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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic continues to cause great impact on countries around the 

world. During this health crisis, political communication is crucial as the government’s ability 

to govern is challenged and it needs to make timely decisions that will affect a large number 

of people based on the spread of the virus. COVID-19 is changing the way people interact 

with each other, and social media is playing a more important role in people’s social life than 

ever before. Due to its convenience in obtaining information and its widespread application, 

social media has become an important channel for the government and the public to 

participate in crisis management. From the perspective of social-mediated crisis 

communication (SMCC) and media richness, this paper mainly analyzes the roles of social 

media in COVID-19 crisis communication from the aspects of communication efficiency, 

social solidarity, information epidemic and celebrity effects, thereby providing the 

government with recommendations for a more comprehensive understanding and 

employment of social media in COVID-19 crisis communication. 
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1. Introduction 

Due to the extensive use, interactivity, convenience and timeliness in obtaining information, social 

media has become an important channel for the government to communicate with the public. During 

COVID-19, the social distancing in reality has also emphasized the role and influence of social media 

[1]. Past practice and research show that social media is a common means for modern governments 

to communicate in the face of disasters and crises, and plays an important role in early warning, post-

disaster recovery and reconstruction. Early in the H1N1 pandemic, the US Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention adopted social media features such as blogging, image sharing, and online 

video to raise public awareness [2]. In 2016, the governments of four Italian regions affected by 

earthquakes (Abruzzo, Lazio, Marche and Umbria) used Twitter to post 349 quake-related messages 

over a five-month period, among them, information about helping the victims (donations, 

volunteering) receives the greatest attention [3]. 

Social media has played a similarly positive role in the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, social 

media promoted risk communication, promoted interaction and communication efficiency [4], and 

became a means for people to seek help in the early stage of the epidemic [5]. Scholars have found 

that social media can be used to predict the current number of COVID-19 cases in a certain region, 

which could help policy response [6]. COVID-19 crisis communication through social media can also 
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play a role in political coordination and mobilization, promoting policy legitimization and efficient 

operation. For example, social media has been used to mobilize citizens and non-profit organizations 

to support government response and recovery efforts, reduce frictions between different levels of 

government [7], communicate and facilitate stakeholder engagement [8], and increase public 

recognition of politicians and their policies [9]. 

However, social media does not always play the desired positive role. The complexity of its users 

makes it, like all social products, also have a negative side. First of all, due to the anonymity of social 

media and huge public concern about the crisis, rumors are more likely to be fabricated and spread 

by people with ulterior motives in social media, and information deviating from the truth may also be 

mixed in [10]. Secondly, the discussion about COVID-19 on social media sometimes goes beyond 

the virus itself. Many issues that are politicized and amplify the negative impact may damage the 

government's reputation and hinder action [11]. Thirdly, psychological problems caused by the 

COVID-19 disaster may also be aggravated by the recurrence and amplification of social media [12]. 

This paper analyzes following questions: why it is both important and challenging to communicate 

the COVID-19 crisis through social media; what role social media plays in the government’s COVID-

19 crisis communication; what helped defuse the crisis while the others exacerbated it. This paper 

makes a comprehensive analysis of the advantages and risks of using social media for COVID-19 

crisis communication combined with the latest political context. In doing so, this study re-examines 

the unique role of social media in crisis communication and learn how to properly use this tool to 

help humans fight COVID-19 and bridge the gap between government and the public. 

2. Social Media During the COVID-19 Crisis  

2.1. Politicized Issue 

Amid a health crisis in which the pandemic has affected the lives of a nationwide public, the 

government's ability to govern has drawn significant attention, including among dissidents. In this 

context, the discussion of COVID-19 crisis on social media cannot be separated from political topics. 

Whether appropriate or not, when the COVID-19 crisis is treated as a political event, controversy is 

inevitable, actions are put on hold and a range of government policies are stymied. This is a huge 

challenge for crisis communication and management itself. 

In some countries, disobedience to social distancing policies has been linked to ideology, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic has increased political polarization. Scholars found that politicians get as much 

exposure on network news as scientists [13], many politicians and the news media view prevention 

requirements (such as mask wearing and social distancing) as a means of political competition, and 

there is great disagreement across the political spectrum as to whether these policies should be 

followed [11]. Even worse, some politicized discussions may also be related to conspiracy theories 

and rumors. An investigation by the New York Times revealed that during the pandemic, 37% of 

users on platforms such as Facebook were exposed to a large number of misleading and 

disinformation produced or pushed by bots and spread maliciously for political purposes [14]. In 

conclusion, politicized discussions on social media can easily involve the public in political debates 

and affect the acquisition of scientific epidemic prevention information. 

2.2. Debate Over the Long-term Effects of COVID-19 Policies 

Since the outbreak, there has been debate about how strict pandemic prevention and quarantine 

measures should be done due to the huge impact on lives and economic development. While some 

countries have declared the end of the epidemic, it must be acknowledged that nearly three years after 

the outbreak, the world is still reeling from the impact of COVID-19. In the early days of the outbreak, 

the corona virus was new, unfamiliar and frightening to humans. After a long period of pandemic, 
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however, the virus has become familiar to humans, governments have accumulated experience in 

prevention and control, and vaccines have been developed, which has significantly reduced the global 

mortality rate. At the same time, there still seems to be no evidence that the virus will disappear 

completely in the short term 

Under these circumstances, the value of the life-saving benefits of strict quarantine policies, such 

as lockdowns, decreases relative to the value of sacrifices, such as economic development, and 

opponents of strict quarantine policies are more numerous and aggressive than before. For instance, 

school closures and business shutdowns have led to an immediate reduction on cases. However, the 

consequences, such as a decline in economic growth and a drain on medical resources for other 

diseases, are also evident [15]. Therefore, it is not clear whether a loose or strict quarantine policy 

will work better in the long run, such debates are likely to persist on social media with the corona 

virus. 

3. The Role of Social Media in COVID-19 Crisis Communication 

3.1. Theory of Social-Mediated Crisis Communication 

To develop an understanding of the specific impact and role of social media in crisis communication, 

this paper will apply social-mediated crisis communication theory as an analytical tool. Social-

mediated crisis communication theory, as Lucinda Austin, Brooke Fisher Liu and Yan Jin (2010) put, 

focuses on how individuals and organizations use social media to communicate in the event of 

organizational crises [16]. According to the SMCC model, the public will seek inside information 

through social media during the crisis, and the advantages of social media compared with traditional 

media also enable organizations to timely intervene in crisis management and form a two-way 

interaction. 

Developed from traditional crisis communication theory, the SMCC model takes social media as 

a core in crisis communication and divides the public into three types (influential social media 

creators, social media followers and social media inactive users) according to different behavior 

patterns in the process of crisis information production and consumption. It distinguishes social media, 

traditional media and offline word-of-mouth. This study applies this theory to analyze the motivation 

and effect of the public using social media to obtain information during the COVID-19 crisis. 

3.2. Narrowing the Information Gap 

In crisis communication, information is the main goal pursued by the public and also the key to carry 

out communication. When a disaster crisis breaks out, the public is always short of information, not 

only to understand the cause of the crisis, but also fear and safety needs will push them to get 

information as soon as possible. According to the theory of media richness, the choice of 

communication media depends on the task of communication and the characteristics of 

communication media. When the communication task is to transfer explicit knowledge, managers 

tend to use media with low richness to communicate; when the communication task is to transfer tacit 

knowledge, managers tend to use media with high richness to communicate [17]. Rich media can 

overcome different knowledge backgrounds or clarify unclear issues, so that both sides of 

communication can reach agreement or consensus. As a public health crisis, COVID-19 is a complex 

problem that requires expertise to deal with, and social media is a medium of high richness, thus 

becoming the preferred communication medium for the government in COVID-19 crisis 

communication. A representative example is that within the first three months of the COVID-19 

outbreak in China, 120 official Chinese government social media accounts published more than 

35,000 epidemic-related Weibo posts [18]. Social media can promote information sharing during the 
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crisis, provide a place for interaction between the government and the public, and improve the 

efficiency of crisis communication. 

3.3. Improving Compliance 

Citizen compliance contributes to the formation of social solidarity and facilitates the legitimacy and 

efficient implementation of policies, which is particularly critical in the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Citizen compliance “conforming behavior to a standard of conduct that is set by normative 

or political means” [19]. At the early stage of the epidemic, the compliance of government directives 

varied greatly among countries [20], and the long-term epidemic had a serious impact on the lives of 

most people, leading to increasing opponents of COVID-19 policies and epidemic fatigue. SMCC 

theory states that information and emotional needs are the main motivations for people to use social 

media. During the crisis, releasing the information that the public is interested in and the policy basis 

to be adopted through social media can meet the information and emotional needs of the public, 

thereby increasing the transparency of the government and public trust, and bringing a good 

environment for the implementation of policies. In China, for example, the government disseminated 

a lot of information to the public through official social media accounts, such as releasing new cases 

and their travel histories, reporting heroic stories, and live broadcasting the construction process of 

two temporary hospitals during the epidemic prevention and control in Wuhan, which played a role 

in emotional support and rallying the public. 

3.4. Generating Disinformation 

It cannot be denied that social media has brought great convenience to people’s access to information. 

When disasters and crises occur, people’s use of social media will also increase significantly, which 

can play a huge advantage in crisis communication. However, we must also recognize that social 

media has its limitations. One of the most prominent drawbacks is that social media is difficult to 

filter information due to its anonymity and openness, and can easily become a factory for generating 

disinformation and rumors. There are three main types of harm caused by disinformation in the 

COVID-19 pandemic: providing false guidance, promoting hatred and spreading fear. They promote 

ineffective and even dangerous methods as prevention and treatment,  mix rebellion and xenophobia 

into the epidemic through fabrication and discrimination, or stoke public panic by claiming that the 

virus has spread on a large scale. Among the typical rumors posted on Weibo’s official rumor 

dispelling account, there are many shocking examples, such as “Shuanghuanglian oral liquid can 

suppress the coronavirus”, “Mother of a two-year-old girl in Shanghai committed suicide after her 

daughter was quarantined for treatment”, and “The state will no longer provide free treatment for 

COVID-19 patients”. In disasters and crises, with the surge in the number of users and the spread of 

panic, the scale and harm of rumors on social media became more serious, resulting in an “information 

epidemic” with the spread of COVID-19. On China's internet joint rumor dispelling platform, which 

records many seemingly absurd rumors that have caused widely spread, 409 related articles can be 

found just by searching for the keyword “pandemic” (data for September 24). According to the 

publicity data of the official Weibo account “Weibo Rumor Dispelling”, from April 12 to April 27, 

2022, Weibo dealt with a total of 2,139 rumors related to the Shanghai epidemic and 204 accounts, 

including 478 rumors on April 18 alone (All data identified through Sina Weibo platform using the 

advance search function. The data collection period is between April 12 2022 and April 27 2022). 

For the purpose of politicizing COVID-19 and opposing COVID-19 policies, these rumors mislead 

the public by fabricating facts. Amplified by social media and influenced by the COVID-19 crisis, 

the harm and difficulty of governance are far beyond normal circumstances. 
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3.5. Expanding Information Dissemination Through Celebrities 

According to SMCC theory, the reason why rumors get viral spread in social media is probably related 

to the way people get information. The information not only comes from organizations experiencing 

crisis, but also is produced by the influential social media creators, who disseminate the information 

directly to their followers, and possibly indirectly to social media inactive people through their 

followers [16]. COVID-19 has disrupted the normal perception of people, creators' works appear in 

spurts, and it takes time to prove their authenticity. The amount of information released by authorities 

is far less than that of social media creators, and the average user will be surrounded by messages 

created by social media creators. Especially if a user does not trust the government or is not 

particularly aware of the official information, then he will be easily misled by rumors. As a result, the 

average user of social media will be heavily influenced by the creators of social media during the 

COVID-19 crisis. 

According to this theory, the status of each user in social media is not equal, and celebrity effect plays 

an important role in crisis communication. They expand the speed and influence of information, and 

ultimately the impact depends on how they process or manufacture information.   

If the influential social media creators spread rumors and hate, these messages could have severe 

impact and lead to unpredictable social problems. Former U.S. President Donald Trump repeatedly 

accused the coronavirus of being a “Chinese virus” on social media, to deflect domestic political 

conflicts and reduce the pressure of epidemic prevention and control. The social media backlash has 

indirectly led to Asian-American hate crimes. According to a report released by the anti-

discrimination group Stop AAPI Hate, since 2020, there has been a high incidence of discrimination 

and hate incidents against Asian people in the United States, especially those of Chinese descent. 

Between March 19, 2020, and March 31, 2022, 11467 Asian-hate incidents were reported to the group 

[21]. Another report earlier this year by the Center for the Study of Hate and Extremism at California 

State University, San Bernardino, showed that hate crimes against Asians in the major cities of United 

States increased 224% in 2021 from 2020 [22]. However, as long as the information spread is correct, 

the positive impact of celebrity effect is also profound. For example, Zhong Nanshan, China's leading 

expert in the fight against COVID-19, released the news confirming the human-to-human 

transmission of the coronavirus for the first time, which attracted wide public attention and served as 

a warning, providing a foundation for the subsequent rapid government decision and citizen 

compliance. 

4. Conclusions  

This paper discusses the complex role of social media in COVID-19 crisis communication. Although 

its positive impact should never be ignored, this paper focuses more on the huge risks of social media 

in crisis communication in the current time of epidemic fatigue. Social media has provided people 

with convenient access to information and contributed to the safety and solidarity of the public. 

However, the politicization of COVID-19 issues and the debate on the effects of COVID-19 policies 

have not yet made the COVID-19 pandemic a crisis that the whole people can face together, and there 

are huge differences among people on social media. Therefore, the government should use this tool 

carefully, focusing on how to reverse its adverse effects while seeking advantages. 

First of all, the government should attach importance to the governance of rumors, cooperate with 

as many mainstream media as possible to refute rumors quickly, increase investment in rumor 

monitoring platforms. In addition, those who spread rumors should be held accountable in a timely 

manner according to the spread scope. Second, attach importance to the influence of the opinions of 

influential social media creators and celebrities in social media, reverse the one-to-many 

communication mindset, and realize that the middle of the communication bridge is not empty. For 
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example, working with a large number of medical experts and encouraging them to communicate 

directly with the public via social media can both refute rumors through scientific knowledge and 

greatly improve communication efficiency. Third, government can let the street-level bureaucrats 

play a role in policy communication, improve the efficiency of communication while buffering 

contradictions. They are directly responsible for local people's epidemic prevention work and have 

their own social network, which is related to the direct perception of the COVID-19 policy. Therefore, 

it is important to focus on training them to ensure well interaction with people, so that they can also 

become the influential social media creators in their region, which can enable them to communicate 

COVID-19 policy and prevention guide with local people. In this way, the official celebrity effect 

can be formed, so that the government can occupy the active position of crisis information 

dissemination as much as possible. 
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