
Achieving employee support
during the COVID-19

pandemic – the role of relational
and informational crisis

communication in
Austrian organizations

Sabine Einwiller, Christopher Ruppel and Julia Stranzl
Department of Communication, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Vienna,

Vienna, Austria

Abstract

Purpose – Based on social exchange theory, the study examines the influence of informational and relational
internal communication on cognitive and affective responses and job engagement during organizational crises
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Design/methodology/approach –Data were collected bymeans of an online survey among people working
in organizations with a minimum of 10 employees (N 5 1,033) and analyzed using structural equation
modeling.
Findings – Results show that informational and relational communication as organizational resources have a
significant but distinct influence on how employees support their employer during the crisis. While
informational communication influences employees’ acceptance of managerial decisions, relational
communication exerts most influence on affective commitment, which is the strongest driver of job
engagement.
Research limitations/implications – The cross-sectional design, specific crisis situation and geographic
location are limitations of the study.
Practical implications – Delivering relevant information to employees quickly and reliably is important.
Yet, relationship-oriented communication that demonstrates appreciation and allows for participation has even
stronger effects on job engagement, which is essential to mastering challenges arising from a crisis.
Social implications –During the COVID-19 pandemic, organizations demandedmuch from their employees.
In exchange, organizations should provide the resources information, status and love (Foa and Foa, 1980) by
means of internal crisis communication.
Originality/value – The study demonstrates the role of different types of internal communication during
organizational crises used to convey organizational resources, and it highlights the mediating role of
acceptance and commitment to enhance employees’ engagement at work.
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Introduction
Set off by the novel coronavirus, which spread rapidly from China all over the world, a crisis of
extraordinary proportions broke out in Europe in February/March 2020, causing shutdowns in
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most countries, including Austria. Due to the strict measures ordered by the Austrian
government to contain the COVID-19 pandemic, many organizations faced severe operational
disruptions due to this health emergency, often with serious economic consequences. As a
result, many organizations experienced an organizational crisis, which is “an unpredictable
event that threatens important expectancies of stakeholders related to health, safety,
environmental, and economic issues, and can seriously impact an organization’s performance
and generate negative outcomes” (Coombs, 2015, p. 3). Depending on the industry sector, some
organizations had to close completely or operate at a reduced capacity, while others worked
even harder to maintain public support for healthcare and everyday goods. The effects of the
crisis were serious for many employees and ranged from changed working conditions in their
homeoffice, strict health regulations at theworkplace, to salary-cuts due to short-timeworkand
job loss (Czypionka et al., 2020).

Changed working conditions and high personal and job-related uncertainty have been
shown to put job engagement on trial (Asfaw and Chang, 2019). Yet, during the COVID-19
pandemic, organizations desperately needed their employees’ continued job engagement
(Mani and Mishra, 2020) in order to maintain their ability to communicate, collaborate and
function properly and to mitigate negative economic consequences (Heide and Simonsson,
2019). Because organizations’ topmanagement had to act andmake critical decisions quickly,
especially during the early stages of the pandemic, they also depended on their workforce’s
acceptance and realization of their decisions, as employees are usually the ones who have to
actively solve the situation (Heide and Simonsson, 2020).

This shows that organizations’management asked much from their workforce during the
COVID-19 pandemic, which affected not only people’s work but also their private lives. As
argued in social exchange theory, relationships are based on reciprocity (Blau, 1964;
Cropanzano andMitchell, 2005). Thus, to receive expansive cognitive, emotional and physical
support from employees during the pandemic, organizations’ management needed to also
provide support to their employees. Aside from economic compensations, Blau (1964)
emphasizes the role of cognitive as well as emotional resources, which are particularly
important in a crisis context.

According to Heide and Simonsson (2019, 2020), the initial focus of internal crisis
communication is the provision of instructional information through all available channels,
closely followed by providing platforms for discussion. In addition to these informational
resources, it is important that organizations provide emotional resources for their
personnel. This can be done by listening and responding to employees’ concerns and needs
during the difficult situation (Mazzei and Ravazzani, 2015) and by acknowledging and
thanking them for their hardship and efforts (Dirani et al., 2020). Both informational and
emotional resources, yet of different kinds, can be provided by means of internal crisis
communication. While the former relies on an informational communication strategy, the
latter requires a relationship-oriented communication strategy including participatory and
appreciative forms of communication. Extant research confirms the impact of different
internal communication strategies on employees’ job engagement during stable economic
times (e.g. Jiang and Shen, 2020; Jiang and Men, 2017; Men and Stacks, 2014) that yield
positive organizational outcomes (Biswas and Bhatnagar, 2013; Kang and Sung, 2017;
Saks, 2006; Shen and Jiang, 2019; Yin, 2018). Hence, the question guiding this research is as
follows:

RQ1. How does internal crisis communication of informational and relational types
during organizational crises caused by the COVID-19 pandemic help foster
favorable cognitive and affective responses as well as job engagement in
employees?
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The present study strengthens our understanding of the role of internal crisis communication
during a global pandemic that caused crisis situations in many organizations, focusing on
communicative interaction among managers and employees during the crisis, but not before
and after (Johansen et al., 2012). Based on social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and
Mitchell, 2005), the study sheds light on the effects of informational and relational resources
provided by the organization through communication on employees’ cognitive and affective
responses and, consequently, on their job engagement. By differentiating various resources
fostering social exchange between an organization and its employees during a crisis, this
research contributes to theory building in internal crisis communication. It furthermore
generates managerial knowledge regarding ways to foster job engagement in employees and
possibly prevent undesirable states such as disengagement.

In the following, we first outline the social exchange theory as a theoretical foundation
before elaborating on the role of informational and relational crisis communication in
fostering cognitive and affective responses in employees and, consequently, job engagement.
The hypotheses derived from the literature were tested by means of survey research among
people employed in organizations located in Austria during the first shutdown phase of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The presentation of results is followed by discussion, implications and
limitations.

Literature review
Social exchange theory in the working context during a crisis
Social exchange theory is an influential conceptual paradigm that regards social life as
including a series of sequential transactions between two or more parties whereby resources
are exchanged through a process of reciprocity (Cropanzano et al., 2017). In the organizational
context, social exchange theory describes how the deployment of organizational resources
results in employees’ reciprocation in terms of pro-social attitudes and behavior (Blau, 1964).
These interdependent transactions, where “something has to be given and something
returned” (p. 876), can foster and stabilize high-quality relationships (Cropanzano and
Mitchell, 2005), which is particularly crucial during a crisis when organizations and
employees depend on one another even more than in normal times. To engender reciprocal
support in employees, organizations need to provide resources in turn.

Foa and Foa (1980) identified six categories of social resources that systematically interact
and can be transacted in an interpersonal situation: money, goods, services, information,
status and love. Information, status and love are typically symbolic and mediated through
verbal or paralinguistic behaviors. According to Blau (1964), organizations can provide these
to their personnel in exchange for their supportive emotions, cognitions and behavior. While
economic resources that include money, goods and services are certainly important in a
working context, the resources relevant in a social exchange are predominantly social-
emotional. This is even more so in times of scarce economic resources (Foa and Foa, 1980), as
was the case in many organizations in Austria during the COVID-19 pandemic, when about
every fourth employee had to accept salary cuts due to short-time work (Hager, 2020).

As information, status and love can be transmitted and expressed verbally, internal
communication between an organization and its employees is a keymechanismwithwhich to
foster reciprocal social exchange. The need for these resources is reflected in a survey among
US employees conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Here, Orangefiery (2020) found
that employees demandedmore information aboutwhat the organization knows and does not
know about the situation and about how employees can deal with their stress and anxiety, as
well as stronger acknowledgement of their difficult situation and hardships. Thus, aside from
providing helpful and instructive information, which is relevant during the acute phase of a
crisis (Heide and Simonsson, 2019), employees want to receive emotional resources that help
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them to better deal with the situation and that also help to foster the employee–organization
relationship. Accordingly, we differentiate between informational and relational internal
crisis communication to provide the social resources which can help foster employee support
during a crisis.

One important way in which employees repay their organization is through their level of
engagement (Saks, 2006). “Bringing oneselfmore fully into one’swork roles anddevotinggreater
amounts of cognitive, emotional, and physical resources is a very profound way for individuals
to respond to an organization’s actions” (Saks, 2006, p. 603). An engaged workforce is highly
relevant to the achievement of organizational goals, the future direction of an organization (Men
and Bowen, 2017), as well as organizational success and competitiveness (Saks and Gruman,
2014). However, when an organization fails to provide adequate resources, employees are more
likely to withdraw and disengage themselves from their roles and to cognitively, physically and
emotionally reduce their normal work roles (Kahn, 1990; Wollard, 2011). Another way in which
an organization’s resources can be reciprocated by employees is through showing commitment
(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Rhoades et al. (2001) demonstrated that the emotional
component of commitment—affective commitment (Allen and Meyer, 1990)—in particular is
reciprocated by employees in return for their organization’s support. Affective commitment can
then lead to a wide range of outcomes, including engagement, as committed employees
demonstrate more energy to help their organization succeed (Markos and Sridevi, 2010). During
the COVID-19 pandemic, organizationswere under pressure tomake decisions quickly, of which
several were unfavorable for employees, such as reduced salaries (Absolventa, 2020), strict
hygiene rules and installing an office space at home. Tomaintain the ability to function properly
during the crisis, organizations needed their workforce’s acceptance and realization of their
decisions. Thus, in this critical situation, acceptance of managerial decisions was an important
resource which organizations needed from their employees in return for their organizational
support.

In sum, social exchange theory helps to model the reciprocal exchange between an
organization and its employees during organizational crisis situations like those elicited by
the COVID-19 pandemic. The amount of supportive resources that an individual employee is
willing to reciprocate to his or her employer is contingent on the resources received from the
work organization, which comprise informational and relational forms of internal
communication. In turn, to maintain the ability to communicate, collaborate and function
properly (Heide and Simonsson, 2019), the resources organizations need from their workforce
include cognitive acceptance of managerial decisions and emotional support as expressed in
affective commitment.We assume that these cognitive and emotional resources consequently
engender employees’ willingness to bring themselves fully into their work roles, i.e. job
engagement (Saks, 2006), as a key resource that helps organizations mitigate negative
economic consequences.

Internal crisis communication as an organizational resource
Communication during a crisis is an important means of conveying symbolic social resources
that engender employee support. If communication is deficient during a crisis so that
employees do not receive important information or feel excluded or forgotten, their desire to
contribute to management of the crisis can be severely compromised (Frandsen and
Johansen, 2011). As argued above, the three social resources—information, status and love—
were particularly relevant during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to Foa and Foa (1980),
“information includes advice, opinions, instruction, or enlightenment, but excludes those
behaviors which could be classed as love or status” (p. 79). Love as a resource is an expression
of affectionate regard, warmth or comfort, while status refers to an expression of evaluative
judgment conveying regard or esteem.
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The communication of each of these three resources has distinct functions because they
pursue different goals. By conveying information, organizations primarily aim at creating
understanding in their workforce (Heide and Simonsson, 2020; Rawlins, 2009). Such
informational crisis communication is meant to generate acceptance of management’s
decisions, which is an important resource, especially during a crisis. Providing status by
conveying regard or esteem and expressing love or appreciation aim at strengthening the
emotional bond or affective commitment between an organization and its employees, which
as well is an important resource for the organization. As commitment is a core element of
relationships (Bruning and Ledingham, 1999; Huang, 2001), we speak of relational crisis
communication in this regard.

Informational crisis communication and its effects. Informational crisis communication is
the means by which to provide the resource, information. In an acute crisis, providing
instructional information is considered particularly important (Heide and Simonsson, 2019,
2020). Instructional guidance to maintain workplace safety during the COVID-19 pandemic
contained information on “dos and don’ts” meant to prevent the virus from spreading. Yet,
instructions were only part of the information employees wanted and needed during the
pandemic (Orangefiery, 2020). They requested more in-depth information to help them
comprehend and understand the situation and their management’s decisions, especially
because some of these decisions implied considerable changes for employees, which caused
stress for many (Toscano and Zappal�a, 2020). Thus, it was important to also provide
information on what, when, where, why and how things were happening in connection to the
crisis and what this meant regarding the working situation (Heide and Simonsson, 2019).

Information is a means to create knowledge and allow people to understand a situation. In
challenging situations like crises or change, employees generally want to understand what is
happening and why things were decided the way they were. In a change context, Sonenshein
and Dholakia (2012) conceive understanding as part of meaning-making, where individuals
try to explain occurrences through a broader system of meaning. By drawing on what they
call a “strategy worldview,” employees construct meaning as emanating from their
management’s strategy, which helps lend coherence to the situation “and allows them to
understand why they must make adjustments” (Sonenshein and Dholakia, 2012, p. 3). The
authors find that formal managerial communication can enhance employees’ level of
meaning-making through understanding and thereby show that what the organization’s
management says can have a significant impact on how employees interpret and perceive the
situation (Heide and Simonsson, 2019).

The role of understanding derives from its possible influence on employees’ acceptance of
their management’s decisions and their openness to the changes that result from these
decisions. Van den Heuvel et al. (2009) show in a change context that understanding (as part
of meaning-making) is positively related to employees’willingness to change. As research on
public acceptance indicates, increased knowledge as well as understanding of a product or a
new policy is accompanied by increased acceptance (e.g. Dolnicar and Hurlimann, 2011). In
all, informational crisis communication, which includes the communication of factual
information about the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, governmental regulations affecting
the organization, and the changes this implies for the organization and its workforce, should
have helped employees construct meaning and an understanding of the situation, which
fostered their acceptance and support of the decisions taken by their management. This leads
to the first hypothesis:

H1. Satisfaction with factual corporate information enhances employees’ acceptance of
managerial decisions.

Yet, the information also needs to be communicated in an adequate manner. Transparency is
considered a critical aspect of communication (Kim, 2018) that “promotes accountability,
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collaboration, cooperation and commitment” (Jahansoozi, 2006, p. 11). Transparent
communication has been defined as “an organization’s communication to make available all
legally releasable information to employees whether positive or negative in nature” (Men, 2014,
p. 260). Rawlins (2009) differentiates different dimensions of organizational transparency as
perceived by stakeholders. To be perceived as transparent, the communicated information first
of all needs to display certain substantial characteristics like timeliness, completeness, accuracy
and comprehensibility. These characteristics generate a sense of whether the information is
substantially useful for stakeholders and their decision making. According to Heide and
Simonsson (2020), especially in the acute phase of a crisis, the focus of internal communication
must be on the provision of relevant, fast information through all available channels. A survey
by Orangefiery (2020) conducted during the COVID-19 crisis revealed that employees want
transparent, helpful, direct and clear communication from their management. Research in
change communication furthermore shows that transparent communication helps to enhance
openness during organizational change (Yue et al., 2019). Thus, we hypothesize that substantial
characteristics of the information conveyed during the pandemic fostered the acceptance of
managerial decisions.

H2. Receiving substantial information enhances employees’ acceptance of managerial
decisions.

Relational crisis communication and its effects. By means of relational crisis communication,
organizations can, first of all, express regard or esteem to provide the resource that Foa and
Foa (1980) termed status. Taking employees’ needs and wants into account by listening to
them and engaging in dialogue signals that they are cherished and esteemed stakeholders of
the organization. Extant research confirms that two-way symmetrical communication
implies an organization’s willingness to listen and respond to the concerns and interests of its
stakeholders, aims to build dialogue, promotesmutual understanding (Grunig, 1992;Men and
Stacks, 2014) and fosters employees’ perceived relationship with their organization
(Kim, 2018).

Inviting employees to voice their needs and provide feedback is also a dimension of
transparency, which Rawlins (2009) termed participation. According to Rawlins (2009),
stakeholdersmust be invited to participate in order to identify the information the organization
needs to make accurate decisions. Smidts et al. (2001) found that a communication climate
where employees can participate in decision making and feel that they are taken seriously
fosters identificationwith the organization.Men et al. (2020) furthermore showed that perceived
organizational transparency is positively related to employees’ identification with an
organization. Identification is closely related to affective commitment, which constitutes an
individual’s emotional attachment to and identificationwith the organization (Meyer andAllen,
1991) [1]; it emphasizes the possible emotional connection that employees can have with their
organization and comprises the development of psychological affinity and association with the
organization, aswell as the desire to remain amember of it (Allen andMeyer, 1990). Referring to
transparency in general, Jahansoozi (2006) states that “transparency promotes accountability,
collaboration, cooperation and commitment” (p. 11).

Thus, we hypothesize that employees respond to their organization’s efforts to listen to
them and ask for their feedback during the difficult pandemic situation—i.e. participation—
by providing a supportive emotional resource in the form of affective organizational
commitment.

H3. Participation enhances affective organizational commitment.

Relational crisis communication is also a means to convey love, which in the working context
is rather expressed as appreciation. In the context of external crisis communication, Coombs
(2006) suggests, as part of the ingratiation response, to praise stakeholders and thank them
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for their help. This response strategy all the more applies internally. Crises demand a great
deal from employees, who are usually the ones tasked with actively solving the situation
(Heide and Simonsson, 2020). As Kahn (1990) pointed out, “You put energy where it will be
appreciated” (p. 708). According to Danish and Usman (2010), employees’ performance and
organizational commitment increases when they feel valued and appreciated, and
appreciation has been shown to relate to employees’ enjoyment of their jobs (Strack et al.,
2014). White (2017) found that receiving words of affirmation is the primary way employees
feel appreciation in the workplace. In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, Dirani et al. (2020)
emphasize the importance of appreciation toward employees and recommend a platform to
celebrate them. McGuinnes (2020) stresses the importance of putting employees first and
showing gratitude for their dedication in order to strengthen their commitment.

Thus, we assume that the communication of appreciation was a powerful way to enhance
the emotional connection between organization and employees—i.e. affective organizational
commitment—during the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore:

H4. Communicated appreciation enhances affective organizational commitment.

The role of cognitive appraisal in affective commitment
In line with the appraisal theory of emotion, studies have shown that emotional reactions tend
to emerge from the cognitive appraisal of a situation (Butt and Choi, 2006; Roseman et al., 1990).
During a crisis, appraisal of the situation becomes manifest in the acceptance of managerial
decisions. This, in turn, should influence employees’ emotional response, for example, their
affective organizational commitment. The mediating role of affective commitment between the
cognitive variablemeaningfulness ofwork and employee engagement has been shownbyKaur
andMittal (2020), whileWanberg and Banas (2000) found a negative influence of acceptance to
change on work irritation, i.e. the tendency to become angry, aggravated or annoyed. Drawing
on appraisal theory and these previous empirical findings, we assume that employees who
accepted their managers’ decisions also felt more affectively committed to their
organization. Hence:

H5. Employees’ acceptance of organizational decisions enhances affective organizational
commitment.

Job engagement as a crucial resource provided by employees
While employees’ acceptance of managerial decisions and their emotional bond with their work
organization—i.e. affective organizational commitment—are important resources for an
organization during a crisis situation; it is employees’ willingness to fully bring themselves
into theirwork roles—i.e. engagement—which serves as a key resource that helps organizations
mitigate negative economic consequences. Engagement is not a behavior, but rather a
motivational and psychological state in which employees’ hearts, minds and hands are bound to
their work (Christian et al., 2011); it “consists of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components
that are associated with individual role performance” (Saks, 2006, p. 602). Specifically,
engagement has been found to enhance job satisfaction (Biswas and Bhatnagar, 2013; Saks,
2006), task and job performance (Rich et al., 2010), organizational citizenship behavior (Saks,
2006; Yin, 2018) and employee advocacy (Kangand Sung, 2017; Shen and Jiang, 2019). “Engaged
employees will advocate on behalf of their employing organizations and likely voluntarily help
coworkers and go the extramile to contribute to the organizational bottom line” (Shen and Jiang,
2019, p. 44). Research furthermore shows that engagement has a negative influence on counter-
productive work, burnout (Rich et al., 2010; Yin, 2018) and turnover intentions (Jiang and Shen,
2020). These behaviors, which are closely related to employee engagement, are highly relevant to
an organization in mastering a crisis situation.
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Butwhat exactly is employee engagement? In an early definition, Kahn (1990) referred to it
as the “harnessing of organizationmembers’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, people
employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role
performances” (p. 694). He identified three psychological conditions that are associated with
engagement at work, namely meaningfulness, safety and availability (Kahn, 1990). Schaufeli
et al. (2002) proposed another influential definition, regarding engagement as “a positive,
fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and
absorption” (p. 74).

Acknowledging that organizational members have multiple roles in their organization
(Kahn, 1990), Saks (2006) differentiated between the two most dominant ones, namely “their
work role and their role as a member of an organization” (Saks, 2006, p. 604). The former is
termed job engagement, the latter organizational engagement. Job engagement refers to the
degree of attentiveness and absorption in the performance of a job role. Attentiveness refers
to the cognitive availability and the amount of time individuals thinks about their role
(Rothbard, 2001). Absorption “means being engrossed in a role and refers to the intensity of
one’s focus on a role” (Rothbard, 2001, p. 656) and can be strongly under attack during a crisis
situation (Chanana and Sangeeta, 2020). Organizational engagement is defined as a “dynamic
changeable psychological state” that links employees to their organizations and manifests in
organization member role performances (Welch, 2011, p. 337). Both, job and organizational
engagement, can be influenced by internal communication (Welch, 2011). For many
employees, the COVID-19 pandemic has led to radical changes in the workplace and work
routines, causing very individual and personal difficulties and uncertainties. As “personality
and affect are verymuch individual-level constructs” (Pugh andDietz, 2008, p. 46), keeping up
employees’ individual work role performance is a major concern of organizations during a
crisis (Chanana and Sangeeta, 2020; Mani and Mishra, 2020). Importantly, organizations
make every effort to minimize the risk of low job engagement or even job disengagement, i.e.
the active removal from the job role (Kahn, 1990), which is assumed to yield dissatisfaction,
disinterestedness, poor work performance, counterproductive work behavior and
uncertainty (Rastogi et al., 2018). Therefore, the present study focuses on job engagement
rather than organizational engagement.

A growing number of scholars have recognized the role of internal communication in
fostering engaged individuals (Men and Bowen, 2017). Lemon (2019) points out that
engagement starts with dialogue. Several studies provide evidence of a positive effect of
different communication strategies (e.g. transparent communication, symmetrical
communication, communication through different channels) to create an engaged
workforce (Jiang and Men, 2017; Jiang and Shen, 2020; Men, 2014; Men and Stacks, 2014).
Yet, instead of assuming a direct influence of internal crisis communication on employees’ job
engagement during the crisis situation, we hypothesize that this effect is mediated through
cognitions (acceptance) and emotions (affective commitment). That is, employees are
attentive and absorbed in their job roles because they accept their management’s decisions
and are affectively committed to their work organization.

Ameta-analysis byMeyer et al. (2002) supports that affective commitment includes awide
range of outcomes such as engagement, involvement and satisfaction. In a crisis situation in
particular, affectively committed employees who feel emotionally attached to their work
organization and want to remain part of it until they retire should be more likely than their
uncommitted colleagues to engage themselves fully in their jobs to help their organization
master the crisis. Affectively committed employees also see a great deal of personal meaning
in working in their organizations, which should motivate them to be more attentive and
absorbed in the performance of their jobs (e.g. Kahn, 1990; May et al., 2004). Empirical
research in a non-crisis context demonstrates the influence of affective commitment on
employee engagement (Shuck et al., 2011). Asif et al. (2019) established the role of affective
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commitment as a mediator between ethical leadership and work engagement in a study on
public sector employees in China. Affective commitment has also been shown to mediate the
influence of meaningfulness of work (Kaur and Mittal, 2020) and perceived career support
from the employer (Poon, 2013) on work engagement. Based on the above reasoning and
extant empirical evidence, we hypothesize:

H6. Affective organizational commitment enhances employees’ job engagement.

Literature on change and change management furthermore hints at the influence of
cognitions, specifically the acceptance of managerial decisions, on job engagement. Weber
and Manning (2001), for example, argue that understanding the change is important for
change implementation. The influence of acceptance on positive work attitudes during an
organizational change was shown by Sagie and Koslowsky (1996), and Peng and Lee (2019)
confirmed that acceptance of managerial decisions (as part of the larger construct work ethic)
has a positive influence on whether employees support their organization’s strategy. In their
study on the effects of meaning-making during change, Van den Heuvel et al. (2009) showed
that employees’ willingness to change is positively correlated with work engagement.
Willingness to change, which is part of the acceptance construct, is an attitudinal variable
that is said to result in employee efforts to support the change process (Metselaar, 1997, cited
in Van den Heuvel et al., 2009). Based on these findings, we expect that employees who
accepted their management’s decisions during the COVID-19 pandemic were more engaged
in their jobs during the crisis compared to their colleagues who were not accepting of their
management’s decisions. Thus, the last hypothesis is as follows:

H7. Employees’ acceptance of managerial decisions during the crisis enhances
employees’ job engagement.

In all, the system of seven hypotheses forms our conceptual model (see Figure 1). The
empirical research to test the model will be described next.

Empirical research
Procedure
To test the hypothesized model, an online survey among Austrian employees was conducted
fromApril 6 to 18, 2020, three to fourweeks after theAustrian government ordered a country-
wide shutdown on March 16. For recruiting participants, the authors used the assistance of
the global market research service provider, Dynata. From the pool of registered panel
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members in Austria, Dynata preselected and invited panelists who were employed full time
with an organization having a minimum of 10 employees and who were employed by the
same organization before and after the shutdown. In total, 1,068 people fulfilled these criteria
and answered the online survey. After incomplete cases were excluded, we accomplished a
final sample size of 1,033 respondents to be analyzed in the present study.

Sample
Respondents were 55.6% female, and the average age was 40.7 years (SD5 11.3). Asked for
their highest educational qualification, 31.1% stated they had a high school diploma; 27.8%
held a university degree; 26.7% had completed an apprenticeship; 10.8% had an
intermediate educational qualification; and 3.5% stated they only had compulsory
schooling. The respondents were employed across a variety of industries and sectors
(health care and social assistance: 15.0%; manufacturing: 14.3%; public administration/
service: 12.3%; retail trade: 9.8%; finance and insurance: 6.1%; media, information, and
communication: 5.4%; transportation and logistics: 5.1%; construction: 4.2%;
accommodation and food services: 3.6%; utilities: 2.6%; and other sectors: 21.6%) and
were nearly evenly distributed across four company sizes (10–49 employees: 23.3%; 50 to
249 employees: 24.7%; 250 to 1,000 employees: 25.8%; and more than 1,000 employees:
26.2%). A position with managerial responsibility was held by 25.4% of the employees in
the sample. Organizational tenure was distributed as follows: 11.0% were employed with
their organization for less than one year, 12.4% one to two years, 21.4% three to five years,
18.3% six to 10 years, and 36.9% for more than 10 years. Concerning crisis-induced
alterations in their place of work, 38.0% of the respondents stated that they worked fully
from home; 36.4% worked at their regular workplace, and 25.6% shifted between their
regular place of work and home.

Measurements
The questionnaire design adopted established scales from previous research wherever those
were available. New measurements were created where literature did not provide suitable
measurement instruments. For consistency, all items were rated on five-point scales ranging
from 1 5 “does not apply at all” to 5 5 “applies fully,” except for satisfaction with factual
corporate information where the scale ranged from 1 5 “not at all satisfied” to 5 5 “very
satisfied.” Detailed information on the wording of questions as well as scale endpoints and
items can be found in Table 1. Translation of the items from established scales employed
iterative forward and backward translation with the help of a native English speaker also
proficient in German.

To measure employees’ satisfaction with factual corporate information concerning the
general impacts and demands brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, we drew on the
sub-dimension “corporate information” from the communication satisfaction questionnaire of
Downs and Hazen (1977). Because items needed to reflect the current situation, they were
adapted or newly developed by the researchers. Substantial information and participation
were measured with the corresponding items from the “transparency efforts” scale by
Rawlins (2009). Because no scale yet exists to measure communicated appreciation, the
authors developed three items to measure this construct. For the measurement of the
acceptance ofmanagerial decisions, we drew on the organizational change literature. Selected
items for openness to change (Miller et al., 1994) and outcome fairness (Daly and Geyer, 1994)
were adapted and complemented in order to assess employees’ acceptance in the crisis
context. Affective organizational commitment was measured using five items from the eight-
item scale by Allen andMeyer (1990). The negative wording of two of the items was changed
to positive to avoid a two-factor solution, as suggested Merritt (2012). To measure job
engagement, we used the scale developed by Saks (2006), but omitted the negatively worded
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Construct/Items SL α CR AVE

Satisfaction with factual corporate information
[How satisfied are you with the information you have received from your
employer on the following topics in the current Corona crisis? (Scale from 1
“not at all satisfied” to 5 “very satisfied“)]

0.92 0.91 0.63

The effects of the Corona crisis on our organization 0.79
The effects of the Corona crisis on the area in which I work 0.78
Official decisions and orders that affect the organization 0.76
Dos and Don’ts in the Corona crisis, i.e. what you can and cannot do 0.70
New demands on employees 0.85
Changes within the organization 0.85

Substantial information
For employees like me the information that my employer is providing in the
current Corona crisis is . . . (Scale from 1 “does not apply at all” to 5 “applies fully“)

0.92 0.92 0.66

. . . relevant 0.75

. . . timely 0.81

. . . complete 0.84

. . . understandable 0.72

. . . accurate 0.86

. . . reliable 0.89

. . . comparable deleted

Participation
My employer . . . (Scale from 1 “does not apply at all” to 5 “applies fully“)

0.93 0.92 0.66

. . . asks for feedback from people like me about the quality of its information 0.80

. . . involves people like me to help identify the information I need 0.83

. . . provides detailed information to people like me 0.83

. . . makes it easy to find the information people like me need 0.81

. . . asks the opinions of people like me before making decisions 0.73

. . . takes the time with people like me to understand what we need 0.86

Communicated appreciation
How much do the following statements apply? (Scale from 1 “does not apply
at all” to 5 “applies fully”)

0.93 0.94 0.83

My employer thanks employees like me for their commitment during the
Corona crisis

0.89

During this time, employees like me are highly valued by management 0.94
It is openly communicated that the work of employees like me is important 0.89

Acceptance of managerial decisions
How much do the following statements apply? (Scale from 1 “does not apply
at all” to 5 “applies fully”)

0.92 0.92 0.69

Our management quite rightly made its decisions 0.85
Our management had every right to make decisions as they were made 0.83
I accept the decisions our management made during this crisis 0.89
I actively support the decisions our management made during this crisis 0.89
I am open to the changes that will result in my work due to the Corona crisis 0.67

Affective organizational commitment
How connected do you currently feel to your employer? (Scale from 1 “does
not apply at all” to 5 “applies fully”)

0.91 0.90 0.70

I feel a strong sense of belonging to my organization 0.92
I feel emotionally attached to this organization 0.86
This organization has a great deal of personal meaning for me 0.81
I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization 0.75
I really feel as if this organization’s problems are my own deleted

(continued )
Table 1.
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item.We also eliminated references to the “all consuming” nature of the job and added “at the
moment” to one of the items to capture the current state of job engagement during the
pandemic.

Results
In accordance with Kline (1998), we executed a two-step structural equation modeling (SEM)
analysis using AMOS 26 software under maximum likelihood estimation. First, the
measurement model was tested based on the a priori theoretical conceptualizations of the
constructs. Second, we tested the structural model and the hypothesized relationships
between the variables. In both steps, the cutoff criteria (CFI/TLI ≥ 0.95, RMSEA < 0.06,
SRMR < 0.08) proposed by Hu and Bentler (1999) served as a reference point for the
evaluation of the data-model fit.

Measurement model
After deleting a few indicators that showed unsatisfactory factor loadings during initial
confirmatory factor analysis (see Table 1), the final measurement model showed a good
model-data fit (χ2 5 1308.129 [p < 0.001]; df 5 466; CFI 5 0.971; TLI 5 0.967;
RMSEA 5 0.042 [90% CI: 0.039, 0.045], SRMR 5 0.036). Standardized factor loadings
are reported in Table 1; they exceeded in all cases the minimum threshold of 0.6 and in
most cases the ideal threshold of 0.7 (Chin, 1998). Strong reliability and convergent
validity were indicated for all constructs: Cronbach’s alpha scores ranged from 0.80 to
0.93 and composite reliabilities from 0.81 to 0.94, both of which exceeded the minimum
threshold of 0.70, and the AVE (average variance extracted) scores were for all
constructs above the cutoff criterium (>0.50) for convergent validity (Hair et al., 2009).
For a rigorous assessment of discriminant validity, we applied two techniques: the
common Fornell–Larcker criterion (Fornell and Larcker, 1981) and the more recently
proposed heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratio of correlations (Henseler et al., 2015;
Voorhees et al., 2016). The Fornell–Larcker criterion was fulfilled by all dyads of
constructs with one exception (see Table 2). For the construct participation, the square
root of its AVE was less than its correlation with the construct communicated
appreciation, which indicates some concern about discriminant validity. However,
Voorhees et al. (2016) showed that conditions where focal correlations and average
factor loading values are comparable (which is true for these two constructs) can result
in arbitrary violations of the Fornell–Larcker criterion. Since the HTMT ratio for these
two constructs (HTMT[participation,appreciation] 5 0.80) and all other dyads was below the
conservative threshold of 0.85, we are confident that discriminant validity is achieved
across all measurements. Overall, the constructs exhibit sound measurement properties.

Construct/Items SL α CR AVE

Job engagement
How are you doing with your work at the moment? (Scale from 1 “does not
apply at al” to 5 “applies fully”)

0.80 0.81 0.59

At the moment, I really “throw” myself into my job 0.67
I am totally into my job 0.82
I am highly engaged in this job 0.80
Sometimes I am so into my job that I lose track of time deleted

Note(s): SL 5 standardized loading; α 5 Cronbach’s alpha; CR 5 composite reliability; AVE 5 average
variance extractedTable 1.

JCOM
25,3

244



Structural model
Having established satisfactory measurement model fit, the hypothesized structural model
was evaluated. Based on extant literature (e.g. Yue et al., 2019), age, gender, organizational
tenure, position and company size could potentially affect the endogenous variables andwere
included as controls in the structural model. Additionally, we assumed that whether an
employee was working from home or at the regular work place could possibly impact the
endogenous variables (especially their job engagement and acceptance of managerial
decisions). Hence, crisis-induced alterations of the work place were included as a further
control variable in the structural model. The structural model based on our hypotheses (see
Figure 1) demonstrated good fit (χ25 1614.665 [p<0.001]; df5 630; CFI5 0.967; TLI5 0.961;
RMSEA5 0.039 [90%CI: 0.037, 0.041], SRMR5 0.036; AIC5 1914.665; BIC5 2655.698), and
all hypothesized relationships were significant (p < 0.01).

To account for possible additional relationships between the variables that go beyond our
hypotheses, we tested two alternative models. The first alternative model included additional
paths from informational crisis communication (satisfaction with factual corporate
information, substantial information) to affective commitment, as well as from relational
crisis communication (participation, communicated appreciation) to acceptance of
managerial decisions. Since one of these additional paths reached significance, and the
overall model fit slightly improved as indicated by lower values for the Akaike (AIC) and
Bayes (BIC) information criterion (χ2 5 1584.661 [p < 0.001]; df 5 626; CFI 5 0.967;
TLI 5 0.961; RMSEA 5 0.039 [90% CI: 0.036, 0.041], SRMR 5 0.034; AIC 5 1892.661;
BIC5 2,653.455), this model was kept as the final model for hypotheses testing (see Figure 2).
The second alternative model, which also included the direct paths from the exogenous
variables to job engagement, resulted in no further fit improvement (χ25 1583.529 [p<0.001];
df5 622; CFI5 0.967; TLI5 0.961; RMSEA5 0.039 [90% CI: 0.036, 0.041], SRMR5 0.034;
AIC 5 1899.529; BIC 5 2680.084), and none of the additional paths reached
significance (p > 0.10).

Hypotheses testing
The data revealed a positive relationship between satisfaction with factual corporate
information and employees’ acceptance of managerial decisions (β 5 0.27, p < 0.001),
supporting H1. As assumed in H2, substantial information had a significant positive effect on
employees’ acceptance of managerial decisions (β 5 0.41, p < 0.001). In addition to these
hypothesized effects, acceptance was positively affected by communicated appreciation
(β 5 0.16, p < 0.001), but not by participation (β 5 0.02, p 5 0.733). The R2-value for
employees’ acceptance of managerial decisions was 0.62.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

(1) Satisfaction with factual corporate information 0.79 0.77 0.66 0.63 0.71 0.56 0.43
(2) Substantial information 0.77 0.81 0.73 0.65 0.76 0.62 0.46
(3) Participation 0.70 0.75 0.81 0.80 0.64 0.68 0.46
(4) Communicated appreciation 0.64 0.65 0.82 0.91 0.63 0.72 0.50
(5) Acceptance of managerial decisions 0.71 0.75 0.66 0.62 0.83 0.66 0.50
(6) Affective organizational commitment 0.59 0.63 0.71 0.74 0.67 0.84 0.64
(7) Job engagement 0.43 0.45 0.47 0.49 0.49 0.65 0.77

Note(s): Diagonal and italic elements are the square roots of the AVE (average variance extracted). Below the
diagonal elements are the correlations between the constructs values, and above the diagonal elements are the
HTMT (heterotrait–monotrait ratio of correlations) values. All bivariate correlations are significant at the
p < 0.001-level
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In support of H3, participation had a positive effect on affective commitment (β 5 0.16,
p < 0.01). Furthermore, communicated appreciation positively influenced affective
commitment (β 5 0.42, p < 0.001), thereby supporting H4. None of the informational
aspects of internal crisis communication (satisfaction with factual corporate information:
β5�0.04, p5 0.32; substantial information: β5 0.06, p5 0.23) had a significant direct effect
on affective commitment. However, as proposed in H5, employees’ acceptance of managerial
decisions positively influenced affective commitment (β 5 0.30, p < 0.001). The R2-value for
affective commitment was 0.65.

H6was fully supported by the data as affective commitment showed a significant effect on
employees’ job engagement (β 5 0.57, p < 0.001). Also, in line with H7, the assumed effect of
employees’ acceptance of managerial decision on job engagement reached significance
(β5 0.11, p < 0.05), although it was comparatively weak. For job engagement, the explained
variance was R2 5 0.44.

To finally assess the impact of the informational and relational aspects of internal crisis
communication on employees’ job engagement, the total indirect effects mediated through
employees’ acceptance of managerial decisions and affective commitment were gauged by a
bootstrapping analysis with N 5 2000 draws. For informational internal crisis
communication, the results indicated a significant indirect effect of substantial information
(β 5 0.13, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.06 to 0.19]), but not of satisfaction with factual corporate
information (β5 0.04, p5 0.128, 95% CI [�0.01 to 0.10]), on job engagement. Both aspects of
relational crisis communication had a significant indirect effect on job engagement, although
the indirect effect of communicated appreciation (β 5 0.20, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.15 to 0.25])
was more meaningful than that of participation (β 5 0.07, p < 0.05, 95% CI [0.01 to 0.13]).

Discussion
A health crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic that struck globally at the beginning of the
2020s presents an exceptional situation for organizations. Whether they experience a threat
to their existence or, in fact, more work because of the business they are in, effectively
managing and mastering this critical situation highly depends on the cooperation of
employees. The research presented here underscores the important role of social resource

Acceptance of
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factual information

Substantial
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exchanges between an organization and its employees during such an uncertain situation, as
argued in social exchange theory (e.g. Blau, 1964).We confirm the notion that the provision of
various organizational resources increases the willingness of employees to give something
back (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Specifically, the non-economic social resources
information, status and love (Foa and Foa, 1980), which can be provided via internal crisis
communication, have the capacity to engender supportive responses in employees, yet to a
different extent.

The results show that an informational communication strategy, which includes not only
instructional information but also information about the effects of the crisis on the
organization and employees’work situation, is important during the acute phase of the crisis
as it significantly fosters employees’ acceptance of managerial decisions. Importantly, the
information also needs to be substantial, i.e. relevant, timely, complete, understandable,
accurate and reliable (Rawlins, 2009). Thus, we confirm the importance of instructional
information (Heide and Simonsson, 2020) that is conveyed in a transparent manner (Rawlins,
2009) to reach employees at a cognitive level. Especially during a health crisis when decisions
often need to be made quickly, employees’ acceptance of organizational measures is
extremely important in engendering their further support in the form of job engagement, as
shown by the data. Conversely, poor informational crisis communication may entail several
negative outcomes such as resistance, decreased engagement, counter-productive work,
burnout (Rich et al., 2010; Yin, 2018) and higher turnover intentions (Jiang and Shen, 2020).

While informational crisis communication leads to cognitive responses, it does not enhance
employees’ affective organizational commitment directly. Strengthening the emotional bond
with employees rather requires a relational communication strategy. First, this strategy implies
symmetrical communication aiming at dialogue andmutual understanding (Grunig, 1992; Men
and Stacks, 2014), which Rawlins (2009) termed participation. Previous research in internal
communication has already shown that symmetrical communication helps foster employee
engagement (e.g. Kang and Sung, 2017). We confirm this positive influence on job engagement
mediated by affective commitment. Second, our data suggest that expressing appreciationmay
be even more important than participation, at least in the specific context of this research. The
strong influence of appreciation, not only on affective commitment but to some extent on the
acceptance of managerial decisions as well, can be explained by the particularly demanding
situation of employees. They had to very quickly adapt their work practices to the new
requirements and work under personal and job-related uncertainty and the risk of becoming
infected. Thus, as Coombs (2006) suggests for crisis communicationwith external stakeholders,
providing the resource love by showing appreciation is especially important to win employees’
commitment and support. Beside these direct effects of a relational communication approach,
employees’ affective commitment is also positively affected by informational communication
through enhanced acceptance of managerial decisions, which has a positive effect on
commitment. This corresponds with previous findings on the positive effect of transparent
communication on employee–organization relationships (e.g. Lee and Li, 2020;Men and Stacks,
2014). The separate examination of informational aspects, i.e. substantial information, and
relational aspects, i.e. participation, of transparent internal communication as done in this
study, allows for amore nuanced account of direct and indirect effects on employees’ emotional
bond with an organization during a crisis.

Overall, of the four aspects of internal crisis communication, communicated appreciation
emerged as the strongest driver of job engagement in an acute and particularly demanding
crisis situation.

Implications for theory and practice
The study contributes to the growing body of research on internal crisis communication in
several ways. By looking at the relationship between organizations and their employees
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during a crisis through the lens of the social exchange theory, we shed light on the role of
communication in conveying several non-economic resources to indirectly foster employees’
job engagement. Aligning the resources information, status and love (Foa and Foa, 1980) with
informational and relational crisis communication strategies, we provide a novel application
of social exchange theory to internal communication during an organizational crisis. This
helps to confirm previous notions that instructional crisis information and discussion (Heide
and Simonsson, 2019, 2020) are essential during the acute phase of a crisis and that
participatory communication fosters organization–employee relationships (Men and Stacks,
2014). Drawing on social exchange theory furthermore helps identify the resource love, which
can be communicated by means of appreciative communication. This resource has a strong
influence on affective organizational commitment, which has been considered the most
important driver of positive organizational outcomes, including job engagement (e.g. Meyer
and Maltin, 2010; Meyer et al., 2002; Mowday et al., 1982; Rhoades et al., 2001), as was
confirmed by this research. This shows that social exchange theory (e.g. Blau, 1964) and
resource theory (Foa and Foa, 1980) provide a profound theoretical basis to explain the
organization–employee relationship during a crisis.

The study furthermore contributes to the literature by testing the effects of internal crisis
communication on job engagement, which is considered a key element for organizational
success and competitiveness (Saks and Gruman, 2014) but is under-researched in the crisis
context. Maintaining or even strengthening employees’ attentiveness and absorption in the
performance of their work roles (Saks, 2006) is essential to reach the overarching goal during
a crisis, which is to collaborate and function properly in order to mitigate negative economic
consequences (Heide and Simonsson, 2019). Extant research confirmed the importance of
transparent and symmetrical communication as well as relevant channels to stimulate
engagement (Jiang and Men, 2017; Jiang and Shen, 2020; Men, 2014; Men and Stacks, 2014).
However, stimulating job engagement in a crisis context also requires taking the specific
situation closely into account. The COVID-19 pandemic, because of its novelty and severity,
raised many questions and uncertainties, especially (but not only) during its early stages.
Thus, in such a situation, aside from the extremely important relational communication
practices, informational communication was also of some relevance to enhance job
engagement via employees’ acceptance of management’s decisions.

Another contribution, but also a limitation (see below), of this research is the test of the
theoretical model in this real-world crisis situation. Oftentimes, research on internal crisis
communication is conducted using fictitious crisis scenarios (e.g. Kim, 2018). The COVID-19
pandemic and the organizational crises it inflicted allowed for the collection of real-world
data, which enhances the external validity of the findings. The research furthermore helps to
explain internal crisis communication during a global health crisis in which organizations
were the victims of external events and therefore not responsible for the crisis (Coombs, 2015).
However, because of the high-risk situation, they bore great responsibility not only for
mitigating harm to the business but also, importantly, for protecting their employees not only
from the virus, but from negative effects of the changed working conditions.

The findings also have important implications for the practice of internal crisis
communication. Ensuring appropriate crisis communication that addresses employees on
cognitive and affective levels should be a priority in the acute phase of a crisis in order to
prevent lack of acceptance of the decisions made, lack of affective commitment and
disengagement (e.g. Wollard, 2011). Deficient crisis communication can severely compromise
employee support (Frandsen and Johansen, 2011) and possibly lead to negative
communication behavior regarding the organization’s crisis management (Shen and Jiang,
2019), which in turn can damage the organization’s reputation. Judging from the results of
this study, such negative outcomes can be mitigated by an adequate informational and
relational crisis communication strategy. The findings imply that even if economic resources
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are scarce, employee support can still be upheld by means of social resources such as
information, status and love (Foa and Foa, 1980).

The results furthermore imply that reliance on merely an informational communication
strategy can help create acceptance of decisions, but it cannot support employees on an
emotional level. Since a crisis, a global pandemic in particular, is often associated with a high
level of personal and job-related uncertainty, communication practices that address the
emotional state of employees are needed. This includes showing appreciation, but also
practicing a participative leadership style. Some authors suggest that, especially at the
beginning of a crisis, management must demonstrate control and determination in the
uncertain situation (Seeger et al., 2003). However, such an authoritarian approach should be
accompanied and quickly replaced by a participative and appreciative one to promote
commitment and, ultimately, job engagement.

Signals of appreciation should come early in the crisis, preferably from top management,
because themostmemorable recognition comes from a senior leader or CEO (Mann andDvorak,
2016). Middle managers play an important role, too, especially in facilitating communication
between senior management and employees (Peters, 1988) and in implementing participatory
communication efforts, which is important in times of crisis when uncertainty prevails and
rumors can spread quickly. Yet, “the professional communications function, along with the
human resources function, should be able to take overall responsibility and support leaders in
this effort” (Heide and Simonsson, 2019, p. 50). Leader support involves providing middle
managers with messages and materials through separate channels that facilitate their
communication with their team. It can also mean giving instructions on how to conduct
participatory communication effectively by means of digital communication tools, or how to
rebut false rumors that may have spread. Thus, internal communication professionals must act
as coaches for managers and enablers of leadership communication, over and above
communicating themselves.

Limitations and suggestions for further research
The results of this research must be interpreted in light of several limitations. The data were
collected in April 2020 at the beginning of organizational crises caused by the COVID-19
pandemic in Austria. While using a real case is advantageous for external validity, the
peculiarities of this chosen crisis situation in terms of type, scale, timepoint and location of
data collection limit the generalizability of the findings to other crisis situations and regions.
The COVID-19 pandemic was a health crisis of massive proportions that caused “operational
disruption from disasters” (Coombs, 2015, p. 67) in many organizations. Thus, the findings
are primarily relevant for this type of organizational victim crisis. The point in time, namely
three to four weeks into the first shutdown, can be considered another limitation. At this
stage, uncertainty was high, and companies were still trying to find the best way to organize
themselves in this novel situation. While informational communication and communicating
appreciation was particularly important at that stage, we can assume that, at a later stage,
actively including employees through participation may have become even more important.
The location of data collection, Austria, also has to be considered when interpreting the
findings. The first shutdown, which led to a standstill of public life and requested employees
to work from home wherever possible, was ordered rather quickly by the Austrian
government (Pollak et al., 2020). The government presented a very broad set of measures,
primarily to ensure corporate liquidity and compensate costs, aimed primarily at those
companies that suffered sales losses due to regulatory closures and impairments. In addition,
a short-time work model was introduced, which aimed at helping curb the rise in
unemployment. Problem awareness in society was rather high, which was partly due to the
proximity to neighboring Italy, where the pandemic was raging (Czypionka et al., 2020).
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These circumstancesmay have led to a somewhat less dramatic perception of the situation by
Austrian employees at the time of the survey compared to other countries where the
governments provided less support and where infection rates were higher. This limits the
generalizability of the findings to other economic and cultural environments.

The study also has methodological limitations. While causal relationships were assumed
based on theory and previous empirical research, a rigorous test of causality would require a
longitudinal or experimental research design. In light of this limitation, using experimental
research seems a meaningful next step to replicating the present findings. The study
furthermore relied on self-report data collected from a single source, namely, by means of a
survey from the perspective of employees. Although a check of commonmethod variance using
Harman’s single factor test (Fuller et al., 2016) didnot imply an issue, future research canbroaden
the basis of data sources. To provide amore comprehensive understanding of how internal crisis
communication influences employees’ supportive responses, a triangulated approach
incorporating multiple methods, such as in-depth interviews, focus groups and participant
observation, aside from a survey can provide more in-depth and valid explanations. Another
methodological limitation is the adaptation of some established scales to the crisis situation and
their harmonization regarding scale length and endpoints. While this enhanced the fit and
simplicity of the survey instrument, it caused some deviations from the original scales.

The research focused on the role of information, status and love as organizational
resources, while neglecting the role and effects of money, goods and services (Foa and Foa,
1980). Thus, we cannot clarify the differential effect of the three non-economic resources in
relation to economic resources on cognitive and affective responses and job engagement
during an organizational crisis. Investigating this is the task of future research. The present
study furthermore focused on specific cognitive and affective responses. While the variances
explained were rather high, there are certainly other factors that potentially shape the overall
relationship of internal crisis communication and job engagement. As perceptions of
uncertainty may differ, personal or job-related uncertainty may function as moderating
variables on the effects of communication types (e.g. Asfaw and Chang, 2019). Especially
during an early stage, when the development of the crisis is still unclear (Coombs, 2015),
personal or job-related uncertainty could be an important moderating variable for employees’
need for information. Uncertainty reduction theory can help explain how individuals try to
diminish uncertainty during an unknown situation by obtaining more information to reduce
their concerns (Hogg and Belavadi, 2017).

The present study contributes to research on the role of specific crisis communication
strategies during an unclear situation in which maintaining employees’ attentiveness and
absorption in their jobs is of major concern to organizations. To obtain a more nuanced
understanding of the social exchange process in general with regard to job engagement
(Kahn, 1990; Saks, 2006) and job disengagement (Wollard, 2011), applying a qualitative
research approach will be a fruitful avenue for further research.

Note

1. Mayer and Allen (1991) differentiate three dimensions of commitment: the desire to remain with the
organization (affective commitment), the obligation to stay (normative commitment) and the
perceived cost of leaving (continuance commitment). In this study, we focus on affective commitment
because this dimension of the construct is particularly reciprocated by employees in return for their
organization’s support (Rhoades et al., 2001).
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