentioning laboratory-
confirmed or -unconfirmed cases of ZIKv, because of its reliance on scientific 
verification for the facts, the WHO repeatedly rejected certainty. This was 
particularly true when pressed to draw a causal relationship between ZIKv and 
birth defects and neurological syndromes. For example, the WHO often used 
language, such as: “Despite reports of a potential association between Zika virus 
and microcephaly . . . and other neurological disorders, a causal relationship 
between these events has not yet been confirmed” (WHO, 2016d); and “a causal 
relationship has not been established, but is strongly suspected” (WHO, 2016a).

Sixteen of the messages included some amount of content in one or more 
of the paragraphs about ZIKv and ways to prevent exposure. The suggestions 
focused on “reducing the breeding of mosquitoes through source reduction 
(removal and modification of breeding sites) and reducing contact between 
mosquitoes and people” (WHO, 2015c). The best practice of being candid, 
open, and honest in messages about ZIKv—to the point of being devoid of 
speculation—was characteristic of how the WHO identified confirmed cases, 
reported background and factual information about the virus and proposed 
mitigation strategies.

Due to the official nature of the communication, messages were not tailored 
to diverse audiences and generally were not shown to express compassion, 
concern, or empathy (Littlefield, 2020b). Ten of the messages did not provide 
any mention of vulnerable groups, use language choices reflecting cultural 
sensitivity, or prioritize victims affected by ZIKv. After this initial period, 
the messages included varying levels of reference to vulnerable groups (espe-
cially pregnant women, children, and the elderly), areas of high risk (Central 
and South America), language sensitivity, and victim support. It should be 
noted that these references were not specific but used to represent the univer-
sal (e.g., all pregnant women in contrast with specific groups or individual 
women experiencing the virus). In addition, these references came in the last 
one or two paragraphs of the report, demonstrating a lack of prioritization by 
the decision-makers in the creation of the messages (Littlefield, 2020b).

Corrective Action Best Practices 

As time progressed, the WHO demonstrated the best practice of continuously 
evaluating and updating its crisis plans and recommendations; in particular, 
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as the effects of the virus on pregnant women were confirmed. Initially, in 
the pre-crisis state, strategic communication responses were preventive. For 
example, following the WHO’s prioritization, pre-crisis messages came in the 
form of general warnings or suggested preventive strategies and the transmis-
sion of ZIKv was linked to the bite of an infected mosquito (“Washington: 
Interim guidelines,” 2016). In response, the WHO provided proven public 
health strategies to protect people from getting infected, such as “using bar-
riers such as insect screens, closed doors and windows, long clothing and 
repellents” (WHO, 2016b). When the transmission of ZIKv was detected 
through sexual transmission, when scientists were less certain, the WHO 
initially provided a risk assessment reflecting uncertainty: “The risk of dis-
ease spread through sexual activity is very limited” (WHO, 2016f). Later, as 
sexual transmission was confirmed with certainty, the WHO issued more spe-
cific guidelines to control transmission that involved “correct and consistent 
use of condoms or abstinence to prevent sexual transmission of Zika virus” 
(WHO, 2016g).

Overall, the WHO CN messages followed best practices in strategic plan-
ning, inclusivity, responsible communication, and corrective actions. However, 
the development of the content was directed toward the universal audience, and 
even references to groups, were generic and lacking cultural specificity.

Responses to CN Messages

The responses to the CN messages of the WHO varied depending upon the 
choices available to those involved. For those who were geographically 
bound to the region most affected by ZIKv, panic and fear was high; and 
those with the personal resources to choose whether or not to travel to the 
region had the agency to change their plans. Responses from the business and 
religious leaders reflected a lack of input prior to the release of the messages, 
as the business leaders sought to promote the safety of the Summer Olympic 
Games in contrast to warnings to stay away; and the Catholic Church and its 
followers found the WHO messages to be in conflict with their fundamental 
religious beliefs about contraception.

As the connection between ZIKv and microcephaly became clearer, preg-
nant women and women planning to conceive that lived in the affected region 
became more anxious: “All of the women I see at the hospital or in my office 
who are pregnant or wanting to get pregnant are very alarmed, almost pan-
icky” (“Brazil fears birth,” 2016); “Many pregnant women across Brazil are 
in a panic,” and, “The situation is incredibly frightening” (Romero, 2016). 
Based on these reactions, the Brazilian government urged women to take pre-
cautions to wear long pants and apply insect repellent to avoid mosquito bites.

For those with the agency to determine whether to travel to the region, the 
WHO messages prompted women to reconsider travel plans. For example, 
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in one report, Russell Smith and his pregnant wife, Rosemary Saponaro of 
Merrick, were supposed to travel on a Norwegian Cruise Line ship to visit 
eight ports in Zika-endemic countries. The couple canceled the trip even 
though the company would not refund the tickets (Ricks & Chayas, 2016). 
Lauren Machowsky, a travel advisor at New York-based Smartflyer, told 
reporters: “There’s been a lot of cancellations. Some people are freaked 
out.” Parenting website babycenter .c om asked pregnant readers with plans 
to travel to Zika-affected areas if they would change course: “About half of 
1,118 respondents said they planned to cancel, and 27% said they were keep-
ing their plans. The rest were undecided” (“Health Ministry issues,” 2016). 
The news of ZIKv had an impact on tourism in Puerto Rico, with some 
tourist groups canceling reservations, particularly weddings in hotels on the 
Caribbean island (“Puerto Rico declares,” 2016).

For businesses and government, the WHO reports of a spreading virus 
threatened the Summer Olympic Games and the economic welfare of Brazil: 
“There were fears this summer’s Olympic Games in Rio could be a multi-
billion pound flop as athletes and fans may stay away from Brazil, where the 
virus has been linked to thousands of babies being born with microcephaly, 
or small heads” (White, 2016). Some officials took issue with the CDS’s 
warning. For example, Henrique Alves, Brazil’s tourism minister, argued 
that the Brazilian authorities were adopting measures to prevent Zika from 
intensifying in the country. Philip Wilkinson, a spokesperson for the com-
mittee organizing the Olympics stressed: “Rio 2016 will continue to monitor 
the issue closely and follow guidance from the Brazilian Ministry of Health. 
Authorities in Brazil insist that they are taking steps to fight Zika, including 
vaccine research” (Romero, 2016). The organizers of the Summer Olympics 
in Brazil said they’ll be on high alert to prevent Zika and would daily seek out 
stagnant water where Zika-spreading mosquitoes could breed (“Washington: 
Zika virus,” 2016).

Another group that was caught off guard by the CN approach was the 
Catholic Church. When ZIKv was tied to infected mosquitoes, the message 
posed no direct threat to the region’s faith communities where a major por-
tion of the population is Roman Catholic. However, when ZIKv was found 
to be sexually transmitted, and the WHO issued a recommended strategy that 
involved the use of condoms and abstinence, the CN response produced a 
strong reaction from the church leaders. This message and implicit endorse-
ment of birth control was in opposition to the church that has long condemned 
contraception. The Rev. Hector Figueroa, a priest in charge of health issues in 
the San Salvador Archdiocese, said that the WHO pregnancy alert appeared 
in the Salvadoran news media Friday morning and that the archbishop had 
not had time to formulate an official response: “Morality says that people 
shouldn’t have that control over procreation. But the church also isn’t going 
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to say something that runs contrary to life and health. This is a very delicate 
issue” (Partlow, 2016). In addition to contraception, ZIKv also prompted 
debate on whether abortion should be used to stop pregnancies with babies 
having microcephaly: “The virus has also prompted debate on abortion in 
largely Catholic Latin America and the Caribbean. Calls to ease laws that 
restrict abortions have gained momentum but are being resisted by conserva-
tive religious authorities, causing an increase in the rate of illegal abortions 
in Brazil” (“Zika spurs global,” 2016).

In short, responses to the WHO messages varied. Individuals who were 
bound to the region most affected by the virus experienced panic because 
the risk of contracting the virus was great and the options to relocate were 
limited. For those with the agency to control their travel plans, the warnings 
were effective and resulted in travel options to reduce the risk. Because of the 
nature of CN messages, the WHO developed them for a universal audience. 
In so doing, economic and religious entities were put into the position of 
confronting the WHO messages either by suggesting that they were reducing 
the risk (as in the case of the Summer Olympics) or by opposing the strategy 
(as in the case of contraception).

Effectiveness of CN Messages

When examining the effectiveness of the CN messages pertaining to the 
ZIKv, the IDEA model of instructional communication provides insight. The 
internalization of the crisis as being relevant to the individual must be realized 
to compel individuals to take necessary action to avoid contracting the virus. 
In the WHO messages, the messages were not designed to have that result. 
Rather than to bring the crisis into the inner-most sphere of ethnocentricity for 
the individual, the crisis was introduced at the national or global sphere. Thus, 
for those individuals who became aware of the crisis, the explanation phase 
of the model provided scientific facts, information about the Aeges mosquito 
and how to destroy its environment. Later, when certainty about the sexual 
transmission of the virus was established, the danger for pregnant women was 
more immediate because contracting the virus was drawn into the personal 
sphere. The action steps in the CN messages suggested universal ways to be 
protected from being bitten. The channel for distributing the CN message was 
not directed toward the publics but rather to the scientific community and gov-
ernmental partners, as well as to the media. The absence of direct communica-
tion with the affected publics was another reason limiting the effectiveness of 
the WHO’s messages.

The lack of recognition of how the CN message would be perceived by 
economic and religious entities resulted in these groups having to respond 
in a way that countered the recommendations and suggested an alternative 
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worldview. While travel agencies and promoters of the Summer Olympic 
Games assured patrons that they would receive refunds if they changed their 
plans, they issued messages that minimized the risk and assured potential 
visitors that the crisis was being managed. For the leaders in the Catholic 
Church, messages pertaining to cultural beliefs, particularly about sexual 
transmission of the virus were less effective because there was no cultural 
sensitivity shown toward those who may oppose conception and who may 
not be willing to sacrifice the opportunity to conceive a child in order to 
avoid contracting the virus. Salina Velasquez Cortez who had been trying to 
conceive for the past two years, said there was no way she would stop try-
ing despite the health warning: “After so much time wanting to be a mother, 
I’m not going to give up now . . . I think it’s absurd” (Partlow, 2016). The 
CN messages did not recognize the need to work with those who may be 
adversely affected by suggested strategies to confront ZIKv. Rather, the 
CN message about discouraging tourist travel and using contraceptives was 
issued in the same way as the scientific information about the mosquito.

Limitations of CN Approach

Even though the CN approach has limitations, several reasons explain why 
the WHO may have used this approach when responding to ZIKv, includ-
ing the role of the WHO as a leading organization promoting global public 
health; the nature of the WHO message content; and the basis for the reason-
ing used by the WHO audiences. First, the global role played by the WHO as 
a leader in the promotion of public health is well-established, having grown 
out of the International Sanitary Conferences held between 1851 and 1938 to 
combat major diseases such as cholera, yellow fever, and the bubonic plague. 
As an agency of the United Nations, the WHO was created on April 7, 1948, 
following World War II. As Beech (2020) described, the WHO plays many 
roles, including “advocating for universal healthcare, monitoring public 
health risks, setting health standards and guidelines, coordinating interna-
tional responses to health emergencies, fighting infectious diseases like HIV 
and tuberculosis, and promoting better nutrition, housing and sanitation in 
the name of overall well-being.” Because of its role as the premiere global 
agency with the mission to provide “all peoples of the highest possible level 
of health” (Beech, 2020), the WHO is regarded as the gold standard by which 
other agencies base their decision-making.

A second reason CN was used by the WHO may stem from the nature or 
content of its messages. Because the WHO carries the global authority of the 
United Nations and the world’s public health community, its messages must 
be compelling and directed toward the universal audience. Within this audi-
ence are agencies and governmental entities—similar in function and purpose 
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to the WHO—that enact guidelines and strategies to reduce the threat of a 
worldwide crisis or pandemic. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1958/1971) 
addressed the need for such broad messages when speaking to the universal 
audience: “Argumentation addressed to a universal audience must convince 
. . . that the reasons adduced are of a compelling character, that they are self-
evident, and possess an absolute and timeless validity, independent of local 
or historical contingencies.” In other words, to appeal to the universal audi-
ence, there must be certitude, or the complete belief that excludes all doubt, 
“employing nothing but logical proof” (p. 32). The objective, fact-based, 
impersonal, transparent messages of the WHO did not include information 
aimed at particular audiences because what might appeal to one group may 
be unacceptable to others. Thus, the content of the WHO ZIKv messages was 
meant to leave little doubt that the information being provided was “real, true, 
and objectively valid” (p. 33).

Finally, the CN approach may have been used by the WHO because the 
audience expected such messages from the WHO (Fisher, 2017). In contrast 
to the rational world paradigm, Fisher (2017) presents the narrative paradigm 
whereby humans are essentially storytellers and the rationality of their narra-
tives is determined by their probability and fidelity. If a story rings true with 
what the listeners know to be true in their lives, even what is known to be 
factual can be discounted (Hardy et al., 2019). Because the WHO’s audience 
would expect information consistent with the conventions of logical proof in 
the context of global public health, the absence of narratives reflective of that 
would communicate matters of “history, biography, culture, and character” 
were in character (Fisher, 2017, p. 269).

SUMMARY

This chapter provided an expanded description of the CN approach to risk 
and crisis communication through the dimensions of a managerial/elite 
perspective, scripted messages, one-way communication, traditional single-
spokesperson model, and the lens of social science. Critiquing this approach 
using the IDEA model, culture-neutral communication excludes cultural con-
tent to promote internalization, provides terminology and scientific informa-
tion that may confuse or overwhelm audiences, and suggests actions that may 
not be within the capacity or worldview of the audience to execute. Through 
the example of the ZIKv mega-crisis, the CN approach showed when CN 
communication was used (pre-crisis, crisis, post-crisis); how CN messages 
were presented (using best practices); what the responses to the CN mes-
sages were; how the CN approach facilitated effective risk communication; 
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and limitations to the CN approach. In the next chapter, the advantages of 
using a CS variation of source-controlled risk and crisis communication is 
shown in the context of Hurricane Dorian, a Category 5 Atlantic hurricane 
that struck the Bahamas and is regarded as the worst natural disaster in the 
country’s history.
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Chapter 5 provided a detailed examination of the CN approach to risk and 
crisis communication within the context of IMC, emphasizing its managerial/
elite single-spokesperson perspective, scripted message, one-way dissemi-
nation, and social scientific orientation. The ZIKv mega-crisis was used to 
reveal when CN communication was used (pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis); 
how CN messages were presented (using best practices as a tool for evalu-
ation of effectiveness); what responses from publics resulted from the CN 
messages; how the CN approach facilitated risk communication; and the 
limitations of the CN approach. Intersecting this analysis is the overlay of the 
IDEA model to reveal how CN communication is less effective in convey-
ing risk and crisis information and directives. In chapter 6, the CS approach 
is illustrated within the context of IMC, with the emphasis on the following 
dimensions: managerial/elite perspective; scripted message; one-way limited 
feedback; multiple-spokesperson model; cultural adaptation (e.g., learning 
styles and communication perspectives); and the interpretive perspective. 
This approach is illustrated with the example of Hurricane Dorian that devas-
tated the Bahamas and surrounding islands and Florida to show: (1) when CS 
communication was used (pre-crisis, crisis, post-crisis); (2) how CS messages 
were presented (using best practices); (3) what responses resulted from the 
CS messages; (4) how the CS approach facilitated effective risk communica-
tion; and (5) what limitations to the CS approach were evident.

THE CULTURALLY SENSITIVE APPROACH

The CS approach begins to take shape in stage 2 of IMC. In this stage, the 
organization has committed resources, time, and money to understand its 

Chapter 6

The Culturally Sensitive Approach
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consumers, customers, and potential publics. In stage 2, an attempt is made to 
learn what customers and consumers want to hear, when they want the infor-
mation, where they want to get the information, and which media they prefer. 
This represents “outside-in marketing” (Kitchen & De Pelsmacker, 2004, p. 
26) and requires external integration with entities outside of the organization 
to acquire information about customer preferences.

The IMC process of learning about the consumer reflects the process 
used by those employing the CS approach to risk and crisis communication. 
To determine the strategies to include in messages designed for vulnerable 
publics, communicators must choose from among many cultural categories. 
Abramson and Moran (2018) offered ten broad categories to understand cul-
tural groups and how they respond to messages, including a sense of self and 
space; communication and language; dress and appearance; food and feeding 
habits; time and time consciousness; relationships; values and norms; beliefs 
and attitudes; mental process and learning; and work habits and practices. To 
illustrate how these categories of culture affect communication, one might 
consider how the variable of time and time consciousness affects the pub-
lics’ response times when notified of an impending risk or crisis. Similarly, 
how cultures view human relationships may influence whether men will take 
advice from women as spokespersons. If publics are influenced by religious 
traditions, they may not be willing to act while engaging in religious practices 
or during religious observances.

Managerial/Elite Perspective

The CS approach holds the perspective that to reach groups that are targeted 
as vulnerable or in danger, messages should be designed for the particular 
audience (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca (1958/1971)). This perspective 
stands in direct contrast to the universal audience of the CN approach. 
Particular audiences have cultural characteristics that are identifiable by 
a decision-maker in an organization seeking to disseminate a message. 
Based upon how much time and energy has been invested in studying these 
characteristics, the decision-maker is in the position to determine which 
characteristics will be addressed in message preparation and dissemination. 
The decision-makers have access to the data available and create a mes-
sage that aligns with what they consider to be the most effective ways to 
reach the target audience. If the publics include Spanish speaking people, 
the decision-makers may decide to disseminate the message in Spanish. 
In doing so, the decision-makers believe they are showing cultural sensi-
tivity toward the Spanish-speakers in the audience. If the publics include 
individuals with strong spiritual beliefs, decision-makers may decide to 
avoid suggesting controversial communication strategies. For example, 
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decision- makers may decide to avoid suggesting the use of contraceptives 
to devout Catholics following their contraction of ZIKv to avoid the risk of 
microcephaly in unborn children. Rather, strategies focused on eliminating 
standing water and wearing long-sleeves and pants may be better suited 
to the Catholic audience. The decision-makers also may choose to use the 
vernacular of the targeted publics because common words and phrases are 
more likely to be understood. By using appeals that the CS decision-maker 
believes will be received positively by the intended audiences, they view 
their intent as helpful. CS communicators exhibit an awareness of primary 
cultural norms and values in CS messages, even if they personally do not 
accept them. However, the worldview of the decision-maker remains in the 
elite position by making the choices about what appeals are used, when they 
are used, and how they are communicated to the intended publics. Once the 
CS messages are created and disseminated, the decision-maker expects that 
the publics will respond favorably and recognize the effort made to appeal 
to their observable cultural characteristics and preferences. But cultural sen-
sitivity cannot be generalized beyond the particular cultural group so there 
is no guarantee that sensitivity will be met with receptivity by the vulnerable 
publics. The source of the CS message is the sender and the responsibility 
for action remains with the publics receiving the messages. By modifying 
the CN messages to include CS content, decision-makers can indicate their 
efforts as being other-focused, even though they control the choice of cul-
tural content to achieve their self-focused objective of message dissemina-
tion in a crisis situation.

Scripted Message

SC messages give the appearance of being subjective because cultural content 
is included by the decision-makers. However, just as in CN messages, facts 
and evidence to support the conclusions being drawn by decision-makers 
provide the substance of the risk and crisis messages. The decision-makers 
have not changed the content of the messages; rather, they have decorated 
their messages with cultural markers that may have some appeal to particular 
audiences. The CS message reflects even greater preplanning because the 
organization has gathered data from intended publics to learn more about 
them. This data has been horizontally integrated within the IMC organiza-
tion, so all departments are aware of the dominant cultural characteristics. As 
the decision-makers take the data collected from stage 2 IMC and craft risk 
or crisis messages, the only feedback expected from publics is compliance 
and the acknowledgment that the messages had recognizable cultural identi-
fication (e.g., language, values, and worldview). The role of the audience is 
acceptance and acknowledgment, and the sender controls the process.
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One-Way with Limited Feedback

Just as in CN messages, the CS approach is one-way with the sender dissemi-
nating the message to the universal audience while acknowledging the pres-
ence of particular audiences within that larger body who are identified through 
language and other cultural markers. The difference with CS communication 
comes from the efforts of the organization to move from stage 1 to stage 2 
in IMC. Without data collection and analysis of potential publics in stage 2, 
CS communication cannot occur. The data collection process is ongoing, and 
organizations can discern public response to the messages as they are being 
disseminated. If vulnerable publics respond to the CS messages by complying 
with instructional or persuasive risk and crisis messages, decision-makers may 
determine the characteristics they sought to appeal to were, in fact, influential. 
In that case, they may continue using the cultural strategies in future messages. 
In contrast, if vulnerable publics do not respond as the decision-makers hoped, 
through data collection and sharing of that information throughout the orga-
nization, different cultural markers may be chosen in hopes they will be more 
appealing to the publics and internalized. In either case, the decision-makers 
create the messages without the involvement of the publics in the process.

Multiple-Spokesperson Model

The multiple-spokesperson model is used by organizations when they deter-
mine that having someone from the cultural groups being targeted in the mes-
sage will be helpful in gaining compliance from the intended audiences. In 
these cases, the decision-maker has gathered data and determined that the risk 
or crisis message will be perceived as more credible and culturally sensitive 
if a spokesperson from each intended public is used to convey it. We know 
that the existence of the universal audience implies the presence of multiple 
particular audiences within it (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1958/1971). 
Thus, each of these particular audiences may represent a different cultural 
perspective, necessitating the need for multiple spokespersons to convey 
the scripted message. The control of the managers or decision-makers in the 
process remains evident because these elites select the individuals who they 
believe will be the most credible as spokespeople. An additional benefit of the 
multiple-spokesperson model is the opportunity for limited feedback because 
as the spokesperson presents the risk or crisis message to the intended audi-
ence, the opportunity for interaction exists.

Cultural Adaptation

Risk and crisis messages are designed to instruct and motivate people to 
take the necessary steps to save their lives and livelihoods. However, to gain 
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compliance of affected publics in a crisis, decision-makers must prepare for 
resistance based on conflicting values, history with external agencies, and 
social habits of the group. As Littlefield (2015) noted: “depending upon 
one’s ethnicity, country of origin, economic status, education level, access 
to information, literacy, and social standing, the receiver of a message may 
be more or less likely to respond according to cultural beliefs and values 
than directly to the content of the message” (p. 3). Thus, to gain compliance, 
CS decision-makers must realize what publics may give up if they comply. 
Rogers (2003) suggested that when ideas are diffused into social systems, the 
process involves five steps: knowledge; persuasion, decision, implementa-
tion, and confirmation. Individuals need to understand what is happening, 
be persuaded that some action should be taken, make the commitment to do 
what is requested, actually take the necessary steps to act, and then determine 
that it was the right thing to do. Suggesting that what decision-makers regard 
as the right thing to do may not be viewed similarly by the affected publics 
reflects the managerial perspective of the elites who believe they know what 
is best. Decision-makers using CS communication believe they will face less 
resistance from publics as cultural adaptation occurs within the particular 
audiences who receive risk and crisis messages.

Interpretive Perspective

Like social scientists, interpretive scholars describe what they observe, but 
because the contexts affect how they view a phenomenon, they are unwilling 
to generalize or predict what their observations mean in the larger context. 
This characteristic is relevant when considering CS communication because 
an effort is made by decision-makers to single out cultural categories to 
enhance the receptivity of the audience to the risk and crisis messages. From 
the IMC perspective, the data collected in stage 2 may is mostly descriptive 
in nature. The demographics identify the size of the cultural group, the gender 
breakdown of its members, literacy levels, religious or spiritual orientation, 
employment, and education levels of the cultural group, to name a few. How 
these data are interpreted by the decision-makers determines what demo-
graphics are prioritized in the content to encourage the publics to pay atten-
tion to the message, explain what is happening, and encourage specific action 
for self-protection and mitigation of harmful crisis effects.

The interpretive perspective recognizes that members of cultural groups 
create shared meanings and communicate with each other in unique ways. 
How meanings are created and conveyed is limited to the cultural groups in 
which they exist, and they cannot be universally applied. Thus, if decision-
makers want to effectively disseminate a risk or crisis message, they must 
understand the uniqueness of each particular audience and how that audience 
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must receive the message in order to achieve the intended outcome. The eth-
nocentricity of the decision-makers must be modified with alternative ways of 
presenting the messages based upon how they interpret what will be meaning-
ful and positively received by the publics.

APPLYING THE IDEA MODEL TO 
CS COMMUNICATION

As CS communication is examined through the application of the IDEA 
Model, all elements become part of the decision-maker’s toolkit when craft-
ing risk and crisis messages. As Sellnow and Sellnow (2014) noted, messages 
must contain internalization, explanation, and action, and be distributed 
through the appropriate channels to gain compliance. Elements of culture 
can be part of or influence each part of the model. To begin, internalization 
occurs when the intended audience sees, hears, or experiences something 
that captures their attention and compels them to focus on the message. For 
example, if decision-makers wanted to reach an audience who supported 
human rights and abhorred racism, they might use a digital recording of a 
White police officer kneeling on the neck of a Black man to commands atten-
tion and focuses the observer on racist police practices. The internalization 
caused by the selected image would be culturally sensitive because the video 
was selected for its appeal to an audience that is receptive to the crisis being 
addressed by the decision-makers.

When explaining the crisis, the literacy levels of the particular audience 
members influence the CS decision-makers to use commonly understood 
language and examples that have meaning within the cultural group. Using 
real examples of how similar crises have affected other groups and will 
affect the intended audience provides the CS communicator with sufficient 
information to convey the message without overwhelming the publics who 
need to know what is happening. Understanding cultural characteristics will 
help decision-makers to determine the timing and use of appropriate action 
steps that the publics need to take to protect themselves and their livelihoods. 
Knowing when to provide the information based upon religious or spiritual 
observances, understanding the dynamics of family relationships, and taking 
into account the agency of the publics based upon their worldviews provides 
the decision-makers using CS communication with the ability to select con-
tent that will most effectively convey their intended risk and crisis messages. 
Sensitivity to such questions of timing is a long-standing dimension of effec-
tively practices IMC (Persuit, 2016).

Finally, once the CS decision-makers have used cultural elements to cap-
ture their audience members’ attention, incorporated explanation in a way 
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that is understood within the cultural group, and suggested strategies that are 
compatible with cultural practices and norms, the final element of the IDEA 
model calls for the distribution of the message using the appropriate means of 
conveyance. The decision-makers in IMC will have collected data indicating 
the publics’ preferences for how to receive information. This descriptive data 
will inform the process and enable decision-makers to structure the release 
of their risk and crisis messages in ways that are most appropriate for the 
multiple publics who will need to receive them.

EXAMPLE OF CS COMMUNICATION: 
HURRICANE DORIAN CRISIS

This section illustrates how CS communication was used by decision-makers 
at the National Hurricane Center, how the tourists and residents responded to 
CS messages, how the media and publics evaluated the effectiveness of CS 
messages, and limitations to the CN approach from the perspective of best 
practices and IMC.

The Crisis: Hurricane Dorian and the 
National Hurricane Center

The selected crisis—Hurricane Dorian—and its effects on communities pro-
vides the context for illustrating the CS approach to message creation used by 
the NHC between August 24 and September 10, 2019. Data for this analysis 
were drawn from the Hurricane Dorian Advisory Archive from August 24 
to September 9, 2019. The NHC posted 64 forecast advisories, 64 public 
advisories with 140 updates, 64 discussions, and 64 wind speed probabilities 
during this time frame (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 
2019). The forecast advisories, discussions, and wind speed probabilities 
were culture-neutral due to their heavily scientific nature of information. The 
204 public advisories and updates were designed for publics who were in the 
path of the hurricane and came in the form of numbered bulletins originating 
at the National Weather Service NHC in Miami, Florida. A random sample 
of sixteen (one from each day that bulletins were posted) was analyzed. 
Each bulletin included a summary of information pertinent to the hurricane: 
Present location; maximum sustained winds; present movement; and mini-
mum central pressure. This is followed by watches and warnings associated 
with the current advisory; discussion and outlook for the short term; and 
hazards affecting land.

Hurricane Dorian was selected because it represents a crisis that was 
originally forecast to impact Florida most directly and then shifted to instead 
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devastate the Bahamas most dramatically, as well as other states along the 
entire eastern coasts of the United States and Canada (see table 6.1). As such, 
to be successful, the NHC would need to design and deliver messages that 
were sensitive to the norms and values of distinctly different cultural groups. 
Specifically modifying the messages to include geographic areas to be next 
impacted by Hurricane Dorian was a CS decision-made by NHC.

Timeline of Crisis Phases

As is the case with any tropical disturbance that develops in the Atlantic Ocean, 
the NHC monitors wind and rotation speeds as they create forecasts for people 
living in places where these storms may potentially strike. Ultimately, when 

Table 6.1 Location of Land Areas Directly Affected by Hurricane Dorian

Date Bulletin # Land Areas Directly Affected 

August 24 1 No specific land areas identified
August 25 4 Barbados
August 26 7A Barbados
  St. Lucia
August 27 11A St. Lucia
August 28 15A Puerto Rico
August 29 20 San Juan, Puerto Rico
  Southeastern Bahamas
August 30 26 Northwest Bahamas
  West Palm Beach, Florida
August 31 27A Northwest Bahamas
  West Palm Beach, Florida
September 1 31A Great Abaco Island
  West Palm Beach, Florida
September 2 35A Grand Bahama Island
September 3 41 Freeport, Grand Bahama Island
  Fort Pierce, Florida
  South Santee River, South Carolina
  Cape Lookout, North Carolina
September 4 44 Daytona Beach, Florida
September 5 47A Southeastern and Mid-Atlantic Coasts
  South Carolina
  North Carolina
September 6 51A Eastern North Carolina
September 7 56 New England
  Southeast Massachusetts
  Nova Scotia
  Newfoundland
  Lower North Short Quebec
September 8 60A Atlantic Canada
September 10  Dissipated near Greenland

Source: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 2019.
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speeds and rotation warrant, these disturbances are named. Hurricane Dorian, 
literally the most powerful Atlantic hurricane up to that time, was named a tropi-
cal wave on August 24 while it was still located in the middle of the Atlantic. 
The NHC redefined it as a hurricane on August 28. The first hurricane warning 
was issued on August 30. For these reasons, we surmise that the pre-crisis phase 
began August 24 and remained in pre-crisis for the Bahamas until it reached its 
peak as a Category 5 hurricane by September 1. At that point, it became a crisis as 
it made landfall and remained stationary there until it began moving to the north-
west on September 3, parallel to the east coast of Florida (Weather .go v, 2019).

As the hurricane traveled up the eastern seaboard, new geographic loca-
tions moved from pre-crisis to crisis phase as warnings shifted to focus on 
them. Once the hurricane trajectory moved out a given location, communi-
ties in that area moved into the post-crisis phase. Finally, all communities 
were in post-crisis by the time the hurricane dissipated on September 10 
somewhere in the Atlantic near Greenland. Thus, for a slow-moving crisis 
such as Hurricane Dorian, the shifts from pre-crisis to crisis and then to post-
crisis were fluid, in that they advanced with the storm as it proceeded along 
its path. With this context in mind, the following sections describe messages 
offered in the NHC Bulletins that used elements of the IDEA model for effec-
tive instructional risk and crisis communication messages generally, and CS 
components specifically related to each element.

Use of CS Messages as Illustrated via the IDEA Model

This section provides examples of CS messages used by the NHC through the 
lens of the IDEA model for effective instructional risk and crisis communica-
tion described in chapter 4. In doing so, both strengths and limitations of the 
messages are clarified in terms of how well they illustrate cultural sensitivity 
and how they demonstrate each element of the model.

Internalization

To be effective, instructional risk and crisis messages must motivate receivers 
to take notice and pay attention to what is being communicated to them. This 
can be achieved by highlighting personal relevance and potential impact (i.e., 
Will it impact me and/or those I care about, and how?). Some strategies for 
compelling receivers to pay attention generally include establishing imme-
diacy through compassion and empathy, clarifying proximity and timeline 
for the events, and using exemplars that appeal to emotions when illustrating 
potential impact (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019).

As depicted in figure 6.1, the NHC Bulletins demonstrated cultural sen-
sitivity as they appealed to internalization by clearly identifying specific 
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geographic locations to be impacted, probable storm intensity, and when to 
expect the storm to actually strike that area. In addition, maps were used to 
clarify meaning (Lester, 2013). Figure 6.1 shows an example of one such map.

Moreover, previous research confirms that respondents want to see a map 
to understand fully where the disaster is to occur (Sellnow et al., 2019b). 
The NHC Bulletins also demonstrated cultural sensitivity as they appealed to 
internalization by directing the publics to the local weather and meteorolo-
gists for up-to-the minute information. Within every Bulletin was a refer-
ence to “your local weather service or office,” “your national meteorological 
service,” or “your local National Weather Service.” In the areas affected 
by hurricanes, local residents often shelter in place rather than leave their 
homes. Understanding this, by providing the reinforcement to consult the 
local authorities in their area, the NHC was demonstrating sensitivity to the 
tendency of some to resist authority, in spite of the danger. The consistent 
reference to the “your” pronoun fostered immediacy (Richmond et al., 2018) 
and rapport (Frisby & Buckner, 2018).

Finally, messages addressed internalization in a CS way by appealing to 
emotions through the use of exemplars. Exemplars are simply words, phrases, 
visual images, or sounds that motivate receivers to attend to and remember 

Figure 6.1 Hurricane Dorian Probable Path of the Storm. Source: https :/ /se  arch.  creat  
iveco  mmons  .org/  searc  h ?q =h  urric  a ne %2  0path .
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because they appeal to emotions (Zillmann, 2006). In the sampled Bulletins, 
the term “life-threatening” was used thirty-three times to describe surf and rip 
current conditions, storm surge, and flash floods. “Large,” “destructive,” “pow-
erful,” and “dangerous” or “dangerously” were used to describe the hurricane 
and its effects. These emotive words signaling harmful effects were culturally 
sensitive because they targeted publics who were either visiting as tourists 
or living in the region where hurricanes are an annual experience. Table 6.2 
provides a listing of the emotive words used in the sixteen sampled messages.

Regarding internalization, the messages offered in the NHC Bulletins 
seemed to achieve the intended goals of motivating target audiences to take 
notice of and pay attention to the messages. This was accomplished by illus-
trating personal relevance and impact in CS ways.

Distribution 

To be most effective, instructional risk and crisis messages must be offered 
regularly as the crisis evolves, provided by a variety of credible sources, and 
delivered through multiple communication channels that are accessible target 
populations (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). When these strategies are employed, 
information-seeking produces a congruent narrative that is likely to be 
trusted by disparate publics (Sellnow et al., 2019a). Challenges include draw-
ing from sources that the targeted publics deem as trustworthy using com-
munication channels that are accessible to those the messages are intended 
to reach (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). For example, not all people have access 
to computers or internet or choose to seek information from those sources. 
Moreover, the technology may fail during the disaster as was the cases of 

Table 6.2 Examples of Emotive Language Used by NHC

Emotive Word Choices Frequency of Mention in Sample

“Life-threatening surf and rip current conditions” 15
“Life-threatening storm surge” 9
“Life-threatening flash floods” 9
“Large and destructive waves” 6
“Powerful” 4
“Dangerously close to Florida” 3
“Extremely dangerous” 3
“Dangerous hurricane force winds” 3
“Sustained/strong winds” 2
“Catastrophic” 1
“Large swells” 1
“Dangerous” 1
“Swells could be life-threatening” 1
“Gradually strengthening” 1
“Tropical storm” 1

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



102 Chapter 6

9/11 terrorist attacks in New York in 2001 and Hurricane Katrina in New 
Orleans in 2005 (Simon & Teperman, 2001; Spence et al., 2008). Thus, some 
publics are more likely to rely on legacy media (e.g., print, radio, and TV) 
than digital media (e.g., smart phones, computers, and internet).

To be culturally sensitive, the selected sources should be perceived as 
credible by a target audience. These trusted sources may differ for the varied 
cultural and co-cultural groups (e.g., governmental agencies, local authorities, 
opinion leaders, media influencers) (Sellnow et al., 2019a). These sources 
also may differ based on the specific risk situation or crisis event. For exam-
ple, people may seek information from a health organization or medical pro-
fessional during a pandemic, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) or 
U.S. Food and Drug Administration (USFDA or FDA) regarding food secu-
rity, and the national or local weather service during a storm. In the sample 
of NHC Bulletins examined, messages were offered regularly by both local 
and national authorities. The NHC was also culturally sensitive in the way 
it directed the publics to the local weather and meteorologists for up to the 
minute information with references to “your local weather service or office.”

Explanation 

In addition to the aforementioned strategies related to internalization and 
distribution, effective instructional risk and crisis messages need to provide 
accurate information that is explained in ways will be understood by the 
target audiences (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). One challenge to overcome 
regarding explanation involved making sure that messages were offered in 
the native language of the audiences (Ravazzani, 2016). Another factor for 
decision-makers to consider was how to provide clarity about both what is 
known and unknown as the crisis developed, particularly when it may not 
have been previously experienced, as in the case of emerging diseases and 
novel viruses, such as H1N1, SARS, and COVID-19 (Bi et al., 2010; Lipsitch 
et al., 2020). Finally, translating scientific information accurately and intel-
ligibly to disparate publics who may not be experts in the particular field was 
essential (Fischer et al., 2016). In fact, the consequences of failing to over-
come these challenges in the face of a hurricane would most certainly result 
in unnecessary harms and deaths (Sellnow et al., 2017a).

The NHC Bulletin messages employed explanation strategies to overcome 
these barriers in a number of CS ways. For instance, the NHC decision-makers 
offered messages not only in English but also in Spanish to address the large 
Hispanic population affected by Hurricane Dorian. In communication distrib-
uted by the Department of Public Safety and Homeland Security, useful and 
necessary information needed such as 911 services, wireless services available, 
and cable systems were provided in English and Spanish (Public Safety and 
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Homeland Security, 2019). Most of the information was provided online, which 
may not be culturally sensitive to those without access to the internet. However, 
the decision to provide multilingual messages reflected cultural sensitivity.

To address the challenge of addressing what is known and unknown, the 
NHC was faced with having to deal with probabilities, not predictions. Thus, 
as the slow-moving storm progressed, it shifted direction and altered the cone 
of uncertainty. Most hurricanes are prone to dramatic changes in rotation, wind 
speed, and intensity of impact (Ferro, 2013), as was the case with Hurricane 
Dorian. To show the publics where the storm was headed, scientists relied on 
spaghetti plots generated from different computer simulators that were not to be 
in close agreement with one another. These seemingly contradictory computer-
simulated messages, though based on scientific data modeling, contributed to 
confusion when people attempt to make decisions about preparing to evacuate 
or stay and shelter in place. However, the use of mapping was a CS decision 
made for those who may respond to visual rather than aural explanations. Figure 
6.2 illustrates the forecast modeling images of Hurricane Dorian that suggested 
it would most likely hit land in Florida near Cocoa Beach and travel directly 
through the Orlando area. However, after it stalled in the Bahamas, it ulti-
mately turned out to sea and instead followed the Atlantic seaboard northward. 
Because forecasting is based on probabilities, it is not predictive. Unfortunately, 
these changing forecasts—although accurate based on what was known at the 
time—may have confused and frustrated intended target audiences.

To respond to the needs of the publics for a clear explanation of what to 
expect, the NHC consistently explained scientific terminology in common 

Figure 6.2 Hurricane Dorian Spaghetti Model. Source: McBride (2019, September 1). 
https :/ /he  avy .c  om /ne  ws /20  19 /08  /dori  an -sp  aghet   ti -mo  dels/ .
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terms whenever they used it. To clarify, specific weather terminology was 
used in fourteen of the sixteen Bulletins examined for this case. In every 
instance, these accurate and precise terms were defined simply the first time 
they were used. Following every watch or warning, the NHC used the phrase, 
“An ‘X’ watch or warning means . . .” to lead the publics to the meaning of 
the warning. Table 6.3 provides a listing of weather warning terminology and 
their meanings as defined in the NHC Bulletins.

Action 

Finally, effective instructional risk and crisis messages provide specific action-
able directions for protection of oneself and their loved ones, as well as for those 
not impacted that want to help (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2019). In fact, during crises 
people want to do something to protect themselves and help others. Previous 
research confirms that when such directions are missing, people still do some-
thing. However, it often is precisely the wrong thing (Sellnow et al., 2017a).

Some challenges to be overcome include being specific in terms of pre-
paring for and responding to the crisis event, particularly when the desired 
actions change with the evolving crisis. Another is conveying the instructions 
in ways that are understood and implemented correctly. For example, during 

Table 6.3 Weather Warnings Included in NHC Bulletins and Their Meanings

Weather 
Warning Explanation of Meaning Provided

Tropical Storm 
Watch

Tropical storm conditions are possible within the watch area, 
generally within 48 hours.

Tropical Storm 
Warning

Tropical storm conditions are expected within the warning area 
within 36 hours.

Hurricane 
Watch

Hurricane conditions are possible within the watch area. A watch is 
typically issued 48 hours before the anticipated first occurrence 
of tropical-storm-force winds, conditions that make outside 
preparations difficult or dangerous.

Hurricane 
Warning

Hurricane conditions are expected somewhere within the warning 
area. Preparations to protect life and property should be rushed to 
completion.

Storm Surge 
Watch

There is a possibility of life-threatening inundation, from rising 
water moving inland from the coastline, in the indicated locations 
during the next 48 hours.

Storm Surge 
Warning

There is a danger of life-threatening inundation, from rising water 
moving inland from the coastline, during the next 36 hours in 
the indicated locations. This is a life-threatening situation. People 
located within these areas should take all necessary actions to 
protect life and property from rising water and the potential for 
other dangerous conditions. Promptly follow evacuation and other 
instructions from local officials.
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the COVID-19 crisis, people needed to be instructed in ways that would result 
in them washing their hands frequently for at least twenty seconds each time 
(Cavanagh & Wambier, 2020) and wearing masks properly (Feng et al., 2020). 
To be culturally sensitive, these actionable instructions also need to honor the 
cultural norms of the target audience. For example, when the WHO offered 
instructions not to kiss the bodies of those that died from Ebola, they did not 
honor cultural norms. As a result, the target audiences did not implement the 
desired protective actions (Cénat et al., 2020; Hewlett & Hewlett, 2007).

Regarding Hurricane Dorian, one challenge to overcome in the action 
strategy was rooted in the fact that hurricane forecasts changed as the storm 
progressed. For example, because storm surge predictions may increase 
dramatically as a hurricane nears land, O’Neil (2014) notes that by the time 
evacuation is considered a necessary action, it may be too late for residents 
to leave. National Weather Service Meteorologist John Quagliariello agreed:

If you live along the coast and haven’t prepared yet because you feel Dorian 
won’t be a threat because the center is forecast to pass offshore, you’re making a 
mistake. If you wait until the last minute to leave on Wednesday, you may not be 
able to because some of those low-lying post roadways may already be flooded 
from the morning high tide and stay high through the day. (Phillips, 2019)

Summary. The IDEA model of instructional risk and crisis communication 
offered a lens to discuss the CS approach taken by the NHC as it presented 
public messages to those visiting and living in the path of Hurricane Dorian. The 
decisions made by NHC about the content and delivery of content about the path 
and impact of the hurricane were culturally sensitive but reflected the perspective 
of NHC about what was important and relevant to share with multiple publics.

Responses to CS Messages

As the local authorities prepared for the hurricane to make landfall, their mes-
sages encouraged those in the path of the storm to seek safety. Governor Roy 
Cooper of North Carolina expressed it as such:

We are hoping for the best, but preparing for the worst . . . . We know how 
powerful these storms can be. And so, we have ordered evacuations, because 
we want them to get to safety. And we are encouraging them—do not ride out 
this storm. Not only do you put your life at risk but you also put the lives of first 
responders at risk who would have to go in and rescue you. (Blitzer et al., 2019)

The publics responded in different ways to the NHC messages. For the most 
part, visitors to the region were following orders. For example, Brevard County 
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issued the evacuation order for Sunday, and John Anderson, a National Guard 
official, said during a news conference that authorities were experiencing very 
little resistance to the evacuation orders (Forney & Torres, 2019).

While some were unable to evacuate ahead of the storm, many did find 
their way to shelters and other places of safety as a result of the messages. 
Joanne Magley, director of Community Information, Volusia County, 
described the situation:

Well, we’re definitely prepared for . . . what could be the worst part of the storm 
if it were to come in a little more on the west, but we feel that people have been 
heeding the evacuation orders, we have more than 1,000 people in our shelters. 
And we were out a little earlier today and the streets are pretty bare, so we do 
feel that people are sheltering in place, those that did not need to evacuate the 
area. (Church et al., 2019)

Ultimately, state leaders understood that some 830,000 people, many of whom 
would be evacuating for the fourth time in four years, wouldn’t be happy to 
leave their homes. But, as Governor Henry McMaster of South Carolina 
noted, “We believe we can keep everyone alive” (Cox Media Group, 2019).

Effectiveness of CS Messages

While the NHC’s objective was to warn the publics about the path of the 
storm and the need to evacuate, the question remains: How well did people 
respond? The NHC provided geographic references to alert the publics about 
the path of the hurricane, as well as the impact of its watches and warnings 
for storm surges, tropical storms, and hurricanes. Because of the storm’s 
unpredictability, for some residents, the messages were about as effective as 
they could be. Derek Van Dam, a resident of Jensen Beach in South Carolina, 
described how some felt about the messages’ effectiveness:

You got to consider what they’ve gone through over the past four or five days. 
They had a Category 5, or Category 4 hurricane, expected to make landfall on 
the east coast of their shores. That didn’t happen, it’s scraping along the coast. 
They had mandatory evacuations. Those were rescinded, and then, brought back 
again. So, this flip-flopping is not only a headache for the residents that live 
here, but also for the county officials that make those important decisions. Of 
course, people took them seriously when the evacuations were firmed up once 
again as the models edged closer to the shore. (Church et al., 2019)

Thus, the need to constantly change the message produced less urgency, com-
plicating efforts to encourage residents to evacuate.
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The willingness of the residents to comply with the evacuation orders also 
varied. According to Florida’s Division of Emergency Management, more 
than 9,500 people went to one of its 121 shelters. One of them was thirty-
year-old Stefanie Passieux, who took shelter along with her two children and 
mother. She explained how even within her own family, the evacuation mes-
sage was perceived differently: “I came yesterday, as soon as it opened. They 
said we were in a state of emergency so I came. My dad is staying with the 
cats, but we left. He never leaves. He doesn’t do shelters” (Stickings, 2019).

Limitations of CS Approach

Even with reasonable action steps provided in a CS way to mitigate the effects 
of a crisis or to save lives, decision-makers constructing messages may fail to 
offer what are considered to be desired actions because residents in a given 
community have become complacent about the impact of an impending disas-
ter. These disaster subcultures may choose to stay home regardless of the fore-
cast advised actions (Bankoff, 2017). Governor Roy Cooper of North Carolina 
concurred: “We know what the storms can do. I don’t sense any complacency. 
I do know how difficult and frustrating and sometimes costly that evacuations 
can be. So, some people, you’re just not going to be able to move out. They 
just refuse to go, understanding the risks that they take” (Blitzer et al., 2019).

SUMMARY

This chapter provided an expanded description of the CS approach to risk and 
crisis communication through the dimensions of a managerial/elite perspec-
tive, scripted messages, one-way communication with limited feedback, the 
multiple-spokesperson model, cultural adaptation, and the interpretive lens. 
Critiquing this approach using the IDEA model, CS communication includes 
cultural content selected by decision-makers based upon their analysis of exter-
nal publics to promote internalization and focused attention, uses language and 
examples that relate to intended audiences, and suggests actions that are sensi-
tive to cultural practices and worldviews. The distribution of the message is 
guided by the decision-makers’ understanding of audience preferences based 
upon data gathered by the organization. Through the example of Hurricane 
Dorian, the CS approach showed when CS communication was used (pre-
crisis, crisis, and post-crisis); how CS messages were presented (using best 
practices as a means for analyzing effectiveness); what the responses to the CS 
messages from the particular audiences were; how the CS approach facilitated 
effective risk and crisis communication; and limitations to the CS approach. 
The next chapter explains the CC approach using ASFv to demonstrate how 
decision-makers communicated to control the spread of the virus.
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Chapter 6 described the CS approach within the context of IMC, with an 
emphasis placed on how the approach reflected the managerial/elite per-
spective, relied on scripted messages, utilized one-way communication 
with limited feedback, while involving the multiple spokesperson model, 
demonstrating cultural adaptation (e.g., learning styles and communication 
perspectives), and reflecting an interpretive perspective. This approach was 
illustrated with the example of Hurricane Dorian that devastated the Bahamas 
and surrounding islands and Florida to show when CS communication was 
used (pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis); how CS messages were presented 
(using best practices); what responses resulted from the CS messages; how 
the CS approach facilitated effective risk communication; and what limita-
tions to the CS approach were evident.

In this chapter, the CC approach is explained using the following similar 
dimensions: audience perspective, developed message, two-way unlimited 
feedback, multiple spokesperson model, and critical perspective. The IDEA 
model elucidates how the CC approach results in more effective messaging. 
Then, ASFv is described as an example to show when CC communication 
was used (pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis); how CC messages were pre-
sented (using best practices); what the responses were to the CC messages; 
how the CC approach facilitated effective risk communication; and what 
limitations to the CC approach were evident.

THE CULTURE-CENTERED APPROACH

The CC approach differs from the approaches described in chapters 5 and 
6 since it includes participants from the affected publics as part of the team 

Chapter 7

The Culture-Centered Approach
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creating and transmitting the messages. In his discussion of culture-centered 
health communication, Dutta (2008) suggested:

The culture centered approach foregrounds the active participation of commu-
nity members in the construction of shared meanings and experiences; culture is 
constituted through this act of participation and therefore is actively constructed 
by its members. (p. 55)

This perspective has relevance when discussing risk and crisis communi-
cation because to gain the advantage of using a cultural perspective, the 
community members involved must actively participate in the process of 
developing and disseminating the messages.

The involvement of community members as co-participants in the 
decision-making process evolved from research focusing on community 
participation (Lasker & Weiss, 2003; Lasker, Weiss, & Miller, 2001). In 
community-based research, individuals familiar with local culture collabo-
rate with decision-makers as co-researchers to craft messages. The basis for 
the co-participant collaboration between decision-maker(s) and community 
member(s) stems from relationship building during the pre-crisis stage when 
networks and infrastructure has been initiated or is in place that can bring 
the team together quickly. Once a crisis erupts, response time is shortened. 
Thus, messages must be created quickly and then transmitted in a form that 
is accessible and appropriate for the intended publics. Prior research sug-
gests that when decision-makers align messages with how the publics prefer 
to receive the information, publics are more likely to respond in the desired 
manner (Littlefield et al., 2014).

The CC approach provides an opening for decision-makers to challenge 
the conventional methods for creating and disseminating risk and crisis mes-
sages. Agency, which is controlled by the decision-maker with limited to no 
input from intended audiences in both CN and CS approaches, is shared with 
community members in the CC approach. The power to shape all aspects of 
the communication process no longer resides with the decision-maker; rather, 
community members are valued for their knowledge and the convergence of 
cultural and expert knowledge creates messages that are positively received 
and acted upon.

The application of a CC approach to gain participation from community 
members in the decision-making process is revealed when an IMC organization 
moves into stage 3 where data can be analyzed and integrated into communica-
tion planning and implementation at all levels. This collection of information 
about potential customers or current consumers provides the decision-maker 
with the information needed to make decisions about to appeal to the prefer-
ences and behaviors of those who are loyal to the product or services provided 
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by the organization. The decisions made in stage 3 are more reflective of 
what would happen in a CS approach, but when organizational leaders move 
into stage 4 of IMC, they are more constantly monitoring performance levels 
from a return on investment perspective and link knowledge into an ongoing 
evaluation of each served segment of the population. The most effective evalu-
ation involves the publics in the process. At this stage, an IMC organization 
comes closest to the CC approach to risk and crisis communication. While the 
focus is fully on how the publics receive and respond to the message, through 
the evaluation of the message creation, dissemination, and reception of the 
intended messages, the organization can involve affected publics.

Audience Perspective

The CC approach is predicated on the assumption that all aspects of com-
munication emanate from the perspective of the audience. This poses a chal-
lenge for communicators because vulnerable publics respond differently to 
risks. Hence, one message cannot serve all groups with equal effectiveness. 
In contrast to the CN and CS perspectives where decision-makers plan the 
communication approach and manage responses during all stages of a crisis 
(Coombs, 1998, 1999, 2019; Lindell & Perry, 2004; Rowan, 1991; Slovic, 
1986; Tierney, 1999), the audience perspective in the CC approach includes 
the cultural variables unique to each audience (e.g., ethnicity, economic status, 
education, family size and status, household structure, information retrieval, 
language mastery, neighborhood, and technology). The CC approach is best 
represented when members of the affected audiences are included in the con-
struction and transmission of risk or crisis messages from the start.

The audience perspective also recognizes the need for the sender to establish 
a relationship with the receivers of the message. As Kitchen and De Pelsmacker 
(2004) suggested, “The IMC process starts with the customer or prospect and 
then works back to determine and define the forms and methods through which 
persuasive communications methods should be developed” (p. 7). If an orga-
nization has as its goal the retention of a customer or consumer, a relationship 
must be developed that can sustain occasional challenges from competing 
interests. This is also the case with risk and crisis communication. For vulner-
able publics to respond to risk and crisis messages as decision-makers want, a 
relationship must be cultivated that reflects the intent of the decision-maker to 
be helpful, not hurtful; and to be other-focused rather than self-focused.

Developed Message

When a message is developed, the parties involved in the communication 
process work together to construct it. Essentially, the decision-makers and 
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publics determine together the appropriate language and content, as well as 
how the message is presented and disseminated to their constituencies. There 
are several ways that developed messages differ from scripted messages 
reflective of CN and CS approaches. Initially, scripted messages reflect the 
perspective of an individual or small group of decision-makers representing 
an elite view of what should be communicated and how the message should 
be disseminated to the publics. In contrast, developed messages involve mul-
tiple bodies of knowledge coming from multiple audiences that converge in 
a shared framework of decision-making. The multiple perspectives involved 
in a developed message reflect the needs of the publics affected by the risk 
or crisis. Similarly, whereas scripted messages are created and disseminated 
without opportunity for feedback, developed messages allow for feedback 
and modification at any stage in the communication process. Feedback 
reflects competing perspectives and allows for convergence as an agreement 
is reached.

Israel et al. (2001) suggested that through the process of developing mes-
sages, “Partners contribute their expertise and share responsibilities and 
ownership to increase understanding of a given phenomenon” (p. 184). They 
identified the advantages of developed messages as “enhancing relevance”; 
“addressing complex problems” by drawing from the “diverse skills, knowl-
edge, and expertise” of the participants; using “local knowledge”; build-
ing trust among the publics who have “historically been ‘subjects’ of such 
research”; bridging “the cultural differences that may exist between the part-
ners involved”; and providing “resources for communities involved” (p. 185).

Two-Way Unlimited Feedback

In CC communication, senders and receivers work together to provide two-
way unlimited feedback. Figure 7.1 depicts the communication process where 
unlimited feedback is enabled.

Figure 7.1 Culture-Centered Unlimited Feedback Model.
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In the traditional communication model, the sender develops a message, 
encodes the message in such a way that it can be transmitted to a receiver, 
who decodes the message in order to understand, and sends feedback to 
sender of the message. In the CC approach, the senders and receivers become 
transceivers; that is, they become capable of both sending and receiving 
messages simultaneously in order to develop a message that reflects their 
shared perspective, or similar to what Sellnow et al. (2009) described as 
convergence.

As the figure suggests, the receiver begins sending feedback before the 
sender has completed the original transmission of a message. Once the sender 
perceives a response from the receiver that the message is being decoded, 
the opportunity to modify the original message becomes possible. The trans-
ceivers co-create the message in this dynamic communication process. This 
two-way unlimited feedback is central to the development of the message. 
The interactive flow of communication from spokesperson to a specific public 
allows for all participants to add their perspectives to the discussion while 
the message is being developed. The process is nonlinear in that the dialogic 
nature of the process encourages individuals to engage through a community-
based participatory process.

Multiple Spokesperson Model

When the CC approach is used, all members of the decision-making team 
become spokespersons for their cultural perspectives. The CC multiple 
spokesperson model of crisis communication (Sellnow et al., 2009) describes 
how multiple spokespersons are involved in the process of developing mes-
sages for specific publics.

In figure 7.2, during the pre-crisis stage, the decision-maker and cultural 
agents develop a relationship that enables them to come together to develop a 
message when a risk or crisis response is needed. The decision-maker likely 
remains as a contact person with the organization for the cultural agents (or 
co-decision-makers) who ultimately are responsible for presenting the devel-
oped message in a meaningful way to their respective publics.

Critical Perspective

When applying the CC approach to risk and crisis communication, the criti-
cal perspective views the reality of the situation as subjective and focuses 
on the importance of studying the context in which communication occurs. 
The critical perspective allows for the comparison of different attitudes from 
those involved toward the risk or crisis situation and explores the impact 
of power differentiation within a culture as a means for understanding why 
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vulnerable publics may not respond to messages as the decision-makers 
intended.

The critical perspective is useful in stage 4 of IMC because decision-makers 
may focus not only on studying human behavior across cultures, but also in 
affecting change in society. From the CC perspective, if IMC decision-makers 
consider the role of power as they involve members from their intended audi-
ences in the process, they can assist people in opposing what may be oppres-
sive forces in society. Those people who take the critical perspective seek to 
deconstruct assumptions about reality to challenge social realities that rein-
force the exploitation of some groups within society (Flammia & Sadri, 2011).

In most crisis situations, communication power is not distributed equally 
between the decision-makers and those who receive the messages. The CC 
approach enables IMCs to conduct analyses of media and other aspects of 
popular culture with the involvement of those impacted by the messages. For 
example, decision-makers seeking to use social media to disseminate risk or 
crisis messages must consider issues of use that may influence how particular 
publics will access the messages (Clark et al., 2004). Thus, the IMC decision-
maker using a CC approach involves community members in shaping the 
response of particular audiences to messages disseminated over social media.

APPLYING THE IDEA MODEL TO 
CC COMMUNICATION

The IDEA Model is most effectively revealed when using the CC approach 
to risk and crisis communication. As Sellnow and Sellnow (2014) suggest, 

Figure 7.2 Culture-Centered Multiple Spokesperson Model of Crisis Communication.
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the integration of internalization, explanation, action, and distribution of 
risk and crisis messages provides for the most effective communication. 
When a community-based participatory model is used, decision-makers 
create a decision-making team with the agency to bring their collective 
knowledge and experience into the process to satisfy each element of the 
IDEA Model.

First, when messages include elements that capture the attention of the 
audience, internalization occurs and compels those who receive the message 
to pay attention and want to know more about what is happening and why. 
Having members of the affected publics as part of the decision-making team 
that is deciding on the most meaningful elements to include in the message 
will increase the likelihood that the risk and crisis message will be internal-
ized by the publics. These elements may include well-known people, cultural 
and contextual artifacts, symbols, or other identifiers that have meaning to the 
publics; and come from knowing and accepting the values and norms of the 
publics being addressed.

Next, by having members of the publics involved in selecting examples 
and content that relates to them, decision-makers are increasing the relat-
ability of the information and providing audiences with what they need to 
know what is happening. Messages must provide the details in such a way 
that publics are not overwhelmed but feel sufficiently informed about what is 
going on. Attention to the language used by the cultural group and the levels 
of literacy and education levels of the publics also will help CC communica-
tors convey messages that will be received and understood by audiences.

Because the decision-makers have integrated members of the affected pub-
lics into their leadership circle, the actions that are recommended to save the 
public from harm or mitigate the crisis will be inherently more credible and 
realistic. Awareness of how the publics view the nature and purpose of their 
lives, as well as their place in the cosmos, can help communicators to tailor 
actions that are compatible with their worldviews. The culture centeredness 
of the message positions it as doable with those who are asked to comply; 
and because the affected publics see and know those who are involved in the 
creation and dissemination of the messages, the distribution of the message 
is met with greater receptivity.

EXAMPLE OF CC COMMUNICATION: 
AFRICAN SWINE FEVER VIRUS

In this section, ASFv is used to demonstrate how the National Pork Board 
used CC communication, how the universal and particular publics responded 
to CC messages, how the media and publics evaluated the effectiveness of 
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CC messages, and what were the limitations to the CC approach from the 
perspective of best practices and IMC.

The Crisis: African Swine Fever Virus 
and the National Pork Board

We selected ASFv as a case to represent the CC approach because the crisis 
communication response, coordinated largely by the National Pork Board, 
features a highly inclusive focus on the audience. To understand the ASFv 
response, we explain how the lessons of effective crisis communication and 
biosecurity practices learned from responding to another disease, PEDv, have 
directly influenced the response to ASFv. These lessons clearly reflect the 
essential elements of a CC approach. Specifically, all stakeholders involved 
in the ASFv response are included in a comprehensive network sharing 
messages about effective biosecurity measures, stories collected from work-
ers on the front lines practicing biosecurity help to form the messages, and 
ample opportunity has been given for stakeholders to share their feedback. 
Moreover, multiple spokespersons are used to disseminate the messages 
from a critical perspective that allows for a reconceptualization of effective 
biosecurity practices. In true IMC fashion, these messages align to allow 
multiple audiences to “work together on a problem” (Vinhateiro & Cronen, 
2016, p. 89)—in this case, the potentially devastating impact of ASFv on an 
entire industry.

This case study is informed by two sets of interviews conducted with 
individuals directly involved in developing and distributing crisis messages, 
first, for PEDv, and second, for ASFv. Individuals were selected based on 
their positions in the National Pork Board, American Association of Swine 
Veterinarians, and university extension offices. All the individuals inter-
viewed were specialists in swine research with extensive knowledge of bios-
ecurity. A total of twenty-seven interviews were conducted.

Context

The disease began as a frightening mystery. Piglets born vibrant and healthy 
on U.S. farms were dead or near death a day later. Farm workers responded 
initially as if the cause were a disease that they had seen previously such 
as transmissible gastroenteritis (TGE). As the situation worsened, further 
testing would reveal that the swine producers were dealing with something 
far harsher. Testing ultimately discovered that the piglets were dying from 
PEDv, a disease never before seen in the United States. This news was partic-
ularly disheartening because there is no treatment, cure, or vaccine for PEDv. 
Further intensifying the situation is the fact that PEDv is a resilient virus that 
spreads quickly. The disease can spread easily as workers, equipment, and 
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vehicles move from building to building and farm to farm (Schultz, 2014). 
PEDv spread at an alarming rate, killing 100,000 piglets per day, and caus-
ing pork prices to rise sharply (Strom, 2014), before the disease was brought 
under control in 2015.

PEDv serves as a warning to U.S. swine producers as they prepare for an 
even more deadly disease, ASFv, now spreading in Africa, Asia, and Europe. 
Like PEDv, ASFv spreads easily and there is no known cure and no vaccine. 
Once infected or exposed, producers must typically euthanize their animals 
as a precaution against the disease spreading in the community. In a recent 
outbreak, for example, farmers in Nigeria were compelled to euthanized 
hundreds of thousands of pigs (Bugga, 2020). Such dramatic losses of ani-
mals threaten food security. Because pigs are a “fast-growing species with 
efficient feed conversion rates,” pork is an increasingly vital source of protein 
worldwide (Pigs and Animal Production, 2014, para. 1). Pork production 
in most parts of the world has increased over the past decade. Along with 
this increase is a near-universal dependence on centralized pork production 
where hundreds or thousands of animals are reared in one location. This cen-
tralization has improved efficiency and helped to meet the growing demand. 
Unfortunately, the concentration of animals has also contributed to the rapid 
spread of diseases like PEDv and ASFv.

People facing pandemics like PEDv or ASFv need actionable information. 
Gerwin (2012) described actionable information in pandemics as “accurate 
facts and reasonable interpretations of those facts upon which an individual 
should rely in making reason-based decisions” (p. 630). Though the need 
for actionable information is glaring during pandemics, the availability of 
such information depends on previous experience. Both PEDv and ASFv are 
novel. The swine industry in the United States had no experience with PEDv. 
Similarly, the global swine industry has limited experience responding to 
ASFv. Thus, the industry faces the conflicting challenges of high uncertainty 
and an immediate need for information.

Because no treatment or vaccine is available yet for PEDv and ASFv, 
biosecurity is the most practical form of actionable information available. 
Biosecurity is “a strategic and integrated approach to analysing [sic] and man-
aging relevant risks to human, animal and plant life and health and associated 
risks for the environment” (INFOSAN, 2010, p. 1). In pandemic conditions, 
the integration of security efforts to quell the spread of disease is paramount. 
If, for example, one country is lax, the threat of the disease spreading to other 
countries is intensified. Similarly, if one farm is infected and that farm fails to 
practice prescribed biosecurity practices, the disease is more likely to spread 
to neighboring farms. This need for the systematic integration of biosecurity 
practices to combat the global spread of disease requires a level of collabora-
tion that may be unprecedented in other aspects of farming.
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Timing of CC Communication

The National Pork Board is a central player in all biosecurity research and 
communication. The board played a major role in coordinating the PEDv 
response and is a primary resource for ASFv pre-crisis communication. As 
the National Pork Board and the swine industry in the United States build 
biosecurity defenses against ASFv, they bridge the post-crisis learning for 
the PEDv case into the pre-crisis planning activities for ASFv. PEDv simul-
taneously demonstrated the danger of novel diseases for producers and the 
remarkable capacity of the swine industry to collaborate in organizing a 
biosecurity response that included input from a broad array of stakeholders. 
When the diagnosis of PEDv was confirmed, industry representatives such 
as National Pork Board, American Association of Swine Veterinarians, and 
extension researchers at American universities immediately collaborated 
to conduct research, translate the information into suggested biosecurity 
practices, and create a dialogue among all stakeholders through existing and 
newly established networks. The industry moved through the stages of diag-
nosis, research, translation into practices, dialogue, and practice “in record 
time” (Sellnow et al., 2018, p. 132). The challenge at hand for the swine 
industry is to transfer the extraordinarily successful crisis response to PEDv 
into an equally effective crisis plan for preventing the spread of ASFv in the 
United States.

Use of CC Communication

The U.S. swine industry is well-positioned to apply the best practices 
described in chapter 2. For stage 1 of IMC, best practices call for a prompt 
response that establishes inclusive communication networks. The industry 
had in place, before the PEDv crisis, durable networks allowing producers to 
communicate with veterinarians and the National Pork Board. These networks 
were quickly adapted for managing PEDv (Sellnow et al., 2017c). Thus, these 
networks have a proven record and have been extended to managing pre-crisis 
planning for ASFv (Edwards et al., 2020). From the perspective of CC, these 
networks give all stakeholders in the swine industry access to information, an 
opportunity to be heard, and a role to play in building a biosecurity response.

The networks, discussed earlier, contribute directly to the industry’s enact-
ment of IMC’s stage 2. In the second stage, the objective is for the industry 
to seek public information and evaluate the feedback. This stage coincides 
with the solicitation of feedback in the inclusive approach advocated by the 
best practices of crisis communication. The National Pork Board maintained 
a high degree of openness through constant contact with all stakeholders. 
For example, conference calls were used to allow producers, veterinarians, 
and others to respond to recommendations and discuss their experiences. 
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Acquiring feedback is a clearly stated and enacted function of the National 
Pork Board. Similarly, the Association of Swine Veterinarians, by its nature, 
seeks interaction with practicing veterinarians. This emphasis on feedback 
reflects the expectations of CC as well. The voices of stakeholders, includ-
ing the farmers and employees at the smallest facilities, are heard. For 
example, veterinarians who interact daily with owners and farm workers 
express their concerns and frustrations to the American Association of Swine 
Veterinarians. Producers also are welcome to make their concerns known 
directly to the National Pork Board. The board is committed to representing 
its membership’s concerns.

The industry’s philosophy of transparency and stakeholder participation 
remains in place as the industry prepares for ASFv. Stage 3 of IMC articu-
lates the need for an integrated campaign. The swine industry established 
a remarkably consistent narrative (Sellnow et al., 2018). The best practices 
of crisis communication delineate that this campaign should be tailored 
to the needs of various stakeholders and show compassion for those who 
are afflicted. The industry fulfilled this responsibility in response to PEDv 
through close collaboration among stakeholders, strong leadership by the 
National Pork Board, and transparency with media, particularly reporters 
whose publications specialized in swine production (e.g., National Hog 
Farmer, Feedstuffs, and Pork Network). As the industry prepares its pre-
crisis narrative for ASFv, this commitment to a consistent narrative remains 
culture-centered. Those communicating about ASFv describe a dedication 
to adapting the information they share with individual farmers to fit the 
size of their facility, the specific role the audience plays in biosecurity, and 
scientific training of the listener (Edwards et al., 2020). As they prepare for 
ASFv, industry leaders display a clear understanding that they must analyze 
their audience and adapt their message to fit the needs of the wide array of 
stakeholders.

Stage 4 of IMC emphasizes constant monitoring and adaptation of the strat-
egies in place. Similarly, the best practices of crisis communication advocate 
continuous updating as well as monitoring the community to assure that their 
needs are met throughout the crisis recovery period. In this case, the needs 
of the pork production community go beyond PEDv’s post-crisis recovery 
to a new pre-crisis stage where preparing for ASFv is crucial. Thus, the 
swine industry’s current objective is to leverage the resources and strategies 
employed against PEDv to further bolster biosecurity practices in response to 
the intensifying threat of ASFv. At present, this process represents cultural 
sensitivity through its inclusivity. Experts leading the campaign for intensified 
biosecurity and biosecurity planning insist that stakeholders at every level must 
be actively involved in the process, including farm workers, farm owners, vet-
erinarians, and consumers (Edwards et al., 2020). If any stakeholder is ignored 
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or underrepresented in the planning process, a weak point in the biosecurity 
process is inevitable. Consequently, the inclusivity stressed by the industry and 
the ongoing feedback it solicits in forming a narrative about ASFv biosecurity, 
provides a culture-centered framework for future crisis planning.

Responses to CC Messages

The IDEA model helps articulate a fitting response from those asked to join 
in the biosecurity response to ASFv. Initially, stakeholders need to internalize 
(I) the threat ASFv poses to them and participate in the networks distributing 
(D) invitations for dialogue. These networks provide an explanation (E) of 
how biosecurity needs to change based on knowledge of how ASFv is spread-
ing in other regions. Finally, the key response is the preventive actions (A) 
taken on the farms, in the sale barns, in the transportation of animals, and in 
the preparation and delivery of feed.

Thus far, the response to ASFv warnings has been heeded. For example, 
states with high swine production have collaborated in simulations to test 
their readiness for an ASFv outbreak. In one instance, after an exercise 
involving fourteen states, farmers were able to identify biosecurity strengths 
and gaps. One animal welfare auditor for a major pork producer in Minnesota 
describes the industry’s response in a manner reflecting the industry’s need 
for discussion, feedback, and flexibility:

Planning is the best way to go, and yet if African swine fever does get here, 
there’s a good chance that the plans we have in place may not be the ones that 
we execute. But at least we know and have a good working knowledge of the 
potential obstacles we have so we can get things moving as quick as possible. 
(Henke, 2019, para. 17)

The widespread collaboration in such preparation efforts is promising. It 
provides the agility indicative of IMC through a willingness to quickly adapt 
plans to meet the changing needs of the industry should ASFv occur in the 
United States is also reassuring (Fellows, 2016).

Effectiveness of CC Messages

The messages shared throughout the industry have generated support for 
prevention and response plans at the farm level and for major national 
efforts such as import restrictions on pigs and pork products enforced by the 
USDA and customs agents at the border. Moreover, those who communicate 
directly with stakeholders about ASFv indicate that their audiences have an 
appreciation for the real-world stories from their peers who have experienced 
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biosecurity failures firsthand (Edwards et al., 2020). The PEDv crisis revealed 
an emotional toll on the frontline farm workers who were disheartened at the 
death of hundreds of animals they cared for daily. Stories were collected 
from these workers and shared in messages to workers on other farms 
(Sellnow et al., 2017c). This same strategy of using stories from the firsthand 
experiences of workers is being used in the ASFv response (Edwards et al., 
2020). Notably, these stories are not often about success but rather about the 
demoralizing outcomes of biosecurity failures. Swine experts generally agree 
on two facts: Biosecurity has improved significantly in the swine industry 
since PEDv and intensifying threat of ASFv, and there are likely unidentified 
biosecurity gaps that remain. A swine biosecurity expert summarized these 
points plainly when speaking about the swine industry’s biosecurity progress, 
“Are we doing OK? Yes, but let’s not break our arms patting ourselves on the 
back” (Hess, 2020, para. 3). The threat of ASFv is very real and more can be 
done to improve biosecurity. The recognition of the threat and the willingness 
to respond at the farm level are encouraging. The need to continue promoting 
these strategies is made soberingly clear by the remarks of a veterinarian from 
a large pork production facility, “It’s probably here already: it just hasn’t 
made its way to a pig yet” (Market report, 2020, para. 9).

Limitations of CC Approach

The swine industry is broadly committed to coordination and agility. For 
example, the national pork checkoff program where producers tax themselves 
in support of the National Pork Board is a model for other agriculture indus-
tries. The Pork Board consults regularly with its membership on myriad issues 
and is committed to “moving at the speed of business, focusing resources on 
specific projects relevant to industry needs and using the principles of project 
management” (Pork Checkoff, 2020, para. 1). Other industries may not have 
the commitment and resources to build networks with their stakeholders and 
advocate for safety. Furthermore, other industries may be prone to competi-
tion among organizations. Such competition may stifle the implementation of 
communication that is essential to the CC approach.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, the CC approach was presented and explained from the 
perspective of the audiences’, developed messages, two-way unlimited 
feedback, multiple spokesperson model, and critical perspective. When 
critiquing the CC approach using the IDEA model, culture-centered com-
munication involves members of the publics to determine what will trigger 
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the internalization of the messages for these audiences, how the publics’ 
preferences for content is satisfied in messaging, and realistic actions that will 
reflect the choices available to the publics within the power structure of the 
context in which they live. The distribution of the messages is guided by the 
co-researchers who share the context with their particular audience.

Through the example of ASFv, the CC approach showed when CC com-
munication was used; how CC messages were presented (using best prac-
tices); what the responses to the CC messages were; how the CC approach 
facilitated effective risk communication; and limitations to the CC approach. 
This chapter concludes the second section of this book, focusing on the IDEA 
model and the three cultural approaches to risk and crisis communication 
within the context of IMC. In the final section of the book, the implications 
of emphasizing culture in risk and crisis communication are identified, along 
with the need for using an ethical cultural framework when communicating 
risk and crisis messages. We conclude with future directions for situating 
culture in risk and crisis communication.
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In section three of this book, we discuss the implications of emphasizing 
culture in risk and crisis communication. First, lessons learned from the cases 
illustrating the CN, CS, and CC approaches are offered within the context 
of IMC. Next, the consequences of differing views about what constitutes 
a crisis and how different responses to risk and crisis communication affect 
IMC are identified. Finally, strategies to enhance best practices for integrating 
culture are provided for practitioners, as well as business and industry leaders 
seeking to move from a CN to a CC orientation.

LESSONS LEARNED

The crises used to illustrate cultural approaches to risk and crisis communica-
tion were selected to represent CN, CS, and CC perspectives. The risk and 
crisis communication approach used by the WHO to provide messages about 
the ZIKv mega-crisis reflected a CN perspective. In the case of Hurricane 
Dorian, the approach used by the National Hurricane Center and National 
Weather Service reflected the CS orientation through the identification of 
markers that would appeal to the various publics receiving the messages. 
Finally, when health and industry officials developed messages about ASFv, 
the inclusion of the affected publics within the creation and dissemination 
process reflected a CC approach.

To provide a framework for discussing the lessons learned, the concept of 
spheres of ethnocentricity is useful (Littlefield, 2013; Littlefield & Cowden, 
2006; Sellnow et al., 2009). This concept suggests that individuals pay the 
greatest attention to those things that are of most direct impact to them, begin-
ning with individual concerns and moving out to family, community, region, 

Chapter 8

Implications of Emphasizing Culture 
in Risk and Crisis Communication
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state, nation, and world. The farther out from the center, the less interest the 
individual may have in the message. As Sellnow et al. (2009) suggested, 
“How individuals interpret, understand, or respond to risk messages is based 
upon their place within the spheres” (p. 38). Thus, it makes sense to use 
the categories of personal, family, community, region, nation, and world to 
explore the intersection of multiple perspectives with IMC, culture, and the 
IDEA model.

Integrated Marketing Communications

Organizations that use IMC effectively move through four stages. In stage 
1, organizations prepare to launch a campaign promoting a product or idea 
to stakeholders or potential consumers. This involves horizontal and verti-
cal integration, data integration, and internal and external integration to 
create coherent and consistent messaging. In many ways, these messages 
are designed to function in the farthest spheres from the individual and to 
appeal to as large a population as possible. In stage 2, data are collected to 
understand the consumers’ characteristics and preferences. This is where 
external sources are identified from which information about consumers can 
be accessed. The spheres associated with geographic regions influence the 
targeted consumers. The data accessed are drawn from sources that would be 
specific to these regions. Stage 3 is characterized by building databases that 
are specific to those customers and potential consumers. Through analysis, 
the IMC organization uses these databases to shape its campaign for the tar-
geted publics. At this stage, the organization begins focusing on individuals 
who are grouped within the databases, again keeping the spheres at the level 
of region or beyond. Finally, in stage 4, decision-makers in leadership posi-
tions monitor the organization’s return on investment for promotions directed 
toward each targeted group. There is no change of spheres associated with 
this level of monitoring because only aggregate data would be used to deter-
mine the return on investment.

The insufficiency of the IMC model is one observation to be drawn from 
this study of the intersection of risk and crisis communication and culture. At 
no stage in the IMC process does the organization find its way to the family 
or personal spheres of ethnocentricity at the center, and without this level of 
focus, CC communication is impossible. When applied to the context of cul-
ture, the model developed by Kitchen and De Pelsmacker (2004) precludes 
the inclusion of CC approaches. For example, in stage 1, the organization 
is preparing what it proposes will be a coherent and consistent campaign 
to promote consumer loyalty. The focus is on creating messages intended 
for the universal audience. However, in the absence of including involve-
ment from the targeted publics as co-participants in the process, efforts will 
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be one-sided, inefficient, incomplete, and misdirected. For example, when 
internal communication provides the only source of information feeding 
decision-makers, the need to verify the veracity of the information about the 
target groups may result in the need to repeat research efforts. Another possi-
bility might be the omission of information that would have provided a more 
complete picture of the publics receiving the messages. Based on unverified 
or incomplete information, efforts of the organization may be misdirected, 
resulting in loss of time and revenue. By using a CC approach, the views 
and experiences of underrepresented or marginalized groups provide the 
substance of what IMC organizations need to create the basis for effective 
campaigns.

In stage 2, the model is deficient in providing what is needed by the IMC 
organization seeking data from external sources to understand the consumers 
or potential customers. The model remains focused on developing a brand 
message that will reach the universal audience. But instead of focusing solely 
on message creation with broad appeal, stage 2 narrows the focus to identify 
groups within the universal audience that are recognized by decision-makers, 
who may be persuaded with messages tailored more to their preferences. 
The basis for this deficiency is the worldview of those who are collecting the 
data. Since the organization lacks involvement from members of the targeted 
publics, the data collectors will rely on established channels determined by 
decision-makers within the organization to retrieve the information. While 
this data collection will provide some specificity, information sources in the 
larger setting are created through established structures that reflect systemic 
power. If a group has been marginalized or is underrepresented, the likeli-
hood of tracking accurate information about the group is compromised. With 
a CC approach in the data collection stage, access to information that more 
accurately describes the preferences and behaviors of the targeted publics 
is enhanced and clarified through the cultural agents working with the IMC 
organization.

Stages 3 and 4 of the IMC approach move to the administrative level as 
databases are created and analyzed providing descriptive information that can 
be used by organizational leaders as they monitor the campaign’s effective-
ness with each of the targeted publics. The return on investment motivates 
the leaders to attend to group responses, and to adjust, if necessary. Without 
a CC approach, the databases are created with categories determined by what 
the decision-makers consider to be appropriate and defined without the cul-
tural scope necessary to give meaning to the data. In stage 4, even with an 
enlightened leader seeking to increase consumer loyalty and profitability, the 
absence of cultural awareness provided by members of the targeted publics 
limits effective marketing management because the messages will at best be 
CS based upon the leader’s perspective.
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As the analysis presented suggests, cultural perspectives must inform each 
stage of the IMC process if an organization is to benefit from being truly fully 
integrated.

Figure 8.1 reflects the stages originally described by Kitchen and De 
Pelsmacker (2004) being modified as cultural agents or representatives from 
targeted publics are included in the stages of IMC. When cultural perspec-
tives are added to the IMC organization’s communication, the personal and 
family spheres of ethnocentricity are accessible; and when integrated into 
the decision-making process, the opportunity for successful communication 
increases.

Cultural Perspectives

The three approaches—CN, CS, and CC—are distinguished through descrip-
tive categories identified in previous chapters as each was described and 
illustrated with specific crises. These categories included the management 
perspective, spokesperson model, communication flow, audience orientation, 
feedback, message preparation, content, cultural adaptation, and theoretical 
perspective. For the benefit of comparison, these categories are depicted in 
table 8.1.

Figure 8.1 Involvement of Cultural Agents in Stages of Integrated Marketing 
Communications.
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Through examples from the crises, the management perspective of the 
sender dominates the CN and CS approaches, but in CC communication, 
the perspective is shared between sender and receiver because they work 
together through all phases of the process. Spokesperson models vary 
among the three options. In CN communication, a single spokesperson is 
used because there is no perceived need to appeal to preferences because 
of the message’s objectivity. When using the CS approach, there may still 
be a single source, but the message is delivered through multiple spokes-
people presenting the same message that has been tailored to appeal to each 
particular group. With the CC approach, multiple spokespeople interact as 
transceivers with the publics and with the organization to appeal to their 
respective cultural group.

The communication flow is directed toward the publics in CN and CS 
approaches, but because of the transceiver role of the sender and receiver in 
CC communication, a two-way communication process occurs. The audience 
orientation shifts across the three approaches, with the CN addressing the 
universal audience, CS focusing on one particular audience, and CC target-
ing multiple particular audiences simultaneously. Each of the approaches 
receives different levels of feedback, with CN allowing for no feedback, CS 
enabling limited feedback, and CC providing for full feedback. The different 
levels of feedback result when the process is opened to include members of 
the publics who are the receivers of the messages.

As messages are prepared, the CN and CS approaches rely on scripted mes-
sage preparation reflecting the perspective of the decision-maker. However, 
in the CC approach, the message is developed because cultural agents are part 
of the process and treated as co-participants or co-researchers. The content of 
messages varies across the three approaches. With CN communication, the 
content is selected for its objectivity because it must appeal to the universal 
audience. In CS communication, the content includes targeted subjectivity 

Table 8.1 Comparison of Communication Elements in Cultural-Neutral, Culturally 
Sensitive, and Culture-Centered Approaches

Communication Element Culture-Neutral
Culturally 
Sensitive Culture-Centered

Management Perspective Sender Sender Shared
Spokesperson model Single Multiple Multiple
Communication flow One-way One-way Two-way
Audience orientation Universal One particular Multiple particular
Feedback No Limited Full
Message preparation Scripted Scripted Developed
Content Objective Targeted Subjective
Cultural adaptation Mutually exclusive Congruent Integrated
Theoretical perspective Social scientific Interpretive Critical
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tailored to what the decision-maker considers to be salient cultural character-
istics that should prompt favorability among the publics. The content is CC 
communication is subjective, focused on the preferences and needs of the 
publics receiving the messages.

The cultural adaptation in the three approaches differs based upon the 
perspective of the decision-maker. As Sellnow et al. (2009) suggested, the 
CN approach characterizes cultural adaptation as mutual exclusivity and 
objectivity; and since CN messages are designed to remove culture, there is 
no adaptation. In the CS approach, there is construal because the specific cul-
tural adaptation is selected by the decision-maker and portrayed in particular 
ways within the message. Cultural adaptation is integrated in CC messages 
because there is congruence between the participants in the preparation pro-
cess that arrive at an agreement. Finally, the theoretical perspectives of the 
three approaches reflect different orientations. CN is descriptive and predic-
tive, with the goal being generalizability. CS is interpretive, allowing for the 
subjectivity of the material to determine outcomes. The critical orientation of 
CC enables the shared voices of formerly marginalized publics to engage and 
address the power in the systems in which they exist and affect how they are 
included in the communication process.

The IDEA Model of Instructional Risk and Crisis Communication

The IDEA model provides the essential elements needed for effective instruc-
tional risk and crisis communication. Internalization of the situation must 
occur if there is going to be any follow-through on the part of the receiver of 
the message. Appropriate examples and sufficient content must be included 
so the receiver will understand the circumstances and the magnitude of the 
situation. The proposed actions must be compatible, realistic, and feasible, 
given the cultural context in which the receivers find themselves. Finding the 
right communication channel for distributing the message will have a major 
impact on whether it gets to the intended target publics.

The differences between the three cultural approaches within the context 
of the IDEA model impact how organizations striving to embrace IMC suc-
ceed in their communication efforts. Particularly, when these approaches 
are layered on the different spheres of ethnocentricity, the utility of the CC 
approach is evident. For example, using the center spheres of personal and 
family interests, a CC approach will appeal if the language used is informal 
and clearly understood; if the message is conveyed using information and 
examples that are meaningful and trusted as being accurate; if the spokesper-
son or agency presenting the message reflects the knowledge and acceptance 
of the publics’ cultural beliefs and values; and if the actions recommended 
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offer a progressive or holistic worldview providing for the needs of the per-
son or family.

The further away from the center of the spheres, the more likely publics 
will disregard the messages unless effort is made to employ the elements of 
the IDEA model and identify the means to inform or persuade publics about 
complying with warnings about risks or crises. The example of the novel 
coronavirus COVID-19 illustrates this concept. When an individual or family 
member has contracted the virus, the internalization of messages by others in 
the family that emphasize positive health strategies—such as wearing masks 
or social distancing—will prompt them to respond as directed. The farther 
away from the actual experience of contracting the virus (e.g., hearing about 
someone across the country who has contracted the virus or died), the less 
urgency people feel to internalize messages, accept content as factual, and 
follow recommended strategies from health officials. The structure and con-
tent of risk and crisis messages can serve to save lives and livelihoods if they 
follow the IDEA model.

In summary, the lessons learned from the selected crises demonstrate that 
messages have a greater impact and are received more favorably at the per-
sonal and family level of ethnocentricity (where they will have the greatest 
chance of being internalized and accepted) if they are CC. The CN, CS, and 
CC approaches are distinct and can be compared on multiple levels. The find-
ings suggest that the CC approach affords decision-makers with the greatest 
opportunity to achieve convergence. Finally, the IDEA model is designed for 
maximum results if the CC approach is used because the content and style of 
the message is created from the audience’s viewpoint. Keeping this in mind, 
the context of a risk or crisis creates a more complex framework in which to 
view the CC communication approach.

CONSEQUENCES OF MULTIPLE 
POINTS OF CONVERGENCE

Sellnow et al. (2009) suggested that multiple perspectives exist on any given 
topic. Different views come from individuals who represent government, 
industry, science-based entities, special interest groups, politicians from dif-
ferent parties, talk shows, and communities, to name a few. These different 
perspectives constitute the discourse on any potentially controversial topic 
and when these perspectives are in conflict, people attempt to make sense 
of them. When there are different perceptions about a risk or crisis, finding 
points of convergence is essential to establish the basis for agreement. To 
inform the publics and persuade them to comply with actions that will protect 
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them from harm or mitigate the severity of the crisis, decision-makers must 
strive for convergence.

Perceptions of Risk and Crisis Communication

Before one can differentiate between risks and crises, they must be able to 
define them. In his description of the evolution of risk and crisis communi-
cation, Palenchar (2010) traced the development of each form of commu-
nication. To clarify, he offered a range of definitions, each having its own 
descriptive meaning. He discovered that neither term commanded a fully 
agreed upon definition; so rather than identifying one meaning for each, he 
proposed that most people subjectively define what constitutes a crisis based 
upon how it affects them. Regarding risk communication, he cited Leiss 
(1996) who argued that risks were perceived differently by the experts than 
by those people who were affected by them. With crises, Palenchar suggested 
that they were context dependent. In other words, “one individual’s crisis 
may be another’s incident . . . with no attempt to delineate the scope or sever-
ity of a given problem” (Fishman, 1999, p. 347). Because of these different 
perceptions of risk and crisis, decision-makers are compelled to find the most 
effective way to converge the multiple perspectives into messages that will 
be compelling for the publics who receive them.

Decision-makers can build convergence when they are trusted by their 
publics. Sarbaugh (1979) suggested the three factors that contribute to trust 
building: the positive or negative feelings toward the other; the extent to 
which they believe their individual goals are compatible and mutually shared 
with one another, or are incompatible, and possibly conflicting; and the extent 
to which they believe the relationship is hierarchical or equal. In the context 
of risk and crisis communication, the closer the decision-makers come to the 
publics’ personal and family spheres of ethnocentricity, the more likely they 
will be able to convey their intent to be well-intentioned and genuinely con-
cerned about the well-being of the publics. If people feel that they are being 
manipulated or will be injured, or that the intent of the decision-maker is to 
create harm, they will be unlikely to trust what is being said about the risk 
or crisis.

When decision-makers use the IDEA model to present information to 
publics at their personal or family level of ethnocentricity, they demonstrate 
firsthand how their goals prioritize the welfare and safety of the individuals 
and families who make up the vulnerable publics being addressed. Once the 
publics see they have mutually shared goals with risk and crisis communica-
tors, they are more likely to trust and comply with the suggested strategies. 
The other factor that influences trust is the relationship between the parties 
involved. When the decision-maker is perceived to have a higher status 
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than the publics receiving the messages, the level of trust will be lower. 
Perceptions of status can be conveyed based upon income, education, race, 
sexual orientation, and religion, to name a few. If vulnerable publics perceive 
that risk or crisis strategies are designed for those with the resources to enact 
them (universal audience), they may not trust that the decision-makers are 
looking out for them (particular audience). What may be appropriate as a 
national strategy (nation sphere) may not be perceived as possible on a per-
sonal level (individual sphere).

When viewed from the perspective of the individual or family sphere, the 
intent of the risk and crisis communicator may be construed in various ways. 
For example, the intent of a message warning about an impending crisis may 
be viewed as being helpful, in that the warning signals to the individual or 
family that danger is approaching, and something should be done to prepare. 
However, if while informing the publics that all forms of public transporta-
tion have stopped and that the individual or family should leave their homes 
and get out of the way of the impending storm, the intent of the message 
might be viewed as ignoring the reality of most vulnerable individuals and 
families who do not own their own vehicles and would have to rely on public 
transportation as their way to get away from the storm. The same message 
calling for individuals and families to leave their homes for safety that comes 
on a day when the publics are celebrating a religious holiday may be viewed 
as disruptive or degrading. Finally, a message that warns individuals about 
the need to go to a safe shelter to wait out the storm but fails to provide 
options for those with pets who would not be welcome at the shelters may 
be viewed as causing injury to an animal that may be considered as one of 
the family. Thus, the perceived intent of the risk and crisis communicator as 
being other-focused and conscious of the individual and family spheres of 
ethnocentricity must be conveyed in CC ways in order to build trust and cre-
ate convergence in the face of risks and crises.

Publics’ Perceptions of Risk and Crisis Messages

In each of the crises identified in chapters 5–7, the publics did not share the 
same view of the situation as the decision-makers who were disseminating 
the risk or crisis messages. Through the following examples from each of the 
crises, these differing perspectives underscore how cultural factors can influ-
ence how publics perceive and respond to risk and crisis messages.

Zika Virus

The publics’ responsiveness to decision-makers’ messages was influenced 
by the cultural context of the ZIKv mega crisis. The multiple points of 
convergence affected the responses from those with agency, those without 
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agency, and those who prioritized one point of view over the others. Publics 
with the financial ability and desire to travel had agency to heed warn-
ings and to decide whether to expose themselves to ZIKv. As the crisis 
intensified, warnings were issued to “postpone travel to these areas [14 
countries]” (“Washington: CDC issues,” 2016) or to “cancel your vaca-
tion” (“Wisconsin: UW-Madison researchers,” 2016). The tourism industry 
that typically appeals to the affluent was jeopardized by warnings “that this 
year’s Carnival celebrations could aggravate the spread of the virus. Few 
visitors are likely to wear protective clothing on the beach or to Carnival 
street parties, making them vulnerable to insect bites” (Douglas, 2016). To 
assure potential tourists, organizers of the Summer Olympic Games indi-
cated they would be on high alert to prevent exposure to ZIKv. In response, 
the traveling public, particularly pregnant women or “parents-to-be taking 
last-hurrah holidays” responded to these warnings by canceling their trips: 
“Parenting website babycenter .c om asked pregnant readers with plans to 
travel to Zika-affected areas if they would change course. About half of 
the 1,118 respondents said they planned to cancel, and 27% said they were 
keeping their plans. The rest were undecided” (“Health Ministry issues,” 
2016).

For those publics living in the geographic area affected by the virus, strate-
gic messages warning them to avoid areas where the virus was detected were 
ignored because for the vast majority, there was no escape. As identification 
of confirmed cases increased in the Americas, residents responded with a 
sense of panic. As Gleyse Kelly da Silva shared, “I cried for a month when 
I learned how God is testing us” (Romero, 2016). Because people were not 
able to leave their homes or move away from the virus, they could follow the 
recommendations to avoid traveling to regions where the virus was identified. 
The strategic communication messages needed to provide content describing 
specific steps to be taken to avoid contracting the virus.

Perhaps one of the more complex issues related to ZIKv was the pos-
sible link between the virus and microcephaly. The suspected link prompted 
decision-makers to issue warnings about becoming pregnant, for example: 
“Health Minister Alejandro Gaviria has advised Colombians to ‘delay preg-
nancy’ for the next six to eight months” (Partlow, 2016). Other warnings 
encouraging women to postpone pregnancy for up to years were frequent 
(e.g., Mercene, 2016; Ricks, 2016; “Zika virus’ global spread,” 2016).

When the virus was found to be sexually transmitted, warnings were issued 
to abstain from unprotected sex (Boddy, 2016; “First case of sexually trans-
mitted,” 2016; McNeil, 2016; Sun, Dennis & Cha, 2016; White, 2016). As the 
link became more definitive, some risk messages reflected sexual counseling, 
suggesting that “next to abstinence, condoms are the best prevention method 
against any sexually transmitted infections” (Glenza, 2016).
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The publics responsiveness to these messages varied. More specifically, 
the oppositional perspectives of faith versus practical application of science 
affected publics differently. The risk messages encouraging women to delay 
pregnancy or to use contraception to avoid the sexual transmission of the Zika 
virus were viewed as advocating birth control. The Rev. Hector Figueroa, 
a priest in charge of health issues in the San Salvador Archdiocese, said: 
“Morality says that people shouldn’t have that control over procreation.” But 
he acknowledged that ZIKv and its connection with microcephaly was “a 
very delicate issue” (Partlow, 2016).

Being willing to take her chances, “Salina Velasquz Cortez[,] who has 
been trying to get pregnant for two years, said there is no way she will stop 
trying now. ‘After so much time wanting to be a mother, I’m not going to 
give up now’ because of the deputy health minister’s statement. ‘I think it’s 
absurd’ ” (Partlow, 2016). These responses reflected the cultural context 
of humans being willing to be subjugated to the teachings of the church 
contrasted with humans being unwilling to take an action that counters the 
natural procreation process.

From a political perspective, the discussion centered on whether restric-
tions on abortion should be eased for women with ZIKv to terminate preg-
nancies. Ultimately, the Brazilian Health Minister Marcelo Castro said, 
“The government is sticking with the current law that makes abortion in 
the world’s largest Roman Catholic country illegal except in cases of rape 
and risk to the mother’s life” (“WHO declares Zika,” 2016). The fact that 
the debate progressed to this point where pro-abortion forces were evident 
reflected the response of those who believed that law should dominate reli-
gion while science provided the link between Zika and the birth of babies 
with microcephaly.

Hurricane Dorian

The responses to the messages distributed to multiple publics by the NHC 
along with local, state, and federal entities were influenced by the cultural 
background of the publics receiving them. Not everyone had the same 
experiences with hurricanes previously. For tourists vacationing in the 
state or those who recently moved to Florida, naïvety and lack of experi-
ence about what to expect from a hurricane made them more responsive to 
warnings that use emotive language involving a potential loss of life (e.g., 
life-threatening). These tourists and newly arrived Floridians were more 
likely to comply with the evacuation message designed for the universal 
audience. However, for long-time residents of these regions affected by 
hurricanes, their previous experiences with multiple weather systems and 
the unpredictability of weather produce a cautious and somewhat delayed 
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response (Church et al., 2019). These residents are more likely to respond 
as would a particular audience with knowledge of hurricane predictions and 
their destructive effects. The CS approach is well-suited to the long-time 
residents of Florida who will make choices based upon their perceptions of 
the severity of the crisis.

Tourists are more inclined to respond to the universal warnings to evacu-
ate. In Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, the mayor attested to the compliance 
of the tourists to the evacuation warnings: “The evacuation for this storm 
was really only zone A, which is the coastal area. But we also had 100,000 
visitors in town for the Labor Day weekend. So, we do feel that they did get 
out of town safely” (Harlow et al., 2019). Some of the responses from tour-
ists to evacuate may have resulted from the compliance of business owners 
preparing for the hurricane. Rosa Flores, CNN correspondent, reported: “You 
know, some people are heeding the warnings and others are not . . . . If you 
look here in the tourist area, all of the businesses are boarded up as you go 
up and down the beach” (Blackwell et al., 2019). Edmonds (2019) offered 
a similar response: “Most people went to shelters as the Category 5 storm 
approached, with tourist hotels shutting down and residents boarded up their 
homes.” With businesses and hotels closed, the message to tourists was clear: 
it is the time to evacuate while you still can.

The CS approach used in the NHC Bulletins that provided messages, 
including the hurricane’s location, warning and watch explanations, emotive 
language, and references to local weather authorities, allowed for individual 
responses from the local residents that were based upon their previous experi-
ences with hurricanes. As MacCallum et al. (2019) described:

Most of these people that we’ve talked to, they say they are prepared, they have 
their stuff in place, they’ve got their shutters up, they’re ready, but they just 
want to come out here and check it out. And a lot of them say, this isn’t their 
first storm, so they’re not too concerned not quite yet.

Chad Eatche, a resident of Cape Canaveral, Florida, concurred, “This isn’t 
my first rodeo. I’ve been through a dozen hurricanes” (MacCallum et al., 
2019).

Because of the CS information provided by NHC that included the geo-
graphic area next to be affected by Hurricane Dorian, the evacuation mes-
sages were less compelling due to the slow speed of the hurricane. Miguel 
Marquez, a CNN national correspondent, indicated that “most of the people 
along the coast here have evacuated along the way, but this storm has been 
so slow. It’s creeping so slowly toward us . . . . So, you do have some people 
who are staying sort of here to watch, see what’s happening . . . Most people 
say they are going to get out, but they’re waiting” (Burnett et al., 2019).
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Once mandatory evacuation orders were issued, the responses of residents 
living in the path of the hurricane were more dramatic. In South Carolina, 
Georgia, and Florida, at least one million people were under evacuation 
orders, prompting state troopers to reverse lanes enabling traffic to head 
inland on major coastal highways (Edmonds, 2019). In South Carolina, 
Governor Harry McMaster praised the reversal of traffic as the Department 
of Transportation officials noticed a sharp increase in traffic on I-26 Monday 
morning (Phillips, 2019). A National Guard official, John Anderson con-
curred that people were complying with evacuation orders: “We have not 
seen much resistance at all” (Stickings, 2019).

For those who either refused to evacuate or had nowhere to go, the CS 
approach acknowledged that some residents who previously had experi-
enced hurricanes may choose to stay inside their homes and weather out the 
impending storm no matter what the message. In Indian River Shores, Police 
Chief Rich Rosell explained why his small police force remains on the barrier 
island to watch over those unwilling to leave:

“Our residents expect a concierge service, and a concierge service is what they 
get. That’s why they pay taxes.” He gave advice, his cellphone number and 
assurance to the estimated 50 people who chose to stay in the coastal town 
with a population of 4,000. Those people include an elderly bed-ridden woman 
waiting for the storm with a caretaker. A business man who wouldn’t evacuate 
without his prized corvette. A woman who wouldn’t go to a shelter without her 
dog. “The last thing these residents need to feel is abandoned,” Rosell says. 
“Their closest family members might be living 1,000 miles away. In some cases, 
we are the only family they’ve got.” (Edmonds, 2019)

For those who did not evacuate, the CS messages provided descriptions of the 
nature and length of the hazardous impacts of the hurricane. This enabled the 
residents to better understand how long they would need to shelter in place.

African Swine Fever Virus

The response to ASFv exemplifies the complexity of crisis communication at 
the industry level. The many stakeholders involved in pork production from 
start to finish form a complex audience, each facet of which needs tailored 
messages to engage in biosecurity effectively. To maximize biosecurity in 
the swine industry, a constant dialogue among diagnostic laboratories and 
agencies, such as the National Pork Board, American Association of Swine 
Veterinarians, and the USDA Animal Plant Health Inspection Service, is 
needed. This conversation ranges from creating and testing treatments to 
monitoring the spread of ASFv globally and in the United States if neces-
sary. In the field, information must be distributed by and collected from swine 
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veterinarians, extension workers, and managers at pork production facilities. 
These parties play a vital role in the distribution and refinement of biosecurity 
information. On the front lines, feedback is needed to form recommenda-
tions and to evaluate current practices enacted by workers at swine facilities, 
animal haulers, feed mill managers and haulers, sale barn managers, manure 
haulers, and anyone else who sets foot on a farm. Additionally, consumers 
make up another essential element of the audience unrelated to biosecurity. 
Maintaining a CC approach requires the National Pork Board and others to 
give voice to each to these numerous and distinct groups.

On the farm level, workers face an emotional toll. During PEDv, workers 
expressed dismay over the death, sometimes through proactive euthanasia, 
of the animals they cared for. Owners or managers of facilities can often 
make decisions of culling animals from a distance in their corporate offices. 
Workers and veterinarians, however, experience the loss firsthand. Similarly, 
owners and operators of smaller facilities often live on site and work with the 
animals they own daily. As a result, the mental health of farmers who lose 
their animals to disease outbreaks can be emotionally devastating (Sheppard 
et al., 2019). Messages from individuals struggling with the loss of ani-
mals need to be considered and compassionate responses must be provided 
throughout the system.

Similarly, many of the stakeholders who play critical roles in the imple-
mentation of biosecurity are fully engaged in what they believe are the best 
practices for avoiding the spread of disease. Those who operate feed mills, for 
example, were implicated in the spread of PEDv, even though they had high 
standards for biosecurity (Schumacher, 2017). The infectious nature of the 
pathogen, its ability to survive for extreme lengths of time, and the possibility 
that it may have been introduced through imported supplements mixed with 
feed all contributed to feed being an unexpected source for spreading of the 
disease. In these cases, simply accusing operators of feed facilities of being 
lax in their biosecurity standards is inappropriate. Instead, such operators 
must be part of the conversation. In many cases, the pathogens, not the feed 
mill operations, contributed to the biosecurity breakdown. Thus, the operators 
can and should contribute to the solution of a problem they very likely did not 
knowingly help create.

Drivers who haul animals from facility to facility must also be part of the 
conversation. In the past, drivers may have helped to load animals at a facility 
as part of a good service initiative. With the advent of diseases such as PEDv 
and ASFv, drivers should no longer provide this service when moving among 
facilities. Interacting directly with animals makes the drivers another potential 
source for spreading these diseases. Thus, drivers need to be involved in help-
ing to change the expectations farmers may have for drivers coming onto their 
farms. Remaining in the cab of the truck is not a sign of laziness or disregard; 
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doing so is rather a prime biosecurity strategy. To achieve this change in orga-
nizational culture, drivers must be allowed to express themselves and their 
concerns should be noted in biosecurity messages sent throughout the industry.

Veterinarians and extension workers are two of the most vibrant sources of 
information moving through the biosecurity network both upward to industry 
leadership and downward to hands-on workers. Both veterinarians and exten-
sions workers interact regularly with individuals on the farm. They can see 
when language barriers, financial hardship, abusive work conditions, and other 
constraints impeded follow-through on biosecurity message. Veterinarians 
and extension workers can also see when the treatment protocols and bios-
ecurity recommendations are or are not feasible or effective. The richness of 
information veterinarians and extension workers can share throughout the 
network can help inspire cultural advocacy to address unmet needs that likely 
have an impact on the extent to which biosecurity is practiced.

Finally, the complexity of science related to disease treatment and trans-
mission can create a cultural barrier between industry recommendations and 
practice. For example, research may identify effective strategies for con-
taining diseases. These strategies, however, may be more fitting for larger 
facilities with many more resources and much larger budgets. Thus, those 
working in research facilities must give voice to the broad array of farmers 
with whom they communicate. If recommendations are financially infeasible, 
adaptations or tailoring is needed. Such adaptation and tailoring works best 
if a diverse chorus of voices is heard throughout the industry. Similarly, 
translating complex science into practice requires considerable patience and 
feedback. Getting the science right is essential and laudable. If, however, that 
information is not translated into messages with recommendations that can 
be comprehended and enacted by diverse frontline workers, biosecurity can-
not prevail. Researchers can work with veterinarians and extension workers 
to tailor their research into practical applications that can be understood and 
adapted among workers at facilities of all sizes.

Many stakeholders play vital roles in the development and implementation 
of biosecurity. These stakeholders are diverse in their languages, incomes, 
educations, and social status. Unless each stakeholder’s voice is heard, the 
industry cannot engage in a CC approach to biosecurity. Without this sensi-
tivity to culture, the likelihood that the messages devoted to biosecurity will 
induce the kind of cooperation needed is low. Thus, a commitment to culture 
is foundational to creating and adapting a safe industry.

Responses to Risks and Crises in IMCs

The intersection of risk and crisis communication with IMC contributes to a 
robust discussion. As Kitchen and De Pelsmacker (2004) described, IMC has 
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as a goal the creation of a positive, unified brand image and awareness, under-
standing, value, and appreciation for the product from potential customers 
and consumers. These goals are similar to those of risk and crisis communica-
tors who seek to create consistent and coherent messages and awareness and 
understanding of the situation facing them and appreciation for the strategies 
designed to save them and their livelihoods from destruction.

As the communication strategies of IMC are compared with the cultural 
approaches of risk and crisis communication, the benefits of using a CC 
model are apparent. In IMC, there are four capacities for determining the 
level of marketing success: (1) the ability to deliver a personal message; (2) 
the ability to reach a large audience; (3) the level of interaction; and (4) the 
credibility given by the target audience (Kitchen & De Pelsmacker, 2004). 
Based upon our analysis, the CC approach provides the best way for com-
municators to present a risk or crisis message that will reach the individual or 
family spheres of ethnocentricity. Conversely, if reaching a large audience is 
the measure of success, the CN approach that creates scripted messages for 
the universal audience may provide for the most objective option for IMC 
organizations. Clearly, within the universal audience are particular audiences, 
so the CC model still has utility if the format for the messages allows for 
multiple spokespeople to co-create the messages designed for the larger audi-
ences. When interaction is the goal, the level best achieved by CC approach 
is one where the individual and family spheres of ethnocentricity are identi-
fied. Finally, as target audiences come to trust the source of the risk and crisis 
communication as having a helpful intent, credibility will be enhanced when 
members of the publics are collaborating in the creation and dissemination 
of the message.

Another dimension of IMC is represented in the amount of control exer-
cised by decision-makers in all stages, but particularly in stage 4 when 
constant monitoring is used to adjust the marketing strategy for the greatest 
return on investment. Control is measured in IMC organizations by the abil-
ity to target particular audiences, and by the ability of management to adjust 
to the deployment of marketing tools as circumstances change (Kitchen & 
De Pelsmacker, 2004). The CS and CC approaches provide the greatest util-
ity for managers seeking to target particular audiences. This is also the case 
with risk and crisis communicators who seek to disseminate messages to 
particular groups. However, in the process of targeting by IMC managers, if 
members of the targeted groups are involved, they can provide counternarra-
tives to confront what would have been viewed as generalizations made by 
the decision-makers in their absence. Without a CC approach, the marginal-
ized voices are ignored or limited, and their responses are not in line with 
expected outcomes. In addition, greater vertical integration and control by 
IMC managers may be possible using the CN approach because the decisions 
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to adjust the deployment of marketing tools are made without feedback. If a 
CC approach were adopted instead, the power of the communication message 
is likely to be stronger because of the input provided by the cocreators of the 
marketing tool.

STRATEGIES TO ENHANCE BEST PRACTICES

The emergence of IMC resulted from the globalization of markets in the late 
twentieth century and early adopters embraced the multifaceted approach 
that used the tools of advertising, sales promotion, direct marketing, mar-
keting public relations, e-communications, and relationship marketing. 
As the tools were amassed by the IMC organizations and strategic global 
databases were created, the resulting integrated and coordinated marketing 
strategies produced a marketing mix designed to reach a global audience. As 
Clow and Baack (2002) suggested, IMC was truly designed for the global 
marketplace.

Just as IMC uses all marketing tools together as the accepted norm for 
companies engaged in the global marketplace, the best practices of risk and 
crisis communication follows a similar framework as practitioners discover 
that they are most effective if used together in a mix that responds to the 
dynamic nature of risk and crisis situations. Strategic planning requires 
looking ahead, establishing a crisis network, and prioritizing the safety and 
well-being of publics. Being inclusive involves listening to public concerns, 
acknowledging and accounting for vulnerable populations and cultural dif-
ferences, forming partnerships with the public, and meeting the needs of the 
media while remaining accessible. Being responsible requires the acceptance 
of uncertainty and public speculation, providing instruction for self-protec-
tion, tailoring messages to the affected publics, communicating with honesty, 
candor, openness, compassion, concern, and empathy. Taking corrective 
action means completing and communicating about the recovery efforts and 
continuously evaluating and updating crisis plans.

These essential guidelines comprise the strategies used by risk and crisis 
communicators as they plan for, manage, and learn from crises (Seeger, 2006; 
Veil et al., 2020). The tensions that are associated with using best practices 
shift and cluster together in different combinations throughout a crisis, result-
ing in the need for decision-makers to reprioritize responses and change 
practices when circumstances require different strategies (Littlefield, 2020b). 
The application of the best practices in IMC and risk and crisis communica-
tion suggests that the infusion of culture into the process will result in more 
effective messages and more receptive responses.
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Infusing Culture into Best Practices

The CN and the CC approaches are mutually exclusive. The first approach 
makes every effort to remove cultural content from the message to be as 
objective as possible. The other infuses culture into every dimension of the 
message to create the greatest opportunity for internalization and connection. 
Sellnow et al. (2009) described mutual exclusivity as oppositional but overly 
simplistic because strategies in risk or crisis situations are rarely all or noth-
ing. To move from a CN to a CC risk and crisis communication, members 
of the community must be included in the process (Israel, Schulz, Parker, 
& Becker, 2003). However, this process does not happen without conscious 
effort. In the following discussion, suggestions for communicators and orga-
nizations seeking to become more CC are provided.

Find the Value of Multicultural Community 
Involvement in Decision-Making

To gain a CC perspective, organizations must identify and involve a variety of 
cultural agents as part of the decision-making team, using vertical integration 
to communicate this strategy throughout the organization. Cultural agents 
assist the team in understanding cultural knowledge, attitudes, perceptions, 
behaviors, beliefs, values, needs, social networks, and concerns. This engage-
ment directly impacts the quality of the communication. When identifying a 
cultural agent, the goal is to find someone who is trusted in the community 
but also has a passion for spreading key information. When working with the 
cultural agent, other key community leaders can be identified. The inclusion 
of community members requires being open and receptive to new ideas using 
a two-way flow of communication. From the beginning stages of efforts to be 
more CC, keeping the welfare of the cultural groups in mind is paramount. 
A key question for the decision-makers moving toward a CC approach is: 
How can incorporating the community concerns and issues contribute to the 
creation of a message that will be meaningful to the audience and achieve the 
intended outcomes?

Building Relationships to Create Culture-
Centered Messages Takes Time

The move to become a more CC communicator requires time and should 
begin early in the pre-crisis stage. This external integration process begins 
when decision-makers identify cultural agents that are respected members of 
the community and invite them into the decision-making team. These cultural 
agents then share their knowledge of the community and provide insight about 
ways to engage with the community on an ongoing basis to establish presence 
and to build trust. Over time, the involvement of the decision-making team 
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with members of the community expands relationships and opens channels 
of communication that can be used at a later time when a crisis occurs, and 
messages must be quickly disseminated. In all cases, follow through with the 
community is essential because while trust takes a long time to build, it can 
be destroyed in an instant if the perception of intent becomes negative.

Be Mindful of Religion and Culture

When moving to the CC approach, being mindful of religion and culture is 
particularly important and should be noted as data are collected integrated 
throughout the organization. Religious holidays, seasonal observances, and 
dietary and social norms for community members are influential in multi-
cultural communities. The cultural agent becomes an essential partner in the 
decision-making process by revealing these religious and cultural patterns 
and by providing openings for the co-participants to engage appropriately 
with members of the community at times that are appropriate. Understanding 
the power religious and cultural leaders have over their followers also pro-
vides a channel for communication when crisis occurs; and information must 
be directed to specific groups within the community.

Be Mindful of Cultural Learning Styles and Literacy Levels

Organizations using a CN approach assume the universal audience under-
stands their messages. This assumption is internally integrated throughout 
the IMC organization as it develops its messages. However, cultural learn-
ing styles and literacy levels affect the ability of different cultural groups 
to understand and process risk and crisis messages, particularly in times 
of stress or emergency. Cultural agents can be helpful in determining the 
best way to communicate information to particular audiences because they 
know their community and understand how they prefer to receive and share 
information. Learning how publics prefer to get information may influence 
whether the risk or crisis message is spoken or written. Being prepared to 
translate materials into the language of a cultural group may be necessary. 
In addition, differing literacy levels can affect the ability of communicators 
to disseminate information effectively. Choice of words, language structure, 
idioms, and acronyms can be confusing. Being conscious of how publics 
receive information is especially useful when following the IDEA model to 
construct risk and crisis messages.

Explore Different Ways to Listen and Engage Multiple Publics

To move toward a CC approach to risk and crisis communication, all levels of 
the organization should horizontally integrate and collaborate with their cul-
tural agents to investigate issues that need to be addressed (or the group feels 
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they need to be addressed). Working with cultural agents to identify cultural 
norms of listening and forms of engagement will create a dialogue to inform 
decision-makers about ways to improve the internalization experienced by 
members of the community when the IDEA model is used. Involving cultural 
agents in conversations about issues that pertain to the community will pro-
vide pertinent examples that are meaningful to the audiences who hear them. 
If risk and crisis communicators are trying to persuade the publics to take 
action, using the cultural agents to identify practical strategies will result in 
greater levels of compliance when crises occur, and mitigation efforts require 
community involvement.

Practical Applications

From a practical perspective, a CC approach requires a multicultural team, a 
respected cultural agent, and trustworthy, credible ways to present informa-
tion that will not violate cultural norms and practices. The process of moving 
toward a CC approach takes time, sensitivity, attention to differences, and 
an understanding of competing worldviews to produce meaningful results. 
Seeger et al. (2003) suggested three advantages to this approach that were 
cited by Littlefield et al. (2006):

Including the cultural groups will increase the competence of the decision mak-
ers because the public will provide information about matters that concern them; 
when organizations and groups are held accountable, they will work harder to 
establish legitimacy with the different publics receiving their crisis messages; 
and including all groups is proper in a democratic society. (p. 21)

By using a CC approach, the decision-maker will elevate the quality of mes-
sages used to communicate with multiple publics in a consistent and coherent 
way.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, we discussed the implications of emphasizing culture in risk 
and crisis communication. The lessons learned from the ZIKv, Hurricane 
Dorian, and ASFv crises, illustrating the CN, CS, and CC approaches were 
identified and offered within the context of IMC. The consequences of dif-
fering views regarding what constitutes a crisis and how different responses 
to risk and crisis communication will affect IMC were examined. Strategies 
to enhance best practices to integrate culture followed, as suggestions were 
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provided for practitioners and business and industry leaders seeking to move 
from a CN to a CC orientation. The next chapter focuses on the need for an 
ethical cultural framework for crisis and risk communication. In addition, the 
principle of social utility (PSU) and the ethic of significant choice are intro-
duced as strategies to improve ethical risk and crisis communication.
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The previous chapter examined the potential implications of emphasizing 
culture in risk and crisis communication. This chapter provides a theoretical 
and practical basis for developing an ethical framework for crisis and risk 
communication within the context of IMC. With the convergence of multiple 
sources as a foundation, competing worldviews are shown to function on an 
equal level in a perfect world. However, in risk and crisis communication, 
the source of the communication is critical, particularly when considering 
IMC. The ethics of precedence during a crisis is weighed against the value of 
broadening the conversation to include the publics who are most affected by 
the crises when they occur.

The principle of social utility (PSU) and the ethic of significant choice are 
introduced as two viable ways of improving ethical risk and crisis commu-
nication. PSU suggests that whatever has social utility contributes to the sur-
vival of the group and safeguards the well-being of individuals in that group. 
Using PSU, this chapter provides strategies for risk and crisis communicators 
to navigate ethically during the pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis stages within 
IMC. In addition, the ethic of significant choice emphasizes the importance 
of message clarity in addressing diverse audiences. Accounting for CS and 
translational accuracy is pivotal to maintaining an ethical approach to risk and 
crisis communication, particularly as they pertain to IMC.

DEVELOPING AN ETHICAL-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE

Ethics and ethical practices have always been part of the discussion in all 
aspects of communication theory and practice (Anderson, 2000). At the 
core of this discussion is what Farmer (2018) labeled as the “field of ethical 

Chapter 9

The Need for an Ethical Framework
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standards,” such as “teleology (the search for good), procedural aspects (such 
as rules of justice or fairness), and personal qualities (like virtues)” (p. 3). In 
most cases, Farmer suggests that developing an ethical perspective

relies on intuition, on occasionally complex analysis or reasoning that is based 
on the characteristics of a rational, independent agent (the decision maker) who 
is guided by freely acquired values or principles that attest to his vision of what 
is good, evil, or just. (p. 3)

For organizations and agencies implementing IMC or risk and crisis com-
munication, the call for ethical leadership has been widespread (Neill, 2017). 
Particularly in IMC organizations where vertical integration is functioning to 
convey a consistent top-down leadership strategy, the need for ethics training 
and other practices to encourage an ethical workplace environment is para-
mount as a basis for decision-making and resolving conflicting responsibili-
ties to themselves and to their publics (Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001). Several 
models of ethical decision-making reveal different approaches that managers 
and communicators may consider as they determine how to arrive at ethical 
outcomes.

Existing Models of Ethical Decision-Making

Recognition of Universal Morality

To engage in the process of ethical decision-making relying on the recognition 
of universal morality, Rest (1986) created a four-stage model that includes 
moral recognition, moral reasoning, moral intent, and reflective equilibrium. 
The process begins with moral recognition as the decision-maker acknowl-
edges the presence of an issue that has moral or ethical implications. This 
recognition occurs because the decision-maker is aware of acceptable codes 
of behavior within the context where the issue presents itself. For example, 
in the context of crisis management, government officials are expected to 
provide publics with essential information that will save lives. If a govern-
ment official were in a position to withhold essential information or use it for 
personal benefit, moral recognition occurs.

When recognition occurs, a judgment must be made through moral rea-
soning about what should be done to address the ethical issue. Extending 
the previous example, the decision-maker would need to consider available 
alternatives to determine conflicting interests affected by the withholding of 
essential information. At this point, the decision-maker gives precedence to 
the moral value reflecting an intent to do what is perceived as right or just. 
The decision to reveal the act of withholding essential information gives 
precedence to the values of saving lives and exposing unethical behavior. In 
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contrast, if the decision to overlook the act of withholding the essential infor-
mation were prioritized, the value of shielding the public from information that 
would cause panic or fear could reflect the decision-maker’s perceived intent.

The final stage is reflective equilibrium (Rawls, 1971), whereby the deci-
sion-maker confirms the judgment made and either revises it or holds fast to 
original convictions. To close the example, if the decision-maker determines 
that saving lives has precedence, the moral value reflecting that choice will 
be upheld.

Considering Morality of Particular Audiences

In contrast, a decision-making model designed for particular audiences 
assumes four interrelated stages required to make an ethical decision, includ-
ing “defining the situation, identifying values, selecting principles, and 
choosing loyalties to stakeholders” (McElreath, 1996, p. 57). Initially, an eth-
ical situation presents itself and the decision-maker recognizes that a choice 
must be made about how something is communicated or accomplished. In 
this example, an agency or organization learns that an upcoming emergency 
will require a timely message conveyed to those who will be impacted by the 
crisis telling them what to do.

Next, values are identified to contrast the worldviews representing the 
different choices available to the decision-maker. For instance, the values 
of self-preservation and community welfare could be noted, with self-pres-
ervation encouraging individuals to use their agency to protect themselves 
and their families, while the value of community welfare would emphasize 
strategies to help those without agency to prepare for the crisis.

The principles for determining which value to prioritize are selected by 
comparing them against consistent criteria. In this case, the utilitarian choice 
to do what is best for the greatest number would be compared with the 
approach that most closely adheres to what the decision-maker considers as 
the right thing to do to uphold justice or equity.

Finally, the choice that aligns with what is in the best interest of the stake-
holders becomes the decision rule by which the individual makes an ethical 
choice in this instance. If the decision-maker determines that selecting a 
communication or crisis strategy that accounts for the welfare of the entire 
community is the most beneficial, and includes options for those with more 
personal agency to protect themselves and their families, an ethical decision 
will have been made.

Normative Model of Ethical Issues Management

A third approach to ethical decision-making is a normative model of ethical 
issues management introduced by Bowen (2004), combining elements of the 
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symmetrical model developed by Grunig and Hunt (1984) with a deontologi-
cal philosophy. The tenets of rationalism and autonomy provide the founda-
tion for this approach and use four principles of deontology—duty, dignity, 
respect for others, and intention—as the basis for ethical decision-making. 
The goal is to help managers come to the most ethical outcome. The stages 
of this model include issue identification; issue decision-making; engagement 
of autonomy; the posing of the categorical imperative; consideration of duty, 
respect, and intention; and symmetry.

In the issue identification stage, the item of concern is recognized based 
heavily on the judgment of the individual as to whether the issue is important. 
For example, a past action may have prompted a lawsuit and the decision-
maker is in the position of determining the level of threat this lawsuit poses 
to the organization.

In the next stage, horizontal integration occurs as the managers meet to 
discuss the issue and analyze the necessary resources needed to address the 
issue. Because the normative model is dependent upon Kant’s philosophy, 
the decision-makers are expected “to do what is ethical right as based on his 
or her duty to universal moral norms” (Bowen, 2004, p. 80). In the case of 
the lawsuit, doing the right thing could constitute doing what was best for the 
victim if the organization were other-focused; but, it also could be considered 
the right thing that is necessary to preserve the reputation of the organization 
if the organization were self-focused.

Next, the law of autonomy is applied, freeing the decision-makers to estab-
lish an impartial context in which to consider the alternatives. This stage is 
designed to be freeing, as managers and communicators consider a range of 
alternatives to find convergence, fully able to use their autonomous agency 
to produce the best outcomes. While values undergird this model, in the 
autonomy stage, the decision-makers share their views with the goal of arriv-
ing at a consensus about the most ethical option.

The fourth stage of the model applies the categorical imperative to the 
alternatives. The decision-makers are called upon to “act only on that maxim 
through which you can will that it should become a universal law” (Kant, 
1785/1964, p. 88), and consider all options from all viewpoints, including 
those of the recipients of the actions. In other words, decision-makers must 
view all possible actions as if they were going to be the recipients of the 
outcomes. In the example, the imposition of the categorial imperative may 
suggest that being ethical could be settling the lawsuit out of court in favor 
of the victim, or it could mean going to trial to reveal the victim as making 
libelous claims against the organization.

When applying the categorical imperative, Bowen (2004) suggests the 
introduction of duty, respect, and intention compels decision-makers to 
consider the question, “Does this decision make us worthy of earning trust, 
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respect, and support from our publics?” (p. 83). If the answer to this question 
is yes, then decision-makers may consider they have taken a rational, ethical 
approach to the issue at hand. For the example of the lawsuit, if settling the 
case outside of court will gain the trust of publics about the organization’s 
intent to back up its product or services, then the introduction of these ver-
sions of the categorial imperative will have produced an ethical outcome.

The final stage involves the use of the symmetrical model of public rela-
tions (J. E. Grunig, 2001; Grunig & Grunig, 1992) as the means used to con-
vey the decision to publics. The model presumes a dialogic cycle of giving 
and receiving information on the part of the decision-makers and the publics. 
Ideally, the information received from the publics will share the responses of 
the decision-makers. To conclude the example, by engaging in a dialog with 
the victim about the reasons for the lawsuit, the decision-makers may take 
steps to address the victim’s concerns and make changes to mitigate similar 
lawsuits in the future.

Comparison of Existing Approaches

These three approaches to ethical decision-making reflect different perspec-
tives, but none of them has a CC focus. The deontological and normative 
models presume the existence of universal moral norms, while the utilitarian 
model places the decision-maker in the position of identifying the principles 
by which an ethical decision is made. The presence of universal moral norms 
as a constant removes the choice from decision-makers in the first and third 
approaches, whereas the identification of differing worldviews and norms 
possibly reflecting the biases of decision-makers is possible in the second 
approach. Finally, the first and third approaches require the decision-maker to 
ethically choose from among alternatives that are reflective of and benefiting 
the universal value, while the second approach places the focus on loyalty to 
publics who are part of the situation.

All three approaches reflect the egocentric perspectives of the decision-
makers as the ethical actors within the process. The decision-makers retain 
the agency to determine and justify their actions and communication as 
ethical, based upon the process they chose to guide their ethical assessment. 
Involvement of the publics is missing from these approaches. Even if the 
decision-maker in the normative model were to consider the differing world-
views of those involved in the situation as part of the symmetrical and some-
what reflective process, the locus of control remains with the decision-maker 
who chooses strategies in the end that are, at best, CS to the publics involved. 
The identification of a CC approach to ethical decision-making would pro-
vide IMCs organizations and risk and crisis communicators with an opportu-
nity to use the IDEA model more effectively when reaching multiple publics.
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CONSIDERING THE CULTURAL BASIS 
FOR ETHICAL PRACTICES

Ethical standards are products of contexts and societal norms of morality are 
established over time based upon what people in those contexts believe to be 
ethical behavior. Using the metaphor of culture as a fabric, Howell (1982) 
described ethical behavior to be “whatever strengthens or protects the fabric 
of a culture. . . . What strains, weakens, or tears it is unethical” (p. 180). 
Societal values or norms are central tendencies of behavior that a population 
identifies as right or good. Whether an individual acts in accordance with 
those norms will determine whether they are perceived as ethical or unethi-
cal. When individuals recognize that certain societal norms conflict with 
their own norms of morality, they may need to make personal adaptations, 
signaling their willingness to compromise in order to function within the ethi-
cal parameters of the context. When individuals following different societal 
norms of morality are willing to make these personal adaptations, Howell 
(1982) suggests that a third culture is created, one where “ethical systems 
can adjust to each other without damage to the fabrics of the participating 
cultures” (p. 181). This is the context where the CC approach can function 
effectively.

The tendency to compromise what is perceived as ethical behavior is 
complicated because every culture has the egocentric tendency to assume 
superiority based upon its own set of values. When making decisions about 
how to implement IMC or create and disseminate a risk or crisis message, if 
the moral perspective of the decision-maker is perceived as superior to the 
moral perspective of the consumers or publics, an unequal power relation-
ship develops, much like a parent and child, and the result of the effort is 
likely to be unsuccessful. The conflict between societal norms of morality 
makes ethics central to both the decision-making process for IMC organiza-
tions and the message creation and dissemination process for risk and crisis 
communicators.

Convergence of Multiple Sources

In a perfect world, Sellnow et al. (2009) illustrated that when issues arise, 
many bodies of knowledge contribute to the convergence that is required to 
produce consensus decision-making. These bodies of knowledge represent dif-
ferent sources of information and worldviews coming from different cultural 
perspectives. In the larger system of discourse, the information is presented, 
and consumers of that information make sense of it. To arrive at a decision 
about the best option, individuals must weigh many variables, including source 
credibility, veracity, and compatibility with prior knowledge and experiences. 
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Based upon how the multiple bodies of knowledge converge, members of dif-
ferent publics will form their opinions about who and what they will believe.

The challenge for decision-makers is intensified when bodies of knowledge 
associated with differing societal norms of morality are in conflict. Deciding 
whether or not the government, industry, special interest group, media net-
work, or neighborhood leader is acting in the best interests of the publics or 
sharing information that will lead to increased safety or security, based upon 
whether their actions or words are perceived to be ethical, makes the roles 
of the decision-maker or risk and crisis communicator more complicated. To 
be successful, decision-makers must find ways to negotiate their egocentric 
perspectives with conflicting societal norms, while not destroying the ethical 
fabrics of the discerning publics.

Challenges of Precedence in IMC

With multiple perspectives, consumers and publics must give precedence to 
the information that is perceived as most credible, compatible, and relevant 
to their circumstances. As the context changes, so does the available informa-
tion. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1958/1971) suggested that opposing 
arguments are best analyzed holistically because the contexts where they are 
introduced “[shift] each moment as argumentation proceeds” (p. 460). Having 
access to all sources of the information, and discounting distracting or politi-
cal alignments is necessary for individuals to make decisions. Some sources 
of information may be scientific or technical, coming from established enti-
ties reflecting paternalistic views about what and how something should be 
done, while others may be personal and based upon the lived experiences of 
people within given contexts. As the argumentation proceeds, strengths and 
weaknesses of claims will be revealed and opposing points may begin to 
converge with neither position being completely right or completely wrong. 
The emergence of a single conclusion resulting from multiple perspectives is 
the goal of risk and crisis communicators.

The belief that consumers and publics are capable of making choices about 
how to respond based on the information they have available to them reflects 
the presence of spheres of ethnocentricity, as these individuals will internal-
ize information addressing matters that directly affect them. Thus, giving 
precedence is derived from having access to multiple sources of information 
and applying theoretical approaches having their origins in consequentialist 
theory, including the utilitarian and deontological perspectives.

Utilitarianism as a Basis for Precedence

Consequentialism is the basis for situational ethics found to be prevalent 
among decision-makers embracing utilitarianism (Bowen, 2004; Pratt, 1991). 
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Consequentialist theory is subjective and presumes that community benefit 
should take precedence over individual values. This theory is the basis for 
utilitarianism, which supports acting for the greater good, not for what may 
be the preference of an individual making the decision. The presumed con-
sequences of the action provide the basis for making an ethical decision. The 
intersection of utilitarianism and culture in the process of ethical decision-
making requires a CC approach because to determine the greatest good, the 
multiple sources of knowledge from the marketplace of ideas must be shared 
and compared before precedence can be given to the one with the greatest 
convergence as being the most ethical.

Deontology as a Basis for Precedence

Non-consequentialism assumes objectivity and presumes there is one right or 
moral position that should be upheld. Theoretically, this represents a deonto-
logical perspective that morality or moral rightness is universal; and that all 
humans have autonomy and “every person is equal with all others” (Kant, 
1785/1964, p. 203). Individuals have agency; and, in fact, a moral obligation 
to act in such a way that is moral, no matter what the consequences of that 
action might be (Sullivan, 1989). The intersection of deontology and culture 
in the process of decision-making represents a CN approach because propo-
nents believe there is only one source of knowledge that matters; and that 
knowledge stems from the individual who determines morality and chooses 
to communicate or act from a singular perspective of determining what is or 
is not ethical. This approach presumes there is a right decision, reflecting a 
very ethno-European, elitist perspective.

Ethics of Precedence

These two opposing views of ethics place the decision-maker in the posi-
tion of having to select which perspective has precedence while making 
choices about how to use IMC when launching a campaign or employing 
best practices in risk and crisis situations. The placement of decision-makers 
situated in the role of determining the process by which choices are made, 
and the decision not to broaden the conversation to include the publics who 
are impacted by those decisions, has been the object of critique among com-
munication ethicists who view the exclusion of audiences from the process as 
paternalistic. Tinker (2019) characterized paternalism as

the limitation, influence, or judgment of choices, whether physical, psycho-
logical, interpersonal, cultural, social, professional, or political of one person, 
public, or organization by another. Paternalism reifies ontological relations 
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between communicative agents as hierarchical, parent-child interactions . . . . 
It diminishes responsibility or agency on the part of the paternalized. (pp. 315)

The position of the communicator seeking to use a CC approach when mak-
ing ethical choices can avoid paternalism and resist defaulting to egocentric 
decision-making. The PSU confronts paternalism and includes multiple 
actors to engage in the process (Howell, 1982).

Principle of Social Utility

When using the PSU as a criterion to evaluate ethical decision-making, Howell 
(1982) suggested that whatever “contributes to the survival of the group” and 
“safeguards the well-being of individuals in that collective” has social utility 
(p. 188). In other words, the proposed action or communication must promote 
or maintain the existence of the group and do no harm to those who belong to 
the group. The most direct way for decision-makers to meet these criteria for 
ethical decision-making involves including members of the affected groups as 
co-decision-makers in the determination of shared issues of concern, shared 
norms and values, shared acceptable options, and shared consequences.

Deontologists would argue that existing models of ethical decision-making 
already consider the views of members of publics through the feedback they 
provide when interacting in the communication process. They claim: “every 
person is equal with all others” (Kant, 1785/1964, p. 203) and deserves 
dignity and self-respect. However, this presumption is disputed because mar-
ginalized publics who may have access to communication channels do not 
have direct access to the systems and contexts in which ethical decisions are 
made and are left out of the decision-making process. Dutta (2008) critiqued 
the dominant approach in the context of health communication because of 
its “systematic omission of the structural contexts that encompass the health 
experiences of individuals, groups, and communities” (pp. 53–54). Similarly, 
the exclusion of vulnerable publics from decision-making in risk and crisis 
situations, or when launching IMC, reflects the omission of their voices in 
the process. Engaging the publics in the decision-making process through 
a CC approach produces ethical consequences and empowers previously 
marginalized publics to be more engaged in matters affecting their lives and 
livelihoods. Dutta (2008) supported this: “The culture-centered approach 
privileges the dialogue between the researcher/practitioner and the commu-
nity as a way of knowing” (p. 46).

A criticism of social utility is its reliance on situational ethics (Pratt, 
1991). Deontologists argue that without universal or generally applicable 
moral norms, each situation must be viewed independently. Without moral 
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guidance, the decision is without value. In addition, critics suggest because 
utilitarianism requires that any actions must benefit the greatest number of 
people, proponents give precedence to the majority, and put the needs of the 
minority at risk. This oppositional perspective presupposes that consequences 
must be mutually exclusive. However, that is not the case when applied to 
IMC or risk and crisis communication where decisions can be made to create 
and disseminate messages to multiple publics, including those who embrace 
a deontological perspective.

STRATEGIES TO IMPROVE ETHICAL RISK 
AND CRISIS COMMUNICATION

Sellnow et al. (2009) suggested that whenever decision-makers determine 
what to communicate, when to communicate, how to communicate, or to 
whom to communicate about a risk or crisis, they are making ethical choices 
with ethical implications. Whether suggesting crisis response strategies to 
victims of a natural disaster, or warning consumers about unsafe or unhealthy 
food products, decision-makers often are criticized for making choices hav-
ing ethical consequences that put competing worldviews at odds. Similarly, 
Kitchen and De Pelsmacker (2004) suggested that companies using IMC have 
been criticized for being “deceptive, manipulative, offensive, and for influ-
encing people to buy products or services they do not need” (p. 38). Together, 
these criticisms are not unique to risk and crisis communication or IMC, as all 
forms of communication have elements that can be construed as harmful or 
unethical. Thus, strategies to improve ethical risk and crisis communication 
are essential.

Using Social Utility as Ethical Model of Decision-Making

To use the PSU as an ethical model of decision-making, the process begins 
with the assumption that moral norms of behavior are societally determined. 
These norms reflect convergence based upon the beliefs and behaviors of the 
group that have developed and perpetuated as acceptable within the society. 
Within this context, individuals choose whether to follow the societal norms, 
using their personal control as a basis for this decision. Landau et al. (2015) 
defined personal control as, “[a] person’s belief that he or she is capable of 
obtaining desired outcomes, avoiding undesired outcomes, and achieving 
goals” (p. 695). Thus, when a member of the group exercises personal control 
and chooses to adhere to societal norms, that adherence is regarded as ethical 
behavior. In contrast, if an individual chooses not to adhere to societal norms 
or exercises personal agency, using “skills, knowledge, and other capabilities 
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that enable the self to initiate action, expend effort in the service of goals, 
and persist in the face of adversity” (Landau, 2015, p. 695), that behavior is 
viewed as unethical.

Applying this assumption to existing models for ethical decision-making 
poses an immediate challenge stemming from the fact that organizations 
using IMC and communicators applying the essential guidelines for ongo-
ing risk and crisis communication (Veil et al., 2000) have established norms 
that preclude marginalized groups from engaging in decision-making. Thus, 
within these cultures, using personal agency to change the process might be 
viewed as unethical. However, to create a third culture (Howell, 1982) where 
convergence can exist supporting multiple perspectives and safeguarding the 
well-being of all, a CC approach to ethical decision-making is needed.

In the pre-crisis stage, before any decision-making takes place, the relevant 
participants in the process must be identified by existing decision-makers 
within the structures currently operating in the context. The identification 
process should include cultural agents who are members of and reflect the 
concerns of the publics being affected by the decisions. These cultural agents 
have the trust of the communities they represent and will assist in the process 
of conveying the positive intent of the entity to share in the decision-making 
process. These cultural agents also will identify additional members of the 
communities who have leadership roles and can assist in conveying the mes-
sage or campaign to the publics.

The purpose of identifying these people is to create a group of co-decision-
makers who become familiar with each other and develop a relationship 
based upon mutual support and acceptance. As Sarbaugh (1979) suggested, to 
know and accept the normative beliefs and values of others within the multi-
ple sources of information needed to find convergence is essential to effective 
intercultural relationships. The PSU relies on the foundation of these rela-
tionships. Knowing and accepting beliefs and values is reflective of personal 
control because when participants have all the information available to them, 
they can find points of convergence and move toward mutually acceptable 
goals. The creation of this group of co-decision-makers is best suited for the 
pre-crisis stage because it takes time to identify the participants, to reveal all 
of the multiple sources of information, and to arrive at a place where trust 
and open dialogue is possible. Once in place, the CC process of ethical deci-
sion-making continues through four stages: recognition of a shared concern, 
examination of shared and conflicting perspectives, identification of shared 
acceptable options, and assessment of shared impacts or consequences.

In stage 1, the decision-makers recognize a shared issue that requires atten-
tion. The issue may be identified by one or more of the members who have 
differing levels of knowledge about the situation. The issue must have ethical 
implications, which suggest that responses to the issue are in conflict.
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Stage 2 provides for an examination of both shared and conflicting per-
spectives related to the issue. In this stage, multiple spheres of knowledge 
inform the discussion without prioritization. The basis for comparison of 
these perspectives is the PSU, which examines each viewpoint using two 
criteria: (1) Will the proposed communication or action support the survival 
or existence of the cultural group being affected? (2) Will the proposed com-
munication or action safeguard all members of the group from harm?

Once the available information has been examined, stage 3 calls for the 
identification of the shared available options. Here, the decision-makers 
select the best alternative that reflects the shared acceptance of the group. In 
traditional models, decision-makers have the authority to make the final deci-
sion; but in the CC model, established hierarchies are challenged in order to 
find a shared ethical outcome that allows for the most positive outcome for 
all involved.

Once shared acceptable options are identified, CC organizational responses 
are issued and results noted. The impact of context may modify the process 
due to the immediacy of the crisis or critical situation. However, when trusted 
relationships have been established, the CC team is able to mobilize quickly 
to respond. The fourth stage is entered once the crisis has subsided. Here, an 
assessment of shared impacts or consequences is determined based on the 
criteria previously identified. Ultimately, new shared interests of concern may 
emerge initiates a cyclical return to stage 1.

Applying Social Utility to IMC

IMC requires organizations to take stock of existing resources to create a 
coherent and consistent message for loyal customers and potential clients. 
Consumers are “at the center of the marketing enterprise” (David, 2004, p. 
187). The stages of IMC move from stage 1—tactical coordination of organi-
zational leadership, shared information, consistent external messaging, trans-
parent internal communication, and shared data—to stage 2—gathering of 
external information from agencies and consumers to learn more about their 
preferences and feedback. Once acquired, global databases are created and 
used to plan and implement marketing strategies in stage 3. Finally, from the 
vantage point of senior leadership, the ongoing integration of financial and 
strategic planning necessitates ongoing evaluation and monitoring to assure 
that the organization is getting an appropriate return on investment. Within 
these stages, the infusion of cultural agents was suggested in the previous 
chapter as necessary to modify IMC as a CC endeavor. It is within this con-
text that using social utility to achieve ethical decision-making is discussed.

Because customers are the focus of marketing, companies using IMC have 
the potential to demonstrate paternalism in the decision-making process if 
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they are led by individuals who have the authority to make final decisions 
and exclude customers and targeted publics. If the circle of decision-making 
excludes representatives from the publics or groups of consumers the com-
pany is seeking to influence, the ethics of the company will be challenged by 
those who do not share its value structure. Thus, before ethical decision-mak-
ing can occur, representatives from the targeted groups must be brought into 
the decision-making process as co-decision-makers. Once accomplished, the 
stages of ethical decision-making can be followed through the stages of IMC.

In stage 1 of IMC, representatives from the targeted groups can be part of 
the process of recognizing issues with ethical implications within all aspects 
of vertical, horizontal, internal, external, and data integration. These cultural 
representatives can assist in the recognition of shared issues among the 
leadership of the company, so when conflicting perspectives are examined 
and acceptable shared options are identified, these ethical practices can be 
vertically transmitted throughout the organization. Cultural representatives 
can assist the departments within the company as they recognize issues in 
their areas, examine shared and conflicting perspectives, and identify shared 
options to use in the campaign that can be shared horizontally across different 
units. Including cultural representatives in the communication processes will 
acknowledge consistency when recognizing shared issues, examining shared 
and conflicting perspectives, identifying acceptable options as ethical, and 
sharing these decisions as internal and external messages during the planning 
process. Finally, within the data collected by different units, including repre-
sentatives from the targeted groups will help data collectors to recognize ethi-
cal issues involved with using data about cultural groups, examine conflicting 
and shared perspectives about data use, identify acceptable shared options 
for collecting and using data, and explain the meanings that may or may not 
come from the data for all units in the organization as it plans the campaign.

When redefining the scope of the marketing communication in stage 2 of 
IMC, all aspects of stage 1 continue, with the addition of gathering extensive 
information about current and potential customers. The organization will 
benefit from including members of the groups in the development of surveys 
and other means of data collection, and the results will produce more accu-
rate and meaningful information for the organization as it prepares to market 
its global campaign. Following the process of recognition, examination, 
and identification will produce decisions reflecting the ethic of social utility 
because actions will support the survival or existence of the group and will 
safeguard the well-being of the individuals in the group.

The ethical issues at play in stage 3 of IMC reflect the building of global 
databases and accessibility to that information. Following the stages of 
recognition, examination, and identification, when members of the targeted 
group are involved in the process of determining what information is being 
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used to create the databases and how the data will be used in the planning 
and implementation phases of the campaign, the potential for finding issues 
with ethical implications is great. In addition, determining who will have 
access to cultural information can cause conflict if the use of that information 
may threaten the survival or existence of the cultural group or cause harm to 
individuals in that group.

The questions of use and access become part of the ongoing evaluation that 
is characteristic of stage 4 of IMC. As the CEO monitors the performance of 
the campaign with an eye for those strategies that are most cost-effective and 
produce the greatest return on investment—without involvement from mem-
bers of the targeted groups to recognize potential issues with ethical impli-
cations, examine shared and conflicting perspectives, and identify options 
that have shared acceptance—there can be no assessment of the shared 
consequences and impacts of the decisions used to implement IMC through-
out the organization. If companies using IMC employ the CC approach to 
ethical decision-making, they will enhance their reputation and demonstrate 
enhanced CSR.

For the IMC organizations, there is an ethical obligation to acknowledge 
the legitimacy of other views about risk and to include them in a compre-
hensive risk dialogue that comes through a CC approach. In addition to 
applying the PSU, the ethics of significant choice is essential in arriving at 
decision-making.

Ethic of Significant Choice in IMC

Within the marketplace of ideas, multiple points of knowledge present views 
reflecting beliefs, values, and perspectives that are in conflict. Streifel et al. 
(2006) suggested that to make sense of these different messages, consumers 
and publics must determine which is most compatible and consistent with 
their views: “The presence of many perspectives is the best environment 
for a good decision because the individual has many options from which to 
choose” (pp. 390–391). Once presented with complete information on an 
issue with ethical implications, consumers can make a significant choice on 
whom to believe or what to do. As Sellnow et al. (2009) suggested: “There 
is an ethical obligation to provide all the relevant information whenever indi-
viduals face a significant choice” (p. 155).

Nilsen (1974) defined the ethic of significant choice as one made “based 
on the best information available when the decision must be made” (p. 45). 
More specifically, Nilsen explained the need for decision-makers to consider 
significant choice when communicating with different publics: “When we 
communicate to influence the attitudes, beliefs, and actions of others, the 
ethical touchstone is the degree of free, informed, and critical choice on 
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matters of significance in their lives that is fostered by our speaking” (1974, 
p. 46). Streifel et al. (2006) offered the impact of significant choice on ethical 
communication:

Significant choice is founded on the principle that when a group has vital infor-
mation that publics need in order to make important decisions, that information 
must be disseminated as completely and accurately as possible. To do otherwise 
is unethical by many ethical standards. (p. 391)

Thus, clarity, accuracy, and sufficiency of information are essential to an 
ethical crisis response.

Message Clarity

At times, the line between what is fact and what is public relations may be 
blurred, resulting in messages that obfuscate what may be the recognition 
of the shared issue that provides for convergence among different perspec-
tives. Clearly identifying the origins and sources of the information available 
through news organizations and public relations professionals is essential to 
assure that publics understand the context of the messages being transmitted 
(Wulfemeyer & Frazier, 1992). When companies use IMC to include video 
news releases (VNRs), these messages can take the appearance of typical 
news stories. However, as Wulfemeyer and Frazer (1992) explain, “Unlike 
typical TV news stories, VNRs are not produced by a news organization. 
They are produced on behalf of a client in an attempt to obtain free air time” 
(p. 151).

Other common ethical issues facing communication professionals that 
challenge message clarity for the consumer involve: “targeting of minors; 
truthfulness in communication; challenges to professional integrity; altering 
of research data; working for questionable clients; and workplace practices 
such as office politics, competitive bidding, and billing practices” (Neill, 
2017, p. 121). Additionally, as social media and other traditional forms of 
media blur the line between news and public relations, transparency and mes-
sage clarity has suffered.

Cultural Sensitivity and Translational Accuracy

When considering multiple sources of knowledge, the use of scientific and 
unfamiliar terminology, including acronyms, complicates the publics’ under-
standing of the arguments and creates communication issues having ethical 
implications. Commonly, to identify shared linguistic ties and to shorten 
explanations, we use terms (e.g., acronyms, abbreviations, code words) that 
signal we have a common language when communicating. However, when 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



160 Chapter 9

consumers or publics do not share the common code system, they have no 
idea what is being presented, they are placed in an ethical dilemma of acting 
like they know what is being said or losing face or being embarrassed if they 
ask a question.

Communication accommodation theory explains how people adjust to 
each other to achieve social or communication goals (Gasiorek, 2013). The 
affective function accounts for accommodations involving social distance 
and social identity, and the cognitive function of the theory suggests that 
when adjustments are made that help people understand what is being com-
municated, they are being accommodative. If communication adjustments do 
not aid in comprehension, they are nonaccommodative (Gallois et al., 2005).

In the case of risk and crisis, cognitive accommodation is exacerbated due 
to the lack of universal acceptance for terms associated with emergencies, 
disasters, and crises (Federici & Sharou, 2018). The use of terms associ-
ated with risk and crisis is particularly relevant when translation is involved 
because vulnerable communities typically are also underserved and lack 
resources to provide translators to communicate messages in times of crisis. 
To help explain how misunderstandings could occur, Sarbaugh (1979) sug-
gested that when two people do not share a common language code, there 
must be a translator who understands the native codes of both people.

In addition, the lived experiences of marginalized publics shape their per-
ceptions of the magnitude of a crisis. For example, for those who have expe-
rienced a flood from a major river that washes away a village, their reaction 
will be much more intense than that of a person who has experienced a flood 
as the rise of a slow-moving river that will flood basements. Communicators 
cannot assume the publics will understand the information that is being pre-
sented to them. An ethical approach in this context depends on the develop-
ment of content focused on helping publics, not confusing them.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, a theoretical and practical basis for developing an ethical 
framework for crisis and risk communication within the context of IMC was 
presented. The ethics of precedence during a crisis is weighed against the 
value of broadening the conversation to include the publics who are most 
affected by the crises when they occur. The PSU and the ethic of significant 
choice were introduced as ways to improve ethical risk and crisis communi-
cation, and strategies for risk and crisis communicators to navigate ethically 
during the pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis stages within IMC illustrated 
the need to account for cultural sensitivity and translational accuracy when 
maintaining an ethical approach to risk and crisis communication. In the final 
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chapter, we conclude with the belief that a CC approach is advantageous 
when communicating risk and crisis messages to multiple publics in the con-
text of IMC. While beneficial, challenges to the successful implementation of 
a CC approach are offered, as well as directions for future study.
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The previous chapter examined a theoretical basis for developing an ethical 
cultural framework for crisis and risk communication within the context of 
IMC. Because competing sources of information reflect different worldviews, 
a way to determine precedence in decision-making must prevail, necessitat-
ing a model that applies the PSU and accounts for the ethic of significant 
choice. This chapter concludes with a final word on the utility of a CC 
approach in the context of the world today. In addition to discussing the ben-
efits of this approach, limitations are presented that compromise the ability of 
decision-makers to maintain the same ethical approach in all situations. Areas 
for future study close the chapter, with an example of one CC organization 
that revealed to the academy and to practitioners the transformative power 
of giving voice to those who previously had been excluded from the systems 
that affecting their lives and livelihoods.

ADVANTAGES OF A CULTURE-CENTERED APPROACH

The CC approach to risk and crisis communication produces advantages over 
CN and CS alternatives. Across the board, the benefits of CC communication 
come from shared management, multiple spokespersons, two-way commu-
nication flow, the inclusion of multiple particular audiences, full feedback, 
developed messages, subjective content, integrated cultural adaptation, and a 
critical theoretical orientation. These benefits of a CC approach provide sev-
eral advantages when developing and disseminating risk and crisis messages.

Chapter 10

Future Directions for Situating Culture 
in Risk and Crisis Communication

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:04 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



164 Chapter 10

Focus on Particular Audiences

The CC approach focuses on collaboration among audiences, rather than 
only on the sender’s worldview. Being audience focused places the empha-
sis on understanding the cultural preferences of the multiple receivers of 
messages. By removing the focus from the sender, the ethnocentricity of 
decision-makers is challenged and neutralized. If decision-makers internalize 
the need for involving their publics in message creation and dissemination, 
their personal spheres are expanded to include multiple perspectives. The 
inclusion of potential customers, consumers, and multiple publics into the 
process of culturally communicating risk and crisis messages puts them in 
the shared position of mutual influence over the basis upon which messages 
are developed and launched. In so doing, messages are designed for particular 
audiences, where they enter their personal spheres of ethnocentricity for fam-
ily and community and are internalized.

Focus on Cultural Variables

The CC approach also promotes the development of a more robust under-
standing of the cultural variables that affect how publics perceive risk and 
crisis messages and how those messages are processed by different publics. 
The complexity of culture is revealed through the use of language or code 
systems, the development of relationships based upon the intent of the par-
ticipants, the knowledge and acceptance of normative beliefs and values, and 
the understanding of differing worldviews. How people view their agency 
through progressive, fatalistic, or holistic perspectives shapes how they 
regard the nature of life, purpose of life, and their place in the world around 
them.

Focus on Strategy over Tactics

The CC approach provides decision-makers with a strategic orientation when 
conveying messages carefully to achieve intended outcomes. To be strategic, 
an organization creates a plan or goal that represents a broader outcome. 
With a strategy in place, tactics are steps taken to achieve the overarching 
goal. Without the strategy, tactics can be unfocused and used without a clear 
reasoning and often without coordination or accountability. Once a strategy 
or goal is identified, appropriate tactics can be used to achieve it. Thus, as 
organizations expand their messaging to a global market, IMC compels 
organizations to become more strategic because of the focus on reaching 
a broader range of potential customers. In each of the four stages of IMC, 
the goal of creating consistent, coherent, and coordinated messages benefits 
the organization when CC communication is used. When seeking to create 
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awareness of a crisis, an organization gains knowledge about how publics 
prefer to receive information. When establishing the credibility of the infor-
mation, identifying opinion leaders to speak on behalf of the organization 
can be beneficial. A CC approach actively involves diverse publics in every 
phase of the crisis and at every stage of IMC. When creating the tactical 
coordination of a campaign, the publics can direct the organization to the 
underlying issues that may otherwise be overlooked and ensure that the mix 
of elements in the message is consistent with audience preferences. When 
redefining the scope of the campaign with audience and consumer prefer-
ences, the inclusion of the publics helps the organization to focus on sources 
of data that reflect a more accurate perspective of the potential consumers 
or multiple publics. As organizations move into stage 3 of IMC, where the 
application of information technology results in data about customer prefer-
ences, the availability of members of the publics being surveyed can help to 
sort and validate the data based upon personal experience. Finally, as leaders 
make financial and strategic decisions based upon return on investment, the 
inclusion of the publics in the decision process will influence how the deci-
sions are received.

Focus on Enhanced Instructional Messages

The CC approach contributes positively to the enhancement of the dissemi-
nation of instructional risk and crisis messages. Having access to cultural 
insights may trigger examples that are relevant to those receiving the mes-
sages, thereby enhancing the internalization of why the risk or crisis situation 
should be included within their personal sphere of ethnocentricity, prompting 
attention and interest on the immediate message. IMC’s outside-in orienta-
tion begins with an understanding of the consumers and potential customers 
and works back to the organization where the development of campaigns 
and information originates. The pre-crisis or early relational stage provides 
the opportunity when time is available to build the trust needed for when a 
crisis actually occurs, and communication must be disseminated. IMC inher-
ently points to the CC approach because the potential customers, consumers, 
and publics are the focus of their campaigns and communication and if they 
are integrated into the decision-making process, there is a greater likelihood 
those publics will respond as desired by the decision-makers. Every organi-
zation seeking to reach its publics is able to use IMC if they recognize that 
their multiple publics have different needs and perspectives. By incorporating 
co-participants from the publics being addressed into the decision-making 
process leading to the creation and dissemination of messages through 
appropriate and preferred channels to particular audiences, organizations can 
achieve greater impact. The best practices associated with strategic planning, 
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inclusivity, responsible communication, and corrective action are evident 
when the CC approach is adopted.

Focus on the IDEA Model

Another advantage of the CC approach is its focus on elements of the IDEA 
model, because through the use of internalization, explanation, action, and 
distribution, instructional messages are developed to be readily internalized, 
easily understood, realistically actionable, and appropriately disseminated. In 
IMC, stage 1 establishes the basis for the campaign through the mutual shar-
ing of information within the organization. Not until the organization moves 
to stage 2 does the emphasis shift to learning more about potential customers 
or consumers. This knowledge enables the decision-makers to identify cer-
tain themes that may resonate with the potential consumers; but at best, the 
response is CS because the decision-makers determine which themes will be 
prioritized and how the messages will be tailored to fit their views. As the 
organization becomes more committed to IMC, the decision-makers begin 
creating and managing databases in order to make cost-effective decisions. 
Without incorporating customers, consumers, and publics in the process, a 
CC campaign is impossible.

Focus on Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility

Organizations using a CC approach experience more ethical decision-making 
because CC communication contributes to the survival and well-being of all 
affected individuals and it strives to do no harm to any individual. For all 
practical purposes, CC communication produces ethical consequences and 
empowers marginalized publics. By including members of the affected publics 
in the decision-making process, the ethic of significant choice is enacted. The 
more inclusive the process, the more information can be processed. Because 
the CC approach is rooted in a focus on the communities that comprise the 
receivers of risk and crisis messages, when culturally diverse publics share in 
the processes associated with the creation and dissemination, the ethical basis 
upon which the communication decisions are made will be more positively 
perceived. At the highest levels of the IMC organization, the introduction of 
CSR provides a vehicle for the decision-makers to vertically integrate the CC 
model throughout its structure. The CC communication used in CSR chal-
lenges the “sender-based model in favor of a knowledge sharing orientation” 
(Chaudhri, 2016, p. 421). When members of the affected publics are brought 
into the CSR decision-making process, the result is mutually respectful, 
dialogic, and values-based relationships needed to develop a loyal follow-
ing: “Inclusion, openness, tolerance, empowerment, and transparency are 
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advanced as normative dimensions of stakeholder dialogue” (Chaudhri, 2016). 
This approach is also highly ethical because “dialogue elevates publics to the 
status of communication equal with the organization” (Botan, 1997, p. 196).

In summary, these six advantages of using a CC approach focus on the 
audiences who receive risk and crisis messages, including a more robust 
understanding of the cultural variables influencing their perceptions. With a 
CC perspective, organizations are able to focus their tactics on global strate-
gies using enhanced instructional messages reflecting the IDEA model that 
are designed to reach and influence those most affected by risks and crises. 
Finally, more ethical decision-making and the resulting enactment of corpo-
rate social responsibility provide foundational advantages for organizations 
seeking to build and strengthen their relationships with their consumers, 
potential customers, and publics.

LIMITATIONS OF A CULTURE-CENTERED APPROACH

Despite the identified advantages of a CC approach, three limitations should 
be identified. By no means do we argue that these are sufficient to persuade 
decision-makers to reject the CC approach, but they represent alternative 
perspectives that should be considered and addressed.

Loss of Authority

The CC approach reduces the authority decision-makers traditionally exer-
cise over the process of message development and dissemination. Previously, 
vertical integration in IMC resulted in the perspective of the decision-maker 
being transferred throughout the organization from the top-down to the vari-
ous departments and units that implement the decision-maker’s vision. While 
the decision-maker’s authority over the narrative may have allowed for input, 
the control was not shared equally. If decision-makers are unwilling to give 
up authority to co-participants from the publics affected by the messages, 
the CC approach will be unable to function. At every level of the organiza-
tion, the infusion of different perspectives into the processes inherent in the 
generation of ideas, the gathering of data, and decision-making has benefits, 
but without buy-in from those who will lose control, the approach will be 
impossible to implement.

Loss of Control

The introduction of a CC approach in an organization requires time and 
coordination because co-participants from outside of the organization must 
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be brought into the process at all levels. Initially, the identification of co-
participants depends on building relationships and trust between entities that 
may have traditionally been on less-than-positive terms due to historical or 
cultural issues. Selecting and inviting these co-participants requires a cultural 
awareness on the part of the organization’s leaders about how to proceed in an 
appropriate way from the perspective of the co-participants. Once integrated 
into the organization, when decisions or changes to previous decisions need 
to be made, adjustments will require negotiation as the different perspec-
tives are shared before arriving at convergence about the best approach. This 
process will require an awareness on the part of the organization’s leaders 
about the cultural norms of the co-participants about time orientation and the 
deliberative process. For example, in the Pueblo culture, factionalism is per-
ceived as a positive way to arrive at a collective decision (Littlefield & Ball, 
2004). While the introduction of strongly conflicting views may be perceived 
by outsiders as disruptive, within the Pueblo community, a lasting decision 
cannot be reached without going through this conflict. Understanding that the 
decision-making process may be impacted by the introduction of different 
perspectives may be perceived as a loss of control over the time needed to 
complete the process. Thus, the climate of the organization must recognize 
and appreciate a new level of cultural awareness if a CC approach is going to 
be successfully implemented.

Impact of Urgency

The CC approach may not always function well in times of immediate crisis 
when circumstances demand an immediate response to save lives and liveli-
hoods. For example, within the crisis phase when chaos is affecting how 
agencies and publics respond to changing circumstances and dangers, the 
need may require one message from a recognized leader with the authority 
to respond. In these cases, a CS or CN message may need to override the 
CC approach. For example, in the case of Hurricane Dorian, the National 
Weather Service issued a warning for residents to evacuate immediately 
in the face of what would be a devastating landfall. Similarly, the WHO 
declared an international public health alert about ZIKv to mobilize local 
public health agencies to begin their specific campaigns to particular audi-
ences in their regions. So, unless an organization had already integrated a CC 
approach within its structure, the context of crisis may be too immediate to 
allow for collaborative decision-making; resulting in the need for one-way, 
scripted messages designed for a universal audience.

The loss of authority and control over the process are limitations to be 
addressed by organizations seeking to introduce the CC approach to their deci-
sion-making process within IMC or risk and crisis messaging. In addition, the 
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urgency of a crisis may require a CN or CS approach if the CC process has not 
already been implemented and successfully utilized prior to the onset of a crisis.

FUTURE AREAS FOR STUDY

This book focuses on the utility of a CC approach in organizations using 
IMC, as well as how the creation and dissemination of risk and crisis mes-
sages can be enhanced by including the publics in the process. Through three 
crisis scenarios, the CN, CS, and CC approaches have yielded support for 
moving from a process that removes cultural content to one that incorporates 
cultural content for audiences to internalize, understand, and act in ways that 
will save their lives and livelihoods. The application of the IDEA model to 
risk and crisis communication inherently enhances the effectiveness of the 
message and gives voice to those communities that have been overlooked. 
But where do we go from here?

First, there is benefit in exploring ways to open up the decision-making 
process in organizations to those populations who are the focus of the mes-
sages. IMC speaks to developing campaigns for the global marketplace. 
However, in most public relations organizations, little effort is made to go 
beyond stage 1 where the organization conceptualizes and identifies the cen-
tral components of the campaign. Future studies should explore and compare 
how messages by different organizations are created and for which audiences 
they are directed. Through the examination of one-sided, inefficient, incom-
plete, or misdirected messages, and their comparison with developed, coher-
ent, and consistent messages developed for multiple audiences, practitioners 
and scholars can identify ways to open the decision-making process in risk 
and crisis situations. Dutta (2008) made a similar call for the inclusion of 
multiple voices: “Communication here is envisioned not simply in the realm 
of messages, but as a process that brings forth dialogic spaces where multiple 
voices can be heard” (p. 263).

Future studies that explore the four stages of IMC before and after the 
introduction of cultural co-participants in the decision-making process 
may yield further support for the integration of a CC approach to commu-
nication. For example, in stage 1, the focus on developing the message or 
campaign may be impacted by how the intended audiences prefer to receive 
information, from whom they prefer receiving that information, and when 
that information is disseminated. In stage 2, the sources from which data 
are gathered about the intended audiences may yield different outcomes. 
Similarly, once data are sorted and stored in databanks, how they are com-
bined and compared by upper management and applied based upon return 
on investment may be impacted when influenced by multiple perspectives.
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Different types of crises may be studied to further determine if the CC 
approach is equally effective in all circumstances. For example, natural 
disasters may require a different cultural approach from that of a technologi-
cal, or human-made crisis. The environment for organizational misdeeds or 
workplace violence to occur may be mitigated when a CC structure is present 
and multiple perspectives are engaged regularly. The IDEA model focuses 
on particular elements that engage audiences in ways that lead to a desired 
response. Studying different crises while applying the CC approach may pro-
vide further insight into the IDEA model’s applicability.

Finally, through this examination of a CC approach to risk and crisis 
communication, we integrated IMC into the decision-making process. 
Specifically, in chapter 2, we demonstrated how aspects of best practices in 
risk and crisis communication are reflected in the stages of IMC; and in chap-
ter 8, the involvement of cultural agents in each stage of IMC was illustrated 
as an enhancement for organizations seeking to increase customer loyalty and 
brand identification. Further examination of how the integration of cultural 
perspectives into decision-making in the marketplace may yield insight into 
the creation of more effective messages to save lives in times of risk or crisis.

The ECHO Example

An example of such CC integration in an organization is the Emergency 
and Community Health Outreach (ECHO) program founded in 2004 in St. 
Paul, Minnesota (ECHO, 2004) to address the growing needs of Minnesota’s 
Limited English-speaking communities. ECHO Minnesota—a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to connecting immigrant and refugee communities 
to health, safety, emergency preparedness, and civic engagement—provides 
multilingual and cultural-specific education, television broadcasts, web-based 
videos, outreach, phone lines, and training to multiple publics. ECHO is sup-
ported by a network of over 200 organizations and agencies, including the 
Saint Paul-Ramsey County Public Health, Hennepin County Public Health 
Protection, and the Minnesota Department of Health.

The need for ECHO was prompted by the large number of immigrants and 
refugees settling in Minnesota. For many of the 325,000 estimated to have 
relocated to the region, at least a third were international, many speaking no 
English, and two-thirds of them not comprehending English well enough to 
understand written information. In the event of a terrorist attack or a major 
disease outbreak, the emergency response system communicating only in 
English would fail to deliver life-saving information to large numbers of 
people with limited English-language skills. Through a CC approach, ECHO 
was formed to provide public health education and emergency communica-
tion in multiple languages (McDonald, 2020).
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Because immigrants and others with Limited English proficiency rely on 
listening to programs delivered on Public Broadcasting System (PBS) as a 
way to learn to speak English (PBS, 2020), ECHO uses television and other 
media to disseminate information in seven different languages (English, 
Hmong, Khmer, Lao, Somali, Spanish, and Vietnamese). To reach a larger 
audience, ECHO also established www .echominnesota .org where people 
who miss the television broadcasts can view the programs at a convenient 
time for them. Organizations like ECHO should be replicated because they 
demonstrate the transformative power of the CC approach to risk and crisis 
communication.

IN CLOSING

As the world continues to reel from challenges imposed by the most sig-
nificant public health emergency in over a century, the COVID-19 pandemic 
provides a backdrop for the application of a CC approach to communicating 
about the current crisis and raises questions about how agencies and govern-
ments communicate with multiple publics. As the virus spread and entered 
the personal and family spheres of ethnocentricity, the publics affected by the 
virus internalized the message and wanted to know more about what was hap-
pening. Unfortunately, for those not directly affected by family or as essential 
workers, internalization was deflected by messages that the virus was a hoax 
or politically motivated. The explanations about the virus and its impacts var-
ied, depending upon the source of the information. The governmental spokes-
persons associated with the administration provided messages that minimized 
the impact, while the health and science experts presented explanations that 
laid out a more threatening forecast based upon verifiable facts and rates of 
infection and death. These mixed messages confused the publics, resulting in 
inconsistent responses and actions that undercut the public health strategies 
designed to control the virus. Media outlets had different perspectives, leav-
ing the dissemination of information for the public to be overwhelming and 
confusing (Littlefield, 2020a). The effective use of the IDEA model would 
have been helpful if used collaboratively by government and public health 
officials in response to the pandemic.

With regard to the components of IMC, in the absence of consistent mes-
sages from the top decision-makers about the coronavirus, vertical integration 
of information sharing within the government and public health community 
about how to manage the virus was ineffective. The horizontal integration 
between agencies and departments was hindered because of conflicting goals 
pertaining to reopening the economy versus controlling the virus. For exam-
ple, when the president did not follow the guidelines developed by public 
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health agencies (e.g., wearing of a mask in public) based on scientific data, 
those managing the external communication were placed in an impossible 
situation. Collecting data about those affected by the virus was mishandled 
when the number of tests for the virus was inaccurately associated with the 
number of positive cases (Littlefield, 2020a). The absence of a consistent, 
coherent, and solid plan to fight COVID-19 illustrated how the application of 
IMC could have yielded a more effective public health campaign.

A CN approach was used by the administration as it launched the 
Coronavirus Task Force to issue messages to a universal audience. What 
made the situation unique was the reliance of the president on information 
that was not always verifiable. While President Trump controlled the infor-
mation being presented to the publics—only calling upon a limited number of 
public health officials like Dr. Anthony Fauci and Dr. Deborah Birx, when he 
deemed it necessary to make a point he had initiated—he created a narrative 
that challenged the preeminence of scientific knowledge. The marginalization 
of the news media that questioned his information or motives was evident at 
the daily briefings as he called out individual journalists and demeaned their 
publications. In the context of a political campaign, his stories reflected his 
values and lacked empathy with the growing number of families affected 
by the deaths of their loved ones. The resistance to the administration came 
from the media and from science and public health experts who provided fact 
checks on what the administration was presenting as counternarratives to a 
reliance on science (Littlefield, 2020a). Using the cultural approach to unpack 
the dynamics of the official communication of the administration offers 
insight into how the absence of multiple perspectives can impact the creation 
and dissemination of messages.

Whether in the application of the IDEA model to the messaging of the 
administration about the coronavirus, or the introduction of IMC to the 
process of developing a consistent and coherent public health campaign, or 
through the lens of a cultural approach to message creation and dissemina-
tion, when communication practitioners and scholars seek a more robust 
understanding of risk and crisis communication, the intersection of the ele-
ments discussed in this book will provide insight that can enhance the quality 
of messages designed to save lives and livelihoods now and in the future.
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