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Understanding crisis communication requires a clear definition of the word crisis. 
However, crises can be challenging to define because definitions risk slipping into 
tautologies. Quite often, crises are labeled in hindsight after events unfold that are 
characteristic of a crisis event. Adding to this complexity, the various definitions 
and uses of “crisis” are as varied as crisis situations themselves, as the definitions 
outlined by the Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University Press, n.d.) suggest:

• Pathology. The point in the progress of a disease when an important 
development or change takes place which is decisive of recovery or 
death; the turning-point of a disease for better or worse; also ap-
plied to any marked or sudden variation occurring in the progress 
of a disease and to the phenomena accompanying it.

• Astrology. Said of a conjunction of the planets which determines 
the issue of a disease or critical point in the course of events.

• Transferred and figurative. A vitally important or decisive stage in 
the progress of anything; a turning-point; also, a state of affairs in 
which a decisive change for better or worse is imminent; now ap-
plied esp. to times of difficulty, insecurity, and suspense in politics 
or commerce.

However varied, these definitions share a few characteristics, including 
change, transition, and turning points. As such, any situation can become a crisis 
if the conditions are just right, and a crisis manifests when risk, fear, uncertain-
ty, anticipation, and consequence converge, threaten upheaval, and overwhelm 
stakeholders involved. These stakeholders are not limited to human stakeholders 
but include organizations, technologies, the environment, ecologies, and econo-
mies that are impacted by crisis events.

Perhaps best defined as “a risk manifested” (Heath & O’Hair, 2009, p. 9), 
crisis is deeply embedded with risk because without risk, there often is no crisis 
(Palenchar, 2010; Venette, 2008). Consider skydiving: It involves a great deal of 
risk due to uncertainty and consequences if the jump isn’t successful. If the jump 
is successful, there is, typically, no crisis. If the jump is unsuccessful, crises may 
follow, including potential life-threatening, irreversible injuries or even death. 
Each of these outcomes has their own affiliated crisis, from high-risk medical 
decisions to financial consequences.

In technical and professional communication, scholars have tended more 
fully to risk communication instead of crisis communication. Our contributions 
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to crisis communication subsume “crisis” under “risk” or are labeled as “crisis 
rhetoric,” and work under the latter key term falls under rhetorical theory 
rather than technical communication (Cherwitz & Zagacki, 1986; Dow, 1989; 
Hart & Tindall, 2009). Given the symbiotic relationship between risk and 
crisis, this meshing is understandable and perhaps best captured in Dorothy 
Winsor’s work with the Challenger disaster, which is arguably the first in-
stance of crisis work in technical and professional communication scholarship 
(1988, 1990). Although Winsor’s publications are not labeled under “crisis,” 
her work identifies how communication failures in high-risk situations, like a 
space flight launch, can lead to a crisis. In turn, she illustrates how technical 
and professional communicators with our rhetorical expertise can influence, 
and perhaps prevent, crises.

Crisis-related studies in technical and professional communication are 
grounded in rhetorical theories, draw on various research methods, and speak 
to a variety of crisis-related disciplines. Scholars have turned to ancient rhetor-
ical theories, such as stasis theory (DeVasto et al., 2016) and topoi (Ding, 2018; 
Nielsen, 2017), assessment metrics (Applen, 2020), and visualization (Richards, 
2015), as frameworks to make sense of the many facets of crises. At crisis commu-
nications’ core, though, is message creation, dissemination, and implications for 
multiple audiences, including the public, students (Schlachte, 2019), researchers, 
and practitioners. For example, M. M. Brown’s (2019) research on handwashing 
campaigns captures the affordances rhetoric and technical and professional com-
munication bring to crisis research. Brown’s purpose is not “to question hand hy-
giene’s efficacy as a form of infection control,” which is traditionally the purview 
of communication studies and public health research (Brown, 2019, p. 221). In-
stead, Brown’s rhetorically driven research highlights the “broader implication[s]” 
of hand hygiene promotion in that it “moralizes the spread of infection” and rais-
es questions about who profits from “the negative emotions often highlighted” in 
such campaigns (Brown, 2019, p. 221).

Due to its interdisciplinary nature, technical and professional communication 
crisis-related research interfaces with many related rhetorical fields of study, in-
cluding public rhetorics, environmental rhetoric, rhetoric of health and medicine, 
medical/health communication, medical humanities, digital rhetorics, intercul-
tural communications and rhetorics, rhetoric of risk, and user experience studies. 
Within these fields, and although they are not tagged as such, much technical 
communication scholarship covers crisis-related topics. These topics usually are 
categorized under the keyword risk and include

 � epidemics, pandemics, and healthcare (Angeli, 2012; Angeli & Norwood, 
2017, 2019; Bloom-Pojar & DeVasto, 2019; Ding, 2014; Ding & Zhang, 
2010; Keränen, 2019),

 � intercultural and organizational communication (Dong, 2020; Hopton & 
Walton, 2019),
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 � emergency management (Amidon, 2014; Angeli, 2015, 2019; Richards, 
2018; Seawright, 2017; Yu & Monas, 2020),

 � engineering and hazardous environments (Amidon, 2020; Amidon et al., 
2018; Sauer, 2003; Winsor, 1988, 1990),

 � natural and international disasters (Baniya, 2019; DeVasto et al., 2016; 
Frost, 2013; Simmons, 2007),

 � climate change and the environment (Cagle & Tillery, 2015; Ross, 2017; 
Walker, 2016), and

 � social and mass media (Potts, 2014; Roundtree et al., 2011).

Although risk is a component of these topics, some of this scholarship speaks 
more to crisis communication than risk communication in part because technical 
and professional communication has not yet parsed through the symbiotic rela-
tionship of risk and crisis.

Adjacent to technical and professional communication, the field of commu-
nication studies has refined and applied “crisis” in myriad contexts (Coombs, 
2009). This scholarship approaches crisis communication from a few angles: how 
people and institutions communicate about a crisis (Stephens et al., 2005), during 
a crisis (Heath, 2006), and in the backstage of a crisis (Cole & Fellows, 2008). 
Work in this field focuses on public-facing communication, exploring how com-
municators develop messaging about a crisis and analyze its effectiveness and 
impact (Borden & Zhang, 2019; Wang, 2016; Zhao, 2013; Zheng et al., 2018; Zhu 
et al., 2017). Ultimately, communication studies approaches crisis communication 
as a “strategic [process] designed to respond to various rhetorical problems in 
ways that can be evaluated by standards of empirical success, values, and ethics” 
(Heath & O’Hair, 2009, pp. 17-18).

But when understood through a rhetorical lens, this “strategic process” is 
murky. At its foundation, crisis communication is rhetorical, rooted in a specific 
situation with various, targeted exigencies, audiences, and purposes. Technical 
and professional communicators use rhetorical strategies to study risk and related 
crises, and in turn, our approaches to crises explore implications of the language 
that is used—and not used—about an event. These implications often are best 
understood by looking at the ecologies of events surrounding a crisis, particularly 
how risk, fear, uncertainty, and authority impact such events. For example, Huil-
ing Ding’s (2014, 2018; Ding & Zhang, 2010) work on epidemics points to how 
communities and organizations navigate complex networks of power and media, 
and, in turn, her work highlights how these and other factors impact policy and 
messaging. Likewise, Esben Bjerggaard Nielsen’s (2017) work on environmental 
crisis reimagines the topoi of time and place to be “discursive organizing tool[s]” 
that create a stronger identification with a “global and far-removed audience” (p. 
102). As such, technical and professional communicators look beyond crisis com-
munication as only a strategic process and pursue lines of inquiry that tease out 
nuances and tensions involved in communication. These lines of inquiry include:
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 � Who defines, creates, deploys, assesses, and upholds “standards of empiri-
cal success, values, and ethics” (Heath & O’Hair, 2009, pp. 17-18)?

 � Who determines what is “worth” being feared and risked, and whether the 
threatened consequences are dire enough to call an event a crisis?

 � How are all the terms surrounding “crisis” defined?
 � When does a situation actually become a crisis?

In short, the answer to that last question is, “It depends on who you ask.” 
Because risk and fear, in part, determine when a crisis manifests, the actual 
work of defining a crisis is subjective (Heath & O’Hair, 2009; Sandman, 2006; 
Stephens et al., 2005). In turn, whether events are called a crisis and responded 
to as such depends on who has power to define terms. Adding to subjectivities, 
mindsets of “it won’t happen to me” or “that doesn’t affect me” pervade much 
thinking and leadership, particularly in the United States, and prevent people 
in power from seeing crises as crises. The subjectivities associated with crises 
can be captured in many large-scale events, including the terrorist attacks of 
9/11 and subsequent formation of the Transportation Security Administration 
(TSA), Hurricane Katrina, the Flint water crisis, and the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. Before September 11, 2001, people generally did not fear terrorist attacks 
on airplanes in the United States, and airport security measures were limited 
compared to today’s standards. That all changed within two months of 9/11. 
The fear and perceived risk of subsequent attacks was so high among United 
States leadership that in November 2001, the federal government created the 
TSA, and current airport screening procedures, such as taking off shoes, exist 
because mass fear and perceived risk motivated the United States government 
to prevent potential terrorist risks.

However, some crisis events and their aftermath go on for much longer than 
two months, and despite widespread, prolonged devastation and trauma, people 
in power do not define them as crises; responses are then delayed, ineffective, or 
non-existent. In these instances, hardest hit are communities of color, and Hur-
ricane Katrina, the Flint water crisis, and, most recently, COVID-19 illustrate 
the relationship among power, privilege, perceived risk, and race (Atherton, 2021; 
Cole & Fellows, 2008; Dave, 2015; Henkel et al., 2006; Pauli, 2020). In these 
crises, racial inequities were often ignored, leaving communities to face trauma 
without resources. Like other crises, these events had and continue to have per-
vasive, life-threatening, large-scale impact on numerous stakeholders—environ-
mental, economic, structural, technological—and on communities’ and individ-
uals’ physical, emotional, mental, spiritual, and psychological well-being. Despite 
these consequences, systemic, timely changes were not implemented because the 
entities and individuals who could enact change and provide resources did not 
perceive the fear, threat, and risks to be at a tipping point. Consequently, inaction, 
delayed action, and ineffective action oppress and disempower racial minorities, 
leaving communities of color hit hardest by crises out of the very systems that are 
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set up to address them. Identifying, plumbing, and responding to that power and 
those systems is where technical and professional communicators excel.

In technical and professional communication, our field has defined COVID-19 
and racism as crises that demand responses, and these responses model how tech-
nical and professional communicators can engage in crisis communication prac-
tice, research, and teaching. In response to COVID-19, scholars have initiated pub-
lic-facing outlets, such as “Communicating about COVID-19” (St.Amant, 2020), 
and when our larger organizations, like the Association for Teachers of Technical 
Writing, cancelled annual conferences, leadership engaged best practices of crisis 
communication to mitigate fear, to demonstrate organizational leadership, and to 
commit to members’ safety. In response to racism, scholars have issued statements 
about zero tolerance policies and calls to action, drawing on feminist rhetorical 
theories that urge scholars to use “critical imagination” (N. Jones & M. Williams, 
personal communication, June 10, 2020), “an inquiring tool, a mechanism for seeing 
the noticed and the unnoticed, rethinking what is there and not there, and specu-
lating about what could be there instead” (Royster & Kirsch, 2012, p. 20).

Because of our focus on language, action, and power, technical and profes-
sional communicators are well positioned to examine, understand, and respond 
to the complexities and layers involved in crisis events, which cross disciplinary 
boundaries. In kind, crisis communication work is interdisciplinary because the 
various rhetorical problems associated with crisis events are created through in-
terrelated mechanisms, such as health, politics, environments, technologies, and 
economies. The complexity of these events demands contextualization and nu-
ance, in turn, aligning with the interdisciplinary scope of technical and profes-
sional communication.

Crises are complex, often unpredictable events that involve much rhetori-
cal work to anticipate, manage, and resolve. Despite the negative connotations 
of crises, they can also present opportunities, and this aspect is worth studying, 
especially how stakeholders leverage crisis-related artifacts, decisions, and conse-
quences to create new policies, structures, or programs. Technical and profession-
al communicators are well positioned to participate in this area of study given our 
expertise in the rhetorical nuances of communication.
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