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Abstract
Based on an international online survey of communication management leaders in multiple 

countries, this study analyzed the responses from a total of 532 leaders who indicated crisis 

preparedness as a top issue for their organizations. Our results indicate: 1) Communication 

leaders in North America, Europe and a combination of Asia, Middle East and South 

America differed significantly in their implementation of crisis preparedness strategies; and 

2) Different communication leadership qualities jointly predicted communication leaders’ 

implementation of each of the crisis preparedness strategies, respectively. Our findings 

provide important implications for global crisis leadership theory development. Research 

insights from this study also shed light on the importance for international organizations to 

integrate communication leadership qualities with crisis preparedness strategy development 

and implementation.

Keywords: communication leadership, crisis leadership, crisis communication, crisis 

preparedness, leadership quality, global communication
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1. Introduction
The role of leadership in organization crises has been studied in strategic crisis management 

literature for three decades, which has primarily focused on how leaders have responded during 

a crisis situation, both proactively and reactively (e.g., Burnett, 1998; Guth, 1995; Hwang, 

Cameron, 2008; Johansson, Miller, Hamrin, 2014; Lucero, Kwang, Pang, 2009; Yusko, Goldstein, 

1997). Such research has significantly contributed to our knowledge in leadership styles and 

crisis responses. However, researchers (e.g., Seegar, Ulmer, 2003; Ulmer, 2001, 2012) address 

there is a need to recognize the critical role of thought leadership in crisis communication. 

More importantly, Ulmer (2012) further advocates that identifying key communication values 

and attributes associated with thought leadership will definitely help organizational leaders 

“build their crisis communication skills” (p. 531).

Despite considerable attention and debate given to the importance of executive leadership 

(e.g., CEO and/or the top management team) in building supportive institutional working 

context when crises occurred (e.g., Porter, Nohria, 2010), there is insufficient empirical 

research to look specifically at the role of communication leadership (e.g., top leader in 

the communication unit of an organization) in managing crisis situations (i.e., How and to 

what extent communication leadership would contribute to effective crisis management? 

Are there any unique sets of communication leadership skills that would work effectively 

in a crisis situation?) (e.g., Berger, Meng, 2014). Therefore, this research is motivated by the 

desire to investigate how and to what extent communication leadership can affect responsive 

strategies in crisis management. More importantly, by exploring responsive communication 

strategies that would work more effectively when certain communication leadership skill sets 

were applied, our research attempts to alleviate some gaps in the existing literature, as well 

as further advances in the research on communication leadership and crisis management. 

To achieve such research objectives, we reviewed recent research on crisis management 

and leadership in public relations and communication management. Significant findings 

relevant to communication leadership were highlighted in our review to address why such 

specific research on crisis management and communication leadership is needed. By applying 

Meng and Berger’s (2013) Integrated Model of Excellence Leadership in Communication 

Management, we looked into an international online survey that focused on public relations 
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leadership and crisis management. The international survey itself was carried out in multiple 

countries and regions and recruited more than 4,500 complete responses from communication 

professionals globally. Being inspired by the scope of this international survey, we paid 

close attention to a number of selected countries and regions, including North America, 

Europe and a combination of Asia, Middle East and South America, to look into the role of 

communication leadership in fostering effective crisis preparation. By using such a rich data 

set, we were able to explore the effects of different sets of communication leadership skills on 

crisis preparedness and management, from communication management leaders’ perspective. 

Perhaps most importantly, these findings will be valuable for academics and practitioners 

as they navigate today’s rapidly changing marketplace environment, providing insight for 

successful strategy implementation in crisis preparedness and management. 

2. Literature Review
2.1. �Communication Leadership and Its Contribution to 

Effective Communication Management

In the past ten years the topic of communication leadership has received significant attention 

from scholars in public relations and strategic communication. As advocated by the Plank 

Center for Leadership in Public Relations at the University of Alabama, a plethora of research 

projects have investigated communication leadership, from its definition, dimensions, to 

applications (Berger, Meng, 2010). Recently, research on communication leadership and its 

impact on effective communication management has focused on diverse aspects, with its 

roots in excellence theory in public relations, crisis communication research, managerial 

leadership research, and organizational communication studies. Recent research has focused 

on how communication professionals could apply different aspects/streams of contemporary 

leadership skills and behaviors (i.e., strategic decision making, ethical leadership, emotional 

leadership, and transformational leadership) to improve the effectiveness and organization-

wide influence of communication practice (e.g. Aldoory, Toth, 2004; Choi, Choi, 2009; 

Gregory, Willis, 2013; Jin, 2010; Lee, Cheng, 2011; Meng, 2014; Meng, Berger, 2013; Werder, 

Holtzhausen, 2011).
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Based on the wide variety of leadership research that has been carried out in public relations 

and communication management, Meng and Berger (2013) proposed a definition to address 

leadership in public relations as “a dynamic process that encompasses a complex mix of individual 

skills and personal attributes, values, and behaviors that consistently produce ethical and 

effective communication practice” (p. 143). More importantly, Meng and Berger (2013) called 

for attention to the multidimensional nature of communication leadership by identifying six 

unique but interrelated dimensions to fully explain the effectiveness of leadership practice 

in public relations and communication management. The six dimensions of public relations 

leadership include self-dynamics, team collaboration, ethical orientation, relationship building, 

strategic decision-making capability, and communication knowledge management (see Meng, 

Berger, 2013, pp. 143-150). Their continued research on public relations leadership further 

tested and expanded the applications and discussion of leadership dimensions in effective 

communication management (e.g., Berger, Meng, 2014; Meng, 2014).

Both communication professionals and organizational leaders have recognized the importance 

of applying appropriate leadership skills and styles in various situations to achieve both 

communication and organizational objectives. Such research has investigated critical concepts 

related to communication leadership, such as managerial role enactment (e.g., Dozier, Broom, 

1995), gender role (e.g., Aldoory, Toth, 2004), innovation-related leadership communication 

(e.g., Zerfass, Huck, 2007), characteristics of leadership in developing and managing ethics 

in communication practice (e.g., Lee, Cheng, 2011), effective behavioral factors (e.g., Choi, 

Choi, 2009), individual traits (e.g., Meng, Berger, Heyman, 2011; Meng, et al., 2012), and 

dimensions of excellent public relations leadership in communication management (e.g., 

Meng, Berger, 2013), only a few studies have discussed the role of different leadership styles 

in solving decision-making conflicts in communication management (e.g., Hwang, Cameron, 

2008; Jin, 2010; Shin, Heath, Lee, 2011). 

For example, Hwang and Cameron (2008) found that perceived leadership style largely 

influences public’s expectations on organizations’ responses when a crisis happens. Jin (2010) 

found that although transformational leadership is preferred, communication leaders’ skills 

on emotional management such as empathy also play an essential role in solving decision-

making conflicts in a crisis. Similarly, Lee and Cheng (2011) also identified that public 

relations executives’ personal ethics, interpersonal communication skills, and the ability 
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to articulate ethical standards are salient characteristics in transferring ethical leadership 

into effective strategies in managing crises. Werder and Holtzhausen (2011) also confirmed 

that the leadership role enactment and leaders’ decision-making behavior are significant 

predictors for organizational structural design. However, other issues, such as applying effective 

communication leadership skills in crisis preparedness, as well as responsive strategies to be 

used along with communication leadership skills, have not been fully explored, especially 

from an international setting when communication professionals are all facing the challenges 

of effective crisis preparedness and management. 

2.2. �Crisis Leadership and Organizational  
Crisis Issue Preparedness

Similarly, researchers have advocated for the importance of leadership in crisis management 

(Yusko, Goldstein, 1997). Research suggests the importance of establishing a relationship 

between organizational crisis experience and the placement of communication management 

function, which can impact how organizations handle significant financial, social, and 

ethical challenges in crises (Guth, 1995). Ulmer (2012) also stated that “improving crisis 

preparation for organizations should be a high priority” (p. 534) in crisis communication 

theory development. Seeger and Ulmer (2003) further advocated for the importance of “candid, 

ethical communication, and conversations with employees about values and ethical issues” 

(p. 62) in the leadership communication process.

Ulmer (2001) posited that leadership communication prior to a crisis can impact on post-crisis 

communication. According to Ulmer (2001), established stakeholder relationships are critical 

to effective crisis management, because “stakeholders have a vested interest in the success 

of the organization and may represent a network of support during crises” (p. 594). Lucero, 

Kwang and Pang (2009) studied crisis leadership with a focus on when the CEO should step 

up in an organizational crisis situation. Oliveira and Murphy (2009) analyzed CEO speeches 

during crises in order to examine the role of a leader as the face of a crisis.

Burnett (1998) advocated for a strategic approach to managing crises, which poses unique 

and very often unfamiliar challenges to communication managers. To explain such strategic 
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approach, Burnett (1998) also identified three components in the crisis management model 

(p. 485): (1) identification (goal formulations and environmental analyses), (2) confrontation 

(strategy formulation and strategy evaluation), and (3) reconfiguration (strategy implementation 

and strategic control). McConnell and Drennan (2006) argued that planning for crisis requires 

integration and synergy across organizational networks as well as active preparation through 

organizational training and readiness, in order to combat against uncertainty and disorder 

of crises.

In exploring the extent to which organizations engaged in crisis preparations, Lee, Woeste 

and Heath (2007) reported that organizations are better prepared for crisis handling by 

having a crisis plan and a crisis management team in place. Most recently, Ulmer (2012) 

pointed out the gap in crisis leadership research, that is, the emphasis on organizational 

values that have a profound impact on crisis communication. Ulmer (2012) argued that 

“leaders who value honest, open, and regular communication with publics are more likely 

to communicate in similar ways during the crisis (Ulmer, 2001)” (p. 531). Thus, Ulmer (2012) 

suggests organizational leaders should develop over time a list of key communication values 

in order to build crisis communication skills.

Therefore, it is important for organizations to have a crisis plan, maintain a crisis team, 

formulate comprehensive training programs, and engage in such training frequently. However, 

limited research has been done in the area in linking the functions of communication 

leadership with effective crisis preparation. To minimize the knowledge gap and contribute 

to the large body of leadership, as well as crisis communication research, this study extends 

Meng and Berger’s (2013) previous research on communication leadership by developing 

a close focus on the role of six dimensions (i.e., self-dynamics, team collaboration, ethical 

orientation, relationship building, strategic decision-making, and communication knowledge 

management) of communication leadership in crisis preparation and management and, more 

significantly, in a global setting. Therefore, we proposed the following research questions 

to guide our study:

RQ1: How do surveyed communication leaders in North America, Europe, and a combination 

of Asia, Middle East and South America differ in their implementation of crisis preparedness 

strategies?
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RQ2: How do the surveyed communication leaders evaluate their implementation of crisis 

preparedness strategies differently?

RQ3: How do different communication leadership qualities together predict the surveyed 

communication leaders’ implementation of crisis preparedness strategies, after partialing 

out demographics?

3. Method
3.1. An Overview of the Global Online Survey 

The analyses and results reported in this study come from an international online survey 

about issues management, leadership performance, and leadership development in public 

relations and communication management (Berger, Meng, 2014). The survey was carried out 

in 23 countries and regions in the years of 2011-2013 as a funded global research project on 

public relations leadership by the Plank Center for Leadership in Public Relations (Berger, 

Meng, 2014). The 23 surveyed countries/regions were selected purposively not only to provide 

variations in geography, history, economic development, demographics, and sociocultural 

characteristics (see House et al., 2004), but more importantly to represent a suitable context 

for investigating different levels of development in the communication profession in various 

countries and regions. Although it is impossible to include all societies or cultures, the 

countries and regions investigated in this global project represent some major geographical 

regions in the world (i.e., Confucian Asia, Southern Asia, Eastern and Western Europe, North 

America, and Latin America) by using the cultural clusters developed by House, Hanges, 

Javidan, Dorfman and Gupta (2004). Such established cultural clusters helped us validate 

that surveyed geographical regions reflect diverse societal cultures, powerful economies, 

and varying stages of development of the communication profession. 

The main purpose of this global project is to explore how dynamic changes, including 

globalization, the rise of social media, and empowered stakeholders have affected communication 

professionals’ responsive strategies and how they have applied leadership skills to the 

management of such concerns. However, we have chosen to closely focus on the subset of 

responses, which include surveyed communication leaders (N = 532) who indicated “Being 
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prepared to deal effectively with crises that may arise” as the most important issue for 

communication leaders globally. We have relied on their responses to have a close look 

at the intertwined functions of crisis leadership and communication leadership in crisis 

preparedness and management. 

3.2. Instrumentation

The survey items relevant to the current study consisted of questions measuring two sets of 

key variables, communication leadership qualities and crisis preparedness strategies, using 

7-point Likert-type scales. Demographic and organizational characteristic questions were 

also asked.

First, survey respondents were asked to indicate their degrees of agreement with each of the 

seven communication leadership qualities (Meng, Berger, 2013; Meng et al., 2012) in terms 

of their importance in helping communication leaders deal successfully with effective crisis 

preparedness issue (“1 = A little bit” to “7 = A great deal”): 1) Communication Knowledge 

Management: “Processing communication knowledge to develop appropriate strategies, plans 

and messages”; 2) Strategic decision-making capability: “Participating in the organization’s 

strategic decision-making regarding the issue [effective crisis preparedness]”; 3) Ethical 

orientation: “Processing a strong ethical orientation and set of values to guide actions”; 4) 

Team collaboration: “Having the ability to develop coalitions in and outside the organization to 

deal with the issue [effective crisis preparedness]”; 5): Self dynamics: “Providing a compelling 

vision for how communication can help the organization”; 6) Relationship building: “Having 

the ability to develop coalitions in and outside the organization to deal with the issue [effective 

crisis preparedness]”; and 7) Organizational support of 2-way communication and shared 

power: “Working in an organization that supports 2-way communication and shared power”. 

Second, survey respondents were asked to indicate to what extent their communication teams 

or units are implementing each of the five strategies in order to help their organizations 

more effectively prepare for rising crises (Zerfass et al., 2010) (“1 = A little bit” to “7 = A 

great deal”): 1) “Developing effective crisis communication plans for action”; 2) “Using issue 

scanning and monitoring technologies to identify and track potential problems”; 3) “Providing 

employees with training for crisis management procedures”; 4) “Educating stakeholders about 
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emergency communications and related response systems”; and 5) “Implementing effective 

issues management program to reduce the risk of crises”.

3.3. Data Analysis

MANOVA was used to examine how the surveyed communication leaders’ implementation of 

crisis preparedness strategies differed by their regions (i.e. North America, Europe, and other 

surveyed countries). One-sample t-test was used to examine how surveyed communication 

leaders evaluated their implementation of crisis preparedness strategies differently. Hierarchical 

regressions were used to examine how the seven communication leadership qualities together 

predict the surveyed communication leaders’ implementation of each of the five crisis 

preparedness strategies, respectively, after controlling for demographics (i.e. gender, age, 

and years of professional experience in communication management). 

4. Results
4.1. Respondent Characteristics

Among the 532 surveyed communication leaders who regarded crisis preparedness as a 

top issue for communication management, 136 were from North America, 251 were from 

Europe, and 145 were from a combination of Asia, Middle East and South America. Among 

these leaders, 52% were male and 48% were female. The majority of them were in the 36-45 

(30%) and 46-55 (30%) age groups, followed by the age groups of 25-35 (21%), 56-65 (15%), 

less than 25 (3%) and more than 65 (2%). The highest education received by most of the 

respondents was a master’s degree (45%), followed by a bachelor’s degree (37%), a doctoral 

degree (10%), other (5%), and high school degree or equivalent (3%). The majority has more 

than 20 years of experience in communication management (29%), followed by 11-15 years 

(25%), 5-10 years (20%), 16-20 years (14%), and less than 5 years (13%).

In hierarchical regression analyses, age was re-coded to “1 = < 36” (24%) and “0 = 36 or above” 

(76%), and years of professional experience in communication management was re-coded to 

“1 = less than 11 years” (33%) and “0 = 11 years or more” (68%).
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Descriptive statistics of surveyed communication leaders’ implementation of crisis preparedness 

strategies by region are listed in Table 1. Descriptive statistics of crisis preparedness strategy 

implementation and communication leadership qualities across individual leaders are listed 

in Table 2.

4.2. �Differences in Crisis Preparedness Strategy 
Implementation by Region and Across Individuals

RQ1 asked how the surveyed communication leaders in North America, Europe, and a 

combination of Asia, Middle East and South America might differ in their implementation 

of crisis preparedness strategies. MANOVA was conducted to examine whether and how 

communication leaders in North America, Europe and a combination of Asia, Middle East 

and South America differed in their implementation of each of the five crisis preparedness 

strategies, respectively. Significant findings (see Table 1) revealed:

First, communication leaders in both North America (M = 6.01, SE = .12) and a combination 

of Asia, Middle East and South America (M = 5.86, SE = .11) implemented more the strategy 

of “Developing effective crisis communication plans for action” than communication leaders in 

Europe (M = 5.37, SE = .09) (F [2,529] = 11.90, p < .001, par. η2 = .04).

Second, communication leaders in North America (M = 4.95, SE = .13) and Europe (M = 4.76, 

SE = .10) implemented less the strategy of “Using issue scanning and monitoring technologies to 

identify and track potential problems” than communication leaders in a combination of Asia, 

Middle East and South America (M = 5.66, SE = .13) (F [2,529] = 15.98, p < .001, par. η2 = .06).

Third, communication leaders in Europe (M = 4.62, SE = .10) implemented less the strategy of 

“Providing employees with training for crisis management procedures” than those in a combination 

of Asia, Middle East and South America (excluding North America) (M = 5.21, SE = .13) (F 

[2,529] = 6.11, p < .001, par. η2 = .02). There was no significant difference between leaders in 

North America and those in Europe or a combination of Asia, Middle East and South America.

Fourth, communication leaders in a combination of Asia, Middle East and South America (M 

= 5.46, SE = .13) implemented more the strategy of “Educating stakeholders about emergency 
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communications and related response systems” than North America (M = 5.01, SE = .13), while 

communication leaders in Europe (M = 4.59, SE = .10) implemented such a strategy the least 

(F [2,529] = 15.25, p < .001, par. η2 = .06).

Fifth, communication leaders in both North America (M = 5.55, SE = .14) and a combination 

of Asia, Middle East and South America (M = 5.70, SE = .14) implemented more the strategy 

of “Implementing effective issues management program to reduce the risk of crises” than 

communication leaders in Europe (M = 4.54, SE = .10) (F [2,529] = 29.60, p < .001, par. η2 = .10).

Table 1. Pairwise comparisons of region mean scores on crisis preparedness strategies

Implementation of Crisis 
Preparedness Strategies

North 
America Europe

Asia, Middle 
East and 

South 
America

df

F [2,529]

Developing effective crisis 
communication plans for action 6.01(.12) 5.37 (.09) 5.86 (.11) 11.90***

Using issue scanning and 
monitoring technologies to 
identify and track potential 
problems

4.95 (.13) 4.76 (.10) 5.66 (.13) 15.98***

Providing employees with 
training for crisis management 
procedures

4.84 (.14) 4.62 (.10) 5.21 (.13) 6.11**

Educating stakeholders about 
emergency communications and 
related response systems

5.01 (.13) 4.59 (.10) 5.46 (.13) 15.25***

Implementing effective issues 
management program to reduce 
the risk of crises

5.55 (.14) 4.54 (.10) 5.70 (.14) 29.60***

Note. Cell entries are estimated marginal means. Pairwise planned comparisons are adjusted for Bonferroni multiple comparisons. Standard 
errors are in parentheses. Significance for the multivariate F is based on estimates of the marginal means for the Wilk’s Lamda statistic. 
*: p < .05; **: p < .01; ***: p < .001.

RQ2 asked how surveyed communication leaders might evaluate their implementation of 

crisis preparedness strategies differently. Comparing individual leaders across the survey 

sample, significant differences were detected among their evaluations of different crisis 

preparedness strategies (see Table 2). Specifically, “Developing effective crisis communication 
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plans for action” (M = 5.67, SD = 1.39) was implemented the most by surveyed leaders (t[531] 

= 94.26, p < .001), followed by “Implementing effective issues management program to reduce 

the risk of crises” (M = 5.11, SD = 1.72) (t[531] = 68.74, p < .001) and “Using issue scanning and 

monitoring technologies to identify and track potential problems” (M = 5.05, SD = 1.58) (t[531] = 

73.79, p < .001). The relatively less implemented crisis preparedness strategies were “Educating 

stakeholders about emergency communications and related response systems” (M = 4.93, SD = 

1.57) (t[531] = 72.33, p < .001) and “Providing employees with training for crisis management 

procedures” (M = 4.84, SD = 1.62) (t[531] = 68.83, p < .001).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and one-sample t tests on leaders’ implementation of crisis preparedness strategies and 
communication leadership qualities

Implementation of Crisis Preparedness Strategies Mean (SD) t-value  
[df = 531]

Developing effective crisis communication plans for action 5.67 (1.39) 94.26***

Using issue scanning and monitoring technologies to identify 
and track potential problems 5.05 (1.58) 73.79***

Providing employees with training for crisis management 
procedures 4.84 (1.62) 68.83***

Educating stakeholders about emergency communications and 
related response systems 4.93 (1.57) 72.33***

Implementing effective issues management program to reduce 
the risk of crises 5.11 (1.72) 68.74***

Communication Leadership Qualities Mean (SD) t-value  
[df = 531]

Communication Knowledge Management 6.30 (.93) 156.14***

Strategic Decision-Making Capability 6.44 (.90) 165.63***

Ethical Orientation 5.84 (1.23) 109.59***

Team Collaboration 5.99 (1.08) 128.06***

Self Dynamics 5.87 (1.21) 111.68***

Relationship Building 5.83 (1.24) 108.89***

Organizational Support of 2-Way Communication and Shared Power 5.45 (1.46) 86.33***

*: p < .05; **: p < .01; ***: p < .001.
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4.3. �Communication Leadership Predictors of Crisis 
Preparedness Strategy Implementation

RQ3 asked how different communication leadership qualities together might predict surveyed 

communication leaders’ implementation of crisis preparedness strategies, after partialing 

out demographics. Hierarchical regression models, partialing out demographics (i.e., gender, 

age, and years of professional experience in communication management) previously found 

to influence communication leadership outcomes (e.g., Jin, 2010), were used to examine 

the association between the perceived importance of the seven communication leadership 

qualities, as predictors, and the extent of implementation of the five strategies for effective 

crisis preparedness, as outcome variables, respectively.

In terms of the overall influences of gender, age, and years of professional experience in 

communication management, we found (see Table 2): 1) Across all regression models, gender 

of a communication leader was not a significant predictor of crisis preparedness strategy 

implementation; 2) The implementation of “Using issue scanning and monitoring technologies 

to identify and track potential problems” and “Implementing effective issues management program 

to reduce the risk of crises” was significantly influenced by age: Younger leaders (younger than 

36) implemented more of these two crisis preparedness strategies than older leaders did; and 

3) Leaders with 11 or more years of professional experience in communication management 

implemented more crisis preparedness strategies across the board than leaders with less 

than 11 years of experience did.

Key findings (see Table 3), regarding leadership quality predictors for crisis preparedness 

strategy implementation, after partialing out demographics, include:

First, the significant communication leadership quality predictors (F[10,521] = 7.29, p < .001, 

adjusted R square = .11) for “Developing effective crisis communication plans for action” are: 1) 

Communication knowledge management:“Processing communication knowledge to develop 

appropriate strategies, plans and messages” (beta = .13, t = 2.63, p < .01); 2) Strategic decision-

making capability: “Participating the organization’s strategic decision-making regarding 

effective crisis preparedness” (beta = .10, t = 2.11, p < .05); and 3) Team collaboration: “Having 

the ability to develop coalitions in and outside the organization to develop effective crisis 

preparedness” (beta = .12, t = 2.27, p < .05).
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Second, the only significant communication leadership predictor (F[10,521] = 6.36, p < .001, 

adjusted R square = .09) for “Using issue scanning and monitoring technologies to identify and 

track potential problems” is Team collaboration: “Having the ability to develop coalitions in and 

outside the organization to develop effective crisis preparedness” (beta = .14, t = 2.41, p < .05).

Third, the significant communication leadership quality predictors (F[10,521] = 7.11, p < 

.00`, adjusted R square = .10) for “Providing employees with training for crisis management 

procedures” are: 1) Communication knowledge management: “Processing communication 

knowledge to develop appropriate strategies, plans and messages” (beta = .12, t = 2.34, p 

< .05); 2) Team collaboration: “Having the ability to develop coalitions in and outside the 

organization to develop effective crisis preparedness” (beta = .12, t = 2.14, p < .05); and 3) Self 

dynamics:“Providing a compelling vision for how communication can help the organization” 

(beta = .12, t = 2.29, p < .05).

Fourth, the only significant communication leadership predictor (F[10,521] = 7.12, p < .001, 

adjusted R square = .10) for “Educating stakeholders about emergency communications and 

related response systems” is Organizational support of 2-way communication and shared 

power: “Working in an organization that supports 2-way communication and shared power” 

(beta = .12, t = 2.29, p < .05).

Fifth, the significant communication leadership quality predictors (F[10,521] = 10.03, p < .001, 

adjusted R square = .15) for “Implementing effective issues management program to reduce the 

risk of crises” are: 1) Communication knowledge management: “Processing communication 

knowledge to develop appropriate strategies, plans and messages” (beta = .13, t = 2.70, p < 

.01); 2) Ethical orientation: “Processing a strong ethical orientation and set of values to guide 

actions” (beta = .16, t = 2.97, p < .01); and 3) Relationship building: “Having the ability to 

develop coalitions in and outside the organization to develop effective crisis preparedness” 

(beta = .12, t = 2.16, p < .05).
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Table 3. Hierarchical regressions predicting implementation of crisis preparedness strategies

Predictors Developing 
effective crisis 
communication 
plans for 
action 

Using issue 
scanning and 
monitoring 
technologies 
to identify and 
track potential 
problems 

Providing 
employees 
with training 
for crisis 
management 
procedures 

Educating 
stakeholders 
about emergency 
communications 
and related 
response systems 

Implementing 
effective issues 
management 
program to 
reduce the risk 
of crises 

Beta Beta Beta Beta Beta

Block 1 
Gender
Age
Years of 
Experience

-.027
.073
-.175**

-.019
.212***
-.122*

-.061
.038
-.115*

.010

.051
-.136*

-.014
.134*
-.190***

R-square .022 .028 .015 .012 .024

Block 2
Communication 
Knowledge 
Management

Strategic 
Decision-Making 
Capability

Ethical 
Orientation

Team 
Collaboration

Self Dynamics

Relationship 
Building

Organizational 
Support of 2-Way 
Communication 
and Shared 
Power

.129**

.104*

.026

.122*

.026

.032

.008

.065

-.009

.021

.096

.079

.135*

.002

.115*

-.038

.042

.115*

.116*

.069

.034

.041

.008

.047

.076

.075

.105

.117*

.129**

-.029

.155**

.057

.044

.118*

.046

R-square .123 .109 .120 .120 .161

Total R-square .145 .137 .135 .133 .185

R-square change .101*** .081*** .105*** .108*** .138***

*: p < .05; **: p < .01; ***: p < .001.
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5. Discussion
These results provide important implications for crisis leadership theory development 

and insights for organizations on how to integrate communication leadership qualities or 

personal abilities with crisis preparedness strategy development and implementation within 

an organization, which contributes to the daunting organizational mission of planning and 

preparing for crisis (McConnell, Drennan, 2006) that strives for strategic excellence (Lee, 

Woeste, Health, 2007).

5.1. �How Communication Leadership Qualities Influence 
Organizations’ Implementation of Effective Crisis 
Preparedness Strategies

Comparing individual leaders across the survey sample, “Developing effective crisis communication 

plans for action”, “Implementing effective issues management program to reduce the risk of crises” 

and “Using issue scanning and monitoring technologies to identify and track potential problems” 

seem to be implemented the most by surveyed leaders. The less implemented crisis preparedness 

strategies seem to be “Educating stakeholders about emergency communications and related 

response systems” and “Providing employees with training for crisis management procedures”.

Our findings further indicate that communication leaders in North America, Europe and a 

combination of Asia, Middle East and South America differed in their implementation of each of 

the five crisis preparedness strategies. On the one hand, compared to leaders in North America 

and other surveyed countries, European communication leaders seem to implement less 

“Developing effective crisis communication plans for action”, “Using issue scanning and monitoring 

technologies to identify and track potential problems”, “Providing employees with training for 

crisis management procedures”, “Educating stakeholders about emergency communications and 

related response systems”, and “Implementing effective issues management program to reduce 

the risk of crises”, across the board when it comes to organizational crisis issue preparedness. 

On the other hand, communication leaders in North America and a combination of Asia, 

Middle East and South America implemented more “Developing effective crisis communication 

plans for action” and “Implementing effective issues management program to reduce the risk of 

23THE INFLUENCE OF COMMUNICATION LEADERSHIP QUALITIES ON EFFECTIVE CRISIS  
PREPAREDNESS STRATEGY IMPLEMENTATION: INSIGHTS FROM A GLOBAL STUDY
YAN JIN, JUAN MENG, BRUCE K. BERGER



crises”. In addition, the surveyed countries, other than those in North America and Europe, 

implemented “Using issue scanning and monitoring technologies to identify and track potential 

problems” and “Educating stakeholders about emergency communications and related response 

systems” strategies the most.

The seven communication leadership qualities, together, seem to serve as effective predictors 

of the implementation of the five strategies for effective crisis preparedness. Specifically: 1) 

Communication knowledge management (“Processing communication knowledge to develop 

appropriate strategies, plans and messages”) seems to predict the extent of communication 

leaders’ implementation of “Developing effective crisis communication plans for action”, “Providing 

employees with training for crisis management procedures”, and “Implementing effective issues 

management program to reduce the risk of crises”. 2) Strategic decision-making capability 

(“Participating in the organization’s strategic decision-making regarding effective crisis 

preparedness”) seems to predict the extent of communication leaders’ implementation of 

“Developing effective crisis communication plans for action”. 3) Team collaboration (“Having 

the ability to develop coalitions in and outside the organization to develop effective crisis 

preparedness”) seems to predict the extent of communication leaders’ implementation of 

“Developing effective crisis communication plans for action”, “Using issue scanning and monitoring 

technologies to identify and track potential problems”, and “Providing employees with training 

for crisis management procedures”. 4) Self dynamics (“Providing a compelling vision for how 

communication can help the organization”) seems to predict the extent of communication 

leaders’ implementation of “Providing employees with training for crisis management procedures”. 

5) Organizational support of 2-way communication and shared power (“Working in an 

organization that supports 2-way communication and shared power”) seems to predict 

the extent of communication leaders’ implementation of “Educating stakeholders about 

emergency communications and related response systems”. 6) Ethical orientation (“Processing 

a strong ethical orientation and set of values to guide actions”) seems to predict the extent 

of communication leaders’ implementation of “Implementing effective issues management 

program to reduce the risk of crises”. 7) Relationship building (“Having the ability to develop 

coalitions in and outside the organization to develop effective crisis preparedness”) seems 

to predict the extent of communication leaders’ implementation of “Implementing effective 

issues management program to reduce the risk of crises”.
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Influential demographics identified by our findings are communication leaders’ age and 

years of professional experience in communication management. First, younger leaders 

implemented more “Using issue scanning and monitoring technologies to identify and track 

potential problems” and “Implementing effective issues management program to reduce the 

risk of crises” crisis preparedness strategies than older leaders did across region. Second, 

communication leaders with more years of professional experience implemented more 

crisis preparedness strategies across the board than leaders with fewer years of professional 

experience.

5.2. �Implications for Communication Management  
Research and Practice

The major contribution of this study is to confirm the importance of mastering different 

communication leadership skills in order to be prepared for effective crisis management. 

Although the three regions (North America, Europe, and a combination of Asia, Middle East 

and South America) we analyzed in this study reported significantly different levels in crisis 

preparedness, our regression models confirmed that communication leadership skills need 

to be tailored to fit the unique expectation of crisis preparedness. Such an important finding 

reveals the practical implication for communication professionals when they actively seek out 

leadership development opportunities. It will be extremely important to develop and design 

tailored crisis management plans by applying appropriate leadership skill sets. 

After confirming the critical relationship between crisis preparedness and communication 

leadership, we were also able to identify that several unique dimensions of excellent 

leadership in public relations and communication management were significantly important 

in seeking crisis preparedness strategies. The dimension of communication knowledge and 

management, in particular, appears to have a strong linkage with crisis preparedness as 

indicated by communication leaders across three regions. This finding further confirmed 

the uniqueness of communication management in fostering organizational effectiveness, 

both in routine and non-routine situations as addressed by Hwang and Cameron (2008) in 

their research that leadership style strongly affects public’s expectations, which are direct 

outcomes of communication management.
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While the crisis communication literature has widely addressed the importance of applying 

varied crisis responses, results from this study confirmed that communication leaders must 

possess a range of leadership skills and capabilities and then draw from them to varying 

extents in managing crises effectively. Such findings echoed the multidimensional nature 

of leadership in public relations and communication management as Meng and Berger 

(2013) explained. Although practitioners surveyed in this study are located in different 

countries and societies, the common themes on the role of communication leadership in 

crisis preparedness and management were identified, along with a determined acceptance of 

leadership capabilities as crucial qualities in implementing crisis preparedness strategies. The 

results further strengthen current research results on communication leadership (e.g., Lee, 

Cheng, 2011; Werder, Holtzhausen, 2011) but add a unique aspect in helping us understand how 

the applications of certain leadership capabilities can support crisis preparedness strategies. 

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

As we discussed earlier, our research provided solid evidence of the relationship between 

communication leadership and crisis preparedness from the perspective of communication 

management. Such evidence is stronger as we were able to look into this issue from a global 

perspective. The surveyed communication leaders from different regions shared their own 

practices in selecting different communication leadership skills when preparing for crisis 

responses. The results point to the importance of mastering a wide variety of communication 

leadership skills, but it is even more important to be able to solidify the most appropriate 

communication leadership skill sets when the challenges from each crisis varied. Such 

results can be used as the basis for further theory development when investigating crisis 

communication leadership.

However, we fully realize the limitations of this study. The first limitation is about the 

unbalanced subsets of respondents in our sample. It is fortunate for us to be able to work 

with a rich international online survey data set and to look into the responses from North 

America, Europe and a combination of Asia, Middle East and South America. However, the 

number of respondents who participated in this survey from each region varied significantly. 

Thus, future research should address such limitation by making efforts to recruit equal and 
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balanced samples from each investigated country or region. Such efforts will minimize regional 

biases and provide a clear picture of universally applied and/or regional specific answers to 

crisis preparedness, as well as the application of communication leadership. Future research 

should also compare responses from leaders indicating crisis preparedness as an important 

issue with responses from those who indicate otherwise, factoring in the varied perceived 

value of crisis preparedness among leaders.

In addition, this study focused more on communication leadership as a resource when 

preparing for crisis management. It is important for future research to design comparative 

studies to explore the role of communication leadership in both crisis preparedness and crisis 

management. The choices and decisions communication leaders make in crisis prevention 

and crisis recovery might be dramatically different, depending on the scope and levels of 

impact of the crisis itself. It will be critical for practitioners to be prepared with sufficient and 

appropriate communication leadership skill sets to cope with various situations.
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