Quaderni di Linguistica
e Studi Orientali- O.ULSO
Working papers in Linguistics and Oriental Studies

OPEN ACCESS

Citation: S.C. Crocchi (2020)
Communication strategies in
the infodemic era. Quiso 6: pp.
383-404. doi: http://dx.doi.org/
10.13128/QULS0-2421-7220-
9707

Copyright: © 2020 S.C. Croc-
chi. This is an open access,
peer-reviewed article pub-
lished by Firenze University
Press (https://oaj.fupress.net/
index.php/bsfm-qulso) and dis-
tributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution
- Non Commercial - No deriva-
tives 4.0 International License,
which permits use, distribution
and reproduction in any medi-
um, provided the original work
is properly cited as specified by
the author or licensor, that is not
used for commercial purposes
and no modifications or adapta-
tions are made.

Data Availability Statement:
All relevant data are within the
paper and its Supporting Infor-
mation files.

Competing Interests: The
Author(s) declare(s) no conflict
of interest.

Firenze University Press

https://oajournals.fupress.net/index.php/bsfm-qulso

Communication strategies
in the infodemic era

Serena Camilla Crocchi
Universita degli Studi di Firenze (<serenacamilla.crocchi@unifi.it>)

Abstract:

The disruptive revolution brought by internet and social media platforms in
the last two decades have had major repercussion in the conceptualization of
the world of information and many of its dynamics. In the last decade we have
a conspicuous crescent amount of scientific literature focused on social media
environments and, consequently, many new fields of application and research
studies have spread. Social media platforms possess an accessible democratic
nature that opens to everyone the territories once lead by the mass media, of-
ficial sources of political parties, organizations, and governmental institutions.
In this article we will explore some of these peculiar dynamics and phenomena
examining how social media have been involved by and have contributed to
constructing the frame of the current global pandemic caused by Coronavirus.
We also try to demonstrate that structural changes in communication, made
possible by the very nature of the digital dimension of social media, and the
narrative-subjective approach to the facts have undermined the epistemological
basis of truth.
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1. Introduction

The disruptive revolution brought by internet and social
media platforms in the last two decades have had major reper-
cussion in the conceptualization of the world of information and
many of its dynamics. In the last decade we have a conspicuous
crescent amount of scientific literature focused on social media
environments and, consequently, many new fields of applica-
tion and research studies have spread. Social media platforms
possess an accessible democratic nature that opens to everyone
the territories once lead by the mass media, official sources of
political parties, organizations, and governmental institutions. In
this article we will explore some of these peculiar dynamics and
phenomena examining how social media have been involved by
and have contributed to constructing the theoretical frame of
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the current global pandemic caused by Coronavirus (COVID-19, from now on). In terms of
Communication Crisis Theories and Communication Management, we will consider five main
aspects of the nature of this event that have shaped the communicative dimension, considering
two traditional approaches to formal validity — i.e., semantics/meaning, in terms of semantic
clauses and truth preservation, and syntactic organization, in terms of rules of inference and
the availability of proofs. The aspects that we will consider are the primary role of social media
in the construction of meaning and topics about the virus, the changes in media consumption
during the pandemic, the changes in crises communication management brought by social
media, the spread of fake news and misinformation fostered by the new information environ-
ment and some of the communicative framing emerged during the pandemic. At the time of
this writing, about six months have passed from the first cases inside Chinese territories and
about three months have passed since the declaration of lockdown in many European countries
including UK.

At the end of December 2019, Chinese authorities alerted the World Health Organization
(WHO, from now on) of pneumonia cases in Wuhan City, located in the Hubei province.
The cause was unknown, and the disease was first referred to as 2019-nCoV and then named
COVID-19. Two days later, the Huanan market was closed because it was suspected to be the
source of the disease, since some of the patient presenting with the illness worked there. The
disease has spread quickly throughout China, and then to the rest of the world. The virus has
so far spread throughout all the inhabited continents and affected millions of people, killing
thousands of them. Many workers are now working from remote; schools have been shut down,
kids are at home, locked down in their houses. They can leave only for reasons of primary neces-
sity, such as shopping for groceries and going to medical appointments. With many countries
implementing lock downs and promoting quarantines, suggesting, or forcing citizens to stay
inside their homes to avoid spreading the virus, millions of people are experiencing a global
pandemic for the first time in their lives and as mentioned before, some of the peculiarity of
this event emerged in communicative responses COVID-19 is the official name for the coro-
navirus disease 2019 (Wicke and Bolognesi 2020). The disease is caused by the SARS-CoV-2
coronavirus, which had not previously been identified in humans. More than eleven million
cases have been confirmed globally, and the death toll has passed 525,000. Countries around
the world have now started to relax lockdown restrictions but are being urged to continue
widespread testing. The pandemic has put health systems under severe strain, and there have
been shortages of critical supplies. There is currently no treatment for the disease, and research
teams around the world have joined the race to develop a safe and effective vaccine. The spread
of COVID-19 has severely impacted the global economy as well. These are incredibly uncertain
times for the financial markets, with countries around the world suffering the destabilizing ef-
fects of the pandemic. No company is immune to the challenges, and the repercussions of the
health crisis are expected to be felt for many more months. According to Wicke and Bolognesi:

The social distancing enforced by various governments stimulated many internet users to use social
media to communicate and express their own concerns, opinions, ideas, and feelings in relation to this new
situation. On Twitter, for example, around 16K Tweets are posted by Twitter users every hour, containing
a hashtag such as #coronavirus, #Covid-19 or #COVID. A variety of issues are debated daily on Twitter,
in relation to the pandemic. These include the political and social consequences of various governmental
decisions, the situations in the hospitals getting increasingly more crowded every day, the interpretation
of the numbers associated with the spreading of the pandemic, the problems that families face with ho-
meschooling their children while working from home, and so forth. Among these issues, the discussion
around the treatment and containment of the virus is surely a central topic. (Wicke and Bolognesi 2020: 3)
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1.1 A Global Disease in a Globalized World

Living in a globalized world where time and space are relative concepts, borders do not
exist, interactions are very fast, and distances are canceled means having great power, but this
power also hides a dangerous pitfall. Internet-based technologies have changed the way in which
human beings live. The so called Fourth Industrial Revolution affected humans’ everyday lives
and dramatically changed their behaviors in real life and furthermore in communications. The
internet has revolutionized the computer and communications world like nothing before. The
invention of the telegraph, telephone, radio, and computer set the stage for this unprecedent-
ed integration of capabilities. The internet is at once a world-wide broadcasting medium, a
mechanism for information dissemination, and a medium for interaction and collaboration
between individuals and their computers without regard for geographic location. (Crocchi
2019) The astonishing success of social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter led us
to this discussion and to the aims of this paper.

The communication during the COVID-19 has been greatly affected by the socio-economic
dynamics and social movements typical of a liguid society as intended by Zygmunt Bauman
(2000). Starting from the postmodern, his philosophical and sociological speculation, opens —
through the analysis of the phenomenon of globalization — to the meta-level of life, and then
circumscribes the most recent thinking on political life, until reaching the liquid modernity:
overcoming postmodernity itself. As a result individual, society, ethics, power, religion become
those words impregnated with a liquidity capable of condensing in itself the most significant
aspects of the present reality: a dimension in which the lasting gives way to the transient, the
need to the desire, and the necessity to the utility. Zygmunt Bauman is one of the greatest
interpreters of our present time, a time which turns into a shapeless mass tending to a constant
and relentless change. This is not the modern era, nor the postmodern one, if anything, this
period can be well identified as liquid modernity: a concept, able to focus on the transforma-
tions that affect human life concerning the general policy determinations of life. Moreover,
Bauman’s liquid modernity is a term that can overcome the concept of postmodernism, because
basically leaning towards the contemporary world: the reality in which life considers highly
what is transitory rather than permanent, the immediate rather than long term; and regards
utility as prior to any other value. Consequently, it is fundamental to understand in advance
and profoundly the concept of liquidity around which Bauman interweaves his most recent
philosophical and sociological reflection. Solidity and liquidity are the distinctive features of
two eras: modernity and postmodernity, which becomes liquid modernity as it relates to con-
temporary existence (Palese 2013).

In recent years, large-scale communication has undergone profound technological struc-
tural changes, with the emergence of what has been called ‘mass-self communication’, based
on horizontal multi-directional and interactive communication networks. Thanks to wireless
communication system, social platforms are prevalent today and almost everywhere. The Digital
2020 edition of the annual reports published in partnership with We Are Social and Hootsuite
shows that digital, mobile, and social media have become an indispensable part of everyday
life for people all over the world. More than 4.5 billion people are using the internet at the
start of 2020, while social media users have passed the 3.8 billion mark. Nearly 60 percent of
the world’s population is already online, and the latest trends suggest that more than half of
the world’s total population will use social media by the middle of this year. Some important
challenges remain, however, and there is still work to do to ensure that everyone around the
world has fair and equal access to life-changing digital connectivity. Digital’s role in our lives
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has reached new heights, with an increasing number of people spending more time doing
many things online than ever before: the number of people around the world using the in-
ternet has grown to 4.54 billion, an increase of 7 percent (298 million new users) compared
to January 2019. Worldwide, there are 3.80 billion social media users in January 2020, with
this number increasing by more than 9 percent (321 million new users) since this time last
year. Globally, more than 5.19 billion people now use mobile phones, with user numbers up
by 124 million (2.4 percent) over the past year. In addition to this global phenomenon, the
number of internet users in Italy increased by 1.2 million (+2.4%) between 2019 and 2020
and there were 35.00 million social media users in January 2020. The internet is also playing
an ever more important role in our lives. With the world’s internet users spending an average
of 6 hours and 43 minutes online each day, the typical user now spends more than 40 percent
of their working life (Kemp 2020).

The pervasive presence of digital communication and the double public/personal dimension
as interaction tool play a crucial role within current social network movements since commu-
nication technologies are now at the root of social movements. As largely demonstrated by the
birth and spread of many social movements in the last fifteen years, such as the Arabic Spring
in Egypt (2011), the Indignados in Spain (2011), Occupy Wall Street (2010),Gezi Park protests
in Turkey (2013), Movimento Cinque Stelle in Italy (2009), Me Too (2017) and Black Lives
Matter (2020), digital communication plays a primary role in the formation and practice of
social movements. The point is that citizens can challenge rulers only by connecting with each
other, sharing the indignation, feeling united, and building alternative projects for themselves
and for the society in general (Castells 2014: 217). In a world clouded by the economic crisis,
political cynicism, cultural void and individual discouragement, the internet and social media
offer a limitless perspective. Many politicians were exposed as corrupt and liars. Financial
gurus went from being the object of general envy to the target of universal contempt. Many
governments were put under attack and mass-media were suspected. Trust in the institutions
had disappeared and consequentially some individuals had found themselves together (on
the internet) in search of new forms of identity, values, and symbols to believe in. Everything
started from social networks, on the Internet the autonomy spaces are largely outside control
of governments and corporations that historically had always held control and monopolized
communication channels to assert their power. These movements spread by contagion in a
networked world, centered on the wireless Internet, and marked by rapid and viral diffusion of
images and ideas (Castells 2014). Another effect of globalization is the growth in the geograph-
ical extension, interconnection, and speed of information and communications technologies.
Manuel Castells identifies globalization as “the rise of the network society”, characterized by
the binomial of connected versus not connected (Castells 1996). This new binomial redefines
the meaning of the concepts of identity, belonging, inclusion, sovereignty, and citizenship.
The increasing interdependence among global systems implies a dark side involving previously
unimagined threats: environmental disasters with a global impact like the Chernobyl accident
and the British Petroleum oil spill off the US coast in 2010; the rapid, global spread of dis-
eases like SARS, avian influenza, mad cow disease, and COVID-19; and the growth of illegal
networks engaged in drug dealing, money laundering, the weapons trade, and international
terrorism (Maddalena, Gili 2020).

The fall of the giants (political parties, academics, and scientists) the crumbling of granite
knowledge and trust in institutions entails a potentially dangerous paradigmatic change in
which scientific and academic authority are depleted of their own value and even mocked
because hopelessly misunderstood. In a liquid, interconnected and very fast society in which



COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES IN THE INFODEMIC ERA 387

‘one is worth one’ it is equally easy to get lost and lose the sense of reality with respect to im-
portant issues. The opinions of the common man have the same epistemological weight and
communicative value of the scientist.

2. Infodemic and media consumption during COVID-19

2.1 Dealing with the infodemic

The term infodemic was coined in 2003 by journalist and political scientist David Roth-
kopf in a Washington Post column, when the world’s attention was on the current crisis’s less
terrifying relation:

SARS is the story of not one epidemic but two, and the second epidemic, the one that has largely
escaped the headlines, has implications that are far greater than the disease itself. That is because it is
not the viral epidemic but rather an “information epidemic” that has transformed SARS, or severe acute
respiratory syndrome, from a bungled Chinese regional health crisis into a global economic and social
debacle. The information epidemic — or infodemic — has made the public health crisis harder to control
and contain'. (Rothkopf 2003)

The term has seen renewed usage in the time of COVID-19. It is a blend of information
and epidemic that typically refers to a rapid and far-reaching spread of both accurate and in-
accurate information about something, such as a disease. As facts, rumors, and fears mix and
disperse, it becomes difficult to learn essential information about an issue. Rothkopf goes on
to clarify what he means by the word:

‘What exactly do I mean by the infodemic? A few facts, mixed with fear, speculation, and rumor,
amplified, and relayed swiftly worldwide by modern information technologies, have affected national
and international economies, politics and even security in ways that are utterly disproportionate with
the root realities. It is a phenomenon we have seen with greater frequency in recent years — not only in
our reaction to SARS, for example, but also in our response to terrorism and even to relatively minor

occurrences such as shark sightings. (Rothkopf 2003)

In February 2020 WHO launched a platform aimed to combat misinformation around
COVID-19. In fact, as stated by the WHO, the COVID-19 outbreak and response has been
accompanied by a massive infodemic: an overabundance of information that makes it difficult
for people to find trustworthy sources and reliable guidance when they need it>. Infodemic
refers to a large increase in the volume of information associated with a specific topic and whose
growth can occur exponentially in a short period of time due to a specific incident, such as the
current pandemic. In this situation, misinformation and rumors appear on the scene, along with
manipulation of information with doubtful intent. In the information age, this phenomenon
is amplified through social networks, spreading farther and faster like a virus. Misinformation
is false or inaccurate information deliberately intended to deceive. In the context of the cur-

! <washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/2003/05/11/when-the-buzz-bites-back/bc8cd84f-cab6-4648-bf58-
0277261af6cd/> (06/2020).

2“We’re not just fighting an epidemic; we're fighting an infodemic”, said WHO Director-General Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus at the Munich Security Conference on Feb 15.



388 SERENA CAMILLA CROCCHI

rent pandemic, it can greatly affect all aspects of life, specifically people’s mental health, since
searching for COVID-19 updates on the Internet has jumped 50%-70% across all generations®.
Misinformation in a pandemic can negatively affect human health. Many false or misleading
stories are fabricated and shared without any background or quality checking. Much of this
misinformation is based on conspiracy theories, some introducing elements of these into seem-
ingly mainstream discourse. Inaccurate and false information has been circulating about all
aspects of the disease: how the virus originated, its cause, its treatment, and its mechanism of
spread. Misinformation can circulate and be absorbed very quickly, changing people’s behavior,
and potentially leading them to take greater risks. These phenomena make the pandemic much
more severe, harming more people and jeopardizing the reach and sustainability of the global
health system. Increased global access to cell phones with an Internet connection, as well as
social media, has led to the exponential production of information and the number of possible
paths for getting it, creating an information epidemic.

Through social media an unprecedented amount of information is being produced and
shared to every corner of the world, reaching billions of people, and contributing to misinfor-
mation which expands at the same pace as content production and distribution paths grow.
Therefore, the very same infodemic accelerates and perpetuates misinformation creating a
never-ending cycle. According to a study by the Center for Health Informatics at the University
of Illinois, in the month of March around 550 million tweets included the terms coronavirus,
corona virus, covid19, covid-19, covid_19 or pandemic. An exponential increase in the volume
of tweets occurred around the start of the lockdown in Italy, reaching a plateau around the day
the United States declared the pandemic had become a national emergency. Of the total tweets,
35% came from the United States, followed by the United Kingdom (7%), Brazil (6%), Spain
(5%), and India (4%). The gender distribution was almost even, with men tweeting a little
more (55%). The most-used pandemic-related hashtags were #Pandemic and #FlattenTheCurve.
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Tablel. Proportion concerned about what is real and what is fake on the internet when it comes to
news — all markets (Reuters Institute)*

More than half (55%) of the sample across 38 countries remains concerned about their
ability to separate what is real and fake on the internet. Concern is highest in Brazil (85%),
South Africa (70%), Mexico (68%), and France (67%), and lowest in the Netherlands (31%),

3Pan American Health Organization, 2020.
* The author has personally reworked the graphs using the data provided by the appropriately cited companies.
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and Germany (38%), which tend to be less polarized politically. The biggest jump in concern
came in the UK (70%) where the news media have taken a lead in breaking stories about mis-
information on Facebook and YouTube and there has been a high-profile House of Commons
inquiry into the issue (Reuters Institute 2019).

2.2 Changes in media consumption during COVID-19

A global survey conducted in March 2020 by Statista.com revealed that the coronavirus
has had a direct impact on in-home media consumption around the world, with 35 percent of
total respondents professing to have read more books or listened to more audiobooks at home
and 18 percent having listened to more radio due to the COVID-19 pandemic, whilst more
than 40 percent of consumers spent longer on messaging services and social media. Interestingly,
although at least 50 percent of respondents in most countries said that they were watching more
news coverage, figures for Australia and the United States were lower, amounting to just 42 and
43 percent, respectively. Australians were also the least likely to be reading more newspapers;
just five percent of consumers said that they were doing so compared to the global total of 14
percent. Whilst 60 percent of Italians were spending longer on messaging services, in Japan the
same was true for only eight percent of respondents, and survey participants from China and the
Philippines were by far the most likely to be spending more time on music streaming services.

World- | Italy | Spain | France | Germany | China | U.S.

wide pore

UK. | Singa- | Australia | Brazil | Japan | Philippines | South
Africa

In %

Watching
more news
coverage

67 67 |63 |50 60 77 |43 |50 |57 42 69 |56 |79 61

%

Watching
more
shows/films
on streaming
services

51 53 |58 |31 21 63 42 |32 |35 30 43 |21 |61 39

%

Watching
more TV

on broadcast
channels

45 55 |43 |53 35 46 |42 |32 |32 32 43 |51 |70 46

%

Spending
longer on
messaging
services

45 60 |61 |24 22 59 17 |24 |35 19 48 |8 55 45

%

Spending
longer on
social media

44 52 |49 |27 21 50 32 |21 |39 28 50 |23 |71 44

%

Spending
more time
on computer/

video games

36 41 148 |39 21 29 29 120 |25 24 41 |32 |40 32

%
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Reading
more
books/liste-
ning

to more

audiobooks

35 36 |42 |24 19 44 25 |19 |18 16 27 |18 |27 26

%

Listening to
more strea-
ming
services

35 25 |27 |14 13 49 18 |14 |17 16 30 |11 |43 22

%

Listening to
more radio

18 29 |32 |23 24 16 16 |17 |20 15 18 |9 32 36

%

Reading
more
magazines

16 23 122 |14 17 14 12 |15 |29 14 22 |16 |23 24

%

Reading
more
newspapers

14 18 |14 14 10 17 12 19 9 5 12 |7 12 11

%

Creating/
uploading

videos

14 10 (15 |7 5 17 6 |6 9 6 21 |5 17 12

%

Listening to
more p
odcasts

12 8 10 |6 6 13 10 |11 |9 11 15 |4 17 13

%

Table 2. Consuming media at home due to the coronavirus worldwide 2020, by country (Statista.com)

During lockdown, not only media consumption increased greatly overall, but the main re-
searches and discussions concerned the virus and the pandemic. According to a study conducted
by Statista.com in March 2020, the most used sources of news and information regarding the
coronavirus among news consumers worldwide were major news organizations, with 64 percent
of respondents saying that they got most of their information about the virus from larger news
companies. The study also showed that social media was a popular news source for COVID-19
updates in several countries around the world. Despite social networking sites being the least
trusted media source worldwide, for many consumers social media was a more popular source
of information for updates on the coronavirus pandemic than global health organizations like
the WHO or National health authorities like the CDC, particularly in Japan, South Africa,
and Brazil. Government sources also varied in popularity among consumers in different parts
of the world. Whilst 63 percent of Italian respondents relied mostly on national government
sources, just 22 percent of UK news consumers did the same, preferring to get their updates
from larger organizations. Similarly, twice as many Italians used local government sources to
keep up to date than adults in the United Kingdom, and U.S. consumers were also less likely
to rely on news from the government.




COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES IN THE INFODEMIC ERA

391

Total | Japan | South | South | United Canada | Germany | United | Brazil |Italy | France | In %
Korea | Africa | Kingdom States

Major news 64 73 73 67 67 66 65 63 59 55 |52 %
organizations
National 40 41 50 36 34 31 32 25 40 63 |45 %
government
sources
Social media 38 44 35 72 22 33 26 26 64 32 |21 %
Global health |34 22 18 43 36 45 30 27 46 46 |36 %
organizations
like the WHO
National health | 29 15 25 28 37 41 18 45 25 36 |20 %
authorities
like the CDC
Friends and 27 36 34 44 20 22 25 22 30 20 21 %
family
Local 26 27 29 28 15 27 27 20 31 33 |21 %
government
sources

Table 3.

Most used sources of reliable news and information for updates on the coronavirus
worldwide as of March 2020, by country (Statista 2020)

3. Communication Crisis Management and Social Media

3.1 Communication Crisis

Over the past two decades, the spread of the internet and social media has changed

human reality and perception in many ways. Communication was at the center of a paradig-
matic revolution that disrupted previous knowledge, consumer habits, work habits and the
way of doing politics. Here we would like to briefly recall how the consequences of these new
socio-economic dynamics have had a great impact on communication theories and, in this
case above all, on crisis communication management. The word crisis derived from the Greek
word kpiog, ‘judgement’, ‘result of a trial’, ‘turning point’, ‘selection’, ‘decision’ (according to
Thucydides), but also ‘contention’ or ‘quarrel’ (according to Plato), a standard, from which to
derive criterion, ‘means for judging’, but also ‘ability to discern’, and critical, ‘suitable to judge’,
‘crucial’, ‘decisive’ as well as pertaining to the art of judgement (Bauman and Bordoni 2014: 2).

According to Coombs (2009), it is possible to conceptualize the phenomenon of the crisis by
drawing on various definitions that consider the possible predictive nature of this phenomenon
and the importance of the perception by the public towards it. Among many definitions, we
will consider Coombs’s updated definition of crisis in communication as ‘an unpredictable event
that threatens important expectancies of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organization’s
performance and generate negative outcomes’ (Coombs 2015: 3). The definition emphasizes
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stakeholders’ role in co-creating the meaning of a crisis as meaning is socially constructed and
crises are no exception. Thus, it was important to utilize a definition that reflects the perceptual
nature of crises. Over the last couple of decades, much of the academic literature has addressed
the crisis, disaster, and risk communication, among which crisis communication is organizational
and public relations focused. As Coombs stated (2015), the many definitions of crisis com-
munication can be categorized into two types: one is to define the crisis as an event; the other
is to regard the crisis as part of a process. As mentioned previously in this paragraph, we will
adopt Coomb’s most recent definition which considers crisis as an event. As a result, by coding
crises as events, it is possible to identify directly the name of a crisis and analyze variables such
as types of crises and the time of crisis events, which serve as important dimensions to provide
a holistic examination of the nature of a crisis (Pearson and Mitroff 1993). According to his
definition, Coombs observed that we can segment and appropriately research and develop crisis
planning in three phases: pre-crisis (signal detection, prevention and preparation), crisis event
(recognition and containment) and post-crisis (evaluation, learning and follow-up communi-
cation). Pre-crisis involves efforts to prevent crises and to prepare for crisis management. Crisis
is the response to an actual event. Post-crisis are efforts to learn from the crisis event (Coombs
2015). These three categories reflect the phases of crisis management. They are useful because
they provide a mechanism for considering the breadth of crisis communication. As a matter
of fact — more than any other communicative process — crisis communication is rhetorical, it
requires advocacy both in process and in meaning. Crisis discourse is propositional therefore it
entails the development of fact-based, evaluation-driven and policy conclusions. Indeed, facts
do not actually count as much as how they are framed and interpreted.

3.2 How Social Media impact on Communication Crisis Theories

Defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and tech-
nological foundations of Web 2.0” (Kaplan and Haenlein 2010: 61), the types of social media
such as Wikipedia, Twitter, Facebook and Pinterest are ushering in a new era of crisis commu-
nication between the organizations, political parties, institutions and their public. These new
technologies offer pros and cons when it comes to crisis: organizations can efficiently utilize
social media to interact with the massive and diverse stakeholders but — nevertheless — with the
emergence and exchange of user-generated contents, social media create a breeding ground for
crises or risks. In fact, Studies of 16 international companies (e.g., the United States, China,
France, Germany,and Mexico) found that 36% of crises were caused by digital security failures
or negative new media publicities (Chen 2016). By incorporating social media strategies into
the traditional framework of crisis communication strategies, according to Chen three main
questions might emerge:

With the increasing use of social media, what crisis communication strategies may be applied to
manage social-mediated events? How would the organizations apply CCS in different phases of crises?
Have new strategies ever emerged and substituted the traditional CCS spectrum? (Chen 2016: 4)

These questions have solicited numerous discussions among scholars. To explore the patterns
of the use of crisis responses, Coombs started developing in 1995 the Situational Crisis Com-
munication Theory (SCT, from now on). Originated and developed from the Image Restoration
Theory (IRT) which emphasized CCS as symbolic resources, SCCT included the attribution
theory and developed situation-oriented CCS based on experimental studies. However, SCCT
did not fully investigate the influence of media, especially the social media effects on the crisis
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communication; it still focused on the perspective of organizations and used the general term
‘stakeholders’ to describe the other key parties. Many of the above-mentioned theories and
models failed to consider the impact of social media, which was changing the field of crisis
communication by creating risks or crises and meanwhile bringing the interactive, dialogic and
fast communication between the organization and stakeholders. The large amount of SMCM
literature was discussing some new strategies and contexts, the interactive crisis response form,
the stakeholder desired strategies on the Internet and the social media strategies on the reci-
pients’ perceptions of reputation. Within the SMCM research, organizations, social media,
and stakeholders, as three major research perspectives, were clearly identified. Among these,
the stakeholders and their media use have become the most dominant research perspective in
the crisis communication, according to Chen (2016).

Researchers showed increasing interests towards the stakeholders and widely discussed mo-
tivation of social media use, emotions, identification and generated online contents during crises
(Fortunato 2011; Procopio 2007; Stephens 2009). Despite this common theoretical ground, in
the last few years the SMCM literature provided two contradictory patterns in evaluating the
effects of social media on the crisis communication. Some scholars were optimistic about the
effective function of social media. For example, Kim and Liu (2012) found that social media
was more frequently used than the traditional one in the organizational crisis management.
Through experimental analysis of the effects of CCS (i.e., information, sympathy and apology)
via social media in comparison with traditional media, Schultz and Utz (2011) also found that
the strategy of information on social media resulted in fewer negative crisis reactions than via
traditional newspapers: newspapers might be credible to present issues, while Twitter had positive
effects on secondary crisis communication (e.g., sharing and posting newspaper messages) and
reactions (e.g., willingness to boycott). Meanwhile Brown has realized the empowering function
of social media (2013) advising that organizations could effectively utilize the interactivity of
social media, by creating dialogues with stakeholders, paying more attention to citizen-generated
contents, adopting stakeholder desired strategies, cultivating opinion leaders on social media
and creating texts, pictures or videos online in the same way for organizational legitimacy.

On the other hand, it was found that in crisis communication management methodo-
logies social media might bring new challenges such as the image management issues, and
fragmented media channels. A differentiation in CCM is also required in CCM according to
the characteristics of the social media involved. For example, Gilpin (2010) found that image
construction was nonlinear on social media, as each channel could address different dimensions
of an organization’s projected image. The ICC model also identified the contents between the
organization and stakeholders. Through a reciprocal loop between them (Table 4), types of
media and stakeholder-generated contents (e.g., visual, text, voice messages or mix) on social
media (e.g., Twitter, Pinterest, Facebook) were exchanged (Chen 2016). Meanwhile, the or-
ganization continuously sends positive media contents to the public and maintains a good
relationship. It is expected that the more positive the dialogue that an organization holds with
its stakeholder, the more likely a high level of CCS effectiveness can be achieved if the prior
reputation, relational characteristics with the public and situational variables are controlled.
In the SMCM research, it was also found that the new ‘digital’ time frame of online media
landscape has greatly shortened the length of time during which organizations were expected
to react (Gilpin 2010). Thus, controlling of the messages became more unpredictable on the
social media than before. Social Media play a threefold role in crisis firstly they can be considered
tools to manage communication crisis then they could amplify and increase the resonance of
a crisis, and finally they could be the cause themselves of a crisis.
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4. Living in a Post-Truth Era

4.1 Post truth and Fake News

In this paragraph we will discuss more in depth the process of constructing post-truths,
understood as the rhetorical-persuasive strategies in which the subjective and emotional com-
ponent prevails over the referential objective one (Oxford Dictionaries 2016). In this defini-
tion, it is underlined that the prefix ‘post’ is meant to indicate not exactly the idea of past in a
temporal sense but in the sense that truth has been eclipsed, therefore it is irrelevant. Fake news
is the principle manifestation of post-truth phenomenon. The Cambridge Dictionary defines
fake news as “false stories that appear to be news, spread on the internet or using other media,
usually created to influence political views or as a joke”; a similar definition of the term in the
Collins Dictionary (which declared “fake news” its word of the year for 2017, a year later) holds
that it is “false, often sensational, information disseminated under the guise of news reporting.”
Moreover, in this paragraph we analyze some of the most significant media phenomena that
contribute to the strengthening and diffusion of post truth through social media, such as echo
chambers, filter bubbles and the tendency towards political polarization within communicative
exchanges through the activation of confirmatory bias on online platforms.

This phenomenon — strengthened by new media and their inherent viral cascading effect
— no longer assuming the objectivity of information as a reference parameter, uses pragmatic
discursive procedures, associated with the production of meanings, that represent alternative
truths often used as a weapon of delegitimization in political discourse (Baldi 2018). The poly-
semic nature of the term post-truth inevitably widens the ground to analyze the phenomenon
and the empirical data to be cataloged. Specifically, some significant meanings of post-truth are
considered — being particularly functional for this research — such as the predominance of an
emotional logic, the notion of post-truth as a pluralization from below of different versions of
the facts that tend to undermine the credibility of the institutions intended as holders of official
information and, above all, the concept of post-truth as rhetorical potential of communication
also used for manipulative purposes. In today’s era of instant information gratification, we have
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ready and unlimited access to opinions, rationalizations, and superficial descriptions which
cause an informative overload. As Baldi suggests:

We can see in fake news a symptom of the crisis of the cognitive universe, of the beliefs and shared
values of social groups. A new medium aimed at contrasting what is felt as the cultural, political, and
scientific structure underlying power. In Italy, recent examples concern immigration or the issue of
vaccines and now, of course, the situation related to Coronavirus. (Baldi 2020°)

Mclntyre (2017) argued that some may wonder whether the idea of post-truth is really a
new one. He tries to clarify that post truth is not just synonymous with propaganda and that
‘alternative facts’ are not merely falsehoods. As the issue is still not that simple, he goes further:

While there is some historical precedent for our current situation it would be wrong to try to
reduce post-truth to something else. To say that facts are less important than feelings in shaping our
beliefs about empirical matters seems new, at least in American politics. In the past we have faced serious
challenges — even to the notion of truth itself — but never have such challenges been so openly embraced
as a strategy for the political subordination of reality. Thus, what is striking about the idea of post-truth
is not just that truth is being challenged, but that it is being challenged as a mechanism for asserting
political dominance. (McIntyre 2017: 6)

The first step in fighting post-truth is to understand its genesis. The idea of post-truth
does not simply emerge forcefully onto the scene in 2016 — as a result of Brexit and the US
presidential election — but the phenomenon itself has deep roots that go back to the evolution
of cognitive irrationalities that are shared by liberals and conservatives alike. McIntyre suggests
that it also has roots in academic debates over the impossibility of objective truth that have
been used to attack the authority of science. This formal attitude has been intensified by re-
cent changes in the media landscape. Fueled by the rise of social media as a news source and
a growing distrust of facts offered up by the establishment, post-truth as a concept has been
finding its linguistic footing for some time. As a result, we assist daily to the explosion of science
denial on trend topics like climate change, vaccines, evolution, Flat Earth, and the origin of
COVID-19. The dramatically change of perspective of this very debate is that now everyone
(who has a smartphone) can challenge the factual reality by telling her/his own truth. Fake news
is frequently connected to politics and was famously thrust into the public eye in the run-up
to the 2016 U.S. presidential elections, resulting in concerns about the influence of fake news
on voters and elections in the United States. Furthermore, with the largely fact-free campaign
over Brexit in Great Britain — where hundreds of buses advertised the bogus statistic that the
UK was sending 350 million euros a week to the EU — and the growing use of disinformation
campaigns by politicians against their own people in Hungary, Russia, and Turkey, many see
post-truth as part of a growing international trend where some feel emboldened to try to bend
reality to fit their opinions. Moreover, the infinite power of internet

is amplified in a worrying way by the total availability of social networks, accessible to all, which act
as a sounding board for any thought that, once published, rises in the collective imagination to the value
of truth. We are living the progressive triumph of pseudo-intellectuals without qualification, unspecified
or disqualified for their very structure. (Baldi 2018)

> <https://www.lanazione.it/cronaca/il-coronavirus-infetta-anche-comunicazione-e-informazi-

one-le-fake-news-1.5155972> (06/2020).
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Science denial in general is relevant to understand the phenomenon of post-truth. Ac-
cording to Mclntyre (2018) it can start from either an economic or an ideological agenda. He
deepens our understanding of this link between economic interests and post-truth politics,
by considering how corporate-funded lobbying on a range of topics has influenced political
positions on climate change, guns, immigration, health care, the national debt, voter reform,
abortion, and gay marriage — in the U.S.

Global warming is perhaps the most egregious case of modern science denial. As noted, there are
numerous book-length works on the charade of coordinated, manufactured skepticism to dispute the
compelling scientific evidence for anthropogenic climate change. In a world where ideology trumps
science, post-truth is the inevitable next step. (Mclntyre 2018)

According to the results of the online survey — conducted by Edelman between 2012
and 2020 — about the trust in news on a global level, for general news and information, what

emerges here is very interesting.
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Table 5. Most trusted sources of general news and information worldwide from 2012 to 2020 (Statista 2020)

As of early 2020, 61 percent of adults who responded to a global survey stated that they
trusted traditional media and search engines, making the two different but popular outlets the
most trusted sources of news and information in the world. The source considered the least
trustworthy was social media, not only on an overall global level but also in each world region.
Social media was by far the least trusted news source in Europe and North America, and a sur-
vey held in the United States revealed that most U.S. adults considered most of the news seen
on social media to be biased. The reasons for news consumers” growing suspicions about the
trustworthiness of media are multifaceted, but the onslaught of fake news is a major contributing
factor. Adults in several countries worldwide have wrongly believed a news story was real until
later realizing it was fake, and one of the top reasons for avoiding news was the inability to rely
on its truthfulness. Conspiracy theories, tweets by politicians and poorly written or inaccurate
news content often fall under the heading of fake news, and the term is also frequently used
to describe news an individual disagrees with. As previously stated, fake news is not a recent
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phenomenon, and has historically been used to defame individuals, garner support for corrupt
movements and portray minority groups in a negative way. This tactic of generating publicity
by presenting false information as fact was utilized as a means of propaganda during the First
and Second World Wars, and by the 21* century became a major problem.

4.2 Ideological Polarization and Echo Chambers, Filter Bubbles and Selective Exposure

Ideological polarization has dominated both popular and academic debates over the past
two decades. The discussion around polarization has gained increased attention in the face of the
2016 Presidential Election in the US and the 2016 EU Referendum in the UK, as previously
mentioned in this article. Gentzkow (2016) observed in a recent paper on polarization around
the US Presidential Election that clearly:

what divides them [Americans] politically is increasingly personal. We do not just disagree politely
about what is the best way to reform the health care system. We believe that those on the other side are
trying to destroy America.

It is important to note that while the examples of the US and recently the UK have been
most vividly studied and discussed, similar patterns can be observed in Europe as well. Ideological
polarization poses a threat to the healthy functioning of democratic societies. The most relevant
consequence of polarization is a loss of diversity of opinions and arguments. Numerous studies
have indicated that in polarized settings, “the benefit that ought to come with having a variety
of opinions is lost to the righteousness that is the special entitlement of homogenous groups”
(Bishop 2008: 14). The consequences of this process are communities that effectively function
as feedback loops or echo chambers, where we are “hearing our own thoughts about what’s right
and wrong bounced back to us by the television shows we watch, the newspapers and books we
read, the blogs we visit online [...] and the neighborhoods we live in” (Bishop 2008: 39).

The functioning of the current news market and economics further perpetuates the polari-
zation of news, but the area of popular concern has recently focused on exposure to ideological
difference in online media. Social networks and online communication have considerably trans-
formed political communication and public discourse. Over the past two decades, changes in
communication technologies have affected the very nature of how citizens relate to each other and
to their governments, shaping a new public sphere. As Brundidge notes, “the empirical support for
increased exposure to political difference because of Internet use is somewhat limited and indirect”
(Brundidge 2010). The Internet and network platforms are especially likely to foster selective
exposure behavior due to the inconceivably large amount of information that users are presented
with all the time. Due to this information overload, platforms like Facebook are designed in a
way that they facilitate consumers’ ability to attend to the information selectively.

One of the two main arguments identifies the algorithms that curate online experiences as
the source of the problem. Pariser (2011) has popularized the term filter bubble to illustrate this
phenomenon of polarization on social media platforms like Facebook. He argues that algorithms
which are intended to customize and personalize the user’s online experience place the user in a
bubble where he or she is only presented with information that matches with previous consumption
behavior. The aim and function of these algorithms is to connect people with information they
are likely to want to consume, by making some items easier to access than other items, resulting
in a personalized stream of content that fails to offer users a set of alternatives to choose from
(Rader and Gray 2015: 175). Algorithmic curation and filters on Google or the Facebook News
Feed are prediction engines, constantly creating and refining a theory of the identity of the users.
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These engines create a unique universe of information for each of us which fundamentally alters
the way we encounter ideas and information. A recent study of the effects of algorithmic curation
on social networking services found empirical evidence that customizability technology increased
ideologically driven selective exposure and the likelihood of echo chambers and filter bubbles in
the modern media landscape. The study concludes that

due to its automatic and unobtrusive operation, customizability technology might be particularly effective
at reducing cognitive dissonance associated with the avoidance of challenging information and, in contradiction
with previous studies, showed that system-driven customizability (e.g. Facebook News Feed algorithm) had a
stronger influence on selective exposure than user-driven customizability. (Dylko ez /. 2017: 188)

According to Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2020, an increasing number of users tend
to get their news on social media and use the platform for news consumption. As social media plays
an increasing role in the consumption of news and information, the effects of ideological polarization
in information consumption become arguably more apparent. In recent years, social networks have
displayed symptoms of ideological polarization and the formation of the so-called filter bubbles.
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Table 6. Trust in different sources of news and information about Coronavirus, April 2020 (Reuters Institute)

At around the peak of the lockdowns, trust in news organizations around COVID-19
was running at more than twice that for social media, video sites, and messaging applications
where around four in ten see information as untrustworthy. By contrast information found in
search engines was more reliable. Of course, neither search nor social companies create content
themselves, so trust in this context reflects the selection decisions they make. It is particularly
striking that average levels of trust in the national government and news organizations are
almost identical, perhaps reflecting the way that in the early stages of this crisis many media
organizations focused on amplifying government messages about health and social distancing,
including carrying extended government press conferences. As things return to normal, the
media are likely to become more critical of government and this may in turn lead to a return
of more partisan approaches to media trust (Reuters Institute 2020).
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Mclntyre suggests that there are two opposing arguments about the source of this growing
ideological polarization in online media consumption. Some theorists claim that the algorithmic
curation that filters our online experiences effectively places us in echo chambers of our own
beliefs and is the strongest cause of polarization (Pariser 2011; Rader and Grey 2015) and a
critical factor in the growing importance of fake news. The other source of polarization discussed
has been around for much longer and has its roots in psychology and behavioral economics. By
this argument, selective exposure behavior, confirmation bias and availability bias that make
us more likely to interact with content which confirms our pre-existing views are assumably
triggers of ideological polarization, both offline and online.

4.3 Psychological biases

The second hypothesis attempting to specify the source of ideological polarization online
focuses on the psychological biases of the user. Specifically, the phenomena that individuals
tend to consume media which aligns with their views and beliefs and avoid such content
that is different in perspective or even challenging their position. This phenomenon is called
selective exposure, or sometimes partisan selective exposure, and there is increasing evidence
to support the argument that selective exposure has a significant influence in polarization and
group homogeneity. One of the supporters of the concept argued early on that ‘the tendency of
people to expose themselves to mass communications in accord with their existing opinions and
interests and to avoid unsympathetic material, has been widely demonstrated” (Klapper 1960:
19). The concept regains popularity today, as the present media landscape with its ever-growing
variety of media outlets increases the potential for selective exposure. Recent research seems to
support this argument. The psychological cause of selective exposure is a phenomenon which
researchers call confirmation bias the ‘seeking or interpreting of evidence in ways that are partial
to existing beliefs, expectations, or a hypothesis in hand’ (Nickerson 1998: 175). It is important
to note that such psychological processes can, and often do, occur partially or entirely unaware.
The human brain engages in the process of case-building as a result of its need for consistency
and a desire to defend its beliefs, and this happens without a conscious intention of treating
evidence from a biased perspective and individuals being somewhat unaware of this process
(Nickerson 1998). Numerous studies support this statement by finding that individuals tend
to recall more information that is in favor of their position and evidence that confirms their
hypothesis, so that they require less hypothesis confirming evidence to accept an idea than
they need hypothesis-inconsistent information to reject it. Furthermore, they also tend to have
unfounded overconfidence in their knowledge and beliefs.

In a study of selective exposure to information, according to Frey (1986), individuals have
the capability to increase the chances of getting information which confirms their existing
beliefs. Consequentially the possibilities of encountering information that is inconsistent to
what they believe decrease. This point needs to be stressed more than ever because the ability
to filter information on a platform like Facebook is pervasively strong. People — influenced by
selective exposure — tend to organize their surroundings in a way that ensures selectivity. Scholars
agree on the fact that the ways in which we encounter and process information are “first and
foremost pragmatic, survival mechanisms and only secondarily truth detection strategies” (Frie-
drich 1993: 298) and that confirmation bias and belief perseverance, from a psychological and
mental health perspective, might actually be helpful in protecting the consistency of thought
and reduce vulnerability to errors (Nickerson 1998: 208).
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5. Conclusions

It is important at this point to give at least a minimal definition of truth. So far the most
famous is Aristotle’s definition, who said: “to say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that
it is, is false, while to say of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is true” (Aristotle,
Metaphysics). The idea of a single objective truth has never been free from controversy. The
concept of truth in philosophy traces its roots back to Plato, who warned through Socrates
of the dangers of false claims to knowledge. Ignorance, Socrates felt, was remediable; if one is
ignorant, one can be taught. Nevertheless, the greater threat comes from those who have the
hubris to think that they already know the truth, for then one might be impetuous enough to
act on a falsehood. Epistemologically speaking, this sort of correspondence is correct, whereby
we judge the truth of a statement only by how well it fits reality. Other prominent conceptions
of truth reflect a diversity of opinion among philosophers about the proper theory of truth, even
while — as a value — there seems little dispute that truth is important. As previously mentioned,
ignorance can be remediable because it is intended as an unintentional act but when we tell a
falsehood with intent to deceive, we are lying. Every lie has an audience and when our intent
is to manipulate someone into believing something that we know to be untrue, we have moved
from the mere interpretation of facts into their falsification. Mclntyre argues if that is what
post-truth is about (McIntyre 2017: 21).

If we infer the intention to perpetrate falsification, the Gricean cooperative principles in
pursuit of effective communication are deceived. Grice focuses his reflection on meaning start-
ing from concrete conversational exchanges — which typically occur between two subjects, face
to face, intent to communicate intentionally. Communication is conceived as an intentional
production of effects and it can be understood only within a general theory of intentional and
rational action: “what words mean is a matter of what people mean by them” (Grice 1989: 340).

The structural change of communication made possible by the very nature of the digital di-
mension of social media, and the narrative-subjective approach to the facts have undermined the
epistemological basis of truth. The Coronavirus crisis has substantially increased news consumption
for mainstream media before and after the pandemic had taken effect. Television news and online
sources have seen significant upticks, and more people identify television as their main source
of news, providing temporary respite from a picture of steady decline. Consumption of printed
newspapers has fallen as lockdowns undermine physical distribution, almost certainly accelerating
the shift to an all-digital future. At the same time, the use of online and social media substantially
increased in most countries. Global concerns about misinformation remain high. Even before
the coronavirus crisis hit, more than half of global sample said they were concerned about what
is true or false on the internet when it comes to news (Reuters Institute). Domestic politicians
are the most frequently named source of misinformation, though in some countries people who
self-identify as right-wing are more likely to blame the media — part of a ‘pick-your-side’ dynamic.
Facebook is seen as the main channel for spreading false information almost everywhere. Political
polarization linked to rising uncertainty seems to have undermined trust in public broadcasters,
which are losing support from political partisans from both the right and the left.

At the end of this discussion the main questions to focus on are: who is most exposed
and vulnerable to its influence? Who is led or predisposed to believe in fake news? What are
the possible defenses to the systemic alteration of truth? And, finally, is it still possible to talk
about truth and reality? If so, how should we conceive of them? These questions summarize an
extremely serious question raised by our analysis. It is worth noting that Grice’s conversational
maxims, which attempt to define the fundamental requirements for communicative coopera-
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tion, include: “do not say what you believe to be false” and “do not say that for which you lack
adequate evidence” (Grice 1993: 46). Grice knows as well as we do that there are infinite ways
to contravene the teaching of these maxims and that their intentional or unintentional viola-
tion is the norm rather than the exception. They are nonetheless pointing of reference without
which communication could not exist. Credibility, which depends on interlocutors ‘telling
the truth,’ is the necessary condition of every communicative relationship. No relationship is
possible unless we trust the other to speak sensibly and tell the truth. This applies not only to
quotidian relationships; for example, the credibility of a politician is based largely on whether
he or she tells the truth (Maddalena, Gili 2020). A significant portion of political rhetoric, both
positive and negative, appeals to the trustworthiness of the speaker and to the related notion
of ‘sincerity, which is the subjective dimension of credibility, the attitude others perceive in
the person who ‘wants’ the truth. The credibility of journalism and of the media is also tied
to their telling the truth and conducting the research necessary to do so. So, in this epoch of
the weakening of the concepts of truth and reality that we have described, it is no wonder that
counteroffensives have attempted to restore the idea of truth.

The paradox of the story we have told is that, after having progressively eviscerated the
power of communication to refer to reality, we now want to eliminate the possibility of multiple
meanings, a possibility that has been pursued for so long, only to return to diminished and
impoverished references to a merely numerical reality. After almost a hundred years, Lippmann’s
positivist diagnosis may be prevailing again: a reliable representation of social reality is only
that which translates it into statistics of births, deaths, weddings, accidents, elections, and eco-
nomic systems, consistent with the most reliable and definitive methods of knowledge known
to science (Maddalena, Gili 2020). When it comes to narrating and interpreting complex and
controversial events, this diagnosis necessarily leads us to surrender to the fact that ideological
prejudice, imperfections of language, and constraints in the information production process
inexorably encase the real world in stereotypical visions which are to a greater or lesser extent
deformed. This last example of negative consequences reverses the Nietzschean statement ‘there
are no more facts but only interpretations’ to read: there are no interpretations, but only facts.
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