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Abstract 

In the course of the SARS-CoV-2-pandemic, governments and authorities resort to measures to contain 
the spread of the virus, some of which involve major cuts in the everyday and economic lives of the 
population. Whether and to what extent such measures are accepted, and recommendations complied 
with depends, following the current state of the art of related research, significantly on whether a 
relationship of trust exists between the government and the population. It´s being argued, that 
effective and sustainable risk and crisis communication is the key to building and maintaining this 
relationship. 

The objective of this paper is a synopsis of the state of research on risk and crisis communication. The 
development of the research is presented, current definitions are shared and methods as well as 
named principles for their success are summarized from the academic literature. The intention is to 
provide a state-of-the-art overview of research on social science perspectives on risk and crisis 
communication on the one hand as a background study for further research and as an overview to 
inform decision-making processes and related actions on the other. The primary basis for this overview 
is the current state of social science research on communication in general and the role of trust in it as 
well as the more specific sub-field explicitly focussing on the communication of and in risk and crisis. 
Research on the perception of risks forms an additional component of this document. The report ends 
with two examples for crisis communication as observed during the ongoing pandemic. 
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Part 1: Risk and crisis communication – State of the art 

1. Introduction  

"So, let me say: This is serious. Take it seriously, too. Since German reunification, no, since the 
end of the Second World War, there has not been a challenge to our country that depends so 
much on our joint action in solidarity.” (Merkel, 2020b) 

These are urgent words addressed to the German population by the German Chancellor Dr. Angela 
Merkel in mid-March 2020 during the Sars-CoV-2 pandemic, in which she calls on each individual to 
act in solidarity. As long as there were neither an effective medication nor a vaccination, governments 
and authorities, she argues, depended on taking non-pharmaceutical measures, which in some cases 
represent far-reaching cuts in the everyday and economic life of the population.  

The purpose of the following paper is to provide a state of research on social science perspectives on 
risk and crisis communication especially focussing on it´s relevance during the ongoing pandemic and 
to exemplify its relevance for decision making processes and related actions. Summing up the current 
state of the debates within social sciences, it depends crucially on the existence of a relationship of 
trust between government and population whether and to what extent such measures as resorted by 
the state governments in Germany during the “SARS-CoV-2” or “Corona-Pandemic” are accepted, and 
recommendations followed. It is widely being argued that effective and sustainable risk and crisis 
communication were the key to build and maintain this trust-based relationship. The purpose of this 
report is not to evaluate the current state of the art. It´s only aim is to asses the core arguments as a 
prestudy for further research and policy advice.  

The basis for this overview is provided in chapter two, where we present the socio-scientific state of 
the art on communication in general and the role of trust in it. The subsequent chapter three then 
deals with the perception of risks, we present the state of the art of risk communication and discuss 
the current state of research regarding methods and principles for its success. The fourth chapter of 
this overview is devoted to the topic of crisis communication. Similar to the third chapter on risk 
communication we start with a reflection on the term crisis, before presenting our view of crisis 
communication based on the state of research and presenting central principles. The report ends by 
analysing two cases of crisis communication as observed during the ongoing pandemic making use and 
thus excemplifying the relevance of the identifyed principles.  
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2. Basics  

2.1 Communication  

For a long time, communication was understood as a one-way process of transferring information from 
a sender to a receiver (Ruhrmann and Kohring, 1996: 13, Röhner and Schütz, 2016: 20). More recent 
communication theories, however, understand communication as a complex social process in which 
the recipient actively (re-)constructs a message from the communicator. Whereas communication 
research initially focused on questions of how to design the "right" information or to understand 
"disturbance" (such as background noise, language barriers or semantic problems of understanding in 
an intercultural context) of the transmission of information (Röhner and Schütz, 2016: 21-23), in recent 
decades the conditions which make communication possible in the first place have received increased 
attention. The focus is now on the question of how a communication situation, including the complex 
social and cultural conditions that create this situation, must be designed so that the results of the 
communication turn out in the sense intended by the various actors involved in the communication. 
The starting position has been reversed: whereas in the past it was assumed that communication in 
terms of transmitting a specific meaning from a sender to a receiver was basically possible if only the 
information was formulated in an understandable way and the more technically conceived 
transmission of the information functioned smoothly, it is rather considered today that understanding 
in general is a highly complex and pre-conditionally dependent process (Voss and Lorenz, 2016: 51). 
Understanding does not only depend on the type of message or on acoustic difficulties or other 
disturbances, but rather on the previous knowledge and experience of the communicating persons, 
with which they enter into an exchange with each other and how they interpret the process of 
communication for themselves against this background. Communication "works" (only) if the 
communicators can refer to numerous implicit and at least partwise shared presumptions. These are 
not directly the subject of communication, but they function as necessary conditions to make mutual 
understanding likely. These assumptions include, for example, believing that the other communicators 
are oriented towards an understanding, that they are honest, that what they communicate is 
formulated against the background of a fundamentally shared world view, etc. In a complex society, 
which is differentiated by the division of labour, splitted in multiple spheres of perception and 
knowledge, fragmented in a multiple ways but interwoven in others, these culture-specific varying 
prerequisites can only be checked to some extent (for instance, because people have known each 
other for so long, e.g. within the family as their primary source for socialization), but never completely. 
It is simply not possible for the communicators to know all the intentions of others, especially as the 
latter are hardly aware of their own intentions (e.g. Bourdieu, 1993, 1998). Communication would 
therefore never work if these prerequisites had to be clarified in each and every detail. Communication 
only works (in the positive case) because the actors meet each other with trust. Communication is only 
possible through trust. 

2.2 Trust and Confidence  

Trust is being assessed as fundamental to communication. Without trust – in one's own perception of 
others, in the truthfulness of others' motives, in the adequate understanding of the situation, etc. – 
communication remains mere noise without understanding. Following sociologist Niklas Luhmann, for 
instance, trust is a mechanism for reducing the complexity of the world. In view of the abundance of 
information that would be needed to understand a situation comprehensively, humans would be 
incapable of action (Luhmann, 2014: 8). Trust bridges this “problem”. Previous experience gives reason 
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to trust that one's own assessment of the situation and that of others can be adequately interpreted 
even without examining all the conditions. Trust is therefore based on past experience and thus always 
has the appearance of what Luhmann (2014: 27) calls "risk investment". In modern, high-tech societies 
based on the division of labour, trust means at the same time hoping that the reduction of complexity 
in communication processes will be so successful that decisions can be made on this basis that will 
prove advantageous overall and in return will not have too expensive or even existentially threatening 
consequences (Dombrowsky, 1991: 11, Tuler and Kasperson, 2014: 92). If trust refers to expectations 
of the intentions of others, confidence refers to the belief that certain events will occur in the future 
as expected. “Thus, some actions (e.g. independent verification or monitoring) can foster in a process, 
but they may or may not foster trust in those responsible for the process” (Tuler and Kasperson, 2014: 
92). Trust and expectations have a complex relationship, which this paper does not aim to assess more 
comprehensively. Therefore, when we speak of trust in the following, we mean both the expectations 
that people have of the intentions of other actors and of the course of future events. Following this 
argument, there are two sorts of vulnerability for this fundamental prerequisite of societal coherence: 
Both forms of trust, trust into others as well as trust into future developments, can be betrayed.  

Not only in the face of increasingly complex risks, dangers and crises such as the global climate crisis 
or pandemics, trust plays a special role: individual, autonomous risk assessment is hardly possible in a 
comprehensive manner (more on this in Chapter 3). Whether and whose assessments are believed 
depends on trust. Controversies on risk can often be traced back to negative perceptions of the 
trustworthiness or fairness of the actor who is about to take the risk (Tuler and Kasperson, 2014: 93).  
Following Renn, trust here is seen as a by-product of credibility (openness, transparency and honesty) 
and performance (competence, fairness, straightforwardness and commitment). Although trust is 
based on all these components, the non-fulfilment of one component can to some extent be 
compensated by another (Renn, 2014: 279-281). Lorenz and Voss (2016) and Voss (2019) argue from 
an sociological and anthropological perspective that while trust can be strengthened or weakened, as 
it were, as a by-product of other processes during times of normality, it´s role as the foundation of 
human existence itself has not yet been well understood within research on crisis and disasters.   

 

  

Points to Ponder 
Communication is a complex, multi-sided, situational process in which the recipient actively 
re-constructs a message from the communicator within a perceived context. If mutual 
understanding is the goal, the focus must therefore be on how the communication situation is 
structured as a whole. Latest Research conducted by the Disaster Research Unit at FU Berlin 
indicates that the impact of the context has been by far underestimated in related research 
and decision making.  

Trust forms the foundation of communication. In this context, trust refers both to ideas about 
the intentions of others and to expectations that future events will develop in a certain way. 
In regard to crisis communication, trust determines whose assessments are believed in the 
face of highly complex risks.  
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3. Risk and Risk Communication  

3.1 Risk Understanding and Risk Perception  

Discussions around the concept of risk takes many forms and takes place within and across the most 
diverse scientific disciplines. Relevant with regard to communication is primarily the social-scientific, 
more precise, the psycho-sociological understanding of risks – it only gains its sharpness, however, in 
the demarcation from the technical-quantifying, objectifying understanding of risks common in many 
areas of application.  

The scientific and technical quantitative view of risks is expressed in a formula, assessing risk as the 
product of the probability of occurrence per time unit and the expected amount of damage (R = P x D). 
Behind this mathematical-probabilistic understanding is the assumption that risks are objective 
variables as they can be generalised independently of social and cultural contexts (Drews, 2018: 30). 
For the calculation of technical risks and for insurance, the formula continues to form the basis for a 
wide range of differentiations, which remain generally linear forms of rational analysis, algorithmic 
logic and calculations and rational choice models.  

However, with regard to risk assessment that go beyond simple technical assessments but have an 
impact on the social, and, in consequence, with regard to risk communication, this approach has 
proven to be inadequate. This becomes particularly transparent when looking at the Fukushima 
reactor accident in 2011, where both the high probability of an earthquake and the possible 
catastrophic consequences of an power plant accident were well known in advance, although the 
specific details of this event of course weren´t predictable. Nevertheless, the nuclear power plant was 
built and operated, which may not yet be regarded as proof of the inaccuracy of the underlying risk 
calculation alone, but as evidence, that the technical-mathematical risk calculation does not tell us 
anything about the social relevance of the risk for which, in addition to technical criteria, social criteria 
also play one, perhaps the decisive role (Voss and Lorenz, 2016: 45-46). With regard to the evaluation 
of risks as socially relevant phenomena, which goes beyond the technical or economic, the 
fundamental question therefore arises to which extent these risks can be called “objective” at all. Large 
sections of the social and cultural sciences and of psychology contest this. From their point of view, 
risks should rather be seen as psycho-social phenomena, understanding simple technical calculations 
of risks as only one specific component (Drews, 2018: 30).  

In this view, risk does not exist "out there", independent of our minds and cultures, waiting to 
be measured. Instead, human beings have invented the concept risk to help them understand 
and cope with the dangers and uncertainties of life. Although these dangers are real, there is 
no such thing as "real risk" or "objective risk" (Slovic, 1999: 290). 

The psychometric paradigm provides the most prominent approach to the question of which factors 
people rely on when estimating risks. This is a method for determining the quantitative assessment of 
individual risk estimates. It is based on the assumption that risks are subjectively assessed on the basis 
of a large number of factors against the respective social background (Slovic, 2011: 222-223). A 
distinction is made between two classes of qualitative perception-influencing factors: First, the 
perceived characteristics of the source of the risk are central to the assessment of the risk 
(Gamhewage, 2014: 3, Renn, 2014: 257, Günther et al., 2011: 22, Renn, 1989: 181). Secondly, when 
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assessing risks, there are situation-specific patterns that are geared to the circumstances of the 
situation (Renn, 2014: 258). 

Perception-Influencing Factors 

Risk Characteristics Situation-Specific Patterns 

Novelty of the risk source Perceived controllability 

Hazard vulnerability Voluntary acceptance of risk  

Temporality of cause and effect Confidence in the control capacity of  
authorities or other actors 

Size of the disaster potential Impression of the distribution of costs and 
benefits of the source of risk 

Certainty of fatal consequences when hazard  
occurs 

Trustworthiness of the information source 

Undesirable consequences for future generations Clarity about dangers 

Sensual perception of danger  

Naturalness of the risk source  

Impression of the reversibility of the risk  
consequences 

 

Figure 1: Qualitative characteristics of risk perception (Renn, 2014: 256-258) 

Although international studies have shown that most people use the above-mentioned criteria when 
assessing risks, there are sometimes large differences in the final judgements about risks (Renn, 1989: 
182). This is attributed to the fact that the assessment of the importance of these factors is influenced 
for instance by the type of risk faced (Slovic, 1999: 292) as perceived from a specific point of view 
rendered by individual characteristics (demographic factors, personal relevance, affective perception). 
Trust in risk-regulating bodies (individuals, groups, institutions) is being assessed as having a decisive 
influence on how threatening risks are perceived by people (Slovic, 2001: 19) and the type of media 
(all types, including social media, of course) reporting also plays a role in the assessment (Günther et 
al., 2011: 23) and how in general risks are being communicated on the multiple channels. But it seems 
like the influence of the social, cultural and political context (Renn, 2014: 261, Voss et al., 2019: 23-25, 
Günther et al., 2011: 22) has been by far underestimated in related research and decision making (Voss 
et al., 2019: 23-25). This context has to be understood as a highly dynamic, non-linear social process 
making it far more difficult – if not impossible – to project how risk-related perceptions evolve for 
instance during a slow-onset-crisis and which impact this may have on actions, including the possibility 
of sudden radical changes. This prompts to more real-time analysis to understand the progression of 
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a specific long-term crisis like a Pandemic better, in which risks are evolving, instead of using rather 
static approaches as being widely used in the domain of risk and crisis communication. 

Perhaps the most important finding of this chapter is that following the state of the art of socio-
scientific studies risks cannot be determined objectively nor static. Rather, the perception of risks 
depends on socially formed individual, fluid and progressing characteristics, the perceived 
characteristics of a perceived threat in a specific moment and, far more then so far considered, by 
dynamic and interacting situation-specific patterns, which in turn can only be understood against the 
respective psychological, social and societal background. As a result, risk communication is destined to 
fail as long as it is not conceived of as a multi-dimensional, multicausal, non-linear, comprehension-
oriented process.  

 

 

3.2 Definition of Risk Communication  

Based on the described understanding of communication and risk, risk communication can be 
undertood as a multi-sided, multi-dimensional process of communication about intended or already 
executed actions with (perceived) risk potential (Ruhrmann and Kohring, 1996: 17). This process is 
usually been understood in literature as designed for the long term and is distinguished from crisis 
communication by the fact that it takes place before the risk becomes manifest. But having the 
example of a Pandemic in mind, it turns out in practice, that also during an ongoing crisis multifold 
risk-related decisions have to be taken. Hence, this distinction of “before” and “during” a crisis works 
in theory, but in practice this distinction is blurred.  

At centre of risk communication is a mutual exchange of information on the perception of risks. This 
exchange serves not only to identify potential hazards for somebody, but above all to establish trust 
and acceptance between the actors communicating with each other about their evaluations of their 
perceptions (Deutsches Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V., 2020: 2).  

Points to Ponder 
With regard to the social assessment of risks that go beyond technical considerations, 
scientific and technical quantitative understanding of risks has proven deficient in regard to 
social aspects. Large sections of the social and cultural sciences and of psychology describe 
risks as individual and/or socio-cultural static phenomena.  

The psychometric paradigm provides the most prominent method for determining the 
quantitative assessment of individual risk estimates. It is based on the assumption that risks 
are subjectively assessed on the basis of the characteristics of an risk and situation-specific 
pattern against the respective social background. Latest Research conducted by the Disaster 
Research Unit at FU Berlin indicates that impact of the dynamically changing context /the 
situation has been by far underestimated in related research and decision making. This 
prompts to more real-time analysis to understand the progression of a specific long-term 
crisis like a Pandemic better, in which risks are evolving processses instead of using rather 
static approaches as being widely used in the domain of risk and also crisis communication.  
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Within the scientific discourse, the understanding of risk communication has been subject to major 
changes in recent years. For decades, risk communication was primarily understood by authorities and 
governments as a one-sided process of conveying information to the general public (Dickmann, 2014: 
93). This process was hierarchically structured and was mostly based on the attempt to achieve 
maximum control over the circulating information and to cause specific reactions of the general 
population. A predominant image of the receiving population was that of the panic-stricken and 
irrationally reacting masses (ibid.), an understanding to large extent influenced by the publication “The 
Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind” written by the Psychologist Gustave Le Bon in the year 1885.1 
Only in recent years, a decline in this dominant understanding can be observed, which can be 
attributed for instance to the democratisation of information through the Internet and the 
pluralisation of the media landscape (Dickmann, 2014: 93), the increased need for information (ibid.: 
94) and the scientific refutation of the myths of panicky and irrational citizens reacting to risks (e.g. 
Schulze, Lorenz, Voss 2017). 

3.3 Understanding Risk Communication  

As said above, in current discourse, risk communication is understood by many authors as the long-
term, mutual exchange of information on intended or already performed actions with (perceived) risk 
potential, which takes place before the manifestation of the risk/crisis (Ruhrmann and Kohring, 1996: 
17, Drews, 2018: 34). Although a state actor does not necessarily have to be involved in a risk 
communication process, in the following we refer mainly to interactions with government 
participation, based on the observation that in many societies security and protection are common 
goods partly delegated to the state.  

Following Carious and Renn (2003: 580) risk communication can be thought of in two different 
dimensions. Within the horizontal dimension, it has the cross-cutting task of supporting process 
progress within the individual phases of risk regulation/risk management. Risk communication in this 
context is intended to ensure the integration of the results from the phases of protection goal setting, 
scientific risk assessment, risk management and measure implementation and control (ibid.) (cf. 
Schweizer and Renn, 2019: 13). At the centre of the vertical dimension is the process of risk definition, 
i.e. clarifying what is perceived as a risk by the actors, why and how risks should be dealt with (Renner 
and Gamp, 2014: 236). This often leads to a comparison between supposedly objective (assessed by 
following defined criteria) and subjective risk perception (Günther et al., 2011: 18). In this process, 
trade-offs can also become visible. For example, it is conceivable that certain risks are consciously 
taken because of expected benefits, or certain risks have to be taken by necessity (Carius and Renn, 
2003: 583, Renn et al., 2005: 91).  

From the perspective of the government or authority, the aim of risk communication is also to prepare 
the population for a possible crisis. To this end, attempts are made to increase the risk competence of 
the population and thus enable them to assess independently and to promote preventive behaviour 
(Renner and Gamp, 2014: 230, Carius and Renn, 2003: 578), all based on the assumption that specific 
risks are “objectively” (as described above) threatening the population – or the state.  

                                                           

1 Even though core assumptions of Le Bon had long been proven wrong, for instance through evaluations of bombardments 
of cities during World War II and multiple sociological studies had indicated that his claims were empirically not tenable, this 
publication still strongly influences the mindsets of decision makers.  
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In preparation for a possible crisis situation, the establishment of trust and acceptance is also a central 
goal of risk communication (Deutsches Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V., 2020: 2). In view of the 
complex and at the same time rare nature of crises, people are dependent on the assessments and 
instructions of organisations in particular when assessing and reacting to them. Whether the 
information and instructions of these organisations are followed in such a situation depends crucially 
on their perceived credibility (Paton, 2008: 4). This is decisive in determining whether a crisis evolves 
as a lack of coping capacities or if it´s also accompanied by a crisis of legitimacy of decision makers and 
institutions as a result of failed risk communication, which would further decrease the collective coping 
capacities as people would tend to debate and criticize measures rather than immediately reacting 
jointly to reduce the impact of the crisis (Dombrowsky, 1991: 1, 4). The main goal of risk 
communication should therefore be that all stakeholders are involved in the decision to take or not to 
take a risk and that a decision is finally made collectively. If a risk then manifests itself, everyone is “in 
the same boat” because they have decided together to take the risk. In this case, they will now also 
work together to manage the consequences. If, on the other hand, a decision is made in favor of a risk 
without the consent of those potentially affected, they are more likely to act confrontationally in the 
case that the risks becomes manifest and to view the decisions of, for example, the authorities with 
suspicion. 

3.5 Principles of Risk Communication 

In line with the described state of research 3 principles of “good risk communication” can be identified:  

 

First of all, openness and transparency form the basis of risk communication. This means publishing 
the comprehensive context-information of assessments of risks (including the agenda setting, 
participants, used methods, sources etc.) and thus making the basis for decisions comprehensible 
(Deutsches Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V., 2020: 2). This creates an information environment in 
which all actors (especially the population) can come to their independent assessment of risks 
(Dickmann, 2014: 95). A lack of openness can lead to acceptance problems. Background information 
that have led to the processing, but also to the non-processing of risks, must be made visible. In this 
way, decision-making processes can be understood, discussed and, if necessary, criticized (Deutsches 
Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V., 2020: 2). At the same time, the published information must either 
be prepared in a comprehensible way or the risk communication must enable the audience to process 
the given information themselves. Fishbowl transparency that simply makes all information accessible 
can even have a counterproductive effect. It cannot be assumed that laypersons without prior training 
are able to understand and make optimal use of large amounts of (technical) risk information, that is 
suddenly made available to them (Löfstedt and Bouder, 2014: 82-84). Transparency should be the 
standard, each form of absence of transparency needs to be reasoned – not the other way round. 

 

Openness & Transparency
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An atmosphere of credibility and trust contributes to the building of relationships between the actors. 
Lies or false assertions are taboo and can jeopardise the success of risk communication, but also of 
crisis communication which may be necessary later on (ibid.: 2). Consistent argumentation as well as 
enabling the verification of facts by the addressees can contribute to this (Carius and Renn, 2003: 581).  

 

Finally, risk communication is based on listening and understanding, following the understanding of 
communication introduced above. This means that the focus is on dialogue between the actors, which 
allows for plurality about different risk perceptions (Dickmann, 2014: 95). If possible, the public should 
be involved in all stages of the process. Particularly in the implementation of drastic measures, the 
participation of those affected can lead to greater acceptance (Dickmann, 2014: 96, Carius and Renn, 
2003: 581). This aims to create a communication environment in which the acceptance of information 
distribution in both directions is possible in the first place. 

 

 
 

  

Credibility & Trust

Dialogue-Orientation

Points to Ponder 
Risk communication is usually beeing regarded as a trust-based and trust creating two-way 
exchange of information about intended actions which is intended to lead to jointly agreed 
decisions including the acceptance of the consequences of the decisions. How successful that 
communication is determines whether – in the event of an actual crisis – an additional crisis 
of trust has to be overcome or not.  

The following principles are recognized as quality criteria for these: 

 Openness and transparency 

 Credibility and trust 

 Dialogue-Orientation 
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4. Crisis and Crisis Communication  

4.1 Understanding Crisis 

Similar to the concept of risk, the concept of crisis is difficult to define uniformly across disciplines, and 
its use varies greatly between the individual scientific disciplines (Voss and Lorenz, 2016: 46). What the 
different understandings have in common is that a social group sees its (fundamental) values and 
functions directly threatened and must react to this threat under circumstances of uncertainty. 
Whether the crisis is given a negative or positive connotation depends on the actors, the specific 
context of the situation and, crucially, on communication (Voss and Lorenz, 2016: 47).  

From a sociological perspective, similar to the concept of risk, an objectivist and a constructivist 
approach can be distinguished. The objectivist perspective is based on an intersubjective 
understanding of danger. Danger and crisis are thought here to exist independently of individual 
perception. The central actors are experts who objectively and comprehensively decide what is 
understood as a crisis and how to react to it. Uncertainty does exist, but more in the form that certain 
characteristics of the crisis are not yet known and less so that the fundamental approach to the crisis 
would differ between individuals (Ibid.).  

Contrary to this perspective, the constructivist view understands crisis as not objectively ascertainable, 
but as dependent on individual perception. Crisis is understood as a situation in which everyday 
patterns and routines no longer function as usual. This means that danger, uncertainty and urgency 
cannot be understood without examining the framings, experiences, values and interests of the 
person, group, organisation, institution etc. affected by the crisis. Decisive factors for different 
perceptions can for instance be socio-cultural or socio-economic characteristics (Voss and Lorenz, 
2016: 48). 

4.2 Definition of Crisis Communication  

Crisis communication is the term used to describe those discourse procedures that refer to current, 
acutely triggered or chronically crisis-ridden processes (Dombrowsky, 1991: 1). The overarching goal 
of crisis communication is to establish an interface between relevant official actors and their social 
environment (Palttala and Vos, 2012: 4) as a basis for mutual understanding in the assessment of a 
contingent situation. Crisis communication usually takes place under time pressure, with insufficient 
information and under the premise of uncertainty (Deutsches Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V., 
2020: 3). The type of crisis to be dealt with and thus the type and objective of crisis communication is 
crucially dependent on the success or failure of the preceding risk communication. Crisis 
communication can thus be understood as a continuation of risk communication (Palttala and Vos, 
2012: 2). Dombrowsky (1991: 1, 7) distinguishes between the coping crisis (Crisis Communication-
Type-1), in which the focus is on coping with damage or preventing future damage, and the acceptance 
or legitimacy crisis (Crisis Communication-Type-2) as a result of failed risk communication. In this case, 
the aim is first to reduce confrontations and then to obtain approval for the risk taken (Dombrowsky, 
1991: 6-8). In both cases, crisis communication also serves to satisfy the population's typically high 
demand for information in times of crisis (Renner and Gamp, 2014: 230, Günther et al., 2011: 29) and 
to restore the emotional, social, economic and physical well-being of society (Günther et al., 2011: 19).  
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4.3 Principles of Crisis Communication  

Similar to risk communication, research has identified various factors relevant for the success of crisis 
communication: 

 

First of all, it is argued that it is of great importance for successful crisis communication to collect all 
relevant information, evaluate it and then communicate it in a structured manner (Dickmann, 2014: 
101). The relevance of information should thereby not be defined by authorities only, but rather jointly 
by all affected actors – different stakeholders will define different information at a specific moment as 
relevant based on their perspective on the risk at stake. 

 

The question of what information is communicated and how cannot be answered in a generally valid 
way. Rather, both the type of information and the way it is presented should be geared to the needs 
of and defined by the addressee and in regard to the progressing situational conditions. A distinction 
is often made between internal target groups (public authority), participating organisations and 
external target groups (media, public) (Deutsches Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V., 2020: 6). In 
communicating with the internal target group, it has proven advantageous if all employees are familiar 
with their own structures and strategies and have the same level of information in the event of a crisis. 
Furthermore, communication between the participating organisations is of great importance. In order 
to avoid unclear, uncomprehensible communication from different actors with the public, regular 
situation meetings and a constant flow of information are important (ibid.). This does not imply that 
existing uncertainties shall not be communicated. In contrary, if uncertainties exist, for instance in the 
case that three virologists come to different estimations of a expected progression of the spread of a 
virus, it depends – as described above – on the context of the communication and it´s trust-related 
fundament, whether the communication of these different opinions leads to and increase or decrease 
of trust. 

When dealing with the external target group, short, simple, uncomplicated and pictorial 
communication has often been judged as valuable especially by officials (Bundesminesterium des 
Innern and Bundesamt für Bevölkerungsschutz und Katastrophenhilfe, 2014: 15). However, this 
definitely needs more differentiated research. Different social groups have different capacities, 
expectations, needs and ways of obtaining and dealing with information, which must be specifically 
addressed (Palttala and Vos, 2012: 5, Deutsches Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V., 2020: 6). Hence, 
it might be an artefact based on the above mentioned myths about the overall population that simple 
communication proves to be optimal. It could also be the result of (erroneously) low expectations 
regarding the populations capacities to comprehend more differentiated information.  

Collect, Evaluate & Share 

Target Group Orientation & Comprehensibility
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Crisis communication should be open, transparent and proactive. Open and transparent here means 
that decision-making processes are comprehensible, and uncertainties, different opinions of experts, 
information gaps etc. are made clear. It turns out that comprehensitivity of decision making processes 
becomes one, if not the core factor for the further progression of a long-term crisis, like for instance a 
pandemic. Proactivity means that this comprehensive communication should be carried out without 
being requested by the media or the population.  

Due to the widespread use of modern information media, it is hardly possible for authorities to 
maintain information sovereignty in crisis situations (Renner and Gamp, 2014: 230-232). Instead, they 
can use open, transparent and proactive communication to become the central source of information 
in crisis situations and thus maintain their sovereignty of discourse (Palttala and Vos, 2012: 4, 
Bundesminesterium des Innern and Bundesamt für Bevölkerungsschutz und Katastrophenhilfe, 2014: 
13). The fear that people would react irrationally or in panic to crises can hardly be proven empirically 
(Schulze et al., 2015: 26, Schulze et al., 2017: 25-28, Auf der Heide, 2010: 343).  On the contrary, people 
react to disaster in a predominantly pro-social way (Schulze et al., 2015: 23-24, Schulze et al., 2017: 
19-21). 

Comprehensive information and knowledge about decision-making processes and trade-offs can 
contribute to constructive crisis management (Reynolds and W. Seeger, 2007: 45). A hesitant and non-
transparent communication strategy, on the other hand, can result in the media and the population 
resorting to alternative sources of information (Palttala and Vos, 2012: 4). Possible consequences are 
loss of confidence in the authorities and uncertainty (Deutsches Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V., 
2020: 4).  

 

 

To ensure the success of crisis communication, it is also important to communicate consistently 
(Dickmann, 2014: 100). To this end, it is necessary to precisely define procedures and responsibilities 
and to convert situation assessments into joint statements which are then consistently communicated 
in various media formats (Dickmann, 2014: 101, Deutsches Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V., 2020: 
5, Günther et al., 2011: 59). But, as said earlier, this does not mean that conflicting opinions shouldn´t 
be communicated. If such different opinions exist, they should be communicated transparently by 
explaining the respective assessment. 

Furthermore, it is important (especially within federal systems) to ensure a smooth coordination of 
crisis communication. In particular supra-regional, national as well as international exercises in 
advance can contribute to this (Dickmann, 2014: 101). 

Openness, Transparency & Proactivity

Consistency & Coordination
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While the principle of risk communication is to seek dialogue and to guide people to self-determined 
decisions by increasing their risk competence, there is often no time for this after the outbreak of the 
crisis (Dickmann, 2014: 98, 100). In such situations, authorities are requested give recommendations 
for action on how people can deal with the situation and thus contribute to self-empowerment. This 
advice needs to be tailored to the specific situation the addressees find themselves in. Here, again, the 
own perception of the situation of the addresses is decisive, not the statistical or “objective” 
assessment.  

 

  

Recommendations for Action

Points to Ponder 
The concept of crisis is difficult to define uniformly and its use varies greatly between the 
individual scientific disciplines. What they have in common is that a social group sees its 
fundamental values and functions directly threatened and must react to this threat under 
circumstances of uncertainty.  

The type of crisis to be dealt with and thus the type and objective of crisis communication is 
crucially dependent on the success or failure of the preceding risk communication. Crisis 
communication is the term used to describe those discourse procedures that refer to 
current, acutely triggered or chronically crisis-ridden events. The following principles are 
recognized as quality criteria for these:  

 Collect, Evaluate and Share  

 Target Group Orientation and Comprehensibility 

 Openness, Transparency and Proactivity 

 Consistency & Coordination 

 Recommendations for Action 
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5. Summary  

The aim of this paper was to provide a state of research on sociological perspectives on risk and crisis 
communication and to show their relevance for decision-making processes and associated actions. In 
order to lay the foundation for the overview on social science perspectives on risk and crisis 
communication, the first chapter dealt with the concept of communication and trust.  

In current research, communication is not seen as a one-way process of transmitting information, but 
as a multidimensional, complex and social event in which a recipient actively (re)constructs the 
communicator's message. Whether and to what extent an understanding is reached depends on the 
type of message, on the knowledge and experience of the communication participants, and on how 
they interpret the communication process against this background. Communication "works" (only) if 
the communicators can refer to numerous implicit presuppositions which are not the direct object of 
communication, but which accompany it. In a complex society based on the division of labor and 
interconnected in many ways, however, these assumptions can only rarely be verified to some extent, 
but never completely. Therefore, communication is only possible through trust. This is all the more the 
case in the face of complex risks and crises, where individual assessment is difficult. In this case, 
"laypersons" are particularly dependent on the assessment of "experts". Whether and who is believed 
depends on trust.  

The second chapter then dealt with the question of how people perceive risks. It was shown that the 
still widespread technical-quantitative view of risks is deficient. Large parts of the social and cultural 
sciences as well as psychology describe risks as individual and social phenomena. The psychometric 
paradigm represents the most prominent method for determining the quantitative evaluation of 
individual risk assessments. It is based on the assumption that risks are assessed subjectively on the 
basis of the characteristics of a risk- and situation-specific pattern against the respective social 
background.  

Risk communication can be seen as a (usually long-term) mutual exchange of information about 
intended or already performed actions with high risk, which aims at building trust between different 
social actors. How successful this communication is determining whether – in the event of an actual 
crisis – an additional crisis of trust has to be overcome or not. From the academic literature, it was 
shown that openness and transparency about risk assessments increase the chances of success for risk 
communication. In addition, attempts should be made to create an atmosphere of credibility and trust 
in the long term. In order to compare subjective risk perception with the assessment of authorities, it 
is also recommended to make the process dialog oriented. 

Similar to the concept of risk, crisis is difficult to define uniformly as it is used very differently in the 
various scientific disciplines. What they have in common is that a social group sees its fundamental 
values and functions directly threatened and must react to this threat under conditions of uncertainty. 
The type of crisis to be dealt with and thus the type and objective of crisis communication depend 
significantly on the success or failure of the preceding risk communication. Crisis communication is the 
term used to describe those discourse procedures that relate to current, acutely triggered or chronic 
crisis events. Crisis communication has the task of collecting, evaluating and sharing information and 
recommending actions for the public.  
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Care should be taken to communicate openly, transparently, proactively and consistently. Adapting 
messages specifically for the respective audience and presenting decisions in a comprehensible way 
further increases the chances of success of crisis communication. 
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Part 2: Examples of crisis communication in Germany 
during the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic 

 
 
 

 

Introduction 

For the purpose of supporting the synopsis above, we went on to  analyse the crisis communication in 
the Germany using the content analysis method according to Mayring (2010). The following section 
presents an excerpt from the analysis, with the aim of illustrating, the (non-)implementation of the 
quality criteria obtained from the literature. The principles of crisis communication outlined in 4.3 are 
considered essential analysis criteria: 

1.  Target Group Orientation & Comprehensibility 

2. Collect, Evaluate and Share 

3.  Openness, Transparency & Proactivity 

4. Recommendations for Action 

5. Consistency & Coordination 

 

1. Address by the Chancellor to Corona:  
State of the Nation 

German Chancellor Dr Angela Merkel addressed the population of Germany in a direct television 
speach on 18 March 2020. At that time, there were 16,277 active cases in Germany with a daily 
increase of 4059 new cases (Robert Koch-Institut, 2021). The speech was broadcast on both public 
(ARD, ZDF) and private (RTL) television and reached over 10 million people on the first day (Zeit Online, 
2020). The speech is divided into three parts and provides information on the current state of the 
pandemic, on the measures taken by the authorities and the government and, finally, on why and how 
the public can contribute to the containment of the pandemic.  

 

 



 

  

Katastrophenforschungsstelle|   Working 
Paper Series|   Vol.40|July 2016|   pp. 1-20 

19 ADRU   |   Risk and Crisis Communication – An Overview   |   March 2021 

Merkes, Sara T.; Voss, Martin | Der Kontext zählt. Manual zur kultursensitiven Entwicklung und 
Implementierung technischer Lösungen 

1. Target Group Orientation & Comprehensibility 

With regard to the addressee orientation, it can first be said that the speech is directed at the general 
public due to its character as a "State of the Nation"2 and its distribution as a television broadcast. 
Thus, a further differentiation in the address is not the goal. The speech is short, just under 15 minutes, 
and simple in style. The availability of multilingual subtitles (English, Russian, Turkish, Arabic, Persian) 
as well as sign language makes it particularly accessible. The speech also works with linguistic images 
and comparisons, for example to illustrate the seriousness of the situation.  

"Since German reunification, no, since the Second World War, there has not been a challenge 
for our country in which action in a spirit of so solidarity on our part is so important. “ (Merkel, 
2020a) 

The speech also gives a positive report in terms of complexity. Long chains of argumentation are 
avoided, and facts are mostly reduced to two-stage cause-and-effect statements.  

"that we slow the spread of the virus [...] and buy time. Time in which the research community 
can develop a medicine and vaccine. But, above all, time so to allow those who fall ill to receive 
the best possible treatment.“ (Merkel, 2020a) 

2. Collect, Evaluate, Share  

It is difficult to find a suitable quotation for the principles of collecting and structuring, as these are 
criteria that become apparent in the entire structure of the speech. The passage quoted here is 
therefore an example of a successful speech structure in this respect. 

"I would like to explain where we currently stand in this epidemic and what the Federal 
Government and the state levels are doing to protect everyone in our community and to limit 
the economic, social and cultural fallout. However, I also want to tell you why all of you are 
needed here and what each and every individual can do to help.“ (Merkel, 2020a) 

The assessment of the situation, on the other hand, can be found in various sections. Several times the 
Chancellor draws attention to the seriousness of the situation and thus assesses it. 

"Germany has an excellent health system, perhaps one of the best in the world. We can take 
solace in this. But our hospitals would also be completely overwhelmed if, in the shortest space 
of time, too many patients were admitted, suffering severe symptoms as a result of the virus.“ 
(Merkel, 2020a) 

3. Openness, Transparency & Proactivity 

These two sections, in particular, clarify the criteria of openness and transparency:  

"As far as the epidemic is concerned - and everything I tell you about this comes from the 
Federal Government's ongoing consultations with the experts from the Robert Koch Institute 

                                                           

2 In Germany, such speeches by the Chancellor are extremely unusual and are only given in exceptional situations. This was 
the first time Chancellor Merkel had spoken in this way in 15 years. 
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and other scientists and virologists: the most intensive research is being conducted around the 
world, but there is still neither a way to treat the coronavirus, nor is there a vaccine. As long as 
that is the case – and that is what is guiding all of our actions – the only one thing matters, 
namely that we slow the spread of the virus, [...]." (Merkel, 2020a) 

"I have absolutely no doubt that we will overcome this crisis. But how many victims will it claim? 
How many loved ones will we lose? The answer, to a large extent, lies in our hands." (Merkel, 
2020a) 

Transparency is created here in three different forms: 

 Transparency about the origin of the information: Robert Koch Institute and other scientists 
are the source of the underlying information. 

 Transparency about decision-making processes: There is no vaccination/therapy yet. For this 
reason, social/physical distancing measures must be taken. 

 Transparency about uncertainties:  How many victims there will be is unknown. 
 

Whether Dr Merkel's speech also fulfils the criterion of proactivity cannot be answered without the 
context. The date of the broadcast (18 March) marked the beginning of the sharp rise  
(> 6000 new infections per day by 31 March) after the initially slow increase in the number of infections 
in Germany (Robert Koch-Institut, 2020). From this perspective, the approach can still be described as 
proactive. Nevertheless, the development of the infection could have been expected due to Italy's lead 
in time, and some media representatives criticized that a personal intervention of the Chancellor 
would have been necessary earlier (Otto, 2020). 

4. Recommendations for Action 

Giving recommendations for action determines the last and largest part of the speech. At this point, 
four moments were chosen as examples. The first is not a recommendation for action in the classical 
sense, but an appeal to act at all. This can be seen as a basis for more precise instructions. Quotes two 
and three build on this and give concrete instructions for action to protect oneself and others. Finally, 
the last quotation builds a bridge to addressee orientation by giving the audience suggestions on how 
to maintain contact with other people despite physical/social distancing. 

"Not panicking, but also not thinking for a single moment that he or she doesn't matter after 
all. No one is expendable.“ (Merkel, 2020a) 

"Virologists are giving us a clear advice: no more handshakes, we must wash our hands 
thoroughly and often, and we must keep at least one and a half metres distance between 
ourselves and others. Ideally, we should avoid all contact with the elderly, because they are 
particularly at risk.“ (Merkel, 2020a) 

"[...] bulk buying makes sense; it always has, by the way. But only with reason. Panic buying, 
as if there’s no tomorrow, is pointless [...]. “ (Merkel, 2020a) 

"We must discover how we can show affection and express friendship. We are staying in touch 
via skype, phone, emails and maybe by writing old-fashioned letters. [...]. We’re hearing about 
beautiful examples of neighbours helping one another. People are assisting the elderly who 
cannot themselves go shopping.“ (Merkel, 2020a) 
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5. Consistency & Coordination 

The questions of consistency and coordination are fundamentals of crisis communication that cannot 
be answered at individual moments, but always in context. Consistency and coordination can be 
thought of in two dimensions: in the direct communication with the public and the situation 
assessments used and, on the other hand, in the coherence of the measures used to combat the 
pandemic. 

As it is not possible to examine all the reactions of the federal states, the television speeches of the 
Governing Mayor of Berlin, Michael Müller, SPD (Social Democratic Party of Germany) and the Bavarian 
Prime Minister Dr Marcus Söder, CSU (Christian Social Union) were selected as examples. They were 
broadcast one and two days respectively before Dr Merkel's speech (Müller, 2020, Söder, 2020)3.  

With regard to the narratives and situation assessments used, a high degree of coherence can be 
observed between the federal government and the state governments at the time of Dr Merkel's 
address. Although the speakers sometimes set different priorities than the Chancellor in terms of 
content, an overwhelming consistency can be observed with regard to situation assessment, 
presentation of cause-effect relationships and transparency about uncertainties. 

Coordination and consistency can also be assessed positively in terms of the coherence of the 
measures. The recommendations cited by Dr Merkel were coordinated with the governments of the 
federal states, applied to the entire federal territory and were also implemented uniformly (Presse- 
und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung, 2020). The fact that the uniform implementation of 
measures in the German federal system in particular cannot be taken for granted became apparent in 
the months that followed and will be discussed in the next example. 

Overall, the German Chancellor's speech can be assessed predominantly positively under the criteria 
of effective crisis communication as extracted from the scientific state of the art on this topic. The 
speech is designed with the target group in mind and is both simple and easy to understand. Existing 
information is collected, clearly structured and evaluated in it. The origin of this information and the 
decision-making processes based on it are presented transparently, and uncertainties in the dynamic 
situation are made clear. Finally, the speech also provides a set of recommendations for action, 
including both infection prevention behavior and coping strategies for the incisions. In terms of 
consistency and coordination, action at the chosen time can also be evaluated positively. The measures 
outlined were implemented in all states in a largely coordinated manner, and the situation 
assessments and narratives of the Chancellor's speech were adopted consistently. However, since a 
full assessment of this principle would require an analysis of the entire official communication around 
the selected time period, the last statement must be considered limited. 

 

 

                                                           

3 The speeches of the heads of government of Bavaria and Berlin were chosen because they were delivered in a similar setting 
and at a similar time as the Chancellor's speech and at the same time depict a particularly large variance between political 
orientations (CDU, Christian conservative; SPD, left/liberal) and regions (Bavaria, rural; Berlin, urban).  
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2. The Debate on the Accommodation Ban 

After the infection figures in Germany, as in most countries, had fallen during the summer months, 
they rose again more strongly from October onwards (Robert Koch-Institut, 2020). In order to put a 
stop to this development, further measures were discussed on 7 October 2020 in a video conference 
of the federal states and the federal government (ZDF Heute, 2020, Fried, 2020). The conference is an 
informal body with the purpose of coordinating the design of the measures, which in Germany is the 
responsibility of the individual federal states, and thereby creating coherence. The result of the 
consultations on the seventh of October was, among other things, the so-called accommodation ban. 
In order to prevent the spread of the virus by tourists from within Germany, this ban prohibited hotel 
operators from accommodating people from risk areas within Germany, unless they had a negative 
COVID test (Tagesschau, 2020). As a result, a social and legal debate took place that damaged the 
acceptance of this (and other) measures and ultimately led to the lifting of the ban in most federal 
states (Schmoll, 2020a, Redaktionsnetzwerk Deutschland, 2020). In particular, the heated social 
debate can be attributed to the unfavourable crisis communication of the federal government and the 
states in this case. 

Firstly, there was a lack of consistency and coordination in the board's decisions. This was reflected in 
the fact that only 11 of the 16 federal states were willing to implement the accommodation ban (Fried, 
2020). The federal state of Berlin, for example, argued that it was sensless to ban Berliners from 
holidaying in nearby federal state of Brandenburg, while at the same time thousands of commuters 
moved between the federal states every day (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2020). Secondly, there were 
differences in the classification of risk areas within the 11 federal states that were willing to introduce 
the accommodation ban. Some federal states classified the infection incidence by municipality, others 
by state (Bergmann and Stadler, 2020). The result was a hotchpotch within Germany that was difficult 
for the heterogeneous population to understand and comprehend. 

In particular, the decision on the accommodation ban lacked transparency about the underlying 
decision-making processes and epidemiological justifications. Shortly after the measure came into 
force, it was questioned not only by business representatives, but also by medical experts and 
virologists, who criticised it for being incomprehensible (Schmoll, 2020b). For example, the SPD health 
expert Prof Karl Lauterbach criticised the lack of epidemiological evidence for the accommodation ban 
in the Süddeutsche Zeitung (Roßbach and Schneider, 2020). The chairman of the German Association 
of Statutory Health Insurance Physicians (Kassenärztliche Bundesvereinigung) went even further, 
describing the measure as hardly feasible and superfluous and fearing that it could "possibly jeopardise 
the acceptance of measures that really make a difference" (Deutsches Aerzteblatt, 2020).  

From this perspective, the German accommodation ban is an example of the violation of a second 
principle of risk communication: transparency about decision-making processes. The accommodation 
ban was a measure whose scientific basis was incomprehensible to the public. Since there is less risk 
in the accommodation itself than in the tourism activities per se, it can be assumed that it was only a 
pretext to restrict it. Due to the non-transparent communication, however, it met with little 
understanding among the population. Whether this faulty communication has caused long-term 
damage to the acceptance of other measures against the Corona virus cannot be proven at this point, 
but can be assumed.  
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