
 

Review finds big blind spots in research on
social media and crisis communications
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A team of communication experts calls for researchers and organizations
to take a global view when assessing how to use social media for crisis
communication efforts, particularly in view of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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The call stems from a detailed assessment of almost 200 studies
spanning 15 years, which found large swathes of the social media
landscape essentially unstudied.

"Social media is a powerful communication tool that can be used to
mitigate—or exacerbate—crisis situations," says Yang Cheng, lead
author of a paper on the work and an assistant professor of
communication at North Carolina State University. "Our goal with this
work was to assess our overall understanding of how different types of 
social media have been used, which sorts of crises have been studied,
and to get an overview of how those efforts have been received in
different contexts. We found that there are significant areas where we
know little or nothing."

For their assessment, the researchers analyzed 189 papers—published
between 2006 and 2020—that assessed crisis communications efforts
involving social media.

"The big takeaway from this assessment is that we need to do more to
assess crisis communications on a global scale," Cheng says. "Social
media allows people and organizations to share information
internationally, but there is little or no research being done that evaluates
how crisis communications on social media play out on a global scale.
Instead, research focuses on specific regions: almost half of the research
we evaluated in this review focused on the United States, and more than
half focused only on Twitter and Facebook.

"This inevitably means that we are getting only a limited picture of how
crisis communications efforts are playing out in the real world. The
importance of gaining a broader, international understanding of crisis
communications is underscored by our experiences during the
COVID-19 pandemic. For example, we now know how important it is to
public health to understand how to respond to misinformation on an
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international scale."

To underscore the scope of what needs to be done, the researchers found
no papers that looked at social media's use in crisis communications in
Africa. Even crisis communications research related to the Ebola
outbreak in 2014 only collected data on efforts in the U.S. or Sweden.

Another key finding is that the vast majority of the social media/crisis
communications research has been done on Twitter and Facebook. There
has been very little work done on other popular platforms, such as
Instagram, in crisis communications campaigns. There has been even
less research on more recent social media platforms, such as TikTok, or
social media platforms that are popular outside the U.S., such as Weibo.

"These understudied platforms, and geographic regions, are effectively
blind spots in our understanding of social media and crisis
communications," Cheng says. "If we want to be better prepared to
respond to the pandemics and natural disasters of the future, we need to
deepen our understanding of how to communicate effectively via social
media in times of crisis."

The paper is published in the journal Public Relations Review.
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