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INTRODUCTION

Crisis communication has emerged as a cornerstone of public institutional strategy, especially in
the context of global emergencies such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Effective communication by
public institutions is central to mitigating the impact of crises, fostering public trust, and ensuring
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compliance with health and safety protocols. However, the pandemic has revealed significant
vulnerabilities and inconsistencies in institutional communication systems across different national
and local governments. This growing awareness has intensified scholarly attention on the
structures, strategies, and outcomes of crisis communication in public institutions (Urefa et al,,
2024; Hifliger et al., 2023).

Recent literature emphasizes the increasingly complex communication landscape that public
institutions must navigate during crises. The dynamic evolution of facts, scientific uncertainties,
and social reactions place enormous pressure on institutions to maintain consistency, credibility,
and responsiveness in their messaging (Sleigh et al., 2021; Axén et al., 2020). In particular, the role
of communication has expanded beyond the dissemination of information to include proactive
engagement, risk perception management, and dialogue facilitation (Ullah et al., 2024; Ducci et al.,
2024). These developments underscore the growing need for an evidence-based understanding of
crisis communication practices, particularly those deployed by public institutions in both advanced
and emerging economies.

The effectiveness of communication strategies adopted by public institutions has a profound
influence on public behavior, especially in relation to risk perception and adherence to emergency
measures. Studies have shown that when governments and public health authorities communicate
with transparency, clarity, and consistency, citizens are more likely to adopt recommended
preventive behaviors, such as wearing masks and observing physical distancing protocols (Zhang
et al., 2025; Dubé et al., 2022). Conversely, when messages are ambiguous, inconsistent, or
perceived as untrustworthy, public adherence declines, leading to elevated risks of disease
transmission and civil discontent (Almeida-Silva et al., 2024; Soni et al., 2023; Ryan et al., 2023).

Moreover, trust in public institutions is a critical determinant of communication efficacy during a
crisis. Trust influences not only the immediate response of individuals to directives but also their
longer-term willingness to engage with institutional interventions. Effective communication is
therefore intrinsically linked to institutional legitimacy and public cooperation. Evidence suggests
that well-crafted messages that address public concerns, acknowledge uncertainties, and are
culturally sensitive can strengthen public trust and social cohesion during crises (Dubé et al., 2022;
Almeida-Silva et al., 2024).

A particularly promising approach to crisis communication is the adoption of two-way symmetrical
communication models. Such models emphasize dialogue, mutual understanding, and feedback
mechanisms between institutions and the public. Several studies have highlighted that participatory
communication enhances public engagement and fosters a sense of ownership over crisis
management processes (Loss et al., 2021; Asthana et al., 2025). Digital platforms have enabled
governments to receive real-time feedback and adapt their messaging strategies accordingly. In
turn, this responsiveness improves communication outcomes by aligning institutional narratives
with the evolving concerns of the public (Zhao et al., 2019; Rodriguez et al., 2021; Wang, 2022).

Nevertheless, institutional communication during crises faces considerable challenges. One of the
primary difficulties is the need to communicate effectively amid scientific uncertainty and
information overload. The rapid pace at which knowledge about COVID-19 evolved demanded
continuous updates to public guidance, often leading to public confusion and skepticism (Urefia
et al., 2024). In parallel, the rise of misinformation and disinformation—amplified by social
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media—has undermined official narratives and fueled public resistance to health directives (Sleigh
et al,, 2021; Axén et al., 2020). Misinformation erodes the credibility of public institutions and
complicates efforts to deliver life-saving messages in a timely and comprehensible manner.

In addition, many institutions struggled to adopt evidence-informed communication strategies due
to resource constraints, bureaucratic inertia, and lack of digital infrastructure. The necessity for
agility and adaptability often clashed with rigid institutional protocols, delaying responses and
diminishing the impact of critical communications (Ullah et al., 2024; Ducci et al., 2024).
Particularly in low-resource settings, communication practices were further impeded by digital
divides and low levels of media literacy among target populations.

While a substantial body of research has explored crisis communication in developed countries,
significant gaps remain in our understanding of how public institutions in developing regions
manage crisis communication under technological and institutional constraints. For instance,
studies on vaccine campaign communication in underserved communities in L.os Angeles revealed
dissatisfaction with institutional failure to leverage all available channels to reach target populations
(Kipke et al., 2023). Furthermore, the literature has yet to fully examine the differential impacts of
social media platforms in diverse socio-political contexts, especially in societies with limited digital
access (Malik et al., 2021; Ducci et al., 2024). As such, more nuanced investigations are needed
into how digital technologies can be adapted to ensure accessibility and inclusivity in crisis
communication (St'ofkova et al., 2022).

This review aims to identify best practices and common pitfalls in crisis communication by public
institutions, drawing upon global experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. It seeks to
highlight how different institutional strategies influenced public trust, engagement, and
compliance. The goal is to provide actionable insights for policymakers and communication
practitioners to formulate more responsive, inclusive, and effective communication strategies in
future crises. Through critical analysis of case studies and empirical findings, this review offers a
strategic lens to evaluate the design, implementation, and outcomes of crisis communication
interventions (Singh et al., 2024; Samayoa et al., 2022; Ho et al., 2024).

The scope of this review encompasses communication practices from a range of geographical
regions, with particular emphasis on comparative insights between developed and developing
countries. This includes institutional responses in countries with varying levels of digital
infrastructure, media freedom, and governance models. Special attention is given to vulnerable
populations, such as communities with limited internet access, lower levels of education, and
historically marginalized groups, whose inclusion in public communication efforts remains a
persistent challenge (Ries, 2022; Lupu & Tiganasu, 2023). By considering these contextual factors,
the review aims to enhance understanding of the socio-technical and cultural dynamics that shape
crisis communication effectiveness across different institutional landscapes.

METHOD

This study adopted a narrative review approach to synthesize the current state of literature
concerning crisis communication in public institutions, with a specific emphasis on practices
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observed during the COVID-19 pandemic. The goal of this review was to identify best practices,
recurring challenges, and the strategic responses employed by public institutions when engaging
with the public during crisis events. To achieve this, a systematic process for searching, selecting,
and analyzing relevant studies was employed, ensuring the credibility, depth, and relevance of the

reviewed sources.

The literature search was conducted across multiple academic databases known for their coverage
of interdisciplinary research. The primary databases used in this study included Scopus, Web of
Science, and PubMed. Scopus and Web of Science were selected due to their extensive indexing
of peer-reviewed journals from diverse fields such as social sciences, public administration,
communication studies, and disaster risk management. These databases allowed the identification
of scholarly articles addressing institutional communication strategies and their impact on public
trust and compliance, particularly within the context of emergency management (Ho et al., 2024;
Fokaefs & Sapountzaki, 2021). PubMed, which specializes in biomedical and public health
literature, was especially useful for locating articles focused on crisis communication within health
institutions during the COVID-19 outbreak (Massaro et al., 2021; Magarini et al., 2021).

Additionally, Google Scholar was utilized to complement the search by capturing gray literature
and less formal academic outputs such as conference proceedings, dissertations, and policy briefs.
While Google Scholar lacks the rigorous peer-review filtering of Scopus and Web of Science, its
wide scope provided access to relevant insights not indexed in the primary databases. This was
particularly valuable for accessing region-specific studies or emerging research topics that had not
yet been formally published in top-tier journals (Malik et al., 2021).

The keyword selection process played a critical role in retrieving pertinent literature. A
combination of broad and specific keywords was used to capture the diverse dimensions of crisis
communication in the public sector. Primary keywords included "crisis communication", "public
institutions", "COVID-19", "risk communication", "trust building", and "emergency response"
(Radu, 2022). These terms were chosen for their relevance and frequency of use in the existing
body of literature addressing institutional communication challenges during crises. Boolean
operators such as AND, OR, and NOT were employed to refine and expand the search queries.
For instance, searches combining "crisis communication" AND "COVID-19" AND "public

institutions" yielded highly relevant results.

To deepen the focus on specific aspects of crisis communication, additional keyword phrases such
as "emergency risk communication strategies", "public trust during health crises", "two-way
communication during pandemic”, and "digital communication in public health emergencies" were
incorporated. These advanced keyword strategies helped locate targeted studies that explored the
roles of digital platforms, participatory communication, and cross-sector collaboration during
public emergencies (Capurro & Greenberg, 2025). Moreover, geographical filters were applied
where appropriate to highlight regional or national case studies, especially from underrepresented
contexts.

The inclusion and exclusion criteria were clearly defined to ensure the selection of high-quality and
contextually relevant studies. Articles were included if they met the following criteria: (1) focused
on crisis communication involving public institutions; (2) addressed communication during health-
related emergencies, especially COVID-19; (3) published in peer-reviewed journals or credible
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institutional reports; (4) written in English; and (5) published between 2019 and 2025 to ensure
the review captured the most recent developments in crisis communication practices.

Exclusion criteria involved removing articles that (1) focused exclusively on corporate crisis
communication unrelated to public institutions, (2) were opinion pieces or editorials lacking
empirical or theoretical grounding, (3) were duplicates across databases, and (4) had inaccessible
full texts despite repeated attempts to retrieve them via institutional access. The emphasis on
empirical evidence and theoretical rigor was essential for maintaining the academic reliability of
the review.

The screening process began with title and abstract screening to eliminate clearly irrelevant studies.
This was followed by full-text screening of the remaining articles to assess their relevance to the
research objectives. Articles that provided empirical data, conceptual frameworks, or detailed case
studies were prioritized. The quality and relevance of each article were evaluated based on the
clarity of research objectives, methodological robustness, and the contribution to understanding
public sector communication during crises. This multi-tiered filtering process resulted in a final set
of studies that formed the foundation of the thematic analysis presented in the results section.

The types of studies included in this review were diverse, reflecting the interdisciplinary nature of
crisis communication research. These encompassed qualitative case studies, survey-based research,
systematic reviews, content analyses, and policy evaluations. Qualitative studies provided rich
contextual details on institutional practices and stakeholder responses. Survey-based studies
offered quantifiable insights into public perceptions and behaviors during crises. Meanwhile, policy
analyses shed light on the regulatory frameworks and institutional constraints shaping

communication practices.

This methodological approach ensured a comprehensive, balanced, and nuanced understanding of
crisis communication in public institutions. By integrating sources from multiple databases, using
refined keyword strategies, applying strict inclusion/exclusion criteria, and adopting a systematic
selection and evaluation process, this review offers an academically rigorous synthesis of the field.
The findings contribute to scholarly discourse and offer practical guidance for future crisis

communication planning and response, particularly in the context of global health emergencies
such as COVID-19 (Asthana et al., 2025; Ryan et al., 2023; Radu, 2022).

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The findings of this narrative review reveal several emergent themes that contribute to a nuanced
understanding of crisis communication within public institutions, particularly during the COVID-
19 pandemic. These themes are organized into four core areas: two-way communication, the use
of social media, the impact of disinformation on public trust, and the emotional and contextual
adaptation of crisis messaging. Each theme is explored with reference to relevant empirical studies
to provide evidence-based insights and global comparisons.

The review demonstrates a strong empirical connection between the implementation of two-way
communication mechanisms and increased levels of public trust during crises. When public

institutions actively engaged citizens through participatory platforms such as online forums, virtual
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town halls, and social media, public trust in institutional decision-making increased (Ho et al., 2024;
Abdelzadeh & Sedelius, 2024). This phenomenon aligns with theories of civic engagement that
posit active participation enhances a sense of ownership and accountability. For example, research
conducted in Sweden during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic found that citizens who
perceived government communication as open and dialogic expressed significantly higher levels
of trust in public institutions (Abdelzadeh & Sedelius, 2024). Similarly, in Canada and the United
States, transparency and feedback loops through public health websites and digital surveys were
correlated with improved community cooperation and compliance with health directives (Juliette
et al,, 2025).

In practice, public institutions implemented two-way communication strategies through various
channels, adapted to local infrastructural capacities. In high-income countries, advanced digital
infrastructure allowed for the seamless use of apps and interactive social media campaigns that
enabled real-time updates and user feedback (Keenan, 2018; Ho et al., 2024). Conversely, in low-
and middle-income countries, community-based communication strategies—such as utilizing
radio broadcasts, mobile loudspeakers, and local town meetings—proved effective in reaching
populations with limited digital access (Slagle et al., 2021; Lupu & Tiginasu, 2023). Despite
technological disparities, the core principle of fostering dialogic communication remained
consistent across settings, highlighting its critical role in strengthening institutional legitimacy
during emergencies.

Parallel to the development of participatory communication, public institutions increasingly relied
on social media platforms to disseminate information and foster public dialogue. The immediacy
and reach of platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook enabled authorities to distribute
urgent updates rapidly while also facilitating two-way interactions with citizens (Massaro et al.,
2021; Kosciejew, 2021). During the COVID-19 pandemic, visual content—such as infographics,
short videos, and live briefings—emerged as effective tools for capturing attention and simplifying
complex health information (Samayoa et al., 2022; Keenan, 2018). In countries like the United
Kingdom, Germany, and South Korea, health agencies regularly shared concise posts accompanied
by data visualizations and links to authoritative resources, increasing message clarity and uptake
(Ho et al., 2024; Fokaefs & Sapountzaki, 2021).

The type of content disseminated played a vital role in shaping public engagement. Posts that
focused on health guidelines, policy updates, and reminders about hygiene practices received high
levels of interaction. In contrast, emotionally resonant content—such as narratives of community
solidarity or personal testimonies from frontline workers—was particularly effective in generating
empathy and reinforcing public cooperation (Radu, 2022; Kerstis et al., 2021). For instance, digital
campaigns in Italy and Spain that combined scientific information with human-interest stories
were positively received and widely shared, strengthening public identification with the crisis
response (Keenan, 2018; Ho et al., 2024).

However, alongside the strategic use of social media, public institutions faced formidable
challenges posed by the spread of disinformation. Misinformation related to the origin of the virus,
vaccine efficacy, and treatment options proliferated across digital networks, undermining public
confidence in official guidance and increasing resistance to public health measures (Magarini et al.,
2021; Slagle et al., 2021). Empirical studies across multiple countries documented a direct
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correlation between exposure to disinformation and decreased compliance with health regulations
(Sleigh et al., 2021). In the United States and Brazil, for example, politically motivated
disinformation campaigns created polarization around pandemic responses, complicating the work
of public health institutions and exacerbating public mistrust.

To mitigate the negative impact of disinformation, several institutions adopted proactive strategies
aimed at restoring trust. One of the most effective approaches involved enhancing transparency
in government messaging and utilizing trusted community figures—such as religious leaders,
healthcare professionals, and local influencers—to deliver accurate information (Lupu & Tiginasu,
2023). Collaborative campaigns involving civil society organizations and public institutions helped
counteract false narratives by providing culturally relevant and accessible information, particularly
in marginalized communities (Esposito et al., 2021). Moreover, emphasis on empathetic and
evidence-based communication increased public receptivity. In Mexico and the Philippines,
community outreach programs that addressed vaccine hesitancy with compassion and scientific
clarity yielded measurable improvements in vaccination rates (Dubé et al., 2022).

The use of emotional framing in public messaging also played a pivotal role in influencing public
response during the pandemic. Communication that incorporated emotional elements such as
empathy, hope, and shared struggle helped humanize institutional messages and foster
psychological resilience (Fokaefs & Sapountzaki, 2021). Messages acknowledging public fear and
expressing gratitude for collective efforts proved more effective than neutral or solely
informational messages (Hagen et al., 2017). In France, public service announcements that
emphasized unity and compassion resulted in higher engagement levels and more favorable
attitudes toward government guidelines (Cernicova-Buci & Palea, 2021).

Beyond emotional resonance, the adaptability of communication to local cultural and contextual
realities significantly influenced the success of crisis messaging. Studies emphasize that tailoring
messages to align with the values, beliefs, and languages of specific communities enhances message
credibility and effectiveness (Kerwin & Alulema, 2021). For example, in multilingual countries like
Switzerland and India, health campaigns that utilized local dialects and culturally relevant symbols
saw higher acceptance rates (Cheung et al., 2023). Additionally, in indigenous and rural populations
where digital penetration is limited, the use of traditional media and interpersonal communication
channels helped bridge informational gaps (Wang, 2022). These findings suggest that the
sociocultural alignment of crisis communication is indispensable for building trust and ensuring
behavioral compliance.

In summary, the findings underscore the centrality of participatory and culturally responsive
communication strategies in managing public crises. While digital tools offer unprecedented
opportunities for engagement and rapid dissemination, their effectiveness hinges on the credibility
of content and the inclusivity of communication design. Institutions that integrated emotional
intelligence, addressed disinformation proactively, and remained sensitive to local contexts were
more successful in maintaining public trust and fostering collective action. These insights are vital
for informing future crisis communication frameworks, particularly in light of ongoing global
health and environmental threats.
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The findings of this narrative review affirm, refine, and, in some instances, challenge existing
theories and practices in crisis communication within public institutions. A core confirmation is
the crucial role of two-way communication in fostering public trust and ensuring compliance
during crises. Consistent with established theories in crisis communication, this review confirms
that active public engagement—whether through digital platforms, town halls, or social media—
contributes to the perception of institutional transparency and responsiveness (Natow, 2022;
Esposito et al., 2021; Ho et al., 2024). The evidence that public trust increases when citizens are
not only informed but also heard and acknowledged aligns with participatory models of
communication, validating the need for institutions to move beyond one-way information
dissemination (Juliette et al., 2025).

However, the review also identifies a departure from the conventional assumption that factual
information alone suffices in building trust during a crisis. Contrary to traditional communication
theories that emphasize data accuracy and consistency, findings indicate that emotionally resonant
communication, including the sharing of communal experiences, narratives of resilience, and
expressions of empathy, play an equally if not more important role in shaping public perceptions
(Natow, 2022). In fact, leaders in educational and community settings who emphasized emotional
solidarity over sheer factual clarity were more successful in establishing credibility and public
confidence, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic (Kipke et al., 2023).

The analysis also highlights the increasing strategic importance of social media in executing crisis
communication. Institutions that effectively utilized social media platforms such as Twitter and
Instagram were able to disseminate time-sensitive health updates, policy changes, and preventive
guidance while also maintaining channels for real-time feedback and public dialogue (Massaro et
al., 2021; Kosciejew, 2021). Particularly effective were visual materials like infographics and short
videos, which not only enhanced message clarity but also encouraged public sharing and
interaction (Keenan, 2018; Samayoa et al., 2022). These insights reinforce the growing literature
on the digitalization of crisis response and underscore the potential of media platforms to foster
participatory governance during emergencies.

Simultaneously, the problem of misinformation looms large, posing systemic threats to the
effectiveness of institutional messaging. Misinformation about COVID-19, ranging from vaccine
myths to conspiracy theories, significantly undermined public trust and complicated institutional
responses (Magarini et al., 2021; Slagle et al., 2021). This review validates existing research that
identifies misinformation as not merely a communication failure but a socio-political challenge
requiring multidimensional responses (Sleigh et al, 2021). The success of collaborative
interventions—such as community-led education campaigns and the involvement of religious or
local leaders in correcting misinformation—demonstrates how trust can be restored through

socially embedded strategies (Lupu & Tigianasu, 2023; Esposito et al., 2021).

Moreover, the use of emotionally intelligent communication strategies—especially those tailored
to local cultural contexts—emerges as a powerful force in shaping public attitudes. Institutions
that conveyed messages with empathy, cultural awareness, and emotional framing were more
effective in garnering public support (Dubé et al, 2022; Hagen et al., 2017). The case of
multilingual messaging in multicultural societies such as Switzerland highlights the importance of
linguistic and cultural adaptation to ensure inclusivity and comprehension (Cheung et al., 2023;
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Wang, 2022). These practices challenge the assumption that standardized messaging is universally
effective, advocating instead for localization and cultural customization in crisis communication

strategies.

Systemic barriers remain substantial in shaping how public institutions communicate during crises.
Chief among these are informational uncertainty, inter-agency coordination issues, and resource
limitations (Natow, 2022; Ries, 2022). Crises by nature evolve rapidly and unpredictably, making
consistent and clear communication difficult. Poor coordination between government entities
often leads to mixed messages, reducing the overall effectiveness of public communication efforts
(Keenan, 2018). Additionally, many public institutions—especially in developing contexts—Iack
the technological infrastructure, trained personnel, and financial resources needed for effective
crisis communication (Luque et al., 2019; Sayarifard et al., 2022). These systemic deficits highlight
the need for structural reforms and capacity-building efforts that prepare institutions for future
emergencies.

To address these challenges, strategic recommendations derived from the reviewed literature point
toward a multilayered response. First, ensuring transparency and consistency in public messaging
is critical to rebuilding trust and minimizing uncertainty (Slagle et al., 2021). This includes regular
updates, evidence-based explanations for policy decisions, and acknowledgment of evolving
situations (Lupu & Tiganasu, 2023). Second, institutional capacity building through staff training
in crisis communication and the provision of digital communication tools is necessary to bolster
resilience and responsiveness (Lali¢ et al., 2023). Institutions must prioritize investments in
communication infrastructure and human resource development to mitigate future

communication breakdowns.

Furthermore, collaborative governance models that involve civil society organizations, community
groups, and non-governmental actors have shown promise in enhancing the credibility and reach
of institutional messages. These networks act as amplifiers of official information and as sources
of culturally sensitive content, ensuring that communication is not only top-down but also
grassroots-driven (Lu et al., 2021). Involving communities in co-producing and disseminating
information also helps counter misinformation more effectively, as peer-led communication tends
to be more trusted in crisis settings (Cernicova-Buci & Palea, 2021).

Nevertheless, limitations exist within the current body of research. Most studies reviewed are
contextually bound, often focused on high-income countries with advanced communication
infrastructures. The generalizability of findings to low-resource settings remains uncertain and
warrants further exploration. Additionally, longitudinal studies assessing the sustained impact of
communication strategies over time are sparse. Future research should explore comparative studies
across different crisis types, cultural settings, and institutional structures to generate more robust
models of crisis communication that are both adaptable and scalable.

Finally, while this review outlines critical strategies and institutional practices that contribute to
effective crisis communication, its findings also emphasize that trust-building is a cumulative
process dependent on the historical relationship between institutions and their constituents. Crisis
moments may serve as flashpoints, but the groundwork of trust is laid long before emergencies
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arise. As such, institutional transparency, community engagement, and adaptive communication
must be practiced consistently—not only during crises but also in periods of relative stability.

CONCLUSION

This narrative review synthesizes current best practices and challenges in crisis communication
within public institutions, emphasizing the critical role of two-way communication, emotional
engagement, and context-specific messaging. The findings reinforce the growing consensus that
transparent, timely, and inclusive communication strategies build and sustain public trust during
crises. Effective use of digital platforms and social media enhances message reach and interactivity,
particularly when aligned with community values and cultural nuances. Conversely, the spread of
disinformation and systemic barriers—such as limited resources, poor inter-agency coordination,
and inconsistent messaging—undermine communication efforts, leading to decreased compliance
and growing mistrust.

To address these challenges, institutions must adopt multifaceted strategies. Policy
recommendations include fostering transparent communication frameworks, providing consistent
training for communication staff, and strengthening partnerships with community leaders to
counter misinformation. Emotional resonance and adaptive communication, tailored to the
sociocultural fabric of each community, emerged as key success factors.

Future research should examine longitudinal impacts of communication strategies on institutional
trust and explore how emerging technologies, such as Al and big data analytics, can support
proactive communication. There is a pressing need for scalable, evidence-based models that can
be adapted to diverse crisis contexts, from public health emergencies to climate-related disasters.
Ultimately, enhancing communication infrastructure, investing in media literacy, and promoting
inclusivity are pivotal to institutional resilience and public well-being.
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