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The Role of Communication in the Midst of 
an International Crisis

Today more than ever do people take risk into account as they 
venture out into their everyday lives. The current pandemic 
presents a unique case of risk in that its potential outcomes for 
individuals and groups are contingent upon a complex interplay 
of individual and collective behaviors, understandings, and 
objectives. The communication of risk thus plays an important 
role in facilitating this intersection over the indefinite span of 
uncertainty before us as it inevitably grows to affect not only 
our world but also our understanding of everyday life. One 
unique feature of such an interplay is that it shows how socially 
perceived risks tend to have a greater impact on society than 
objectively evaluated risks. As the perceptions of these risks dif-
fer depending on the parties involved (e.g., individuals, organi-
zations, countries), relational networks and the communication 
that makes them possible take on even more importance. 

Since the spread of the coronavirus that originated in China 
at the end of 2019, the world has been transformed into com-
munities of insecurity, anxiety, and tension. Every day, thou-

sands of cases are confirmed, with many of them resulting in 
death, deepening concern around the world. Experts have said 
and argued that the spread of this virus is a result of China’s 
problematic communication system. The lack of communica-
tion between the Central Communist Party and the country’s 
local government officials prevented an adequate and quick 
response in the early stages of the outbreak (Fisher, 2020). Ac-
cording to John Yasuda, a specialist on Chinese government at 
Indiana University, the coronavirus pandemic is comparable 
to the 2002 outbreak of SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syn-
drome) in terms of the reasons for its spread (Fisher, 2020). The 
growth of SARS also grew uncontrollably as a result of local of-
ficials concealing reports of initial infections, which led to infec-
tions worldwide. Local officials in China tend to hide or ignore 
these crisis situations because they know they would ultimately 
be blamed for them. It is therefore almost impossible to hear 
about local problems when they occur, and reports are usually 
delivered only once the problem has grown significantly. This 
situation highlights the importance of communication in risk 
management.  

Communication Issues for Risk   
Management in Business

The same is true for companies in crisis that face unexpected 
threats from both inside and outside the organization. Busi-
nesses face large and small crises every year, and some of them 
have seriously undermined their survival. For example, with 
the recent coronavirus pandemic, the aviation, tourism, and 
food service industries have taken a significant hit as a result of 
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consumer fears while industries relevant to the situation such 
as medical institutions, mask and sanitizer manufacturers, and 
pharmaceutical companies producing testing kits are struggling 
with sudden surges in demand. On a microscopic level, the vari-
ous crises of individual companies have had a significant impact 
on society. Events that threaten the safety of consumers, such as 
humidifier disinfectants, GM (genetically modified) foods, and 
mad cow disease, remain in the minds of the people long after 
the crisis (Korea Ministry of Food and Drug Safety, 2016). Here, 
the success or failure of a company varies greatly depending on 
how each company facing the crisis communicates with its con-
sumers (Diers-Lawson, 2020).

In general, when a company faces a crisis, it first tries to avoid 
or hide its problems and then tries to solve them quietly and 
internally (Kaplan & Mikes, 2012). The reason given for this 
response is that the company itself often does not have an accu-
rate analysis of what they are facing, but considered externally, 
this move is a self-defense mechanism to delay exposure to the 
public and secure time to think of ways to prevent deterioration 
of the company’s image. Specifically, most companies tend to 
respond in one of the following ways:
•	  No response or a delayed response: The company deliber-

ately stays silent due to worry about image loss or delays 
its response because it is difficult to make decisions due to 
a lack of a full understanding of the situation.

•	  Inaccurate communication: To avoid responsibility, the 
company produces an inaccurate, dampening the gravity 
of the situation. 

•	  Inconsistent communication: The organization’s position 
is expressed inconsistently by expressing intentions from 
different positions due to a lack of consensus among the 
organization’s members.

•	  Unstructured risk management system: The goals of risk 
management are not clear, so the crisis situation cannot be 
managed systematically.

•	  Potential of continuous crisis: As the company lacks a 
process to improve the problem by diagnosing and evalu-
ating the progress after the crisis is over, the organization 
continues to have potential risk factors that can repeatedly 
cause a crisis.

Failure to respond promptly and appropriately when a crisis 
occurs may resolve it in the short term. However, in the long 
term, these communication mistakes result in lost trust with 
various stakeholders due to the spread of inaccurate or distorted 
information. Companies thus need to respond to crises with an 
immediate, proactive and transparent communication strategy 
that reduces the hiding or avoidance of the problem.

Considerations for Proactive Risk  
Communication

Advent of New Channels of Communication
With the development of information technology, communica-
tion patterns between individuals are expanding with channels 
such as text messaging (SMS, MMS), Kakao Talk, WhatsApp, 
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. In addition to these addi-
tional communication channels, the ways of taking in the world 
are changing as lectures in the classroom are now provided 
online through e-learning platforms such as TED and YouTube. 
These new technologies are rapidly changing the way we com-
municate, making them an important factor to consider in a 
company’s risk communication strategy. In particular, the role of 
non-face-to-face communication is increasing in global risk sit-
uations, as can be seen in the current pandemic. These changes 
bring a variety of strengths as they make possible a form of faster 
and more practical communication, but they also present short-
comings compared to face-to-face communication channels.

Peter F. Drucker said, “The most important thing in com-
munication is to hear what isn’ t being said” (Moyers, 1988). 
In conversation, non-verbal communication channels such as 
facial expressions and movements play a significant role in con-
veying meaning. However, as instant messages, e-mails, online 
lectures, etc. are not observed, there is no additional informa-
tion that allows us to confirm that the communication was 
successful. Additionally, when considering the three behavioral 
factors of communication proposed by a cognitive psychologist 
David Olson (Olson, 1970, 1977) – utterance, internal mean-
ing in speech, and the mediating action of speech – the new 
communication channel includes only the formal part of the 
conversation and has no internal meaning and implication. As a 
result, the new communication channel may leave the speaker’s 
intention unclear.

Therefore, in the new communication channel of informa-
tion technology, risk management communication carries the 
danger of quickly spreading inaccurate or distorted informa-
tion; this new channel allows for easy and quick communica-
tion regardless of place while also allowing for the possibility of 
content delivery being negatively affected. Therefore, while the 
advantages of new technology should be utilized, risk commu-
nication strategies should be pursued so that technology does 
not interfere with communication.

Expansion of a “Untact” Culture that is Worried about the 
Deterioration of Communication
With the recent growth of businesses adapting to consumer 
payment preferences, cash-free institutions are becoming more 
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and more common. Many customers nowadays prefer to pay 
with their credit or debit cards, not with cash. One trend in this 
line is consumers installing a restaurant app that allows them 
to order and pay for their meal all from their mobile phones; all 
they have to do is go to the restaurant and pick up their food. 
Various companies are also developing robots that make and 
serve food, with the ultimate direction being aimed at a process 
that requires no human intervention. A future in which cus-
tomers can eat a meal in a restaurant without interacting with a 
person is not far off.

Korea is one indicator of how far we are from this future. 
Convenience stores, cafes, and study centers are venues that are 
often unstaffed. This change is an embodiment of the “untact 
culture” that characterizes the current millennial generation (i.e., 
those born in the 1990s and early 2000s). “Untact” is a combi-
nation of the English word “contact” and the negating prefix 
“un.” It refers to a culture in which services are provided with 
little to no human contact. A recent report indicates that 87% of 
people in their 20s feel more comfortable with a machine than 
with humans (Kim, 2017). The millennial generation, the main-
stay of our society’s future, is already ushering in untact culture 
with and the effects that it will bring.

The spread of untact culture means a reduction in commu-
nication. There is also concern that the communicative dis-
connection will deepen as a result of consumer preference of 
machines to people, weakening the resistance to conflict found 
in human relations. This tendency can make more serious the 
vulnerabilities of communication, such as not reporting or 
avoiding communication or responsibility in a crisis situation. It 
is thus necessary to develop a risk communication strategy for 
future generations who prefer an untact culture.

Use of AI in Risk Communication
Artificial intelligence (AI), which has been greatly developed 
in recent years, can change the behavior of communication for 
crisis management. Specifically, with the development of AI, 
machine learning technology that can improve communication 
for crisis management is currently being explored. The field 
of risk communication applying AI is largely divided into two 
areas: (1) predicting and monitoring for early detection and (2) 
information extraction and classification for situation aware-
ness (Ogie, Rho, & Clarke, 2018). It is expected that these AI 
applications will be able to play a broader role by using science 
based evidence to reduce uncertain systematic factors in a crisis 
situation.

Since AI relies on collected data to derive meaningful insight, 
it is important to collect timely and reliable data. Fortunately, 
the AI algorithm not only analyzes a wide range of accumulated 

data using data mining technology but also enables the ability 
to provide real-time analysis results by monitoring the reactions 
and situational changes of stakeholders related to the crisis. The 
potential of this AI can be valuable in providing a clear commu-
nication direction in crisis situations.

Furthermore, with the development of AI, it is possible to 
provide direct services by robots. Social activities that were con-
ducted offline to adapt to a crisis situation such as the coronavi-
rus are changed to face-to-face video conferencing, online lec-
tures, online interviews, and online communication. In a crisis 
situation, the customer center service that consults face-to-face 
with the consumer can also secure a competitive advantage in a 
new era by using an AI robot as a substitute for human beings, 
taking part in communication with the consumer. Robots are in 
charge of normal communication, and organization members 
can focus on more strategic roles in crisis situations to improve 
the efficiency and effectiveness of transparent communication 
in order to overcome a crisis.

Direction of Risk Communication   
Responding to Unpredictable Risks

Unexpected new types of risk emergence, and various risks 
threaten our future lives. Some of the risks are predictable and 
some are impossible to predict, but in recent years, unpredict-
able risks tend to be increasing (Rogers & Feiss, 1998). Since 
these risks do not simply stay in one location, but affect the en-
tire world, the risks have become a social phenomenon that hu-
mankind must consider and solve together. Therefore, the risk 
communication of a company may remain a more important 
issue than how the risk is perceived by stakeholders because the 
risks can be developed in a serious situation that determines the 
life and death of the company.

Effective communication in a crisis situation plays an im-
portant role in guiding stakeholders as they respond. The cause 
of the risk itself may not be in the realm of communication, but 
in physical, biological, mechanical, etc., area. However, the pro-
cess of early detection of an immediate risk, finding a solution, 
and solving a problem is an extremely social task. In responding 
to crisis, the results differ greatly depending on the culture, law, 
system, and environment, whether at the national level or the 
corporate level. Therefore, organizations seeking solutions by 
choosing alternatives with a high probability of success in the 
midst of a wide range of uncertainties in which the crisis can 
progress will be able to resolve the crisis as quickly as possible.

The risk factors of companies are emerging more rapidly and 
seriously, thanks to the development of new communication 
channels such as SNS and the spread of the untact culture, and 
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this trend is increasing (Sharma & Verma, 2018). Therefore, if 
the occurrence of a crisis is inevitable, companies should also 
build a communication system that can respond quickly and 
proactively with expertise and the continuous monitoring in 
preparation for risk from the overall perspective of the organi-
zation. A systemic approach using recently developed AI also 
seems likely to help build a crisis management communication 
system involving multifaceted stakeholders.

In conclusion, since companies are exposed to various un-
predictable crisis situations, it is important to implement an 
honest and transparent communication strategy based on a 
pre-established integrated crisis management system when a 
crisis occurs. A company’s effective communication strategy 
should approach all members through a system built at the 
structural level of the company to enable shared and consistent 
communication. There is a Korean proverb saying, “use a spade 
to block something that a mere hoe could block,” which means 
something similar to “one stitch in time saves nine” in English 
proverb. These proverbs mean that it cannot be solved when 
it is a small thing and that it is hard to stop after it gets bigger 
and more serious. It is not uncommon to try to hide a crisis 
situation that can be solved relatively easily before the situation 
becomes serious, and delaying disclosure will eventually make 
it difficult or impossible to resolve it even with great cost and 
effort. Therefore, science and data based transparency is the 
best policy in business communication for risk management 
especially in unpredictable future environment.
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