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ABSTRACT

Based on the theoretical frameworks of situational crisis communication theory
(SCCT) and person-centered messages (PCMs), this interdisciplinary study conducted
a 2 x 3 experiment to examine the role of PCMs in crisis management on social media.
Our findings suggest that crisis type (victim, preventable) has an effect on people’s
perceptions/reactions toward an organization and that PCM levels (low, medium, and
high person-centered messages) in crisis communication on social media influence
organizational reputation and participants’intention to post negative feedback about
the organization in crisis. We suggest that when organizations are responding to crisis
onling, they provide additional attention to the interpersonal dynamics of those inter-
actions. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.

KEYWORDS: situational crisis communication theory, person-centered messages,
social media, crisis communication

Within the past several years, multiple airlines have experienced
major crisis events. For example, on April 7, 2017, Dr. David Dao
boarded a United flight but was dragged through the aisles when
he refused to voluntarily give up his seat due to overbooking
(Goldstein, 2017). While Dr. David Dao’s experience is notable, it
unfortunately did not occur in isolation as a growing number of
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public relations (PR) crises are occurring within the transportation
industry. In some instances, passengers or their canine compan-
ions died during the flight (Matousek, 2018). In other examples,
passengers experienced confrontations with flight crew regarding
their professional medical credentials (Hauser, 2018) or even if a
stroller could be brought onboard (Rosenberg, 2017). Each issue
presents a unique crisis but requires PR practitioners to craft an
appropriate response to the concern.

PR practitioners have a variety of choices when responding to
crises; in today’s digital world, crisis usually breaks on social media
first and it is often necessary to respond quickly on social media
before making official organizational announcements. While a
timely response is critical in crisis communication, message qual-
ity is also important since it can influence the attitudes and behav-
iors of the public. This is especially true for social media messages,
which can be easily misinterpreted and then widely shared (Jong
& Diickers, 2016). The service sector is particularly more vulner-
able to potential crisis issues because of the nature of the industry
(Smith, 2005)—which includes highly active stakeholders, intan-
gible service quality, and increased consumer expectations.

Unfortunately, little work has been completed that examines
how crisis message quality can influence post-crisis outcomes
(e.g., reputation and consumer intentions) within the context of
social media. Therefore, the goal of this study is to investigate how
the quality of social media messages during a crisis influences
the publics’ attitudes. This study focuses on the service industry,
where consumers are often an integral part of the service system
and help to shape the organization’s reputation (Dotchin & Oak-
land, 1994; Edvardsson, 1992). This arguably makes the field more
prone to social media-based complaints from stakeholders (con-
sumers) and the customers’ evaluations could severely affect the
service industry. Recently, several airlines have encountered crises
caused by the customers’ tweets and the strategic use of Twitter has
become crucial in responding to crises (Schultz et al., 2014; Zhao
et al., 2020). Moreover, publics often show an active presence on
Twitter during crises to fulfill their information needs (Veil et al.,
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2011; Zhao et al., 2019). Therefore, this study aims to examine the
airline companies’ Twitter responses in crises.

To do so, this study employed situational crisis communica-
tion theory (Coombs, 2007), with attention to message quality
through person-centered messages (PCMs; Burleson, 1987). Per-
son-centered messages have previously focused on interpersonal
communication contexts, but have also been applied to under-
standing how publics respond to crisis messages. We begin by
providing a review of situational crisis communication theory and
person-centered messages before turning to our study.

Literature Review

Crisis Communication: Situational Crisis
Communication Theory

Situational crisis communication theory (SCCT; Coombs, 2007) is
a commonly used theoretical framework in crisis communication
research. It provides a way to better understand the organization’s
crisis response in light of reputation. SCCT posits that an organi-
zation’s reputation can be protected during a crisis if appropriate
communication response strategies are selected (Coombs, 2007;
Kiambi & Shafer, 2016). To do so, an organization should iden-
tify the crisis type and determine the initial crisis responsibility.
According to SCCT, crisis types can be grouped into three clus-
ters (victim, accidental, and preventable) based on levels of crisis
responsibility (Coombs, 2007, 2011). In the victim cluster, the
organization’s crisis responsibility is low because stakeholders view
the organization as a victim. Crises in the accidental cluster occur
when crisis-causing events are viewed as unintentional or uncon-
trollable. Stakeholders do not expect the organization to take high
responsibility for events in these settings. The preventable cluster
contains strong attributions of crisis responsibility, as the event
is deemed to be something under the organization’s control and
could have been avoided with proper measures (see Table 1).
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TABLE 1 Crisis Types

Crisis Clusters Crisis Types

Victim cluster Natural disaster

Rumor

Workplace violence

Product tampering/Malevolence

Accidental cluster Challenges
Technical-error accidents
Technical-error product harm

Preventable cluster | Human-error accidents

Human-error product harm

Organizational misdeed with no injuries
Organizational misdeed management misconduct
Organizational misdeed with injuries

Source: Coombs (2007).

The organization should then select suitable crisis response
strategies that correspond to the appropriate crisis clusters or lev-
els of responsibility attribution to alleviate negative public reac-
tions (Coombs, 2007). Previous crisis history and relationship
reputation should also be considered. As threats to an organiza-
tion’s reputation increase, more accommodative crisis response
strategies should result—these strategies demonstrate greater
concern for victims (Coombs, 2007). Stakeholders are also more
likely to perceive the organization is taking greater attribution and
responsibility when such strategies are used (Coombs & Holladay,
2004, 2005). Taking responsibility is especially important for pre-
ventable crisis categories because this type often generates strong
emotions (increased anger and decreased sympathy) about the
organization (Coombs & Holladay, 2005). Negative emotions can
cause stakeholders to engage in expressing their negative attitu-
dinal and behavioral responses publicly, which can also affect an
organization’s reputation (Coombs & Holladay, 2004).

With the growing importance of organizational social media
use for crisis communication, several recent studies have tested
SCCT in the social media context. For example, Coombs and Hol-
laday (2012a) analyzed the effectiveness of an apology strategy for
an online crisis and confirmed the effectiveness in managing the
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online crisis as prescribed in SCCT. Similarly, Brummette and Fus-
sell Sisco (2015) applied SCCT for the case studies of three orga-
nizations’ social media crises and found that the theory is useful
to identify effective versus non-effective crisis response strategies
to social media crises. More recently De Waele et al. (2020) exam-
ined how social media publics reacted to situational and renew-
ing organizational responses across six crises based on SCCT and
discourse of renewal (DOR) theory. Their findings confirmed that
showing sympathy in crisis responses is effective across all six crisis
situations, which are consistent with the accumulating literature
that supported SCCT. However, the results regarding the effects
of the rebuild and diminish strategies were inconsistent with what
SCCT proposed, which calls for more studies to test SCCT in the
social media context. Therefore, this study proposes the following
hypotheses based on SCCT to further test the theory with regard
to social media.

H1: Crisis type (victim, preventable) will have an effect on people’s
perceptions/reactions toward an organization.

Hla: Anger/negative emotions toward the organization will be
lower for the victim crisis than for the preventable crisis.

H1b: Perceived reputation of the organization will be more favor-
able for the victim crisis than for the preventable crisis.

H1c: Consumer intentions regarding the organization will be more
favorable for the victim crisis than for the preventable crisis.

Person-Centered Messages

While understanding levels of perceived responsibility is impor-
tant, SCCT also points to the importance of crisis response. One way
in which this can be implemented is through crafting messages that
are tailored to the crisis event and relevant publics. Unfortunately,
few practical guidelines currently exist for crisis communication
practitioners when responding to crisis events that unfold online
(Rains et al., 2016). Practitioners may gain insight for these mes-
sages by turning to the supportive communication literature (e.g.,
Jones & Bodie, 2014) that examines comforting communication.
While SCCT suggests that attention be provided to crisis types and
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responsibility, more competent crisis responses can be developed
if consideration is given to the interpersonal dynamics of those
interactions. To do so, emphasis should be placed on examin-
ing person-centered messages (Burleson, 1982; 1987). Integrating
person-centered messages (PCMs) with SCCT allows crisis mes-
sages to respond to the multidimensional concerns that crisis
entails.

Person-centered messages (PCMs) “reflect an awareness of
and adaptation to the subjective, affective, and relational aspects
of communicative contexts” (Burleson, 1987, p. 305). PCMs are
part of constructivism (Delia et al., 1982), which is a theory of
communicative competence (see, e.g., Bodie & Jones, 2016). Com-
municative competence refers to the “ability to generate and pro-
cess messages in ways that enable people to accomplish their social
goals appropriately and effectively” (Bodie & Jones, 2016, p. 2). Per-
son-centered messages exist at nine distinct levels, with higher lev-
els representing increased communicative competence (Burleson,
2008). These nine levels can be collapsed into three larger areas
(Burleson, 1994). Low person-centered messages (LPCs) often
condemn other’s feelings (LPC—Ilevel 1), challenge the legitimacy
of other’s feelings or actions that follow these feelings (LPC—level
2), or ignore the other’s feelings (LPC—level 3). In comparison,
medium person-centered messages (MPCs) attempt to reframe
situations in a positive way (MPC—Ilevel 4), acknowledge feelings
but do not assist the other in understanding those feelings or cop-
ing with them (MPC—level 5), or provide non-feeling-centered
explanations that intend to reduce the other’s emotional distress
(MPC—level 6). Finally, highly person-centered messages (HPCs)
recognize the other person’s emotional reaction but do not provide
elaboration for those feelings (HPC—Ilevel 7), provide an elabo-
rated acknowledgment and explanation of those feelings (HPC—
level 8), or help the other to gain perspective on one’s own feelings
and attempts to link the feelings in relation to a broader context
(HPC—Ilevel 9; High & Dillard, 2012). The use of person-centered
messages has been linked to a variety of positive outcomes. Specif-
ically, person-centered messages have been found to be especially
helpful within the comforting communication area. For exam-
ple, Jones (2004) indicated that when individuals shared a mildly
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upsetting event with another person, they not only felt better but
also rated the support provider as more supportive and caring
when person-centered messages were implemented. Validation of
one’s behavioral intention is also an important element within per-
son-centered support messages. As B. Feng and colleagues (2016)
note, when seeking support for a behavioral intention, such as
changing one’s job, support seekers might solely be looking for
validation from a support provider. Those support providers that
use more person-centered messages are more likely to be viewed
as effective (Eichhorn, 2008; B. Feng et al., 2016). The implications
of using more highly person-centered messages become further
exacerbated when one examines the use of support messages in
online settings. For example, Rains et al. (2016) completed a com-
prehensive analysis of the extant literature on the relationship
between computer-mediated communication (CMC) and social
support. Their summary indicates that social support is frequently
accessed and provided in online settings and for various reasons
(i.e., perceived stigma, accessibility, and control). Interestingly, the
literature notes that individuals using CMC to gain support have
stronger motivations to receive it in comparison to those who seek
support face-to-face. Furthermore, individuals who seek support
through CMC also report larger changes in worry and uncertainty
discrepancy, when compared to those in face-to-face settings
(Rains et al., 2016). Several studies (Abendschein, 2020; Pan et al.,
2020; Wright et al., 2012) demonstrate the ability of CMC to con-
nect individuals for health-related information, but CMC can be
used for support purposes in other contexts, as well.

With this in mind, it is especially important to consider the
role that person-centered messages can play in CMC provided
support messages.

Social Media, Crisis Communication, and PCMs

The rise of social media has brought along with it an audience-
centric communication approach, due to the instantaneous and
interactive nature of emerging platforms. Messages travel faster
and farther with enhanced connectivity and access (Diddi &
Lundy, 2017; Killian & McManus, 2015). Key publics are able
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to receive, evaluate, and engage with messages at the touch of a
button, making it more important than ever for practitioners to
identify key publics, gauge public opinions, and adopt appropri-
ate message strategies (Jiang et al., 2016). Moreover, social media
users can directly respond to organizations, making two-way dia-
logue a staple in strategic communication (Grunig, 2009).

Social media is also the hotbed of sharing ideas, which makes
word-of-mouth (WOM) a key topic to consider for crisis com-
munication. Social media users can create huge waves of outrage
within just a few hours, which Pfeffer and colleagues (2014) call
“online firestorms” (p. 117). In fact, Pace and colleagues (2017)
found that social media audiences react differently to a brand cri-
sis when compared to their mass media counterparts. Those with
higher engagement on social media not only had more negative
attitudes toward the brand, but also had intensified intentions for
sharing those negative views via WOM.

This calls for the importance of PCMs in crisis communica-
tion for several reasons. First, effective crisis management requires
practitioners to pay attention to the attitudes and demands of
affected publics. Consequently, creating messages tailored to stake-
holders” concerns is a primary goal. In message creation, PCMs
ought to be emphasized, especially in cases where support or
consolation is expected or required (Jones, 2004). Relevant stud-
ies have confirmed the positive effect of this, especially regarding
publics’ empathy toward organizations. Schoofs and colleagues
(2019) found that in crisis situations, proper apology from the
organization leads to empathy among stakeholders and increases
reputation recovery (unlike denial). An experiment from J. Kim
& Jin (2016) observed that publics’ perceived involvement in the
issue results in varied levels of emotions (e.g., anger, empathy)
toward the organization, highlighting the importance of appropri-
ate response strategies. This works the other way around as well—
another study found that when CEOs express emotions in crisis
response, publics feel empathy toward the CEO, which results in
positive attitudes toward the organization (De Waele et al., 2020).

Second, the present study examines crisis situations in the ser-
vice industry. The service encounter, the moment when the com-
pany’s employees meet and interact with customers, has occurred
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increasingly online. In the online context, customers expect
two-way dialogue with the company (Grunig, 2009) and more
customer-centric communication, which are often emphasized in
PCM to enhance communicative competence (Burleson, 2008).
Czepiel and colleagues (1985) discuss how customers perceive ser-
vice encounters are critical factors in how service quality is eval-
uated. If the service provider fails to meet the customer’s service
expectations, the customer can easily challenge the organization
on social media, while others can view these challenges as well.
This heightened visibility raises new strategic and tactical con-
cerns for crisis managers (Coombs & Holladay, 2012b), which
consequently shapes an organizations reputation (Edvardsson,
1992). This, in turn, increases the potential for an organizational
crisis because of the variable and changing nature of consumers’
perceptions (Smith, 2005).

Finally, PCMs—rooted in interpersonal communication—
should be considered in social media communication due to its
characteristics as personal media, where dialogue often resembles
that of interpersonal interactions (Lee et al., 2016).

Although there is considerable research attention in the crisis
management area, previous research has yet to address the person-
centered message quality approach with regard to crisis commu-
nication on social media. By the same token, studies suggest that
organizations still need guidelines when responding via social
media (Eriksson, 2012; Veil et al., 2011).

H2: PCM levels (LPC, MPC, HPC) in social media crisis communi-
cation will have an effect on people’s perception/reactions regarding
an organization.

H2a: Higher PCM levels in social media crisis communication will
result in lower anger/negative emotions toward the organization.

H2b: Higher PCM levels in social media crisis communication will
result in a more favorable perceived reputation of the organization.

H2c: Higher PCM levels in social media crisis communication will
result in more favorable consumer intentions toward the organi-
zation.
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RQ: Are there any interaction effects between the crisis type and PCM
levels in social media crisis responses on people’s perception/reaction
regarding an organization?

The authors posit that through an interdisciplinary approach
that integrates applied communication (SCCT) and interpersonal
communication (PCMs), this study provides guidance for how
organizations can respond to crisis through social media. Fur-
thermore, this study will provide a better understanding about the
effects of PCM levels in different crisis situations on organizational
reputation and key publics’ attitudinal and behavioral responses.

Method

Design and Stimuli

This study employed a 2 (crisis type: victim, preventable) x 3
(PCM level: low, medium, high) between-within mixed facto-
rial experimental design (Gliner et al., 2009). The Participants
(n = 133) were randomly assigned to one of two experimental
groups (between-subjects, crisis type), and then each participant
in each group was exposed to three stimulus messages (with-
in-subjects, PCM level) in random order. The within-subjects
component of this experimental design was deemed appropriate
to control for individual differences in perceiving the messages,
therefore “greatly increasing the sensitivity of the measurements”
(Lyon & Cameron, 2004, p. 222). That is, this design accommo-
dates naturally occurring differences between individuals in the
social media setting. Moreover, to address concerns about within-
subjects designs being too transparent about the research hypoth-
esis, Lambdin and Shaffer (2009) found that participants were
unable to identify the hypotheses and inaccuracies in their predic-
tions of the transparency of a within-subjects design. This design
has also proven to be effective in measuring crisis communication
messages from organizations (Hong & Len-Rids, 2015; Jin, 2009).

For the experiment, we manipulated crisis type by selecting
one crisis from two clusters (victim and preventable) (Coombs,
2007; Coombs & Holladay, 2002, 2009). The two crisis clusters
were selected to represent each end of the crisis responsibility
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spectrum—in the victim type, the public tends to attribute min-
imal crisis responsibility to the organization experiencing the
crisis, and the preventable type generates strongest attributions
of crisis responsibility toward the organization (Coombs, 2007).
This was adequate for differing the crisis example scenarios suf-
ficiently for the purpose of this study. In a study comparing base
crisis response with reputation management crisis response strat-
egies, Kim and Sung (2014) also employed the two crisis clusters
and found significant differences on how participants evaluated
the clusters.

Among crises identified in each type, we then selected cri-
sis examples based on realistic and commonly occurring airline
issues. From the victim cluster, we selected natural disaster. From
the preventable cluster, we chose organizational misdeed with no
injuries. A fictitious airline was used to avoid potential confound-
ing effects from pre-existing knowledge.

Furthermore, three tweets were generated for each crisis type
to reflect three PCM levels (LPCs, MPCs, and HPCs). Each mes-
sage was created specifically for this study, with the purpose of
displaying varying levels of person-centeredness within each sce-
nario. The level of person-centeredness in each tweet message
was based on Burleson’s (1982) 9-category typology in conjunc-
tion with PCM strategies suggested by Sellnow et al. (2015). Key
elements were mention of others (acknowledging the recipient, in
this case, the customer), sympathy (displaying sympathy for the
problem—e.g., “we understand”), responsibility (taking respon-
sibility), apology and support/solutions (offering support and/or
solutions). In our study, LPC (low person-centered) messages sim-
ply described the facts of the issue with a representative customer
service phone number. MPC (medium person-centered) messages
offered limited support or sympathy (but not both) and provided
an additional method for communication (e.g., encouraging the
individual to send a direct message). HPC (high person-centered)
messages displayed all the four elements and contained a per-
sonal and detailed message that addressed that specific customer
and his/her problems. These tweet messages were pre-tested by
two interpersonal communication scholars, who were presented
with Burlesons (1982) 9-category typology for person-centered
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messages and the sample airline messages for review. These experts
were asked to provide feedback about the included sample tweets
with specific attention to message fit regarding the intended PCM
categories (LPC, MPC, HPC). Following expert feedback and fur-
ther discussion, we refined the messages until they confirmed the
tweets corresponded to different levels of person-centeredness. In
this study, we focused strictly on Twitter given its conversational
nature and instantaneous response characteristics of users and
corporations. We therefore deemed it best suited to explore crisis
message effectiveness on social media. See Figure 1 for an example
of the tweet messages for the PCM levels.

Participants and Procedure

Participants (n =133) were recruited from undergraduate com-
munication courses at two U.S. universities with the option of
receiving extra credit. More females (65%) than males (35%) par-
ticipated in the study. The majority (83.5%) of participants were
in the 18-24 age group, followed by 25-30 (12%), 31-40 (2.3%),
and 41-50 (2.3%). In terms of airline usage frequency, about half
(48.9%) of participants reported that they used air transportation
one to four times in the last 2 years from when the data was col-
lected. Seventy-one percent of participants had Twitter accounts.

FIGURE1 Tweet Message Examples for Each Crisis Type Cluster
(Top: Preventable, Bottom: Victim) and PCM Level (Left: HPC,
Middle: MPC, Right: LPC)

,*_ JusFly Airfnes

@YourHandle Your frustration is
completely understandable, Wa are
sorry and will look into this. Meanwhile,
please spaak with Baggage Services
regarding interim expeanses.

N } ity Arines

@YourHandle We're somy your flight
was affectad by the winter storm,
Disruptions to one's plans is frustrating,
we hear you. Can we make it up to you?
Please contact us at BO0-00¢0000 with

+ JutFly Alrfinas

@YourHandle We're here to help
anytime you need us and always want
you 1o be treated well. Sorry for any

negative experiences! DM us for further
assistance.

,._)__ Jutfty Allines
@YourHandle We're happy to assist via
Twitter. Just provide us with your

i ion code and name via this

your reservation number.

link: www.abcairlines.coml....

,.}_ JutFly alrnes.

We strive for great travel days for our
customers, and would love to have you
give us anather try someday. Please
call 800-woeno0 for more info.

,.,) JutFiy Aifines

It's possible with the cancellations
today, we won't have a plane available.
Fleasa call B00-x0e-x000¢ for more info.
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Among those, 58.1% said they always or frequently use their
Twitter accounts while about 22% of users visited the platforms
sometimes or occasionally.

The survey link directed each participant to one of the two cri-
sis types. At the beginning, participants read the scenario for their
assigned crisis type, followed by questions regarding the airline’s
responsibility, amount of control, and responsibility. Afterward,
the participant was shown three tweets, in random order, that rep-
resented each PCM level. Each tweet was followed by questions
regarding anger/negative emotions, corporate reputation, and
behavioral intentions. Data was collected between December 2017
and April 2018.

Measures

Consumer intentions were measured by adopting Coombs and
Holladay’s (2008) negative WOM intention item: “I would encour-
age friends or relatives to NOT travel with this airline,” assessed
on a 7-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree.”

Anger/Negative Emotions were assessed by adopting Jorgensen’s
(1996) measure of anger toward the company. This study used
a 7-point scale (“not at all annoyed” to “very annoyed”). Using
a single-item measure was deemed appropriate, given Bergkvist
and Rossiter’s (2007) findings that single-item measures for con-
crete constructs (e.g., consumer reactions, attitudes) in marketing/
brand research demonstrated equally high predictive validity as
multiple-item measures.

Corporate reputation was assessed using 11 items, adapted from
previous studies regarding organizational reputation (Coombs &
Holladay, 2002; Ponzi et al.,, 2011) and person-centeredness (Sell-
now et al,, 2015). All items were measured on a 7-point Likert
scale. Factor analyses were conducted to evaluate the dimensional-
ity of the scale while the scale reliability was measured using Cron-
bach’s coefficient alpha. Based on the factor loadings and alpha
scores, four items were removed which resulted in a seven-item
corporate reputation scale. The seven items (see Table 2) demon-
strate high internal consistency for measuring airlines’ reputation
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TABLE 2 Corporate Reputation Measurement Iltems

The organization is concerned with the well-being of its publics

Under most circumstances, | would be likely to believe what the
organization says

The airline is a company | have a good feeling about

The airline is a company that | trust

The airline is a company that | admire and respect

The airline has a good overall reputation

This airline cares about its customers

at low, medium, and high PCM levels, respectively (o = 0.93, 0.92,
and 0.94).

Manipulation Checks

Crisis type was manipulated by providing participants with one
of two hypothetical scenarios for potential crisis situations. After
reviewing the scenario, participants were asked to determine the
organization (airline)’s responsibility for that specific crisis. The
following statement was presented: “The blame for the crisis lies in
the circumstances, not the organization.” Then they received three
PCM levels of responses (tweets) from the airline and were asked
to evaluate each response using the following statement: “The air-
line cares about its customers.” Participants rated their agreement
for these statements on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 7 (strongly agree). The manipulation check results sug-
gest that the stimuli were effective. The participants assigned to the
preventable crisis type assessed the airline’s responsibility for the
crisis is significantly higher (M = 4.8, SD = 1.68) than victim type
(M = 2.9, SD = 2.1), t(126) = —5.78, p < .001. In addition, partici-
pants reported that the airline cared more about customers when
the airline responded with highly person-centered messages (M =
5.36 for victim; M = 5.0 for preventable) in comparison to either
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the MPC (M = 4.61 for victim; M = 4.67 for Preventable) or LPC
messages (M = 3.51 for victim; M = 3.39 for preventable), F(1.94,
253.46) = 64.01, p < .001.

Results

Influence of Crisis Type and PCM Levels of Crisis Responses
on Emotion, Corporate Reputation, and WOM Intentions

To assess the main effects of crisis type, PCM levels of crisis
responses, and any possible interactions on the participants’ nega-
tive emotions, perceived corporate reputation, and negative WOM
intention, a series of mixed between-within subjects ANOVAs
were conducted.

Negative Emotions

We first analyzed the influence of crisis type and PCM levels of
crisis responses on negative emotions toward the organization.
Findings suggest no significant differences exist for participants’
negative emotions toward the organization between the victim
and preventable crisis types (F(1, 131) =.13, p =.72). Mean scores
indicate that negative feelings toward the organization are similar
for both crisis types (M = 3.64 for victim; M = 3.57 for preventable).
Thus, Hia was not supported. However, there was a significant
main effect of crisis responses’ PCM levels on negative emotions
toward the organization (F(1.93, 252.16) = 67.44, p = .00). A large
effect size (.34) was located using eta-squared (1) (Cohen, 1988).
Mean scores suggest that people’s negative emotions decreased as
the person-centeredness of crisis responses increased (See Table 3;
Figure 2). Therefore, H2a was supported. There was no significant
interaction between the crisis type and the PCM levels of crisis
responses in terms of people’s negative emotions toward the orga-
nization (F(1.93, 252.16) = 1.79, p = .17).
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FIGURE2 Negative Emotions for Three Levels of Person-Centered
Messages in the Victim and Preventable Crisis Types

Estimated Marginal Means of Negative Emotions

ol Crisis type
= Victim
= =Preventable

500

Negative Emotions

300

LPC MPC HPC

Person-centeredness of Crisis Responses

Corporate Reputation

The effects of crisis type and PCM on participants’ perceived orga-
nizational reputation were also tested. A non-significant main
effect of crisis type on corporate reputation (F(1, 131) = 1.52,
p = .22) was found. This suggests that participants evaluated air-
lines’ corporate reputation similarly for both victim and prevent-
able situations (M = 4.39 for victim; M = 4.21 for preventable).
Consequently, Hib was not supported. However, there was a
significant main effect of PCM levels on corporate reputation
(F(2, 262) = 68.98, p = .00). The eta-squared (n:) was .35, a large
effect (Cohen, 1988). As presented in Table 3 and Figure 3, more
favorable perceived organizational reputation scores were reported
with higher PCM levels. Therefore, H2b was supported. There was
no significant interaction between the crisis type and the PCM lev-
els of crisis responses in terms of perceived corporate reputation
(F(2,262) =.33,p =.72).
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TABLE 3 Mean Levels of Negative Emotions, Corporate Reputation, and
Negative WOM Intention by PCM Levels of Crisis Messages across Two
Crisis Types

PCM Levels of Crisis Messages
Ilz::c'::;sions/ LPC MPC HPC
Reactions CrisisTypes | N M(SD) M(SD) M(SD)
Anger/Negative | Victim 67 | 5.30(1.94) | 3.15(1.95) | 2.48(1.91)
Emotions Preventable | 66 | 4.76(2.18) | 3.21(1.76) | 2.73(1.63)
Corporate Victim 67 | 3.59(1.30) | 4.46(1.08) | 5.10(1.15)
Reputation Preventable | 66 | 3.44(1.28) | 438(1.08) | 4.82(1.04)
Negative WOM Victim 67 | 3.78(1.78) | 2.79(1.70) | 2.30(1.37)
Intention Preventable | 66 | 4.17(1.79) | 3.56(1.73) | 3.05(1.72)

FIGURE 3 Corporate Reputation for Three Levels of Person-Centered
Messages in the Victim and Preventable Crisis Types

Estimated Marginal Means of Corporate Reputation
Crisis type

=Victim

500 = = Preventable

Corporate Reputation
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LPC MPC HPC

Person-centeredness of Crisis Responses
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Negative WOM Intention

We examined the influence of crisis type and PCM levels on nega-
tive WOM intentions. Our findings suggest that there was a signif-
icant main effect of crisis type on negative WOM intention (F(1,
131) = 8.66, p = .004). The effect size was medium (n: = .06; Cohen,
1988). Mean scores show that negative WOM intention was higher
for the preventable crisis type (M = 3.59) than the victim (M =
2.96) types. This suggests the participants were more likely to
intend to share negative comments about the organization with
others with increases in an organization’s responsibility. Therefore,
Hic was supported. A significant main effect of the PCM levels
on the negative WOM intention was also found (F(2, 262) = 29.25,
p = .00). The eta-squared (n:) was .18, a large effect (Cohen, 1988).
The mean scores indicate that people are less likely to intend to say
negative things about the organization as the person-centeredness
of crisis responses on social media is increased (See Table 3). Thus,
H2c was also supported. No significant interaction was found
(F(2, 262) = .77, p = .46). Figure 4 plots negative WOM intention
for three levels of person-centeredness in the victim and prevent-
able crisis types.

FIGURE4 Negative WOM Intention for Three Levels of Person-Centered
Messages in the Victim and Preventable Crisis Types

Estimated Marginal Means of Negative WOM Intention

450 Crisis type
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= = Praventable
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Negative WOM Intention
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Discussion

Findings from this exploratory study shed light on crisis commu-
nication from an interdisciplinary perspective, especially regard-
ing considerations for practice when responding to crises on social
media. PCM levels in crisis response were a significant factor for
participants’ negative emotions, organizational reputation, and
negative WOM intentions. These findings emphasize the impor-
tance of employing person-centered strategies in crisis communi-
cation on social media.

Social media offer a group of unprecedented, comprehensive
communication platforms that cross between mass and personal
communication. Amid platform differences, most popular social
media services allow for an individual’s ideas and opinions to be
posted in the likes of personal communication messages, at the
same time being shared with the public (Oh & Choi, 2017; B. L.
Ott, 2017). This blurring of the private and the public has been a
significant topic in scholarship as of late. Dey (2020) discusses
how individual voices lead to heightened levels of activism across
societies. While Kruse et al. (2018) found that the younger gen-
eration refrains from actively sharing political opinions on social
media, their findings indicate that social media still fosters strong
engagement with like-minded individuals. And on the topic of
how information originating from private spheres spread to pub-
lics, Gil de Zuiiga & Bimber (2020) posits that social media serves
as the provenance of information that shapes public discourse.

As this is the case, each user’s appreciation of the corporate
message ends up shaping the overall reputation of the organization.
Although individual voices of concern about an organization may
start at the personal level, they spread through the individual’s net-
works and become source messages that could snowball into pub-
lic perceptions. Therefore, and given how users treat social media
messages with personal standards, organizations should look to
formulate messages attending to the individual person.

In a meta-analysis of corporate reputation, Gatzert (2015)
found that damaging events impact corporate reputation, and vice
versa, which lead to negative stakeholder behavior and weakened
financial performance. That is, merely focusing on normalizing
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business operations is not sufficient to overcome a crisis to the
ultimate benefit of the organization.

In crisis situations, showing sympathy and remorse for the
situation fosters a positive persona about the corporation. The
corporate persona is important because it is the first step in pub-
lic opinion formation about an organization (Charlebois & Van
Acker, 2016). At a crucial point postcrisis, the corporation’s repu-
tation isn't damaged as much when it provides personal attention,
because the corporation would be construed as responsible and
caring. However, if the corporation’s persona is defined as culpa-
ble and negligent when its messages are not centered at the stake-
holders, significant impairment in crisis recovery could occur.
Interpersonal communication research suggests similar parallels
when more personalized messages are shared—support recipients
receiving PCM messages were likely to rate providers more favor-
ably (L. Feng et al., 2015).

These findings are crucial for understanding how consum-
ers expectations for crisis communication are shifting to a new
dimension with social media. Audiences on social media should be
treated as any stakeholder group would. Their needs and demands
should be identified and resolved, while tailoring messages to
show that the organization cares for them. In so doing, PCM tac-
tics from pertinent scholarship—namely, offering support rather
than explanation, providing facilitated access to solutions, and
putting the affected individual’s feelings first—would be appropri-
ate. As Fediuk et al. (2010) noted, crisis response tactics should
be rooted in the goal and strategy, in that it is used to influence
stakeholders’ perceptions in some way. Currently, crisis communi-
cation research tends to focus on minimizing damage and protect-
ing the organization; for crisis management on social media, we
suggest that organizations should establish strategies to maintain
organizational reputation after a crisis (Fediuk et al., 2010) and
operationalize them through communicative tactics that integrate
PCMs.

Furthermore, lower PCM levels led to stronger intentions
to share negative content about the organization. This can be
attributed to the current social media landscape and rising empow-
erment and engagement among users. Social media users display
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higher levels of attachment to various issues (Gearhart & Zhang,
2015; B. L. Ott, 2017), making them stronger than meets-the-eye
stakeholders for any crisis. When they see that an organization did
not “own up” to a crisis, they will likely see this as unjust actions of
businesses and display stronger levels of engagement by generat-
ing and sharing negative messages.

While Hia (negative feelings toward the organization) and
H1b (corporate reputation) were not supported for differing levels
of crisis, Hic (behavioral intentions) was supported. This might
illustrate that online users are quick to jump to negative actions
even if their perceptions toward the organization’s responsibility
or corporate reputation were not significantly damaged. Alterna-
tively, this could also mean perceived reputation of the organi-
zation can still be damaged in any crisis case due to consumers’
active posting and feedback (Kiambi & Shafer, 2016).

Moreover, social media have amplified the information people
receive, both in terms of sheer amount and kind. That is, users on
social media are able to witness more frequently what is happen-
ing with organizations, including a variety of different activities or
events. Consequently, organizations are increasingly being placed
under the magnifying glass—because more such information is
accessible, organizations are more prone to displaying reprehen-
sible behavior.

For this reason, we believe users may gradually be distin-
guishing less what may have been distinct crisis types but are
simply becoming dissatisfied with an organization. In this study,
the victim situation included flight cancellations due to inclem-
ent weather; while there was not much the organization could do
about it, social media users still emphasized their inconvenience
over level of responsibility, thereby showing similar emotional
reactions (negative) and attitudinal response (regarding the orga-
nization’s reputation).

We note that participants displayed an increased willingness
to engage in negative WOM in preventable crisis types. From
an interpersonal communication lens, this may be explained by
turning to work on action tendencies that provide insight on the
connection between emotional processing and consumer behav-
ior. According to Lazarus (1991), when individuals are angry, they
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are likely to attack those who are considered blameworthy for the
offense. Even if an individual experiences negative emotions and
low organization reputation in both cases, they could be triggered
to share negative WOM when the responsibility (and, therefore,
blame) of the organization is clearly identified. In preventable cri-
ses, stakeholders would particularly be able to identify the organi-
zation to blame, and the complaints would likely increase since the
organization is an easy target (Kang et al., 2019).

Indeed, studies show that corporations’ crisis responses impact
consumer emotions, leading to attitudinal and/or behavioral
reactions. Xiao and colleagues (2018) studied how stakeholders
reacted to emotion placement in crisis response messages, find-
ing that incorporating different emotions for different crisis types
worked better for decreasing the individual’s negative word-of-
mouth intentions. A study on stakeholders’ response to corporate
social irresponsibility (CSI) found that individuals display emo-
tional reactions (sympathy) to victims of CSI and that this leads to
intentions for punitive actions toward the organization (Antonetti,
2016). Results from Ayoko and colleagues (2017) suggest that an
organization’s crisis response messages—especially messages com-
municated by managers—have a profound effect on internal stake-
holders” emotions.

This highlights the need of organizations to proactively prepare
for negative WOM. With the enhanced means to engage with mes-
sages and availability for one-to-many dialogue in social media
communication (Gearhart & Zhang, 2015; Grunig, 2009), this
possibly means that behavioral intentions on social media emerge
more quickly than ever (L. Feng et al., 2015). As Benoit (2018)
also notes with the United Airlines case, this points to the growing
possibility of social media backlash occurring almost simultane-
ously with the crisis’ occurrence, making speedy crisis response
a priority. As such, Brummette & Fussell Sisco (2015) found that
Twitter users tend to share emotions in their posts, thus recom-
mending that organizations could monitor the platform to gauge
public sentiments to craft better messages.

Finally, we take note that no significant interaction effects were
found between crisis type and PCM levels. We argue that this is
because crisis message quality is important in any crisis. In other
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words, a mere difference in crisis type does not warrant that par-
ticipants will have particularly more (or less) favorable attitudes
or behavioral intentions based on PCM level. Rather, our find-
ings seem to indicate that participants overall gave more positive
responses as PCM levels went up, regardless of crisis type.

Conclusion and Practical Implications

We acknowledge that this study is not without limitations, and
also provide direction for future research on the topic. This study
strictly focused on Twitter to better understand how users respond
to messages in the social media setting; future studies comparing
crisis responses on social media with other forms of online media
or traditional media would help further understand the effective-
ness of PCMs in various means of crisis response.

Additionally, this study collected data from college students,
who are usually considered to be more homogenous than represen-
tative samples. While some researchers such as Lucas (2003) and
Kardes (1996) have argued that using college students is appropri-
ate for studies focusing on understanding basic psychological pro-
cesses, several studies (i.e., Peterson & Merunka, 2014) have noted
the limitations of using convenience samples of college students,
especially in generalizing the results to non-student populations.
Consequently, future studies with different samples are needed to
determine whether the results vary with other populations.

Our goal was to assess if crisis types and PCMs affect how
participants perceive crisis response message quality and their
corresponding attitudes toward the organization, which includes
post-crisis organizational reputation, emotions, perceived respon-
sibility of the organization, and behavioral intentions. We believe
that this study can contribute to professional practice with its
interdisciplinary approach and findings. That is, we posit that
research from interpersonal communication (PCMs) can be
applied to practice in a key area of PR, crisis communication. This
paper’s practical implications may be summarized in three aspects:
(1) evaluating the crisis; (2) communicating the crisis; and
(3) crisis management on social media.
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First, evaluating the crisis refers not merely to measuring suc-
cess or recovery, but assessing the crisis upon its occurrence. As
soon as a crisis-like situation is monitored on social media, prac-
titioners ought to first identify the type of crisis, assess the level of
responsibility on the part of the organization, and, most impor-
tantly, ensure that the organization’s assessment of responsibility
recognizes social media users. As we found in this study, users are
quick to make judgments based on crisis type and their motiva-
tions to share negative feedback is affected as a result. Therefore,
the severity of the crisis should be considered in executing a crisis
management strategy.

There is more, however: PR practitioners should also carefully
examine key stakeholder groups and pinpoint their psychograph-
ics, needs, and demands. Noteworthy here is that such activities
should go beyond conventional definitions of “the affected.” Pub-
lics not only look at the organization’s responsibility level, but how
well they exercise person-centeredness in dealing with stakehold-
ers. Therefore, conducting ample research and vetting the crisis
level plus all possibly affected publics (i.e., expanding the search
and research of online stakeholders) are key. This points to the
ever-more importance of properly handling the proactive and
strategic phases of conflict management on social media. We rec-
ommend that organizations would benefit from putting a detailed
proactive crisis plan in place, perhaps designating more members
of the workforce to monitor and assess crises.

Similarly, pertinent work on social media and organiza-
tional communication emphasizes the importance of listening.
MacNamara (2016) notes that while the importance of listening
is noted enthusiastically throughout the interpersonal literature,
it is “surprisingly and problematically overlooked in . . . organiza-
tional-public communication” (p. 133). Online activity has been
dominated by “speaking up” (Crawford, 2009) rather than listen-
ing. Therefore, organizations should employ more canons of lis-
tening (see MacNamara, 2016), several of which reflect qualities
of highly person-centered messages (e.g., giving consideration,
responding, engaging in interpretation with the goal of under-
standing). Providing increasingly person-centered messages is one
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way in which organizations can note that they are listening to pub-
lics’ concerns during times of crisis.

Second, in communicating the crisis on social media, PR pro-
fessionals should rethink communicative competence in their
response. Our key finding is that when engaged in crisis com-
munication, PCM levels are a main factor in how participants
respond in both their attitudes and behavioral intentions. Thus,
crisis communication should be operated with a person-centered
mindset, and each response should consider how the receiver
would personally feel. PCM strategies such as assuming respon-
sibility, putting the emotions of the receiver first, displaying apol-
ogetic gestures, offering support, and providing solutions should
be adopted. These approaches will also be useful for image repair
tactics (Gribas et al., 2018). Although we acknowledge that PCM
and social support scholarship maintains all levels of PCM to be
important (i.e., even LPC could be treated as a support attempt),
we argue that enhancing message quality is about improving the
level and skill of utilizing PCMs.

However, as Rains and colleagues (2016) note there is more
development needed to explore how person-centered messages
are used in computer-mediated communication (CMC) settings.
As such, additional research is needed that examines how and
when organizations choose to employ person-centered messages
through mediated channels. While our study focused specifically
on exploring three examples of crises within a hypothetical air-
line in social media communication, we suggest future scholar-
ship should also explore if and how differences in person-centered
messages can occur in online versus face-to-face crisis situations.
Though increasing number of crises are occurring online (Coombs
& Holladay, 2012b), scholars would benefit from understanding
the implications of message quality in crisis settings and the dif-
ferences that exist in relation to the channel(s) in which they are
provided.

A caveat for employing PCMs would be that an organization
should not misunderstand person-centered messages as mere
friendliness, therefore lacking professionalism. Enhancing mes-
sage quality through PCMs does not necessarily mean that formal
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language and corporate-level communication should be discarded.
Official statements and business communication materials should
consistently adhere to showing authority and being factual. We
also believe a meaningful challenge for practitioners would be to
find the right balance. All in all, we still maintain that revamp-
ing the writing, editing, and reviewing process of messages with
PCMs in mind will be helpful for practitioners in handling crises
on social media.

Finally, we emphasize how all of this has been elevated to new
dimensions in the rapidly developing digital landscape. PCMs
should be considered with even more weight in crisis communi-
cation on social media because of the personal communication
characteristics of social media and its users. In relation to the sec-
ond aspect above, we might also add that social media serve as a
useful channel for person-centered communication efforts since
consumers feel at ease on social media—arguably, practitioners
would be reaching out to stakeholders on their own turf, thereby
enhancing the effectiveness of messages. Furthermore, we believe
that existing thoughts on crisis types may need to be revisited,
since accidental type crises were perceived just as crucial as pre-
ventable crises in the social media setting. Therefore, crisis threats
(called “paracrisis” by Coombs & Holladay, 2012b, p. 408) online
requires practitioners to take a more cautionary approach. Also,
every organization should be prepared for social media backlash,
big and small, and be ready to engage in two-way communication
with stakeholders. This calls for the necessity of designated social
media teams who are capable of proper research and incorporat-
ing quality in PCM in the writing, disseminating, and evaluating
social media communication.
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