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Abstract
Aim. Problems are inevitable in the subtleties of organizational communication, 

but it does not mean confronting them is uncontrollable. This paper aims to offer a 
conceptual structure for investigating contingency theory in Public Relations (PR) 
during an organizational crisis. The research investigates PR practitioners’ use of 
advocacy and accommodation in contingency theory to intervene in crisis com-
munication. It also offers insights into the public’s emotional response and coping 
mechanisms during a crisis, as well as how understanding these emotions (such as 
anger, anxiety, fear, and grief, among others) could aid PR professionals in develo-
ping more effective crisis communication methods.

Method. Empirical research was conducted on the basis of literature reviews by 
observing and analyzing the existing literature on contingency theory, crisis com-
munication in organizations, and public emotions.
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Results. This conceptual paper proposes and empirically tests a few proposi-

tions. The implications for future studies are included in the paper. Findings pro-
mote the adopting a dual-continuum strategy that might assist public relations pro-
fessionals in preferring superior crisis management strategies for obtaining desired 
organizational outcomes.

Conclusion. The authors assert that PR professionals must move from embra-
cing Grunig’s four models of excellence to contingency theory for communica-
ting strategically with the public. The authors propose to adopt a dual-continuum 
approach that varies from advocacy to accommodation and might provide practical 
guidance to choose a better stance adopted by the organization towards the public 
during a crisis. The negative emotions of the public influenced by a crisis along with 
their emotional coping approaches are also discussed.

Keywords: contingency theory, crisis communication, conflict management, 
emotions, cognitive appraisal, coping.

Introduction

Every organization nowadays is aware that crises are unavoidable. Orga-
nizations (such as government, corporate, non-profit organizations, and 

NGOs) practitioners are expected to develop effective communication stra-
tegies in response to crisis and conflict to actively uphold their reputation. 
Organizational crises have an impact on management, staff, stakeholders, 
the general public, and the community where the organization functions. 
Crises are characterized as unforeseen but anticipated affairs having con-
crete or possible repercussions for the benefit of stakeholders along with 
the reputation of an organization and can take place in various businesses, 
social contexts, as well as organizational frameworks (Millar & Heath, 
2004). Organizations and PR specialists strive to create the most effective 
communication strategy to communicate with their audience and stakehol-
ders during a crisis.

In PR, developing a theory might be difficult; according to Glen M. 
Broom (2006), it should be derived from practice and regarded by practi-
tioners as a fundamental element of the field. A theory rooted in the prac-
titioner’s world adds valuable context to understanding the integration 
of theory and practice (Pang et al., 2006). The creation of theories as well 
as models that reflect variance deep-rooted during a conflict has been the 
focus of recent studies in public relations as well as conflict management. 
One of these theories that is particularly well-known is the contingency 
theory of strategic conflict management (Cameron et al., 2001; Christen 
& Lovaas, 2022; Jin et al., 2006; Pang et al., 2010a, 2020; Reber & Came-
ron, 2003; Shin et al., 2006; Yarbrough et al., 1998). Over the years, Con-
tingency Theory (CT) has been regarded as a significant focal point in 
handling PR crises and conflict. This theory aids in comprehending how 
contingent factors such as technology, culture, and environment influence 
an organization’s operation. Contingency theory is an alternative idea in 
PR that has advanced to a feasible theoretical framework that scrutinizes 
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conflict management that successively apprises communication during a 
crisis time (Cameron et al., 2008).

Communication is strategically vital when a crisis takes place. Investi-
gation in crisis communication gauges emotional responses among both 
practitioners as well as the public. Jin (2009) emphasizes that for effective 
crisis communication, it is pertinent for organizations to recognize the 
public’s emotional needs and as well as coping strategy preferences so 
that ideal responses can be selected strategically (Jin et al., 2007) and esta-
blish a notional structure in implementing the cognitive appraisal view in 
crisis communication, to recognize crisis responses of the primary public, 
as indicated by prevailing emotion induced by various kinds of crises (Jin 
et al., 2010). The main idea of cognitive appraisal theory has been how 
people deal with stressful circumstances in crisis differently and have dif-
ferent emotional manifestations in various situations. Therefore, coping is 
correlated with cognition, attitude, and behavior. The public has its own 
emotions as well as rational strategies for coping with negative emotions 
during a crisis. It is pertinent for PR practitioners to comprehend both 
strategies and adapt them to communicate organizational messages to the 
public crisis coping. The predominant emotions that the general public 
is likely to experience during times of crisis are negative ones notably 
anger, fright, anxiety as well as sadness (Jin et al., 2010). Therefore, PR 
practitioners must take into account these emotions of the public before 
developing a crisis communication strategy that would help the organiza-
tion to overcome them.

According to Kathleen Fearn-Banks (2002), the goal of crisis communi-
cation is to maintain a continuous dialog between the organization and its 
audience before, throughout, and after the crisis. Restoring organizational 
sanity, moulding public opinion, and recovering and restoring reputa-
tion are the goals. To achieve this, essential measures must be taken to 
limit the damage while maintaining the organization’s reputation (Pang 
et al., 2010b). In an organization, crises can happen at any time and are 
highly unpredictable. The entire humanity has faced the pandemic situ-
ation of COVID-19; no organization was left untouched by this pandemic; 
all industries, including tourism, hotels, aviation, and the food supply 
chain, endured a lot. The PR expert’s exertion was subsequently intense 
in upholding the status of the organization. A recent example is Amazon, 
the most popular e-commerce shopping website. This website faced tro-
uble in transactions due to delays in the supply chain, which had a bad 
impact on its services. It was difficult for Amazon’s public relations team 
to grasp the situation. The tough part for organizations during the conflict 
is sustaining their reputation. The work of professional PR is sturdy since 
it goes through lots of opinions while simultaneously achieving the goal 
of the organization.

Other than Amazon, there are other examples in the past five years that 
have had foremost communication crises. In 2015, the Nestle-Maggi case 
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was a major conflict. According to the Food Safety and Standards Autho-
rity of India (FSSAI), the existence of Monosodium glutamate and lead in 
extreme quantities in Nestlé’s Maggi brand after this, social media (such 
as Facebook, Twitter, Quora, etc.) was flooded with the hashtag #Maggi-
Ban. This brand received a lot of unfavorable comments and backlash. As a 
result, the brand’s image was ruined. The PR team’s denial and prolonged 
lack of communication with its audience after the news broke was the major 
problem (Sarwatay & Paul, 2018). Another case in the year 2019 was the 
Boeing 737 MAX aircraft crash. It was the globally leading manufacturing 
firm that had gone through a vital crisis. The company decided to look for 
authoritative power to continue flying their planes. It was the result of two 
lethal collisions in a span of five months. The company refused any safety 
considerations in every response communication as well as in media inte-
rviews and continued its business as usual; that did not favour them. The 
company had to go through a lot of backlash, and the stock took an instant 
plunge, pricing the company’s value at over USD 22 billion, along with a 
severe attack from the media (Chen, 2020).

As the cases discussed above are the cornerstone for learning PR, for the 
reputation of the organization, the PR professionals must converse with the 
external environment (media, public, etc.) instantly with the appropriate 
strategy and recognize the catastrophe as early as possible. The image of 
the company is at stake in such positions; therefore, the PR team must be 
trained in such a manner to handle the inevitable condition. Such a state 
of affairs must be treated as a prospect by discovering the most excel-
lent approach and upholding the icon of the organization in front of the 
public while simultaneously dealing with the internal people too. Apart 
from having roles in marketing communication, media relations, adverti-
sing, strategy, research, development, planning, and campaigns, PR also 
has a pertinent role in crisis management has an operative role in the crisis 
and mainly results in unrequited crises predetermined on people publicly 
despite the crisis type (Alzahrani, 2016). Magda Pieczka and Jacquie L’E-
tang (2006) asserted that PR is a management domain and applied science 
in the communication backdrop. Most of the learning in crisis communica-
tion has been adopted from PR practice. According to Arim Ginsberg and 
N. Venkatraman (1985), there is no common group of strategic possibilities 
that are considered most favourable for every organization and situation as 
the finest strategy deals with a particular group of constraints – contingen-
cies – such as environment, technology, cognition, civilization, structure, as 
well as the scope of an organization (Donaldson, 2001; Morton & Hu, 2008; 
Woodward, 1965). 

It is pertinent for PR specialists to comprehend strategies and utilize them 
to communicate an organizational point of view on public crisis coping. 
According to Jin et al. (2010), negative emotions are probably encountered 
by the public in times of crisis. Such public emotions must be notified by the 
PR experts throughout the entire crisis and strategies developed accordin-
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gly, which will be beneficial for the organization as well as the public. Thus, 
this research aims to overview contingency theory in crisis communication 
and discover how this theory is incorporated into an organization during a 
crisis. The researchers intend to study a dual-continuum approach in advo-
cacy and accommodation to take a stance during an organizational conflict. 
The objective also is to study and understand the emotional response of the 
public, along with their coping strategies during a crisis, and how studying 
those emotions would help PR practitioners come up with better strategies 
to communicate during a crisis.

Review of Literature

Crisis in an Organization
According to W. Timothy Coombs (2007), the crisis is the awareness 

of impulsive happenings that intimidate the vital anticipations of stake-
holders resulting in directly affecting outcome of the organisation in an 
adverse way. No organization is crisis-proof; therefore, it is pertinent to 
prepare backup plans to deal with them. Fearn-Banks (2007) argues that 
crises in an organization cause a negative influence on the organization, 
which affects the public, products, services, and even the goodwill of 
the company. As a result, the smooth running of the business is affected. 
According to Dervina Sarwatay and Nupur Paul (2018), it is necessary to 
plan for crises; otherwise, it can damage the goodwill of the company. The 
types of crises that can dim the image of organizations can be strikes in the 
organization, economizing, claims of criminal behavior or law-breaking, 
product recalls, hazards of labour, equipment outbreaks, or government 
policies. According to S. Sullivan (2003), there exist five varieties of crises 
in management. A crisis related to finance is directly connected to the eco-
nomic prominence of a firm and mostly involves temporary liquidity or 
cash flow issues. The second is a PR crisis that is engaged with pessimi-
stic exposure about product attributes, management obligation toward 
employees’ well-being, as well as government approvals. The third is a 
strategic crisis that modifies the feasibility of the firm due to a change in 
the environment. Fourth is the natural or sudden crisis, which includes 
natural calamities of nature or even pandemic situations like COVID-19, 
which affect both internal as well as external people in an organization. 
Fifth, the smouldering crisis which is related to any significant business 
issue that isn’t widely known within or outside of the company, gets nega-
tive publicity if or when it reaches the public, and has the potential to 
cost greater than a specific quantity in fines, retribution, legal recompense 
awards, along with unforeseen costs or expenses. Organizations require a 
strong strategic approach toward crises so that their reputation faces the 
least damage. The capability of a company to react in a crisis determines 
the manner in which it will survive (Oparanma & Wechie, 2014). In such 
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challenging situations, organizations are responsible for handling the out-
side environment firmly and effectively.

Crisis management
According to Dirk Glaesser (2006), crisis management can be explained 

as the proper action plans, methods, and solutions for crises that are suc-
cessfully implemented to deal with them. Steven Fink (1986), Bill Faulkner 
(2001) and Brent W. Ritchie (2004) divided crisis management into multi-
ple stages to build up an appropriate strategy. As asserted by Ritchie in 
2004, a crisis might be imagined in a three-phase framework over a timeline 
that enlarges from stage one comprising disaster mitigation to planning 
to implement recovery strategies and evaluation along with the feedback 
stage. In 1998, Christine M. Pearson and Judith A. Clair contended that 
managing crises becomes effective when prospective crises are removed. 
In 2003, Caroline Sapriel contended that an organization needs to deal with 
hardships during crises, try to reduce their effects, and along with that, 
tackle the present situation of crises. In 2004, Ritchie delineated the three 
levels of managing a crisis as preparing, respond as well as recovering. As 
organizations are expected to forecast crises and prepare action plans in 
priority, they also need to react to the crisis in the appropriate period, and 
once a portion of the damage is identified, certain courses of action need 
to be implemented. The effectiveness of the recovery procedures is consi-
dered the final phase. The strategies can be improved, and for this reason, 
feedback on those strategies must be run in loops until the problem gets 
resolved (Ping et al., 2011).

Communication in Organisational Crisis
Dealing with a crisis from the perspective of communication focuses 

on nature as well as the context of the crisis. According to Sky Marsen 
(2020), crises vary based on the type, level of company accountability, level 
of damage, total stakeholders involved, type of industry, and company’s 
current reputation as well as history. Crisis communication involves both 
practitioners as well as scholars regarding ethics, problem-solving, plan of 
action, and productive interpersonal communication. The way organisa-
tions handle the crisis, and the way they tackle risk are vital jobs for pro-
fessionals as well as academics researching business correspondence. From 
the organization’s point of view, handling a crisis successfully is vivacious 
in redeeming the dominance of the company, reinstating the image of the 
organization, as well as recovering stakeholder belief. From the perspective 
of academia, testing approaches engaged in the course of a crisis explain 
the way values, assumptions, as well as intentions are carried out in com-
munication exercises.

Two significant theoretical structures for crisis communication research 
come into play here. In PR research and practice, it is measures of the orga-
nization, during and post-crisis stages. Crisis communication investigators 



36 Ethics

inspect how organizations react to, describe as well as clarify the crisis situ-
ation, the steps they consider to scrutinize the reason for the crisis, methods 
in which they convey these measures to the public, and avail distinct media 
to rebuild their bad reputation. The second structure points out crisis pre-
vention upon testing correspondence problems which are guided to the 
inception as well as upturn of a crisis situation. Surrounded by issue mana-
gement, methods in this structure scrutinize processes by which evasion of 
threats as well as misconception can guide to avoidable crises (Normandin 
& Therrien, 2016). 

Role of PR in managing crisis and strategic correspondence
PR is contemplated as an extensive as well as developing profession in 

society. PR experts must go through the release of information in order 
to acquire complete understanding and proper coordination among both 
parties; they should elucidate the crisis to the audience before handling it 
(Kunczik, 2016; Kamil, 2020). Crises management sketches a set of compo-
nents planned particularly to evade crises as well as reduce the damage to 
business and the audiences concerned. The leading plan should be building 
up a tactic as per the requirement of communication from the perspective of 
each spectator since the tactic that is set up for the civic inspires the firm to 
scrutinize its communication process accurately (Petrovici, 2014). Assimi-
lating strategic communication into the organization’s PR program gives a 
much-secured blueprint for success (Fall, 2004; Grunig et al., 2003).

It is difficult to form specific strategies in reaction to a crisis for a com-
pany as well as for a PR practitioner working in crisis communication, as 
crises are very unpredictable. The aims of crisis communication are to rein-
state organizational order, impact the public’s viewpoint, restore the per-
sona as well as the reputation of the organization, and adopt strategies that 
ought to be outlined to reduce damage to the reputation of an organization. 
But before coming out with strategies for dealing with the crises, it beco-
mes important to understand the public for whom those strategies are to be 
made and how they will impact the associated public. During the crisis, it is 
the public that decides how effective those strategies are.

Understanding the Public in Crisis Communication
The public plays a vital role during times of crisis since the effects of 

crises are perceived at their maximum in public. Different sets of people 
will have different opinions on the same problem. As the organization 
encounters a crisis, the concerned public also faces the repercussions. 
Coombs and Sherry J. Holladay (2006), Yan Jin and Glen T. Cameron (2007), 
and Jin and Augustine Pang (2010) deliberated about the public who were 
overwhelmed by the crisis and their response towards the communica-
tion initiated by the organization’s crisis communication. At the time of a 
crisis, the public can have a dual reaction; it can be with the organization 
or it can be against the firm. If the organization communicates strategi-
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cally with its public during a crisis, then the public might have a positive 
attitude toward the situation and the reputational destruction of the orga-
nization can be restored (Benoit, 1995). In PR-grounded crisis communica-
tion investigations, the contingency theory proposed by Jin and Cameron 
(2007) along with the situational crisis communication theory proposed by 
Coombs and Holladay (2007) has tested the response of the public towards 
strategies related to crisis communication. Crises lead the public to become 
unsupportive towards the organization or strengthen associations with it 
altogether. 

Jin et al. (2010) conversed about the public emotions that trigger the con-
flict of a firm, whether it is unravelling, changing, or shaping. The investi-
gation on Crisis communication ponders the outcome of overall positive 
as well as negative sentimental conditions on decision methods. Jin and 
Cameron (2003) presented an espoused appraisal framework of emotions 
in PR and drew on an abstract imperative viewpoint in contingency theory 
by constructing emotions in PR theory.

Exercising stances – Contingency Theory
Adhering to the theory of excellence proposed by James E. Grunig and 

Larissa E. Grunig’s (1992) along with Grunig and James E. Hunt (1984), 
most studies were done on efficacious strategic correspondence. The 
models of excellence that were postulated are (1) the model of Press Agen-
try which states that the sole concern of an organization is to build its 
standards as well as familiar products to the detriment of partial veracity; 
(2) the model of Public Information which is primarily distinguished by 
the single-sided moving of facts from company to public, here the objec-
tive is to give particulars in a reporting manner (just as the journalists do); 
(3) model of two-way asymmetry which states that in lieu of transferring 
inflexible data, companies utilize surveys to convince the audience to 
embrace the viewpoint; (4) model of bidirectional symmetry which assets 
that a corporation is compliant in establishing a dialogue with the public. 
Correspondence occurs either way between corporations and the public, 
where both are ready to alter their stances, aiming to resolve a crisis in an 
experienced, ethical, as well as fruitful approach (Grunig & Grunig, 1992; 
Grunig, 1996). 

As asserted by Amanda Cancel et al. (1997), communicating strategically 
was better depicted explicitly in a continuum. Comprehending strategic cor-
respondence, specifically managing conflicts, from those models of excellence 
already discussed, the model of two-way symmetry was very restricting 
(Cameron et al., 2001). There is no comprehensive group of strategic options 
that are best for every organization (Ginsberg & Venkatraman, 1985), as the 
best strategy is based on a particular group of conditions (contingencies) like 
environment, technology, knowledge, tradition, and structure, as well as the 
size of the organization (Donaldson, 2001; Morton & Hu, 2008; Thai, 2015; 
Woodward, 1965). The theory of contingency argues that there is no one best 
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organizational plan, and strategies that are successful under some conditions 
may not be effective under other (Fiedler, 1964). Alternatively stated, the 
most favourable organizational technique is contingent on different internal 
as well as external limitations. Contingency theorists contended that commu-
nication conceivably is tested across a continuum wherein companies adopt 
a specific stance during a particular time frame for the specific public based 
on the circumstance rather than advocating exercise to a single model or an 
amalgam of duo models in excellence theory (Jin et al., 2010).

Contingency theory proposes a broad variety of feasible stances along 
a continuum that a company can adopt concerning the related public. The 
range of the continuum starts with pure advocacy and ends in pure accom-
modation. Advocacy describes various stages where companies take stan-
ces beneficial to them instead of the audience. Accommodation describes 
the level at which companies welcome the viewpoint or disagreement of 
the public (Jeong, 2015). In JiYeon Jeong’s (2015) study, the 87 contingent 
variables that contingent theory suggested were dissected into eleven 
classifications on two proportions of extrinsic variables (such as threats, 
surroundings specific to industries, political/societal/cultural situations, 
external public, as well as problems attributed to query) as well as inter-
nal variables (such as company’s attributes, PR unit attributes, dominant 
coalition attributes, internal threats, single attributes, and relationship 
attributes) (Sarwatay & Paul, 2018). The continuum theory contends that 
either of the 87 components might influence an organization’s position 
on a continuum at a certain period on the concerned audience (Cancel et 
al., 1999). Out of 87 variables, specialists contended that certain variables 
played more noticeably than the rest of the variables. Some factors deter-
mined the company’s stance on a continuum prior to its transaction with 
the concerned audience.

In contrast, some variables determined the company’s stance on a con-
tinuum through the transaction with the public. The former was classified 
as predisposing factors, whereas the subsequent were situational factors. 
Few backed predisposing components (Cancel et al., 1999) were established 
and incorporated: (1) capacity of the business; (2) the company’s culture; (3) 
industry exposure; (4) PR ties to the powerful alliance; (5) traits of impor-
tant individuals, such as the CEO; and (6) Dominant coalition insight. The 
above factors were encouraged in conflict studies. To cite an example, orga-
nizational culture was an essential component in verifying the articulation 
of an excellent plan to handle the crisis as well as good crisis management 
(Marra, 1998). Situational variables impacted the way a company asso-
ciated with the target audience by attaining transitions out of a favorable 
accommodative stance with a continuum through correspondence. Some 
defended situational components comprised: (1) situational urgency; (2) 
Attributes of the audience; (3) Probable menaces; and (4) Probable expen-
ses and rewards for a company from selecting different stances or positions 
(Cancel et al., 1999).
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Instead of seeing the two-way symmetrical model as the perfect frame-

work, businesses can adopt stances that vary from advocating to accommo-
dating the public during a crisis. This theory encourages companies to go in 
for strategic examination before and as they commence crisis communication. 
If communicating during a crisis situation is most effectual when it is integra-
ted into the decision-making exercise (Seeger, 2006), then before companies’ 
PR professionals embrace a stance in correspondence, they need to look into 
important components while making decisions. Such components are crucial 
for indicating the nature, purpose, and motivations of corporations (predi-
sposing factors) and external restrictions, requirements, and facts of crises 
(components based on situation). For instance, if correspondence is impossi-
ble amid a crisis, it may indicate that a choice should be made, based on the 
prevailing issues of companies (anticipated components), blocking it from 
doing so. Contingency theory suggests strategic evaluation of a characteri-
stic of the public along with the complexity of external threats. It means that 
if the managing public is predominant, companies and practitioners would 
apprehend the threat included in crises and the influence of the public. As 
vagueness, as well as unpredictability, are natural in crises (Seeger, 2006), 
companies look for ways to aid them in transacting through the danger while 
comprehending the possibilities available to them. Adopting the stances stra-
tegically with a continuum provides companies with a structure to evaluate 
the incitement of their stances and allows them to sneak a peek at the pro-
bable results of their work. (Coombs & Holladay, 2019). Thus, the following 
model (Figure 1) is proposed, and the propositions are as follows:

Figure 1
Conceptual model of contingency theory during organizational crisis and coping 
strategy of public

Source. Own research
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Any conflict situation can have one of the following possible results, 
according to Kenneth W. Thomas (1992): a win-win situation, a lose-win 
situation, a situation of a win-lose, a lose-win situation, and compro-
mise. Results of a win-win situation are considered ideal in the majority 
of conflict circumstances, but the stances adopted by various parties in 
a conflict such as advocacy, accommodation, or a combination of both 
(Cancel et al., 1997) might influence if a dispute resolves with a speci-
fic result. Implementing a continuum was a pertinent breakthrough, as 
it identified how a company could select distinct stances according to 
the circumstances of a particular conflict as opposed to using the same 
approach in all situations and with all audiences. The stances and results 
(win-lose situation, lose-win situation, or a situation of compromise) that 
take place in individual-issue, distributive negotiating scenarios may be 
characterized by the advocacy-accommodation continuum. Interestin-
gly, arguments in the real world tend to be much more complicated. In 
the ideal scenario, advocacy, as well as accommodation, would work 
in conjunction to promote interdependence (Deutsch, 1973). In these 
circumstances, cooperation between the organization and the public 
is ideal for all to accomplish desired results and optimum advantages. 
It is impossible to represent this kind of cooperative, win-win circum-
stance by employing a single continuum wherein pure advocacy, as well 
as pure accommodation, coincide (Christen & Lovaas, 2022; Plowman, 
1996; Thomas, 1992).

According to Cindy T. Christen and Steven R. Lovaas (2022), a more 
feasible approach is to realize that advocacy, as well as accommodation, 
differ independently and encompass distinct advocacy and accommoda-
tion while continuing to reflect the organization’s stance. This avoids the 
conceptually ambiguous explanations of advocacy underneath accommoda-
tion as well as accommodation underneath advocacy0 that result from attemp-
ting to portray contradictory activities within the framework of an indi-
vidual advocacy-accommodation continuum (Cameron et al., 2001). By 
separating advocacy from accommodation, a greater range of organizatio-
nal stances that is impossible to represent by placing advocacy as well as 
accommodation at contradictory ends of a single continuum can be cap-
tured. In handling organizational-public disputes, contingency theory’s 
predictive and prescriptive functionality is consequently improved. On 
a chart, advocacy, as well as accommodation, can be shown with advo-
cacy on the x-axis along with accommodation on the y-axis, respectively, 
to indicate the range of organizational stances considered feasible in the 
circumstances of the conflict. Based on the degree of advocacy as well as 
accommodation, the two continuums intersect in four quadrants (or sorts 
of stances), which are shown in Figure 2 and described below (Christen & 
Lovaas, 2022).
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Figure 2
The dual-continuum method: Positioning organisational stance in quadrants 
of advocacy-accommodation

Source. Adapted from The dual-continuum approach: An extension of the contingency theory 
of strategic conflict management. Public Relations Review, 48(1) by C. T. Christen & S. R. Lovaas, 
2022.

Proposition 1: PR professionals must adopt a dual-continuum approach in 
advocacy and accommodation to take a stance during an organizational conflict.

Cognitive Appraisal and the Public Emotions in Crisis Response
Conceivably, the two ruling crisis strategy theories, Image Repair Strate-

gies by Benoit (Benoit, 2004; Brinson & Benoit, 1999), and Situational Crisis 
Communication Strategies by Coombs (2007), are outlined to comprehend 
various strategies that work under different situations. This frequently 
comes from a situation-based response to the crisis. Coombs’ (1998) stra-
tegies are placed as per the circumstances established by the crisis type 
as well as the organization’s control point. One side suggests adopting 
accommodating tactics, such as a full apology when the corporation has 
strong, distinct control over a crisis situation. On the other hand, defensive 
tactics such as attack or denial are recommended when a corporation has 
poor control over a problem. Though the aforesaid situation-specific crisis 
interventions aid as crucial guidelines to realize crisis circumstances, it is 
contended that a better comprehensive and universal method would be 
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framing crisis responses out of an emotion-based aspect to realize various 
emotional turbulence that the audience related to during a crisis is probable 
to undergo so that organizations rationalize their methods to handle parti-
cular requirements (Jin et al., 2010). 

According to Richard Lazarus (1991), emotion is a structured arrange-
ment of cognition, motivation, and relations whose position alters when 
the interaction between a person and their environment is seen and asses-
sed. Emotions serve as an anchor in the public’s understanding of what is 
unwinding, changing, and moulding during crises, while conflict among 
the public and organization increases. Jin and Cameron (2003) provided an 
evolved emotional appraisal framework in PR as well as a vital aspect of 
conceptualizing contingency theory by constructing emotions in PR theory. 
They additionally suggested that a specified stance be evaluated as relatio-
nal engagement with emotional actors that uphold the model indicated in 
the following features: (1) emotional tone is the direction of emotion, which 
can be beneficial or detrimental; (2) emotional temperature is measured by 
the degree of emotion; and (3) The impact of the emotional stimulus in the 
strategic outcome is referred to as emotional weight (Jin & Cameron, 2003).

A catalyst can elicit emotion in the present moment or in the future as 
the outcome of a cognitive endeavour or an evaluation of the significance of 
catalyst. Mainly, an appraisal is an assessment formed on cognitive-formed 
objectives in a certain circumstance, and relevance mentions the connec-
tion between episodes or events and the public’s interest. In the absence of 
an appraisal, no emotion prevails. In consequence, studies have discove-
red that the public judges as well as decides by examining their emotions 
and analyzing the meaning of those feelings for the current problem. Their 
viewpoint on crises is not rigidly the task of an environmental catalyst but 
includes analysis of the crisis (Carver & Blaney, 1977). Cognitive appraisal 
is an activity through which an individual assesses a particular experience 
with their surroundings that applies to their interests (Folkman et al.,1986). 
Implementing the cognitive appraisal view within crisis correspondence. 
Jin et al., (2007) constructed an analytical framework was constructed by to 
recognize the responses to the crisis of key publics, indicated by prevailing 
emotions induced by various kinds of crises (Jin et al., 2010).

Anger, fright, worry, as well as sadness are recognized as negative emo-
tions that predominate during a crisis and are frequently experienced by 
the general public. (a) Anger denotes that during a crisis, the key public is 
inclined to encounter anger when going through a challenging offense from 
some organization against them. The Public’s ego-participation is engros-
sed to protect or amplify their personality or gain in the circumstance. 
Generally, there is a matter of criticism that arises from the realization that 
an organization is responsible for damaging acts and could have averted 
them. The key public might choose attack as the plan of action while facing 
the organization. (b) Fright denotes that the fundamental relational issue of 
fright is going through uncertain and empirical menaces (Lazarus, 1991). 
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The appropriate way to handle damages and how the related organization 
might handle the matter are both unknown to the audience. Based on the 
availability of assets as well as power, they might select avoidance of a 
crisis as a feasible possibility; (c) Anxiety: It can be defined as experien-
cing an instant, tangible, and massive risk (Lazarus, 1991). Audience might 
get overburdened by a crisis as well as look for a rapid remedy. Their ego 
participation is seen as an effort to defend their self-ego identity against 
a group they believe to be the root of an empirical challenge. Based on its 
assessment of the environment, it might or might not criticize the organiza-
tion’s actions. With unpredictability of coping with circumstances as well 
as the organization’s reaction, they tend to ignore as well as get away; (d) 
One fundamentally related aspect of sadness is that experiencing irrepara-
ble harm is a sign of sadness (Lazarus, 1991). Here, the public experiences 
both substantial and impalpable losses. Their aim of endurance is intimida-
ted, and the dropping of ego-involvement (such as esteem, integrity, ideals, 
people, and their welfare) prompted by situations far off their dominance 
might guide them in urgent requirements for relief as well as solace. The 
organization’s decision may have an impact on the public’s tendency to 
take action. There are various degrees of emotions experienced at a parti-
cular time regarding specific stimuli. The fundamental stage of emotion is 
what the audience encounters initially, or immediate, occurrence. Second 
phase emotion is encountered by the audience in future occurrences as time 
goes on and depends on how the business responds to an ongoing crisis. 
Such emotions might be passed on from controlling emotions or concurring 
emotions besides the primary level (Jin et al., 2010).

Proposition 2: Cognitive appraisal conceptualizes contingency theory by hel-
ping to study the emotions of the public and gives a theoretical framework for 
determining crisis responses. 

Coping Strategies of the Public in Response to a Crisis
Coping can be described as communication between an individual’s 

internal assets and external environmental pressure. It is also explained as 
continuously changing cognitive and behavioural attempts to handle spe-
cific insistence that are evaluated as potentially demanding or outstanding 
an individual’s resources. Coping involves efforts to reduce the recogni-
zed discrepancy between situational demands and personal resources. The 
cognitive practice of coping is based on an intellectual approach to how the 
person evaluates the situation. The extent of appraisal expresses the pressure 
level and typical coping strategies that the person applies (Sremac, 2008).

As a correlative of the organizational crisis response plan, the public 
during a crisis inherently validates their plans for coping with negative 
emotions prompted by crises. The public vigorously undertakes several 
coping strategies to tackle the crisis, whether they emotionally self-console 
or modify their thoughts to minimize stress. Strategies to cope with emo-
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tions (that is, emotional support as well as venting) are applied when the 
public primarily encounters sadness or fright in crisis, whatever the crisis 
foresees, and rational coping mechanisms (action as well as instrumental 
support) are employed when the public primarily experiences sadness 
and the situation is foreseeable but unmanageable according to the public. 
Hence, both emotional and rational approaches are fruitful strategies for 
the public f to handle their negative emotions prompted by crisis circum-
stances. The practitioners must understand the significance of productive 
usage of both approaches to impart the most suitable organization-related 
messages to the public, recognize the ardently segregated public during 
crises, and modify their responses to a crisis to accelerate the public’s suc-
cessful crisis coping (Jin, 2009).

Proposition 3: The public will form their coping strategies such as emotional 
and rational coping in response to the crisis.

Implications

The propositions require investigation taking into consideration the exi-
sting crisis faced by organisations. Future researchers may conduct rese-
arch in more depth regarding the advocacy and accommodation used in 
contingency theory. At the time of a crisis, a PR expert must strategically 
communicate while keeping in mind the public’s emotions and coping 
mechanisms, as revealed by the present study. A well-established and 
frequently used emotion in study streams is a cognitive appraisal of emo-
tions (Lazarus, 1991). The cognitive appraisal that can be executed while 
communicating during a crisis, (Jin et al., 2007) has assisted a theoretical 
structure in understanding the responses of the primary public during a 
crisis, as confirmed by dominant emotions induced by diverse crises. It is 
asserted that organizations must appreciate the emotional stipulates of the 
crucial public at a variety of rendezvous echelons in different issues for 
effective crisis management to converse appropriately and coordinate with 
strategies for coping required by the public (Jin et al., 2007). A deeper study 
into detrimental emotions such as anger, fright, sadness, as well as anxiety 
would help PR practitioners build crisis response strategies for dealing 
with crises. This research might instigate future researchers to explore the 
linkages between contingency theory and cognitive appraisal in organiza-
tional crisis communication.

Conclusion

Contingency theory has made a number of important advancements in 
the fields of conflict management as well as public relations (Cancel et al., 
1997). It found 87 predisposing and situational elements that went beyond 
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conventional public relations and could impact an organization’s stance as 
well as movement in specific conflict scenarios (Christen & Lovaas, 2022). 
The present work addresses the drawbacks of adopting a sole advocacy-
-accommodation continuum to represent basic organisational stance as well 
as modifications in stance; as conflicts among organisation-public grow to 
further improve the prescriptive as well as analytical usage of contingency 
theory. The authors contend that, depending on a range of contingent cir-
cumstances, advocacy, as well as accommodation, operates independently. 
The authors claim that a two-continuum approach is required to more tho-
roughly represent the variety of places and movements that are available to 
PR practitioners in charge of handling conflicts as well as crises (Christen & 
Lovaas, 2022). Future research should address the current trends, strategies, 
and factors that lead to organizational crises. Though the researchers have 
tried to explore the negative emotions (anger, anxiety, fright, and sadness) 
and coping strategies, future studies may explore other emotions before 
making the strategies to tackle crises. The strategies of crisis management 
could be enhanced to tackle the crisis. It is pertinent to study contingency 
theory’s predisposing along with situational factors that impact the stance 
of the organization during a conflict. Studying contingent factors in crisis 
communication and other emotional factors in the public might help the PR 
profession come up with better crisis management strategies. A crisis may 
occur at any point in an organization’s history. Therefore, PR professionals 
need to respond immediately to it and prevent damage that might hamper 
the reputation of the organization. For this reason, how they communicate 
with their public and stakeholders becomes very crucial during a crisis. 
Contingency Theory can be useful in this situation. PR professionals must 
take the audience’s emotions into account when speaking with the public 
during a crisis. PR practitioners must come up with the best coping stra-
tegies while responding to the crisis so that they can maintain the reputa-
tion of the company through effective communication. Hence, for effective 
communication to take place, the public’s emotions during a crisis and how 
they cope with them need to be studied.
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