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official communication materials from three governments between January 2020 and
January 2021 in response to the COVID-19 pandemic (mainly the text manuscripts of
press conferences and the written records of press conferences)

A comparative analysis of COVID-19 press briefings from the U.S., Germany, and Japan
governments show clear differences in crisis communication strategies. In the U.S.,
communication was highly politicized. Attribution and responsibility frames dominated,
combining performance claims with blame-shifting tactics. Communication primarily
served campaign goals rather than collaborative governance. Germany, highlighted
action frames rooted in institutional discourse. Communication aimed to build consensus
and legitimize policy through cooperation, and scientific authority. Japan tends to use
affective frame with messaging relied on polite, request-based expressions, emphasizing
social trust, public ethics, and emotional resonance. Though less overtly politicized,
Japan’s approach built affective legitimacy through empathy and moral responsibility. In
short, while all three are democracies, their institutional structures and political cultures
shaped distinct pathways for politicization in crisis communication.
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Introduction

As of early 2025, more than seven million people worldwide have died from COVID-19 (WHO, 2025).
This abrupt public health crisis, which began in late 2019 and fully broke out in 2020, not only severely
disrupted people’s daily life across lots of countries but also led to lasting and irreversible social, economic,
and psychological consequences. Although the World Health Organization officially declared the end of the
global public health emergency caused by COVID-19 in May 2023, its far-reaching impacts haven’t faded.

As Sellnow et al. (2013, p. 1) point out, severe public crises like the COVID-19 pandemic “are increasingly
important social, political, economic, and environmental forces and arguably create more change more
quickly than any other single phenomenon.” In other words, public crises have become powerful forces that

deeply reshape modern life in many respects with an unprecedented pace.

While the outbreak of crises is often highly unpredictable, “the fact that crises occur at an increasing and
alarming frequency allows scholars to observe similarities, patterns, and relationships across many
occurrences” (Sellnow et al., 2013, p. 3). This trend presents many opportunities for academic research and
then scholars can explore common patterns and communication dynamics across different crises, helping to

deepen our understanding of the nature of crises, management mechanisms, and societal responses.

In times of crisis, the role of information dissemination becomes critically important. Crises are often
accompanied by uncertainty and the emergence of various emotional responses from the public (Jin et al.,
2014; Liu et al., 2016). As Reynolds and and W. Seeger (2005) note, “timely communication with this group
may help mitigate or contain harm” (p. 50). Telg (2010) also emphasizes that crises can lead to negative
public perceptions of an organization and even cause misinformation about the facts. Therefore,

organizations must respond quickly and effectively to demonstrate their ability to manage the situation.

The global outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has brought new topics to the study of crisis
communication, which means that crisis communication has extended well beyond the realm of traditional
corporate public relations and into the broader domain of public governance (Olsson, 2014). Its global
impact makes it clear that crisis communication is no longer the responsibility of a single organization or
nation; rather, it has become international, thus requiring coordination and cooperation across different

regions and countries.

In contemporary political life, the role of governments in crisis communication is significant and

indispensable. They are not only information providers, but also, as M. A et al. (2021, p. 1) state, “effective



government crisis communication ensures proper information management, media coordination, correct
support actions, and direct communication with stakeholders”. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the
provincial government of Kerala in India, provided a notable example. They effectively controlled the first
wave of the outbreak through pre-crisis messaging, information management and media coordination. This
multi-layered communication strategy not only strengthened public trust but also encouraged active public

participation, thereby improving the overall effectiveness of crisis management (M. A et al., 2021).

As noted by Sellnow et al. (2013), crises are dual in nature— while they can cause damages and are
destructive, they can also create opportunities for the reorganization of order. This duality is equally present
in the role of crisis communication within political processes. On one hand, poorly executed or failed
communication strategies can result in damage to reputation and even the erosion of public trust. But on the
other hand, effective communication can not only manage to avoid blame, protect reputation, but also
provide political actors with the opportunities to reshape political agendas and power structures (Boin et al.,
2009). In the contemporary highly competitive political context, the strategic goals of government crisis
communication is no longer limited to simply disseminating information to the public, guiding the response
methods of the crisis and repairing image. (Sellnow et al., 2013, p. 14). Instead, it now further tries to divert
public’s focus through the guidance of topics and agendas, thereby achieving the maintenance of its own
governance legitimacy, and then even gaining political advantages during the competitive election cycle
(Hu & Zhong, 2023; Imran, 2025).

From a cross-national comparison perspective, research shows that governments are significantly different
in how they develop and use crisis communication strategies. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for example,
the responses and coping strategies of each state under the federal system of the United States to the crisis
were not completely unified, and partisan divisions seriously affected public perceptions and behaviors
regarding the crisis as well (Mohamed Nour & Kisa, 2024). In contrast, Italy’s crisis communication was
centered around Prime Minister Conte, emphasizing emotional appeals and personal leadership. His
approach relied on “personalisation” communication through televised speeches and social media. Sweden,
on the other hand, adopted a rational, expert-led strategy with low political intervention, characterized by a
restrained, technocratic tone that leaned on public self-discipline and a high-trust culture (Lilleker et al.,
2021, pp. 132-154).

These differences not only reflect the significance of the diversity of political system, governance concepts
and cultural contexts across various countries, but also highlight that there are significant differences in the
functions and specific practices of crisis communication in different cultural and political contexts - some
emphasize professionalism and rationality, some focus on shaping and utilizing the personal image of
leaders, and some tend to rebuild order and restore public trust during the process of dissemination. More
importantly, crisis communication is not a completely neutral or purely technical process; instead, it often
incorporates considerations of power operation and political interests. As Huang et al. (2016) argue, crisis
communication cannot be fully understood without considering its broader socio-political and institutional



context. The value of cross-national comparative research lies precisely in uncovering how crisis
communication is shaped and used within specific institutional structures and political competition, serving
as an effective tool for governments to construct political legitimacy, maintain authority, or shift blame
(Svenbro & and Wester, 2023).

To sum up, in the political context, the function and implementation purpose of crisis communication are
no longer merely tools for crisis communicators to manage in the face of crisis situations, but rather a
complex communication process that realizes political competition and game through discourse. Its political
dimension and the increasingly prominent trend of politicization require researchers to conduct a more in-
depth analysis of the government's crisis communication strategies in combination with the various political
background.

Most of the existing comparative research mainly focuses on the differences in crisis response between
democratic and authoritarian regimes (Xia et al., 2022) and there are also abundant specific empirical studies
on various democratic countries. However, systematic cross-national comparisons remain limited. Moreover,
most studies tend to concentrate on Western contexts, with relatively few addressing East—West comparisons.
For instance, the competitive democracy of the United States, the procedural democracy of Japan, and the
deliberative democracy of Germany each display significant differences in terms of political structures and
governance logic. It is precisely this political contextual difference that may profoundly affect how the
government formulates and implements crisis communication strategies. Therefore, an in-depth comparison
of the differences in aspects such as narrative construction in government crisis communication under
different democratic models is conducive to exploring the diversity within democratic systems. This
approach helps uncover the internal diversity within democratic systems and reveals the distinct behaviors
of crisis communication within different political contexts.

This paper takes the democratic theory proposed by Strombéck (2005) as the reference theoretical basis for
the selection of research objects. Based on his classification of democratic types, the United States, Germany,
and Japan were chosen as three representative countries. The analysis focuses on the use of framing theory
as the primary analytical tool. By examining official communication materials from these three governments
between January 2020 and January 2021 in response to the COVID-19 pandemic (mainly the text
manuscripts of press conferences and the written records of press conferences), the study conducts coding
and content analysis were carried out in combination with their specific sentence contents. From this, the
dominant discourse frameworks employed in each country’s crisis communication are identified and

summarized, leading to the formulation of key conclusions.

The paper is structured into six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the research background, questions, and
structure. Chapter 2 and 3 reviews relevant literature on crisis communication and identifies gaps in existing

research. Chapter 4 outlines the research design and methodology, including case selection and analytical



tools. Chapter 5 presents the core analysis, comparing how the three countries communicated during the
crisis. Chapter 6 discusses similarities, differences, and underlying mechanisms across political systems.
The final chapter summarizes the main findings, theoretical contributions, and policy implications, and

offers reflections on the study’s limitations and directions for future research.



Academic Relevance

With the frequent occurrence of global public crises, crisis communication has gradually become an
important interdisciplinary field between political communication and media studies. However, current
academic research on crisis communication still has multiple theoretical and practical gaps, especially the
lack of systematic comparative studies on government communication frameworks from the perspective of
political institutions. This study focuses on the integration of politically oriented language strategies and
framing theory, proposing their use to analyze the communication practices of governments in democratic
countries under crisis situations, and taking institutional factors as an important context for understanding
such communication practices. It aims to theoretically expand the horizon of crisis communication research
and promote the deeper application of framing theory in the context of political communication.

On the one hand, the classical theories in the field of crisis communication mostly focus on enterprises,
brands, and other non-governmental organizations, exploring how they adopt effective repair strategies and
maintain reputation in crisis situations. Representative theories include Benoit's (1997) Image Restoration
Theory and Coombs'(2007b) Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT). In the field of political
communication, although there is already a large body of research focusing on how leaders and governments
respond to crises through language and media channels, such studies usually focus on a single country or a
specific crisis event, and systematic comparisons across different democratic systems are relatively few. In
addition, existing studies on crisis communication strategies in the political communication field mostly
emphasize the normative paradigm, that is, how governments should communicate to achieve effective
crisis management. However, in reality, government crisis communication often carries obvious “politicized”
characteristics, meaning the communication strategies are oriented toward specific political goals (such as
responsibility evasion, leadership legitimacy maintenance, political mobilization, etc.). Such politicization
has not entirely deviated from the communication principles proposed by normative theories, but the
strategic deviations and adjustments caused by political goals have not been fully revealed and discussed.

On the other hand, although framing theory has been widely applied in research on political issues, media
coverage, and public opinion guidance, how to apply it to government-led “politicized crisis
communication,” especially in revealing how governments strategically choose and use specific frames to
achieve their political goals, is still a clear theoretical gap. Therefore, this study aims, from a cross-national
institutional comparative perspective, to explore more deeply the actual usage patterns and internal logic of
framing strategies in politicized crisis communication by governments under different democratic systems,
in order to enrich the existing integrated perspective of crisis communication research and framing theory.

Therefore, this study attempts to fill the following key research gaps:
First, to make up for the insufficient attention to the politicized phenomenon of crisis communication in



crisis communication research. Second, to systematically compare the similarities and differences in the use
of frames by governments under three types of democratic systems (competitive, procedural, deliberative),
and clarify the characteristics of crisis communication frame usage in different democratic systems. Third,
to propose a three-dimensional model of “Frame—Strategy—Institution,” elevating text analysis to a broader
comparison of political contextual factors, thus overcoming the past limitation of crisis communication
research mostly staying at the event level and lacking cross-institutional integration.

In terms of methodology, this study integrates classical theories in framing theory with common language
strategies used by governments in crisis communication (such as denial, accusation, boasting, remediation,
etc.), designs a coding manual, and systematically organizes the language strategies used by governments
in formal texts such as leaders' speeches, press conferences, and news briefings through text analysis.
Through a comparative study of the United States, Japan, and Germany—three representative democratic
countries—and by combining the characteristics of their different political systems and contextual factors,
the theoretical depth of text analysis is enhanced.

In terms of theoretical contribution, this study extends framing theory from its original focus on media
narrative structure analysis to the design of government communication strategies. It also connects with the
current phenomenon of politicized crisis communication, promoting its application toward issues such as
government discourse power, legitimacy construction, and political communication manipulation.

In addition, in terms of the time dimension, this study compensates for the limitation of existing pandemic
communication research which mostly focuses on short time periods during the crisis. It systematically
analyzes the language strategies of government crisis communication throughout one year after the outbreak
of the pandemic (from January 2020 to January 2021). The corpus used spans a longer period and covers a
more complete timeline. Compared with studies that focus on a single event or single piece of discourse,
this research has a more comprehensive observation perspective and richer data support, better reflecting
the strategic characteristics and stability of governments in long-term crisis situations.

In summary, this study builds a research framework of “political goals—language strategies—frame
application,” with a more rigorous logic. It fills the theoretical gap in current research regarding the lack of
systematic cross-national comparison of how governments use language and framing strategies to achieve
specific political goals under politicized crisis communication contexts. It also advances the deep integration
of framing theory and qualitative content analysis in methodology. In terms of theoretical contribution,
methodological design, and empirical expansion, this study has important academic value and innovative
significance.



Societal Relevance

The COVID-19 pandemic is not only a public health crisis but also a systematic test of the political
communication systems and governance capacities of various countries. Against this backdrop, the
government's language strategies and public communication play an important role in shaping public
perception, guiding public sentiment, and managing social order. Understanding the “political orientation”
logic behind these language strategies and revealing the crisis communication styles under different political
systems hold profound practical significance for today’s public communication practices, democratic
development, and communication governance reform.

First, from the perspective of the macro social environment, the current coexistence of global crises and
high-intensity information flow creates an information ecology for the public that is highly fragmented,
emotional, and polarized (Olafsson & and Jéhannsdéttir, 2024). Under such conditions, how the government
can effectively convey information through media discourse—to both stabilize public sentiment and avoid
loss of control—has become a governance challenge faced by all democratic countries. The “politicized
framing” that this study focuses on is precisely the most risky yet most common form of communication in
this context—it may enhance political mobilization, but it may also weaken public trust, leading to a “crisis
of information legitimacy.”

Second, from the perspective of information dissemination platforms, with the development and coexistence
of media channels such as press conferences and social media, the government is no longer merely an
“information provider,” but also a “shaper of cognition.” This means that the language strategies used by
leaders in their texts directly influence public opinion orientation and behavioral outcomes. The strategy—
frame analytical dimension provided by this study offers a more structured and operable reflective tool for
policy communication practices, which can help future governments optimize narrative design and

communication pathways in crisis management.

Third, from theoretical construction to problem identification, this study breaks through the traditional
research orientation that purely focuses on the effectiveness of communication techniques. It emphasizes
the relationship between communication goals and language strategies in political contexts, particularly
focusing on how governments strategically use frames in specific political situations to achieve multiple
goals. On this basis, this paper moderately introduces institutional backgrounds in comparative analysis as
a supplementary perspective for understanding differences in government communication. The study finds
that differences in political environments and governance practices among countries—such as the intensity
of political competition or policy consultation models—may influence governments' emphasis on unity,
scientificity, or mobilization in crisis communication. This observation helps us more comprehensively
understand the diversity of crisis communication and provides reference for enhancing the coordination and
responsiveness of public communication.



Fourth, at the level of language strategies, this study systematically sorts out commonly used framing types
and typical expressions in government crisis communication and summarizes language practices with
political orientation functions. The use of such strategic language is not neutral expression, but a strategic
choice serving specific political goals. By identifying frames and language features in discourse texts, the
study reveals how governments highlight or obscure specific information to guide the focus of discussion.
This analytical approach helps deepen our understanding of the logic behind the use of politicized language
and can provide reference for enhancing information transparency and public inclusiveness in public
communication practices.

Finally, on the practical level, this study helps enrich the integrated application of political communication
and crisis communication in government contexts. It reveals how governments use specific language
strategies in crises to shape the information structure and influence public understanding, providing
analytical ideas for improving clarity of expression and acceptability of policy communication in future
public communication. Faced with the phenomenon of public trust being easily shaken in complex social
situations, identifying and optimizing language strategies in communication helps enhance the effectiveness
of communication between the government and the public, and improve the comprehensibility of policy
information and the constructiveness of social responses.

Therefore, this study is not only a systematic review of government crisis communication language
strategies under the pandemic context but also provides practical experience for future government
communication practices in similar sudden public events. By identifying frames and language patterns with
political orientation functions, the study points out that when responding to complex public crises,
governments should pay more attention to the strategic and understandable nature of communication content,
ensuring that information transmission is both clear and publicly acceptable. This has practical significance
for improving the efficiency of policy communication and enhancing public trust.



Background and Key concepts
Crisis

Early academic research on the concept of “crisis” focused primarily on its inherent characteristics. Barton
(2001, p. 2) defined a crisis as “a sudden, adverse, and debilitating occurrence.” Similarly emphasizing the
fundamental traits of crises, Rosenthal and Pijnenburg (1990, p. 279) stated that “the concept of crisis relates
to situations featuring severe threat, uncertainty, and sense of urgency”. In addition, they emphasize that
crises are not limited to natural disasters but can encompass a wide range of situations, such as technological
failures, violent conflicts, and terrorist attacks. These viewpoints all emphasize the destructiveness,
unpredictability of the crisis and the urgency of the response time limit (Boin & ‘T Hart, 2007).

Since the 1960s, relevant research began to shift focus towards the threat of crises to the image of
organizations. Due to the rapid social development in the United States, large corporations, government
agencies, and social groups and other organizations had increasing practical demands for “crisis
management.” As a result, a wave of research emerged focusing on how organizations could recover their
reputations and rebuild their public image. During this period, crisis definitions began to center on perceived
threats. Coombs (2012, p. 3) defined a crisis as “the perception of an unpredictable event that threatens
important expectancies of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organization’s performance and generate
negative outcomes.” Coombs’s definition highlights three key characteristics of crises: firstly, they are
unpredictable and sudden; secondly, the occurrence of a crisis implies a deviation from the goals and
interests of the organization or stakeholders.; and thirdly, they have adverse impacts on the organization,
and are usually accompanied by three closely related consequences subsequently: (1) public safety, (2)
financial loss, and (3) reputational harm(Coombs, 2007a). In general, the commonality of these definitions
of crisis includes being dangerous, unpredictable, destructive, and requiring prompt response and handling.

In the context of political science, a “crisis” is not merely a sudden social event, but also a “political
phenomenon”(Schwarz et al., 2016, p. 15). Schwarz and Seeger (2016: 15) point out, “the very identification
of'an event as a 'crisis' has significant political overtones and consequences. It raises public awareness about
the situation; it propels an event onto the political agenda; and it facilitates some type of collective response.”
In their explanation, crises also have the ability of policy mobilization. Their emergence and response cannot
be completely separated from the political system and power structure. Crisis research from the perspective
of political science goes beyond the simple logic of event handling and pays more attention to the
competition for the power of discourse. It is believed that the crisis also has the ability to “disrupt the
political status quo, forcing members of policymaking systems to reevaluate their ideas about governmental

activities.” (Schwarz et al., 2016, p. 16)



Within this context, the COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly stands out as the most representative global crisis
in recent years. Its outbreak was marked by extreme suddenness and uncertainty, spreading rapidly across
the world in a short period—far beyond the original risk expectations and emergency capacities of most
countries—posing a serious threat to public safety. At the same time, the pandemic has also indirectly led
to a series of secondary crises such as economic recession, social disorder, and strained healthcare systems,
resulting in systemic shock, which have had a huge impact on global social development. Against the
backdrop of the scientific uncertainty brought about by the sudden health crisis of COVID-19, policymakers
have to make key decisions promptly under limited information conditions, demonstrating a typical “crisis
decision-making predicament”. At the same time, the outbreak of COVID-19 has reached an
unprecedentedly large scale, and the response strategies of various countries have also been different. As
such, COVID-19 not only aligns with the core definitional features of crisis studies but also provides a
realistic typical case for conducting cross-national comparative studies to explore crisis management

theories and government governance strategies.

Crisis communication

Since crises often can disrupt an organization’s operations, threaten its reputation, and, as Coombs and
Holladay (2002, p. 166) note, “an organization’s communicative response to a crisis can serve to limit and
even to repair the reputational damage.” Therefore, organizations must attach great importance to crisis

communication to mitigate the damage.

Sellnow et al. (2013, p. 13) define crisis communication as “the process of continuously constructing shared
meaning among different groups, communities, individuals and institutions in the ecological context of a
crisis, with the aim of preparing for a crisis, reducing harm, limiting impact and responding to threats and
injuries.” Similarly, Coombs (2023, p. 4) emphasizes that crisis communication involves the sending and
receiving of messages to prevent or mitigate the negative consequences of a crisis, thereby protecting the
organization, stakeholders and/or the industry from harm.” In this process, the primary task of a crisis
communicator is to shape public attributions of the crisis in order to protect the organization’s reputation.
In his Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), Coombs (2007b) systematically explains how
various contextual factors influence public judgments of responsibility and emotional reactions, and
identifies reputation protection as the core goal of crisis communication. An organization's reputation stems
from the overall evaluation of its past actions by stakeholders, and crisis events pose a direct threat to this
reputation asset. Therefore, organizations must adopt appropriate response strategies that match the specific

crisis situations to minimize negative impacts and preserve or repair their reputations.
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Furthermore, crisis communication serves the function of rebuilding the organization’s image. As Benoit
(1997) points out, in crises, “attacks” refers to the public's perception that an organization is responsible for
the crisis and that its behavior is offensive. In such contexts, the goal of crisis communication is to respond
to and mitigate these negative perceptions, thus achieving the maintenance and reconstruction of reputation.
Benoit also proposes five types of response strategies: denial, evasion of responsibility, reduction of
offensiveness, corrective action, and mortification, outlining a systematic framework for organizations to
choose from when managing reputational crises.

To sum up, the definition of crisis communication usually contains three key elements: first, it takes place
in the context of unexpected and disruptive events; second, it emphasizes efficient message exchange and
shared meaning construction among multiple actors; and third, its core function is to help the public
understand complex situations, stabilize emotions, and guide rational reactions, thereby minimizing risk and
preserving organizational image.

In the context of the epidemic, there are many factors that influence the effect of crisis
communication. From the perspective of crisis communicators, these include communication styles
(such as whether empathy and information transparency are demonstrated), the consistency of
information contents among different organizations, the use of scientific basis, and even the gender
of leaders, etc (Mohamed Nour & Kisa, 2024). From the perspective of the public, factors such as
individuals’ subjective information demands, emotional states, and perception of the credibility of
the government's authoritative information also have significant influences on the satisfaction of
crisis communication. Therefore, high-quality and effective crisis communication should focus on
the information needs of different groups, take into account the accuracy of information and the
emotional response to the public, so as to achieve the dual functions of policy communication and
trust restoration.

Why COVID-19 is important as a Crisis Communication Case Study

As of April 2025, COVID-19 has caused more than 700 million infections and over 7.01 million deaths
worldwide (WHO, 2025). However, researchers generally believe that there is a systematic underestimation
of the official data. A study on excess deaths in The Lancet indicates that during the two years from 2020
to 2021 alone, the actual number of deaths caused by the pandemic worldwide could have been as high as
18.2 million, more than three times the official report for the same period(Yuan & Wang, 2022) The
COVID-19 pandemic, as an important event in the study of crisis communication, its complexity and
persistence have posed an posed a comprehensive challenge to existing theoretical frameworks. This
pandemic has not only spread to all parts of the world at an astonishing speed, but also profoundly changed
public policies, science communication, public behavior and the media environment with its impact lasting
for several years. Compared with previous crises that mostly focused on a single event or short-term shock,

11



COVID-19 demonstrated the characteristics of long duration, high complexity and high uncertainty, and
became the event with the most specific research value in the field of crisis communication in recent years.

During the governance of the pandemic, the governments were compelled to make policy responses in an
extremely short period of time, and at the same time release response plans to the public under the conditions
of incomplete information and no consensus on science. This resulted in an unprecedented communication
dilemma that the government must address the existing problems while simultaneously dealing with the
emerging crisis situations, that is, it has to revise policies based on new scientific evidence and strive to
maintain social stability and operation. What made the situation more challenging was the fact that in the
governance of the pandemic, the dissemination of information is not solely controlled by the government.
The response to COVID-19 involves multiple information production and re-dissemination entities,
including but not limited to government agencies, health experts, media organizations, social media
influencers and even ordinary citizens. The “multi-centralization” of this communication ecosystem makes
it difficult for authoritative information to monopolize attention in a short period of time, and also weakens
the dominant position of the official voice. Pulido et al. (2020) pointed out that i in Twitter samples from
the early phase of the pandemic, up to 85% of COVID-19-related content was classified as “false or partially
false”, which means that in terms of the speed and scope of information dissemination, misinformation often

exceeds the coverage of authoritative information.

These intricate information flows not only technically weaken the government's communication capacity,
but also fostered a widespread public psychology of information uncertainty. On one hand, the public relies
on the authoritative explanations provided by the government; on the other hand, they are confronted with
anxiety and confusion caused by information overload and a high degree of uncertainty. In such a context,
the government's communication is no longer merely an tool for policy declaration, but has become a core
component of crisis governance. It is also related to the ability to maintain the public's acceptability of policy
implementation and the trust on system.

Meanwhile, the politicization of COVID-19 has also greatly exacerbated the transmission challenges. In
many countries, epidemic prevention measures are closely linked to political positions, causing public
policies that should be science-oriented to evolve into tools for partisan games. The most typical example
is the United States. In 2020, which was the presidential election year, the Trump administration frequently
blamed “China” for the epidemic and politicized the act of wearing masks, making some of its supporters
regard scientifically advised public health practices as a symbol of political obedience (Gollust et al.,
2020).This has led to a highly polarized characteristic of crisis dissemination in American society. Different
political camps hold fundamental differences on the same information, resulting in a severe weakening of
policy consistency and social cohesion.

From the perspective of theoretical development, COVID-19 has posed a severe challenge to the existing
theories of crisis communication. Classic models such as Coombs' Situational Crisis Communication
Theory (SCCT) are mainly used to deal with the response strategies adopted by enterprises or institutions
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in short-term crises. Its classification logic (denial, mitigation, reconstruction) assumes that the
communication activities are relatively controllable and the information subject is single. However, in a
global crisis that lasts for more than three years and involves multiple subjects and cross-platforms, this
model clearly cannot cover all scenarios. Tian Tian and Yang (2022) pointed out that in the social media
communication of governors and presidents in the United States, in addition to traditional strategies, the
“cohesion strategy” has also emerged widely, that is, to evoke the unity and support of the people by
emphasizing collective emotions, common goals and social identity. This kind of emotionally mobilizing
language, such as “We have experienced all this together” and “No one will be left behind”, has not been
systematically modeled in the original theory, but has demonstrated powerful political functions and
communication effectiveness in the long-term crisis.

Furthermore, the “Crisis and Emergency Risk Transmission Framework” (CERC) proposed by the CDC
has also shown room for adjustment in COVID-19. CERC assumes that crisis communication can roughly
be divided into stages such as “early warning period - outbreak period - response period - recovery period”,
emphasizing the application of different communication methods in different stages. However, the repetitive
cycles, policy adjustments and scientific updates of COVID-19 make it difficult to linearly divide these
stages, and the transmission rhythm is more “volatile” and “lagging”. The effectiveness of communication
strategies is not only influenced by the information content, but also constrained by the public's “early
cognitive foundation”. This suggests that future crisis communication models need to introduce variables
such as the “communication feedback loop” and the “trust stock mechanism” to adapt to the new and
complex crisis context.

To sum up, COVID-19 is not merely a public health crisis, but also an extreme test of the spread of public
crises. It poses higher response requirements for crisis communication: it is not only necessary to accurately
convey scientific knowledge, but also to understand public sentiment and manage the interaction among
information sources. It also makes us realize that the current communication environment has undergone
tremendous changes, and the problems and challenges faced by current crises communicators are no longer
merely those in terms of information channels and image management. They now involve more games
among various stakeholders and the influence of the political environment. Therefore, after the outbreak
period of COVID-19 has passed, the review and update of the crisis communication theory is a further
response and reflection to these challenges.
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Literature review

Research on Government Crisis Communication

Entman (2003) proposed and explained the Cascading Activation Model to analyze the mechanism of frame
communication among government, the media, and the public, especially how the government dominates
information interpretation and discourse power in crisis situations. This model is hierarchically structured
from top to bottom as follows: the President and core government (referred to as White House in his article),
non-governmental elites (e.g., Congress, former officials, think tanks), media organizations, news texts, and
the public. This structure presents a “waterfall-like” dissemination of information flowing from top to
bottom, and also allows for upward feedback under certain conditions. Therefore, it can be known that the
government, as the first tier of this model, controls the most core discourse resources and influences the
understanding of events by the roles at other levels. Even though public opinions may, in theory, in turn
affect the relevant behaviors of the government through media feedback, such feedback is often lagging
behind and reframed, indicating that the government has a strong ability of agenda setting and framework

control in crisis situations.

At present, there is relatively abundant academic research on effective strategies and paradigms of
governmental crisis communication. Hyland-Wood et al (2021) argue that an effective governmental crisis
communication strategy should be able to convey clear messages, gain the trust of citizens, and the
communication approach should not only demonstrate empathy but also maintain an open attitude. Among
them, trust is considered a key element of effective communication (Hirschfeld & Thielsch, 2022).
Compared with other individuals, groups or organizations, the public has higher requirements and
expectations for governmental transparency ; such transparency is seen as the foundation for earning public
support and trust. Governments need to communicate transparently and consistently to maintain and
enhance public trust. If the timely release of information is delayed or the content of information release is
controlled for political or economic considerations, it may lead to rumors, public non-cooperation, and even
the loss of trust in government agencies (O’Malley et al., 2009). Importantly, government communicators
should be “first movers” in providing information, prioritize transparency (such as sharing handling
evidence related to crisis events, criteria for weighing pros and cons), and maintain message consistency
(Sauer etal., 2021). As Lewis and Weigert emphasize, communication between political leaders and citizens
must be built on a foundation of trust (Hirschfeld & Thielsch, 2022). For instance, during the COVID-19
period, numerous studies demonstrated a positive correlation between public trust in political figures or
scientists and the likelihood of complying with public health measures (Adam et al., 2023; Hirschfeld &
Thielsch, 2022)

In addition, in this field, relatively rich empirical studies have been conducted against the backdrop of
covid-19 across various cultural and political contexts. First of all, culture plays a crucial role in shaping
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response and behaviors of various countries to the epidemic, and it is also an important background factor
for understanding the communication strategies of the COVID-19 crisis. For instance, studies have
identified the individualism versus collectivism dimension as one of the most vital dimensions to explain
differences between countries. people in collectivist cultures tend to accept government measures promptly,
while people in individualist cultures may place more emphasis on individual freedom. The degree of
implementation and compliance of restrictive measures will be lower compared with the former (Nair et al.,
2022). Furthermore, research indicates that public communication needs vary across countries. Kahlawi et
al. (2025) compared social media discussions in Italy, the UK, and Egypt, revealing markedly different
public attention and concerns across cultural contexts. For instance, I netizens in Italy and the United
Kingdom tend to discuss about pragmatic medical measures and government intervention, reflecting a
higher leve of institutional trust, whereas he discussions among netizens in Egypt tend to focus on religian-
related themes and are skeptical of the government's ability.

Further studies have shown that crisis communication strategies also vary under different political contexts.
For example, in terms of the dissemination of scientific information, the Spanish authorities basically
followed the requirements of health guidelines in the information transmission. In contrast, the U.S. federal
government repeatedly downplayed the threat that the virus posed to people's lives in the early stages of the
pandemic, claiming it would soon pass. The relevant crisis defense and early warning work for the public
was not carried out in a timely manner(Varea et al., 2023). Other studies f on the content of political leaders'
tweets during the COVID-19 period (e.g., Trump and Cuomo) found that both leaders employed
“amplification” strategies, but Trump more frequently used “diminishment” approaches, comparing
COVID-19 to the flu and often expressing stronger political inclinations that contradicted public health
messaging(Tian & Yang, 2022).

In Nordic countries, crisis communication strategies also exhibited distinct characteristics. Research
indicates that while neighboring Norway and Denmark closed schools, Swedish public health experts
recommended keeping them open, and the Swedish government eventually adopted this expert advice. This
reflects Sweden’s high reliance on expert opinion in decision-making. By contrast, governments in Norway
and Denmark were more inclined to take emergency actions (such as closing schools), even when expert
advice was relatively moderate. Overall, although public health institutions enjoy broad trust across Nordic
politics, differences in societal tolerance and values have led to differentt pandemic responses
(Pashakhanlou, 2022).

These studies suggest that even though the paradigm requirements for crisis communication are relatively
uniform, on the one hand, government crisis communication strategies are not static but must take into
account cultural, economic, and institutional differences; on the other hand, p when conducting research on
topics related to crisis communication, the specific political and cultural background also needs to be
incorporated into the consideration factors. Across all these studies, background factors—such as culture,
trust levels, and forms of government—appear to significantly influence information dissemination, but the
systematic cross-national theory and evidence are still imperfect..
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The Political Dimension and Politicization of Government Crisis Communication

With the increasing globalization of crisis events and their growing relevance to public policy and
government image, scholars have begun to focus more on their political dimensions. Brandstrom(2003),
from a micro-level social constructionist perspective, argues that crises are not entirely irrational or
exceptional events, but rather “socially normalized” phenomena embedded in everyday power structures
and constructed through language, emotion, and symbols.

As mentioned in the previous text, the core of government crisis communication lies in providing accurate
information and maintaining public trust. However, in practice, crisis communication is often used to
construct collective identities—defining “who we are” and “who the enemy is”. Within crisis
communication, political violence, identity mobilization, and the delineation of “others” actually reconstruct
the cultural boundaries of society(Hansson, 2015; Svenbro & and Wester, 2023). As a result, governments
and political parties may use crisis communication as a strategic tool to deflect criticism, shift blame to
opponents, or enhance the legitimacy of governance (Svenbro & and Wester, 2023). In such contexts,
governmental crisis communication moves beyond the simple function of information dissemination. It does
not solely follow a management logic of meeting public needs and prioritizing public interests Instead,
communication has been incorporated as a component of the political agenda competition.

“Politicization”, an important concept in political communication and policy studies, has long sparked
multi-layered discussions among scholars. Overall, politicization is generally understood as as a process of
incorporating issues into the “political sphere”, that is, a certain phenomenon or problem previously seen as
technical, private, or professional becomes framed as a matter of public controversy, contestation, and
political decision-making (Palonen, 2003). Palonen (2003) clearly pointed out that politicization is
“subjecting issues to occasional and controversial topics”, and becoming the focus of political confrontation
between political actors and the public. This process involves not only how to introduce issues into the
political realm but also means turning these issues into the objects of policy discussions, public debates and
even party struggles. Easton(1956) and Almond (1966) emphasize another aspect of politicization, that
is, when an issue is “politicized”, its visibility will also increases dramatically, attracting public interest and
prompting collective mobilization or expressions of “voice.” This view highlights politicization as a
dynamic process of public activation and agenda elevation.

From a procedural perspective, politicization is not an instantaneous event. Researchers believe that it is a
dynamic, multi-stage process in which issues are transformed from private or apolitical domains into matters
of public and political concern (Goffman, 1986). This point emphasizes a cycle of “construction—
performance—framing”, whuch means an issue can only be incorporated into the political agenda when it is
continuously socially constructed and presented as a matter of public urgency. Plant (1982) further adds that

this process often requires the involvement of “public problem entrepreneurs,” including ordinary citizens,
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stakeholders, or political actors. Through a series of actions—such as naming the issue, assigning blame,

and articulating claims—they help usher specific topics into the political realm (Orsini, 2002).

In the context of crisis communication, politicization often manifests more prominently and in more
complex ways. The concept definition of politicization of crisis communication in recent literature is based
on the goal of crisis communication as the criterion for distinction. During crises, public officials will
purposefully adopt different strategies depending on their communication purposes, which are mainly
divided into two major categories: public-oriented and politically oriented strategies (Coombs, 2007b; Hu
& Zhong, 2023; Spialek & Houston, 2017). These two types of strategies serve distinct communicative
purposes and involve different informational themes.

Among them, public-oriented strategies aim to provide the public with relevant information to meet their
needs in responding to crises. Government officials use such strategies to provide accurate information,
safeguard public safety, and maintain social stability.Politically oriented strategies, by contrast, refers to the
purpose of the government in transmitting information being to shirk its own responsibility and manage the
public's evaluation of its reputation (Hu & Zhong, 2023). Boin et al. (2009) pointed out in the theory of
“Crisis Exploitation” that crises are often used by political actors as opportunities to advance their own
agendas. Those governments and public officials who focus on political returns tend to adopt such strategies
to mitigate or divert the accusations that may be imposed on themselves. And transform the crisis into the
chance to enhance their own good reputation. Through the “framing contest”, various political forces
compete for the dominance in defining the crisis - whoever can successfully “explain the crisis” is likely to
dominate the policy direction and resource allocation. This kind of competition makes the dissemination of
crises an important extension of the operation of political power.

However, it is worth noting that the reason why the “politically-oriented” strategy is regarded as a
manifestation of politicization is not that its purpose is to repair reputation. Corporations, public relations
agencies, and even non-governmental organizations may exhibit similar strategic intentions when facing
crises,but that the implementation of this strategy is rooted in the logic of maintaining political power. It
relies on political resources and institutional environments. In this context, “reputation management” and
“blame avoidance” are not merely organizational survival tactics but also tools for maintaining political
stability and reconstructing legitimacy (Svenbro & and Wester, 2023). This kind of information
management behavior driven by politics as the core force constitutes an important feature of the
politicization of crisis communication, which is also the key content discussed in this article.

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the politicization of government crisis communication has
attracted increased scholars’ attention. In this situation, governments are ought to serve the accurate
dissemination of scientific information during crises. However, during the pandemic, political leaders
frequently incorporated the authority of scientists into their political propaganda activities, using various
scientific information to reinforce their political positions (Ball, 2021). Moreover, research has shown that
during COVID-19, leadersn tend to emphasized information frames that supported their policies or deflected
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criticism. For example, the aforementioned comparative study on Trump and Cuomo (Tian & Yang, 2022)
pointed out that Trump’s tweets tended to emphasize social exclusion and blame toward Democrats. At the
same time, politicization also manifests in the strategic occupation of public discourse by political parties.
Bobba and Hubé(2021) note that populist parties in Europe are adept at discursively transforming social
tensions into “crises” to compete for control over agenda-setting. Finally, a party’s institutional role can
significantly influences its communication strategy as well. Ruling parties are more inclined to downplay
crises to demonstrate the stability of the society under its governance. The opposition parties, on the other
hand, tend to amplify crises to attack the incumbent government and gain political advantage (Hu & Zhong,
2023).

On the other hand, some scholars argue that politicization is not inherently negative. For instance, a study
on COVID-19 news coverage found that “politicization is not necessarily a bad thing”—it can simply reflect
the unity of political participants during a crisis (Hart et al., 2020). Thus, while politicization often implies
partisan conflict, it may also take neutral or even constructive forms, such as bipartisan cooperation.
Additionally, politicization has a clear dual effect. It can not only serve as a tool for governments to mobilize
the public and foster social cohesion but can also evolve into a mechanism for suppressing dissent and
controlling public opinion. Zhao (2018), in his study of epidemic communication in China, pointed out that
political ideology, nationalism, and collective memory are deeply embedded in China’s crisis
communication, resulting in a pattern characterized by high control but low transparency. In this “high
control-low trust” model, crisis communication becomes a crucial mechanism for the reproduction of
political legitimacy.

In summary, the “political dimension” of crisis communication presents a complex situation that is multi-
layered structure across different institutional contexts. The trend of politicization not only shapes the
appearance of contemporary crisis narratives, but also changed the interaction dynamics between
government, media, and the public. Collectively, these studies reveal that politicization is a multifaceted
process involving issue framing, public mobilization, and policy contestation. It can enhance public
engagement and push for policy transparency, but excessive politicization can also generate bias and erode
trust. These theoretical insights provide a clear foundation for analyzing how governments enact—or are
drawn into—politicization through communication strategies during crises such as COVID-19.

Research Gap Summary

As an important subfield of public relations and communication studies, crisis communication has long
focused on how organizations maintain their reputation, calm public emotions, and guide opinion during
emergencies. Traditional research has largely centered on technical response mechanisms such as media
strategies, spokesperson performance, and information transparency. However, with the increasing
frequency of “compound global crises” such as the COVID-19 pandemic, extreme climate events, and
political unrest, scholars have gradually recognized that crises are not merely issues of technical
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management but are deeply embedded in power structures and political struggles. The “political dimension”
of crisis communication and its growing trend toward “politicization” have become critical topics that
cannot be overlooked in crisis research.

Nevertheless, most existing studies on crisis communication focus on single countries or individual case
studies, with few cross-national comparative analyses. This makes it difficult to generalize how different
democratic systems shape government communication strategies. Particularly lacking are rigorous cross-
national studies examining how regime type, media systems, or partisan polarization influence crisis
communication practices.

Additionally, although many scholars have discussed the politicization present in government
communication, there remains a shortage of quantifiable indicators suitable for empirical research. For
example, Hu and Zhong (2023) recently proposed an index for measuring national-level politicization on
Twitter, but such systematic approaches remain rare. More empirical studies are needed to evaluate the
extent and forms of political orientation in communication, as well as its effects on public response.

Finally, while current empirical research has richly documented the features of government crisis
communication strategies in different countries, there is comparatively little work on the extraction and
classification of message frames. In particular, within the intersection of political and crisis communication,
few studies systematically analyze which types of frames (such as responsibility frames, situational frames,
or action frames) political leaders in different political systems tend to employ.
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Research Design

This study aims to explore the political dimension of government crisis communication under different types
of democratic regimes by conducting a comparative analysis with framing theory. Through discourse
content analysis, the study seeks to enrich current understandings of the politicization of crisis
communication.

Research Questions

Main Research Question:
What are the characteristics of politicized framing strategies in government crisis communication during
the COVID-19 pandemic across different democratic regimes?

Sub-questions:

1. Are there systematic differences in crisis communication strategies among different types of
democratic countries?

2. Compared with procedural or deliberative democracies, is crisis communication more likely to
become politicized in competitive democracies?

Theoretical Framework & Analytical Dimensions

Democratic Theory

One of the main challenges in conducting cross-national comparisons of government crisis communication
lies in the diversity of democratic systems and institutional contexts. If there is a lack of a systematic
classification perspective, research is very likely to become fragmented and it is difficult to form a
comparative dimension with theoretical explanatory power. To address this, the study adopts a typology of
democratic regimes as its comparative framework.

Based on Strombéck’s (2005) classification, democratic systems can be categorized into four ideal types:
procedural democracy, competitive democracy, participatory democracy, and deliberative democracy. This
classification not only highlights the normative expectations of political communication across different
regimes but also provides a solid theoretical foundation for analyzing variations in crisis communication
strategies across democratic models. So as to ensure that the study can capture a wide range of institutional
differences and political logics. The typology is not only based on differences in constitutional structure,
but also includes factors such as the structure of political parties, methods of social mobilization, and the

20



relationship between the state and its citizens.As such, it provides both theoretical breadth and empirical
representativeness for the selection of sample countries.

This study adopts three types from the democratic theory typology—competitive, deliberative, and
procedural democracy—as the core analytical dimensions. Each model posits different expectations for

political communication:

e In procedural democracies, government communication emphasizes procedural legitimacy and
formal legality. Its main responsibility is to ensure the public’s right to information and transparency.
Communication practices are constrained by legal frameworks and press freedom, with the
government acting more as a passive disseminator of information.

¢ In competitive democracies, elections are regarded as the core of democratic practice, and political
communication becomes an important tool for gaining public support and assigning political
responsibility. In times of crisis, communication involves not just disclosure but also image
management, legitimation of policies, and performance promotion.

e In deliberative democracies, communication emphasizes pluralism of views, open dialogue, and
consensus-building. The government plays the role of facilitator of public debate and social
cohesion, rather than merely being the publisher of information or the defender of policies.

By comparing crisis communication practices across these three types of democratic regimes, this study
aims to gain deeper insights into how crises events are constructed, politicized, and responded to under
different institutional structures. It also seeks to further assess the varying degrees of politicization in
communication strategies in the context of crisis occurrence.

Based on the above definitions and practical considerations, this study selects the following countries for
case analysis:

1. Competitive Democracy (Representative country: United States): As a representative case of
competitive democracy, the United States provides a valuable context for analyzing how crisis
communication is used to advance political agendas alongside public information objectives. Given
its institutional emphasis on party rivalry, electoral incentives, and leader-centered discourse, this
case facilitates a closer investigation into the ways politicization is constructed, amplified, or
instrumentalized in official messaging during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Deliberative Democracy (Representative country: Germany): As a representative case of
deliberative democracy, Germany offers a distinct institutional and normative context for examining
government crisis communication. Its political tradition emphasizes consensus-building and
evidence-based decision-making through public consultation. By analyzing Germany’s COVID-19-
related messaging, this study investigates whether, how, and to what extent politicization emerges
in official communication—even in a system that normatively values depoliticized, technocratic

discourse.

21



3. Procedural Democracy (Representative country: Japan): Japan is included in this study as a
representative case of procedural democracy from a non-Western context, addressing the
overrepresentation of Western-centric perspectives in existing crisis communication research.
Rather than assuming Japan's response to be depoliticized by default, this study critically examines
how its governmental communication during the COVID-19 crisis was framed, and to what extent
such framing strategies reflected or resisted politicization, within the country’s distinct institutional
and cultural setting.

Through case studies of these countries, this research will explore how governments in different types of
democratic systems use crisis communication strategies to achieve political goals and how they handle the
challenges of politicization in crisis communication.

Framing Theory

In crisis communication research, framing theory is widely used to analyze how governments, media, or
other organizations construct discourse and the effect on shaping public’s percepetin and opinion. It has
become a core tool for understanding the mechanisms of crisis communication. Entman (1993) proposed
four basic functions of a frame: defining the problem, diagnosing the causes, making moral judgments, and
suggesting solutions. This model provides the analytical basis for discourse construction in crisis
communication. Early scholars like Goffman (1986) and Gamson and Modigliani (1989) pointed out that
frames guide the public's understanding and judgment of events through specific interpretive paths. For
example, the concept of a “frame package” further emphasizes that binding the definitions of problems with
solutions in the same narrative to construct a coherent meaning system can therefore influence public
cognitive tendencies (Van Gorp, 2007). In practice, this means that news reports or government information
selectively highlight certain facts and values. The framing effect occurs when communicators choose certain
factors to emphasize. The recipients of the information will focus their attention on these factors when
forming their opinions and making judgments (Druckman, 2001) Defining the type of crisis itself is a form
of framing. Each crisis type has certain aspects of a crisis. These clues indicate how stakeholders should
interpret the crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2002).

In specific applications, many studies classify media or government communication content using the
framing types proposed by Iyengar (1991) and Semetko and Valkenburg (2000), including responsibility,
conflict, human interest, economic consequences, and moral framing. These dimensions help reveal the
structural and emotional direction of the communicated information (Watimin et al., 2023). For example,
Kim (2016) conducted an empirical study that showed when media adopt different responsibility frames
(internal organizational responsibility vs. external uncontrollable factors) in reporting on “preventable
crises,” it significantly influences public judgment of organizational reputation and subsequent behavioral
intentions. This indicates that the framework not only conveys information but also constructs the public's
perception of who should be held responsible for the crisis at a deeper level.
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However, most of the existing studies focus on news media as their research subjects to explore how they
choose frames when reporting events. Yet, when confronted with major crises such as the COVID-19
pandemic, it is often the government that first determines the nature of the event. Therefore, the government
can be regarded as the primary frame setter, which suggests a gap in research on this aspect. Additionally,
in many cases, what is emphasized in effective crisis communication is often the transparency and accuracy
of information. However, in the context of politicalization discussed above, it becomes apparent that we
need to look at crisis communication from a new perspective, especially regarding how information is
shaped. In such cases, the information the government communicates about the crisis is not entirely
scientifically precise. It is also the result of selection and processing of the expression and key points of the
information. Thus, applying framing theory to analyze this aspect is necessary.

Therefore, based on existing framing theory and crisis communication politicalization research, this study
attempts to introduce the democratic theory to systematically explore how governments in different political
systems use various frames in crisis communication. It will specifically focus on differences and
mechanisms in frames related to responsibility, action guidance, and affecticve mobilization. This
perspective helps overcome the limitation in existing research, and provides more explanatory theoretical
tools for crisis political communication.

Research Design and Methods

Defining Government Crisis Communication Framework from a Politicization Perspective

In this article, how to define the government’s use of framing strategies in crisis communication from the
perspective of politicization is one of the core issues of the research. To explore this issue in depth, it is
necessary to establish a logical connection and internal consistency between the concepts of “politicization”
and “communication framework.” Specifically, this study first defines the meaning of “politicization”
within the context of this research and clarifies its focal point—that is, to explore how the government utilize
communication resources in crisis situations to serve specific political purposes, such as shifting
responsibility, repairing image, or legitimizing policies. Furthermore, it is essential to examine how this
politicization is manifested at the discursive level, for instance, through particular linguistic choices,
narrative structures, or issue framings that guide public perception. Finally, the study will analyze the
corresponding framing strategies behind these discursive practices to reveal how governments use
communication frames to advance politicized agendas in crisis communication.

Furthermore, politicization is understood as the process through which governments, in the context of crisis
communication, attempt to strengthen its control over the public agenda by placing issues with professional
or neutral characteristics under political goals. This process involves defining the nature of a problem,
selectively emphasizing causal relationships, and the guidance of the response. Politicization is not merely
rhetorical flourish, rather, it is a way for the government to influence the public's understanding and
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evaluation through specific communications strategies by addressing key questions such as “what is the

2 ¢

problem,” “who is responsible for it,” and “how should it be dealt with” during a crisis.

These phenomenon of politicization do not emerge occasionally through fragmented discourse but are
systematically organized and conveyed through a structured communicative arrangement. In other words,
the government’s use of rhetorical strategies for attribution, mobilization, and legitimation in crisis
communication is often structured through specific communication frames, thereby forming a directional
and persuasive explanatory structure in the public's cognition, which aligns closely with Entman’s (1993)
theory of framing. It identifies four core functions of a communication frame: defining problems, diagnosing
causes, making moral judgments, and suggesting remedies. In government-led crisis communication, frames
not only help the public comprehend the event itself but also serve as tools to achieve specific political goals.
By selectively emphasizing certain causes (e.g., “complex external environment”), highlighting particular
values (e.g., “national unity”), or assigning responsibility to specific actors (e.g., “external forces” or
“opposition parties”), the government can promote policy understanding and political evaluation that are
beneficial to itself while maintaining information consistency.

Accordingly, this study proposes a theoretical model—"political purposes — discourse strategies — framing
mechanisms”—as an analytical tool for examining government crisis communication. This model
underscores that political purposes are the starting point for discursive construction; discourse strategies are
the linguistic practices through which these purposes are realized; and communication frames serve as the
cognitive medium through which political intentions are systematically presented. Through this analytical
framework, the study aims to explore how governments employ discourse in times of crisis to carry out
political operations and to reveal the interaction between the politicization process and communication
frames: that is, how governments use discursive strategies to translate specific political objectives into
communication frames with distinct ideological orientations, and how these frames in turn shape public
understanding and responses to the crisis. In this way, the study endeavors to demonstrate how political
objectives are embedded within and influence the structure of public discourse through framing mechanisms,
thereby advancing the realization of political intent.

Explanation of the Theoretical Pathway

First, it is essential to determine the political objectives or motivations of the government in crisis
communication. Then, under the drive of these objectives, what are the main characteristics of the strategies
adopted, and what types of frames do they correspond to—this constitutes the most crucial part of the
theoretical construction and also serves as an important analytical foundation for the subsequent content
analysis.

As pointed out in the previous literature review, the root cause of politicization in crisis communication lies
in the fact that when governments face risks to legitimacy and threats to the stability of governance under
crisis conditions, they often resort to communication tools to reinforce their authority, gain public support,
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and re-establish their political resource base (Boin et al., 2009). At this point, governmental communication
is no longer a passive response to crisis, but rather a proactive strategy with clear political intent (Hu &
Zhong, 2023).

On this basis, the present study further proposes that the communication strategies adopted by governments
in times of crisis serve the two most critical dimensions in the logic of crisis politicization: first, the
maintenance of legitimacy; second, the continuous reconstruction of political identity and citizen trust. The
maintenance of legitimacy can be further divided into performative (performance-based) strategies and
defensive (attribution-based) strategies. The former aims to gain public trust by emphasizing “governance
capacity,” while the latter seeks to avoid direct responsibility by rationalizing the attribution of blame
(Falkheimer, 2021). From this perspective, the political objectives of government crisis communication are

summarized as follows:

First, in crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the “demonstration” of governance capability itself
becomes a core task. It is closely intertwined with legitimacy and jointly determines whether a government
can maintain its ruling foundation during a crisis—"the likelihood of increased governance legitimacy is
there, depending on how government is presenting its achievements...” (Christensen & Ma, 2021, p. 633).
By highlighting response speed, coordination ability, and professional deployment, governments shape a
symbol of “effective governance” in the public eye, thereby consolidating their governing foundation
(Seeger, 2006).

Next, as public attention continues to focus on the causes of the event and the effectiveness of the response,
political responsibility becomes a central point of contention. Governments must quickly implement
responsibility-avoidance strategies, directing the blame frame toward uncontrollable external factors, other
institutions, or systemic loopholes, thus maintaining legitimacy and mitigating accountability risks (Coombs,
2007; Hood, 2011). This strategy is not about concealing facts, but rather about guiding the interpretation
and attribution of risk through communication framing.

However, the institutional trust damaged by a crisis is difficult to fully repair through short-term strategies.
Therefore, trust restoration becomes a vital endpoint of political communication. Through sustained
information transparency, empathetic narratives, and commitments to responsibility, governments strive to
restore long-term public identification with their intentions and capacities, thereby reconstructing the
legitimacy of their governance (Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2020; van der Meer & Jin, 2020).

These three political objectives reflect strategic phases distilled from the structural logic of crisis
politicization. Together, they constitute a crucial set of tools through which governments respond to
legitimacy challenges, manipulate public discourse, and reconstruct political order during crises, while also
providing a systematic framework for analyzing governmental discursive practices.
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After identifying the three core political objectives that governments seek to achieve in crisis
communication, the next step is to further examine how these political objectives are implemented and
constructed through specific linguistic strategies in actual communication practices. In other words, the
politicization of crisis communication is not only reflected in the intentional setting of goals but is more
concretely manifested in the strategic selection and organization of language use.

For example, to construct achievements and demonstrate governance capability, governments often adopt
language forms of “boasting” or emphasize statements like “I did the right thing”(Ho et al., 2023), aiming
to “build the audience’s positive affect by discussing the good things he or she has done.” (Coombs, 2007b)

When a crisis triggers controversies over responsibility attribution, governments tend to adopt denial or
shifting-the-blame strategies. This involves emphasizing uncontrollable factors or denying the assumption
of responsibility to relieve pressure from accountability, or creating a dichotomy between “us” and “them,”
thereby shifting the focus away from the government itself or invoking collective identification among the
public (Boin et al., 2008).

Finally, in the context of a crisis, the erosion of institutional trust compels governments to proactively repair
the trust bond between themselves and the public (Fang & Zhang, 2021). To this end, governments often
rely on two main types of strategies: first, emphasizing solidarity and cooperation between the government
and citizens in jointly facing the crisis, conveying the image of a “community of shared destiny,” while
expressing concern and empathy for the public’s situation to evoke emotional resonance (Kneuer &
Wallaschek, 2023); second, guiding and calling upon public behavior to convey governance beliefs and
future commitments, thereby demonstrating the government’s willingness and capability to take
responsibility (Ho et al., 2023). The commonality of these two strategies lies in their core objective: to ease
public anxiety and rebuild fundamental trust in the government’s intentions and capacities. Therefore, they
are categorized under the reassurance strategy.

From the above explanation, it is evident that there exists a systematic correspondence between the linguistic
strategies adopted by governments in crisis communication and the underlying political objectives. These
strategies are not merely rhetorical choices but are externalized expressions of political logic in
communicative practices, forming an indispensable component of the politicized structure of crisis
communication. Based on this framework, the following sections of this paper will further explore how
governments employ specific linguistic forms to construct political meaning and assert discursive
dominance during crises.

Having identified the characteristic linguistic strategies used by governments in crisis communication, this
study further maps these strategies onto different types of framing structures, thereby revealing how
governments utilize discursive operations to guide public cognition and agenda setting. From the perspective
of framing theory, language is not merely a medium of information transmission but a central mechanism
of cognitive construction and meaning organization (Entman, 1993). Specifically, linguistic strategies are
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institutionalized into particular cognitive paths through framing types, guiding the public in understanding

99 ¢e.

key questions such as “what is the event,” “who is responsible,” and “what actions should be taken.”

Building upon this framework, the following sections of this study will further explore how governments
use specific forms of language to construct political meaning and assert discursive dominance during crises.

Having identified the linguistic features of governmental crisis communication, this study proceeds to map
these strategies onto corresponding types of framing structures. This helps reveal how governments use
discourse to influence public cognition and set the agenda. From the perspective of framing theory, language
is not merely a vehicle for transmitting information—it is a core mechanism for shaping cognition and
organizing meaning (Entman, 1993). Specifically, linguistic strategies are institutionalized into certain
cognitive paths via frames, guiding the public to answer key questions such as: What is this event? Who is
responsible? What should be done?

To further deepen the understanding of the government’s political intentions in crisis communication, this
study, based on the identification of linguistic strategy characteristics, integrates theoretical findings on
frame types from existing communication research. Accordingly, it constructs an analytical correspondence
between “strategic characteristics” and “frame types.” The frame types adopted in this study are primarily
drawn from representative classifications in news framing and political communication framing research,
as illustrated in the table below:

Table 1 Frame Types, Theoretical Sources, and Functional Explanations

Frame Types Theoretical Source Functional Explanation
Attribute Framing Entman (1993); Chong & Emphasizes certain characteristics of a
Druckman (2007); Hu and subject to construct an image or evaluative
Zhong (2023) orientation (e.g., “strong governance
capacity,” “rapid response”)
Responsibility Iyengar (1991); Coombs Attributes causality to individuals or
Framing (2007) institutions, influencing perceptions of
responsibility
Conflict Framing De Vreese (2005); Semetko Focuses on opposition, division, or
& Valkenburg (2000) confrontation
Action Framing Hallahan (1999) Emphasizes behavioral choices, collective

responses, or future-oriented solutions

Affective Framing

Protevi (2022);Thiele et al.
(2021)

Evokes public responses through affective
expressions

The starting point of this integrative work lies in the notion that framing itself is a selective way of
organizing information. Its fundamental function is to highlight certain attributes, attribution paths, conflict
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structures, or courses of action, thereby guiding the public’s cognitive construction of an event’s nature,
responsibility attribution, and appropriate response. Therefore, the features of language strategies and types
of frames are theoretically highly coupled: the former, as manifestations in discursive practice, are precisely
the mechanisms by which the latter are constructed during the communication process.

At the same time, this process is not a simple one-to-one semantic mapping. For instance, the strategy of
“blaming” can fall under the responsibility frame, where it serves to assign blame and shift responsibility;
it can also belong to the conflict frame, where it constructs a binary opposition and stimulates collective
emotions; and in certain contexts, if it emphasizes collective response measures, it may intersect with the
action frame. Similarly, reassurance-type language not only exhibits characteristics typical of the affective
frame, but may also overlap with the action frame through positive depictions of government measures.
Hence, this study does not adopt a mechanical classification approach, but rather assigns frame types based
on contextual analysis and the functional role of the language, taking into account the cognitive objectives

and discursive structure.

This classification method, which maps language strategies to frame types, has two major theoretical
implications. First, it helps to organically connect political communication intentions with cognitive effect
mechanisms, revealing how governments manipulate the construction of meaning through discursive forms.
Second, it provides an operational coding dimension for empirical analysis, thereby establishing a clear
bridge between theoretical interpretation and methodological application. Based on this framework, the
following chapters will proceed to code and analyze the specific linguistic expressions found in the corpus.

Finally, the resulting analytical table is as follows:

Table 2 Political Goals, Strategy Features, and Framing Functions in Crisis Communication

.. Strategy Framework .
Political Purposes Explanation
Features Type
Focuses on and positively highlights
. Boasting the “good attributes” of
Shape Achievements / . .
, policies/leadership.
Show Governance Attribute Frame ; ;
Abilit Attributes credit to the
ili
Y Praise public/departments, distributing the

“credit” for achievements.

) o ) . o Deny the existence of the crisis or
Avoid Responsibility/ Denial/Shifting | Responsibility )
. deny that one needs to be responsible
Shift Pressure Blame Frame ..
for the crisis
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Assigns blame to opponents/others,
Blaming distributing the “fault” for the crisis.

Conflict Frame | Constructs an “us vs. them” situation,

Recommends and positively presents

Action Frame “what should be done,” calling for
Maintain / Repair specific actions.
. Reassurance .
Public Trust ) Uses language such as “caring for the
Affective

people” or “fighting the epidemic
Frame
together.”

To enhance the effectiveness and explanatory power of the framework analysis, this study adopts a non-
exclusive classification method during the coding process. With this approach, a single piece of material
can be assigned to multiple framework categories, helping to present the complexity of the communication
intent and discourse strategies more comprehensively. In government crisis communication, materials may
involve multiple topics or aspects, so the simultaneous occurrence of multiple frameworks is quite common.

However, considering that the diversity of topics could lead to a scattered focus in the analysis, this study
further clarifies the core dimension of the research—"politicization.” Therefore, the analysis will primarily
concentrate on frameworks that reflect political goals, political positions, and policy demands. This strategy
ensures that the research delves into the politicization process of government crisis communication,
particularly how political goals and strategies are reflected through communication frameworks.

Moreover, to avoid an overabundance of fragmented frameworks in a single piece of material that could
dilute the focus of the analysis, this study sets priorities and limits for identifying and categorizing
frameworks. For example, the most relevant frameworks to the main purpose of the material will be
prioritized, and the number of frameworks assigned to each material will be limited. These measures help
ensure that the framework analysis maintains a high level of focus, preventing over-dissection that could
weaken the explanatory significance of the frameworks.

Through these steps, this study aims to maintain the multidimensionality and depth of framework analysis
while ensuring the theoretical value of the research, and to explore in-depth how governments in different
democratic systems use or are constrained by political frameworks to achieve political goals.

Selection of Research Materials

Due to the long duration of the COVID-19 pandemic and the differing issues faced at various stages, this
study limits the time frame to the first year of the pandemic's outbreak (from January 2020 to January 2021).
The study selects the relevant documents issued by the leaders and core government agencies of three

countries, primarily focusing on public speeches by government leaders and official press releases as
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analysis materials for frame analysis.

In this study, official documents are chosen as the analysis material instead of social media statements for
the following reasons: First, while social media plays an important role in contemporary crisis
communication, especially in transmitting real-time information and shaping public emotions, content on
social media often carries a more personalized, emotional tone. This is especially true for the statements
made from leaders' personal accounts, which may reflect their personal style or stress responses rather than

the government's overall strategic plan or institutional response.

In contrast, official documents hold higher authority and representativeness. These are typically formal
positions published by the government or key departments after institutional consultations. They more
systematically reflect a country's policy orientation, governance logic, and institutional responses in a crisis
context. Particularly in the comparison of different types of democratic systems, the communication
strategies presented in official documents can better showcase the differences in decision-making
mechanisms within the system. For example, documents from parliamentary systems may emphasize
collective decision-making and the role of technocrats, whereas documents from presidential systems may
highlight a stronger sense of personal leadership or political leadership. Therefore, using official documents
helps to more accurately identify and compare the crisis communication response frameworks and strategy

focuses across different political systems.

Why Press Releases and Briefings
This study chooses to analyze government-issued official press releases and transcripts of COVID-19 press

briefings as core materials, based on the following considerations:

First, press briefings and press releases represent the most direct and formal modes of governmental
communication during crises. They carry a high degree of institutional authority and representativeness.
Issued by central government bodies (such as the White House, the German Federal Government, or Japan’s
Cabinet Secretariat), these materials are typically the product of policy coordination and deliberate language
crafting. As such, they not only serve as tools for information dissemination but also embody the
government’s official framing logic and strategic intent, making them particularly suitable for frame analysis

and other content-oriented research approaches.

Second, this type of material facilitates cross-national comparability. Compared to other forms of political
communication—such as news media reports or social media posts—official press releases and briefing
transcripts exhibit greater standardization in structure and consistency in tone, which helps minimize

interference from stylistic or structural variations across countries. This enables researchers to better isolate
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and analyze differences in substantive discourse content.

Third, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, government briefings held significant public visibility
and communicative authority. During the early stages of the crisis, the public largely relied on these official
channels for information on policy changes, health guidance, and emotional reassurance. As a result, the
textual content from these briefings constitutes a critical component of political communication activity,

with strong real-world relevance and implications.

Data Collection and Coding Procedures

This study aims to conduct a comparative discourse analysis of official government statements issued by
the United States, Germany, and Japan during the early phase of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2021). To
this end, the scope of data collection was defined around official communications from core government

institutions during the health crisis. Specifically:

e U.S. materials were drawn from the official White House website, including transcripts of
pandemic-related press briefings, and presidential addresses, totaling 44 texts;

¢ German materials primarily came from transcripts of press conferences and major policy speeches
published on the official websites of the Federal Government (Bundesregierung.de), the Federal
Ministry of Health (BMG), and the Chancellor’s Office, totaling 40 texts;

e Japanese materials were sourced from the official website of the Prime Minister's Office
(kantei.go.jp), including press conference transcripts, statements, and official announcements,
totaling 18 texts.

To ensure comparability across corpora, all texts were limited to formal transcripts issued during the early
pandemic response (January 2020 to January 2021), with duplicate content, purely technical updates, and
briefings without substantive speeches excluded.

Given the multilingual nature of the data (English, German, and Japanese) and the varying degrees of
language proficiency among the research team, all original texts were translated into English prior to the
coding process to ensure consistency. The translation was jointly completed by the author and a research
assistant. Disputes over translation choices were resolved through discussion. The translation adhered to the
following principles:

1. Content fidelity: Semantic units and subject-predicate structures were preserved wherever possible,
avoiding interpretive paraphrasing;
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2. Preservation of strategic language features: Special attention was given to phrases related to
policy actions, attribution of responsibility, emotional mobilization, and other elements with
strategic intent;

3. Annotation of culturally specific expressions: For idioms or structural features that defy direct
translation (e.g., Japanese honorifics or the softened modality of German compound clauses),
bracketed annotations with original-language explanations were provided.

While we acknowledge the limitations of non-expert translation, which may lead to minor semantic loss or
reduced cultural nuance, the study’s analytical focus is on identifying structural and strategic language
features rather than subtle grammatical, tonal, or stylistic elements. Thus, any impact from translation was
considered manageable and not significant enough to compromise the validity of the research findings.

In line with the study’s theoretical model — which proposes a “political objective — discourse strategy —
framing mechanism” pathway — the coding process followed a principle-based approach. First, we assessed
whether a given statement (or its surrounding context) expressed a clear political objective, such as guiding
public opinion, enhancing governmental image, shifting blame, or inciting division. If a clear political intent
was identified, we then determined the communication strategy employed and categorized the statement
into one of the established frame types. Conversely, expressions that might resemble framing language on
the surface but lacked political intent or communicative strategy in context were either categorized as neutral
information or excluded from frame-based analysis altogether.

For instance, a statement like “wash your hands”, while structurally aligned with an action frame, would
only be treated as such if embedded in a political narrative or accountability discourse. If merely functioning
as a public health reminder, it was categorized as neutral information to avoid misclassification based on

surface-level linguistic cues.

To handle ambiguous cases, we also created a “to be reviewed” category for sentences that did not clearly

fit any strategic language type or generated disagreement during initial classification.

Coding was conducted collaboratively by the author and a research assistant with academic training in
communication and sociology, both possessing strong qualitative research skills and textual analysis
experience. Before engaging in full-scale coding, we conducted pilot coding on 10 sample texts from each
country to test the applicability of the preliminary category system and ensure stability in classification
decisions. The initial intercoder agreement rate was 73.2%, with most discrepancies arising around

distinctions between arribute frame and responsibility frame.

To resolve these issues, we conducted three rounds of intensive discussions, during which definitions,
coding criteria, and keyword lists were revised and clarified. For example, “solidarity expressions” were
defined as those containing clear references to collective social actors or mutual assistance, while emotional
mobilization emphasized the arousal of emotional responses and psychological engagement.
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Following the standardization of definitions and procedures, we proceeded with the formal coding of the
entire dataset. A secondary round of comparison was conducted on the core analysis sample, yielding a final
intercoder agreement rate of 84.2%, which is within the acceptable threshold for qualitative reliability. All
cases of disagreement were resolved through discussion and consensus, with no instances of unilateral
decision-making.

Validity and Generalizability of the Data

The selection of government-issued press releases and transcripts of COVID-19 briefings as analytical
material offers clear research advantages. First, these texts carry high institutional authority and
representativeness, directly reflecting the government’s official stance and communicative intentions during
the crisis. As the content is systematically prepared and linguistically standardized, with clear textual
structure, it lends itself well to systematic frame analysis and identification of language strategies. Moreover,
compared with fragmented communication channels, official texts are better suited for cross-national

comparison, thereby enhancing the consistency and controllability of analysis.

Of course, from an academic perspective, this type of material also has certain limitations. Due to their
highly curated nature, these texts may omit controversial topics or informal statements, and tend to present
a version of “official rationality” rather than capturing the full spectrum of communication. Additionally,
these materials do not cover informal communication scenarios such as social media posts, media interviews,

or impromptu remarks, which limits their capacity to capture communication dynamics and emotional tones.

Nevertheless, this study does not aim to comprehensively reconstruct the entire communication landscape,
but rather focuses on the institutional expressions of government political communication, analyzing how
official narratives and crisis frames are constructed through language strategies. Given the authoritative
status of government press releases and briefings during major crises, their representativeness and
consistency provide a reliable textual foundation for the research. Thus, the choice of this material

contributes to both the stability and comparability of the analysis and carries substantial analytical value.

Regarding generalizability, this study takes a cautious approach in delineating its scope of applicability. On
one hand, the data is concentrated on the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020—a period characterized by an
unprecedented global public health crisis, during which governmental communication was shaped by
heightened urgency and political sensitivity. Therefore, the findings primarily reflect features of
communication in crisis contexts and should be interpreted with contextual awareness when applied to non-

crisis situations or routine policy communication.

On the other hand, this research is situated within the public health domain, where governments are more

inclined to employ language strategies that emphasize solidarity and shared responsibility. Communication
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approaches in other domains—such as national security or economic reform—may exhibit different
rhetorical patterns. Furthermore, the study focuses on three countries: the United States, Germany, and Japan.
While they represent distinct political systems, they all belong to the category of highly institutionalized,

mature democracies, thus limiting the breadth of sample diversity.

Despite these limitations, this study does not attempt to develop universal theories, but rather aims to reveal
the linguistic features and strategic logic of governmental communication under similar crisis conditions
through the comparative analysis of representative cases. The selected countries—each exemplifying
different models of democratic governance and media regulation—provide a solid basis for observing cross-
institutional diversity in political communication. This type of comparative research offers a structured
analytical perspective for understanding the complexity of political communication and also contributes

methodological insights for future research across countries and crisis types.
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Research Findings and Analysis

United States

This study systematically analyzes the transcripts of 44 press briefings and conferences held by the U.S.
federal government during the period from January 2020 to January 2021, focusing primarily on statements
made by President Donald Trump and Vice President Mike Pence, along with other key officials. In the
materials, President Trump served as the main speaker in over 90% of the events, leading the opening
remarks and core policy declarations, while Vice President Pence frequently acted as the crisis task force

coordinator, often delivering “task report-style” statements.

The basic unit of analysis is the complete sentence. From the initial pool of official press conference
transcripts, a total of 6,105 valid statements were extracted after eliminating sentence fragments, greetings,
procedural transitions, extremely short or semantically empty utterances, repeated transcripts, and
journalists’ questions. In addition to sentences containing explicit political messaging, some statements were
structurally complete and conveyed specific information—such as resource allocation or policy updates—
without emotional or assertive language; these were categorized as “neutral information disclosures.”
Meanwhile, sentences that lacked both strategic intent and clear informational value were excluded from
the analysis. Furthermore, recognizing that certain strategic expressions may not be fully captured within a
single sentence, the study also employed contextual reconstruction across adjacent sentences to better

identify underlying communication frames.

To ensure the analysis focused on discourse with communicative value, the final dataset retained 2,186
structurally complete sentences with clear political or scientific communication functions. Of these, 931
sentences were categorized as neutral informational expressions, while 1,071 were identified as politically
oriented discourse, accounting for 53.5% of the total. This framework distribution indicates that most of the
communication content directly serves the construction of political image and attack opponents, while the
content that truly focuses on professional countermeasures and scientific information in public health is not

the most core goal.
Below is the proportion of sentence counts across the five main frame types:

Table 3 Frequency and Percentage of Frame in COVID-19 Government Discourse in United State

Category Frequency Percentage
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Attribute Frame 400 37.35%
Conflict frame 59 5.51%
Affective frame 156 14.57%
Action Frame 115 10.74%
Responsibility Frame 341 31.84%

A systematic analysis of all 44 COVID-19-related press briefings issued by the U.S. federal government
during 2020 and 2021 reveals that the most frequently employed communication strategy was the
“attributing frame”, which appeared in 37.35% of the data. At this stage, the communication strategies used
by the government externally mainly focus on highlighting national strength, government achievements and
the president's personal response capabilities, endowing response behaviors with positive characteristics,
thereby reshaping the public's perception of the government's performance. This framework does not aim
to objectively describe facts, but rather to selectively enhance certain “attributes” for self-recognition. For

example:
“We ve done an incredible job.”

“We are testing more than any other country in the world.”

’

“No administration has done what we've done in the first three years.’

9% <C 99 <6

Highly evaluative words such as “incredible”, “more than any other country”, “no administration”, etc., not
only constitute the rhetoric of exaggerated expression, but also play an important role at the attribution level.
These terms does not neutrally state the achievements. Instead, by constructing a clear “credit attribution”
structure, it directly attributes the positive results in crisis response to the government itself, especially the
“decisive leadership”, “prompt response” and “extraordinary ability” of specific leaders or administrative
teams. From the perspective of the attribution frame, this rhetorical strategy has a dual function. First of all,
it blurs the combined effect of external factors or systematic conditions on the outcome of the crisis,
simplifying the originally multiple causal chains into a “single driving force” led by the government. Even
in the absence of specific control objects or empirical data, through implicit comparative rhetoric (such as
“acting earlier than other countries” and “No government is like us”), a sense of relative superiority has
been effectively constructed for the public. Secondly, this strategy avoids the discussion of negative
outcomes or the assumption of responsibility, firmly locking the communication focus on “the ownership
of the achievements”, thereby achieving the communication goals of responsibility avoidance and
highlighting political achievements. By emphasizing that the government led the country to overcome

difficulties and achieve a “historic victory”, public political identification was aroused. This not only helps
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stabilize social sentiment and strengthen the governance legitimacy of the government but also provides a

discourse basis for leaders to win stronger public support.

It is worth noting that the combination of this kind of exaggerated language and the attribution framework
does not exist in a scattered manner, but is rather systematically embedded within a broader, intentional
discursive structure. It reflects how the government uses communication as a governance resource in crisis
situations, not only for transmitting information but also for competing for control over the right to define
“success”. This kind of control is manifested not only in the framing of the event itself, but also in the
dominant position of the right to interpret the outcome. By attributing “victory” to the government, official
communication effectively enhances the image of national authority and political leadership and downplays

the visibility of social costs and systemic vulnerabilities exposed during the crisis.

The “responsibility frame” appeared in 31.84% of the briefings, making it the second most common strategy.
As one of the most politically charged forms of framing, it reflects a strong tendency to externalize
responsibility and construct ideological boundaries. This strategy involves systematically attributing blame
for the crisis—including viral spread, information confusion, and resource shortages—to external “hostile
others” and internal political adversaries. It thereby shifts public scrutiny away from the government's

performance and initiates the first layer of politicized discourse.

Throughout several press briefings, the Trump administration used terms such as “China virus” and “the
virus came from China.” These expressions were not merely attempts to identify the origin of the virus, but
also served to linguistically transform the virus into a symbol of political hostility and diplomatic
confrontation. The World Health Organization (WHO) also became a key target for external attribution.
Trump repeatedly accused the WHO of having “severely misled the world” and insisted that “the WHO took
China’s word for it.” This type of discourse—blending blame-shifting with a struggle for global narrative
dominance—helped justify unilateral actions such as suspending funding, withdrawing from international

institutions, and promoting isolationist policy stances.
For example:
“We re announcing a massive and groundbreaking expansion in our testing capability for the China virus.”

“Had the WHO done its job... the outbreak could have been contained at its source.’

On the domestic front, responsibility attribution targeted two main actors: the previous administration and

the Democratic Party along with oppositional media. For instance:

“The Obama administration made a decision on testing that turned out to be very detrimental.”
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“Democrats are politicizing the coronavirus. This is their new hoax.”

Additionally, when facing critical questions from journalists, Trump frequently used accusatory phrases
such as “That’s a very dishonest question” or “You are fake news,” aiming to discredit the press and

neutralize potential channels for public accountability.

More systematically, the Trump administration often combined domestic and international attribution
strategies, interweaving them with a conflict frame that featured overtly aggressive and inflammatory
rhetoric. In some briefings, Trump simultaneously blamed “China for concealing the outbreak,” accused
the “WHO of negligence,” criticized “flaws left by the previous administration,” and condemned

“Democrats for undermining national unity.” For example:

’

“We inherited a broken system. They did nothing. And China didn’t let us know in time.’

This approach constructs a comprehensive adversarial narrative, in which blame is strategically shifted onto
external and internal “others.” By doing so, it stimulates public resentment and emotional reactions toward
non-governmental actors—such as foreign powers, opposition parties, or technical institutions—thereby

alleviating pressure on the federal administration and deflecting criticism.

At its core, this frame shifts the focus of crisis communication from “how to solve the problem” to “why it
happened” and “who is to blame.” This reframing tactic serves to dilute the government’s crisis management
responsibility, instead conveying the message: “I am dealing with a crisis that was not of my making.”
Ultimately, this narrative justifies the administration’s delayed response and helps restore its public image

through the political operation of reframing blame.

In addition, the affective frame was used with notable frequency, accounting for 14.57% of the total. In
concrete discursive practices, this was achieved through the repeated use of expressions such as “We have

FEINTs

the greatest experts in the world,” “We will win this war,” and “America is stronger than ever.” These
statements collectively constructed a positive, victorious, and unified national image, transforming the
abstract threat of the virus into a tangible and conquerable enemy. Particularly salient was the frequent
invocation of war metaphors (e.g., “invisible enemy” or “we’re at war”’), which not only imbued the crisis
with powerful symbolic meaning but also effectively activated a sense of national mobilization. This
discursive strategy led the public to be emotionally engaged and rallied, rather than encouraged to participate

in crisis governance through rational and civic-based agency.

In summary, the U.S. federal government’s COVID-19 briefings during the early phase of the pandemic
exhibited a highly politicized discursive construction. The dominant communication strategies were rooted

in attribution and responsibility frames, which downplayed the dissemination of professional public health
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information in favor of crafting a political narrative centered on blame attribution and role positioning.
While these approaches were effective in consolidating the government’s stance and aligning public opinion,
they arguably compromised the technical rigor and practical orientation that effective crisis communication

ideally demands.

Germany

This study systematically analyzed the transcripts of 40 press conferences and media briefings held in
Germany between January 2020 and January 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic. The primary
spokesperson throughout the corpus was Federal Chancellor Angela Merkel, who frequently delivered
public addresses at critical moments to articulate the government's stance, coordinate policy measures, and
respond to public concerns. In addition, Federal Minister of Health Jens Spahn, Federal Government
Spokesperson Steffen Seibert, and other senior officials also spoke at numerous briefings, jointly forming

the institutional response actors of the German government during the crisis.

Overall, the German government’s crisis communication exhibited clear characteristics of institutionalized
cooperative communication: a diversity of spokespersons, unified information release, and transparent
interdepartmental coordination. This model of coordinated messaging across multiple officials not only
reflects the federal government’s strategy of communicative consistency but also exemplifies the procedural

and normative features of policy communication under Germany’s consensus democracy system.

The basic unit of analysis in this study was the complete sentence. From the preliminary set of official
transcripts, we excluded fragments, greetings, procedural transitions, ultra-short utterances, semantically
incomplete expressions, repeated transcriptions, and journalist questions—namely, all linguistic elements

without strategic intent. After this screening process, we identified a total of 2,637 valid sentences.

Sentences that were structurally complete and conveyed concrete information—such as resource allocation
or policy updates—but lacked emotional or assertive language were classified as neutral informational
statements. Those that neither expressed strategic intent nor qualified as neutral informational content were
categorized as uncoded material and excluded from further analysis. Considering that certain strategic
expressions may not appear in isolation but require contextual linkage, some framing instances were

reconstructed through joint interpretation of surrounding sentences to capture the true discursive frame.

To ensure that the analysis focused on discourse with actual communicative functions, we ultimately

retained 841 effective sentences—those that were structurally complete and demonstrated either political or
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scientific communication value—as the final analytical dataset. Among them, 456 sentences were classified
as conveying neutral information, while 385 sentences involved politically oriented expressions, accounting
for 45.78% of the total. This proportion indicates that the German government’s crisis communication

during the early pandemic phase exhibited a certain degree of politicization.

However, the presence of politically oriented discourse did not significantly displace the transmission of
expert information. The two dimensions remained relatively balanced across the corpus, suggesting that the
German government consciously coordinated between political messaging and scientific communication—

successfully constructing policy legitimacy while maintaining the core function of knowledge dissemination.
The sentence distribution across the five major frame types is presented below:

Table 4 Frequency and Percentage of Frame in COVID-19 Government Discourse in Germany

Category Frequency Percentage
Attribute Frame 50 12.99%
Conflict frame 3 0.78%
Affective Frame 150 43.90%

Action Frame 169 38.96%
Responsibility Frame 13 3.38%

Compared to the highly politicized and individualized strategic style of the U.S. government, the discursive
structure of the German government’s pandemic communication exhibited a clear orientation toward
institutional logic, collective rhetoric, and a fact-based tendency. Among the identifiable strategic language,
there was no significant indication of external blame-shifting or political attacks; conflict and responsibility
frames appeared only minimally. In contrast, affective frames and action frames constituted the core
components of the German government’s discursive strategy, reflecting the characteristics of social

mobilization under consensus-based democratic governance.

Such statements primarily served the functions of emotional reassurance, social cohesion, and national unity

building. Typical linguistic constructions included:
“Wir schaffen das gemeinsam.” (“Let's do this together.”)

“Der Zusammenhalt in unserem Land ist entscheidend.” (“The cohesion of our country is of vital

importance.”)

These examples demonstrate that in the face of a collective crisis, the German government’s communication
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strategy centered on evoking citizens’ empathy and sense of responsibility, emphasizing a shared destiny
among social members to foster collective identification. Its rhetoric typically employed “wir” (we) as the
subject, rather than individual leaders, to construct a narrative of state—citizen unity, thereby helping to

mitigate the potential for social conflict under pandemic pressure.

In addition, action frames accounted for approximately 38.96% of the framing choices. These were clearly
embedded within Germany’s institutional context and were often characterized by: specific timeframes for

policy actions, expert endorsement of measures, and a calm and reasoned advocacy style.

Such language aimed to convey the message that the situation was under control and that the government

response was rational and orderly. For example:

“Wir verlingern die Mafinahmen bis zum 15. April.” (“We will extend these measures until the 15th of
April.”)

“Die Bundesregierung handelt auf Empfehlung des Robert Koch-Instituts.” (“The federal government acted
on the advice of the Robert Koch Institute.”)

“Bitte reduzieren Sie Kontakte. Es ist eine gemeinsame Aufgabe.” (“Please reduce contact. This is a

common task.”)

Although these statements involve behavioral guidance, the emphasis was not on enforcement, but rather
on orderly persuasion. During crisis, Germany’s action frames did not exaggerate control, but instead sought

to ease public anxiety by cultivating an atmosphere of rational governance.

Japan

This study conducted a systematic analysis of 18 official transcripts from press conferences and briefings
held by the Japanese government between January 2020 and January 2021 in the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic. All materials were sourced from the official website of the Prime Minister’s Office of Japan
(kantei.go.jp), ensuring the authority and accuracy of the texts. The primary speakers in the corpus were
then-Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and his successor Yoshihide Suga, who served during the early and
middle stages of the pandemic, respectively.

The study adopted complete sentences as the basic unit of analysis. During the preliminary organization of
the transcripts, sentence fragments, greetings, transitional phrases, extremely short or semantically
incomplete expressions, repeated transcriptions, and reporter questions—namely those segments without
strategic communicative intent—were excluded. A total of 3,256 valid sentences were compiled. For those
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initial sentences that could not be clearly categorized into the five strategy frames, further classification was
applied as follows: if a sentence conveyed specific information such as resource distribution or policy
updates but lacked emotive or purposive language, it was categorized separately as “neutral informational
communication.” Sentences that neither demonstrated clear strategic intent nor constituted neutral
information were retained as “unclassified material” and excluded from the analysis. Recognizing that some
strategic expressions do not exist independently as single sentences, contextual reconstruction was applied
by examining surrounding statements to identify their actual framing intent.

To ensure that the analysis remained focused on substantive discourse with communicative function, the
final dataset included 1,163 sentences with complete syntactic structure and identifiable political or
scientific communication value. Among them, 589 were classified as neutral informational expressions,
while 574 exhibited political intent, accounting for 49.63% of the total.

The following is the distribution of sentence types across the five major framing categories:

Table 5 Frequency and Percentage of Frame in COVID-19 Government Discourse in Japan

Category Frequency Percentage
Attribute Frame 81 14.11%
Conflict frame 4 0.70%
Affective Frame 292 50.87%

Action Frame 159 27.70%
Responsibility Frame 38 6.62%

A systematic analysis of the Japanese government’s press conferences during the COVID-19 pandemic in
2020 reveals that among the 18 official transcripts examined, the most frequently used discourse strategy
was the affective frame, accounting for 50.87% of all identified expressions. The government’s
communication frequently employed emotionally charged rhetoric, expressing remorse, gratitude, sympathy,

and encouragement. Examples include:
[ABECHREEE»UL TEY LGS HoTHEV LS. /

(“I'm sorry to trouble you.”)
[BEHEHEG TIRT & 41 T > B RIS D20 KN L LIF £ T ]

(“I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to everyone who has worked hard on the medical front.”)
[T %a&EHFLME HFE Do TEE S, ]

(“Your uneasiness is painful.”’)
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Although these statements do not directly convey specific policy measures, they serve an important function
in crisis communication by easing public anxiety, alleviating social tension, and psychologically narrowing
the gap between the government and the public. These expressions are typically delivered in a soft, indirect
manner, rich in emotional tone and grounded in empathy and understanding. They reflect the typical “low-

conflict, high-emotion” structure characteristic of Japanese political discourse.

This communication style avoids overt confrontation or explicit attribution of blame. Instead, it builds public
trust and shared identity through gentle, empathetic language. This suggests that the Japanese government
did not rely on politically manipulative strategies such as “performance inflation” or “crisis deflection.”
Rather, it favored soft messaging and emotional appeal to maintain social stability and construct collective
consensus. This approach aligns with longstanding features of Japanese political culture that emphasize
order, harmony, and respectful expression. In times of crisis, the government appears more inclined to
achieve political aims through subtle interpersonal language than through confrontational or manipulative

rhetoric.

The second most frequently used frame was the Action Frame, accounting for 27.70%. These expressions

often combine emotional reassurance with calls for cooperation and collective effort. For example:
[BIRDEH#. — AN E D DITB)BH 2 M E T80 £ |

(“Each individual's actions contribute to protecting society as a whole.”)
[ &% & Ditg g & RECHL FFE . ]

(“We kindly ask for your continued cooperation.”)
[EREE E i, CONBEFRIMZ TOEEL & T ]

(“Together with all of you, let us overcome this difficulty.”)

Terms such as B4k (everyone), B FHL> (please), —H. & % > T (unite as one), and 32 Z & L (support
each other) appear frequently. These words downplay authoritative commands and instead invoke a tone of
humility and mutual responsibility. This “negotiated mobilization” discourse helps construct a Japanese-
style structure of collective trust, where the legitimacy of policy enforcement is rooted not in coercion, but

in emotional resonance and public confidence in the system.
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In contrast, Responsibility Frames and Conflict Frames were extremely rare in the Japanese corpus. This
distribution pattern indicates a strong tendency by the Japanese government to avoid political attacks and to
uphold a communication style that favors institutional neutrality, emotional restraint, and inter-class

cooperation.

In conclusion, the Japanese government’s affective framing strategy during the pandemic sharply contrasts
with the approaches observed in the U.S. and Germany. It tends to rely on building social empathy and
emotional buffering as core elements of its crisis communication. The logic behind this approach does not
rest on the exercise of power or media manipulation, but rather on balancing institutional responsiveness
with cultural compatibility. This framing method not only increased the societal acceptance of pandemic

policies but also helped preserve the government’s public credibility during the crisis.
Comparative Analysis

Based on cross-national comparisons, the communication behaviors of the three governments during the
COVID-19 crisis all showed varying degrees of politicization tendencies, and there were significant
differences in the specific characteristics and operational logics of the framework. Beyond these contrasts,
in the context of comparative studies, we should take into account more contextual factors. Therefore, in
this section, more specific real-world contexts such as some political conflicts and leadership styles in the
three countries at that time will be combined to further interpret the government's choice of communication
framework and politicization tendency during the pandemic.

One of the most prominent features of the U.S. pandemic communication discourse was its high level of
conflict, which not only stems from the partisan contestation inherent in a competitive democracy, but is
also closely related to the intensified political polarization in the United States in recent years. During the
Trump administration, the Democratic and Republican parties engaged in fierce confrontation over
prevention measures such as mask policies, lockdowns and vaccinations, with both sides politicizing
pandemic communication through mutual accusations and blame-shifting. The year 2020 coincided with
the U.S. presidential election, the competition between the two parties was extremely fierce. The incumbent
administration heavily instrumentalized the pandemic issue for electoral purposes, while the Trump team
incorporated the topic of fighting the pandemic into its campaign strategy, shaping a tough image by blaming
China and other means, in an attempt to gain support among voters (Wu, 2021) . This kind of communication
served not only partisan agendas but also deepened the public’s crisis of trust in policy. Meanwhile, Trump's
personal leadership style leans towards populism and confrontation, which was manifested in the
communication as openly criticizing the prevention measures of his political opponents. The
decentralization of power in the federal system has also exacerbated the politicization of information. The
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White House and state governments lack coordination and even contradict each other in terms of prevention
and control policies. Trump had repeatedly ignored the calls for depoliticizing the pandemic and openly
clashed with certain state governments in his crisis response (James et al., 2022). Under such a political
ecosystem and communication culture background, the US government shows a highly confrontational
narrative tendency in crisis communication. Its discourse structure frequently uses attributive and aggressive
expression forms, giving priority to highlighting the government's proactive actions and the failure
responsibility of its opponents. This was closely related to the intense political mobilization demand brought
about by the 2020 election, but also closely related to the Trump's emphasis on individual leadership style
and emotional communication methods.

The political context in Japan is completely different from that in the United States. The situation where the
Liberal Democratic Party has been in power for a long time and the opposition parties are weak means that
there were no intense partisan disputes during the pandemic, allowing the government to promote the
prevention policies in a relatively unified political environment. Without the restraint of domestic political
confrontation, the Japanese government is more focused on the administrative response arrangements.
Although there was no nationwide election pressure in 2020, the postponement of the Tokyo Olympics and
the change of prime minister in the autumn of that year (with Shinzo Abe's resignation and Y oshihide Suga's
succession) added special political considerations to the response to the crisis. Under the expectation that
the Olympic Games would be held as scheduled initially, the government was relatively cautious in
disclosing information about the pandemic. After the Olympic Games were confirmed to be postponed, the
government intensified its epidemic prevention efforts and publicity straightforwardness(Allgayer &
Kanemoto, 2021, p. 3). Under a bureaucratic, administration-led system, Japan’s crisis decision-making
followed established procedures and expert recommendations(Kadomatsu, 2022). The coordination
between the central and local governments is another key factor in the spread of the pandemic in Japan. As
a unitary state, legally, e national policies were formulated by the central government, but the governors of
each prefecture have a certain degree of autonomy in the implementation process. Taking Tokyo as an
example, local leaders play a significant role in information release, Tokyo Governor Yuriko Koike, taking
advantages of her media communication skills to repeatedly stress key messages such as avoiding the “Three
Cs” (closed spaces, crowded places, and close-contact settings), and made epidemic prevention information
deeply rooted in people's hearts through press conferences. Koike's active voice has, to a certain extent,
filled the communication gap of the central government and provided assistance and promotion for national
policies. (Allgayer & Kanemoto, 2021)This central-local interaction model has enabled Japan's crisis
prevention and communication to maintain overall consistency while allowing localities to enhance
publicity based on actual situations, minimizing political controversy.

The political background of Germany provides a solid foundation for for its crisis communication. At the
time, a grand coalition government composed of the CDU/CSU and SPD was in power, with both ruling
parties aligned on pandemic response and avoiding the use of the crisis for partisan conflict. The main
political forces in both the government and the opposition have reached a high degree of consensus on the
goal of fighting the pandemic. The opposition party also basically supports the government's measures under
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the state of emergency, avoiding internal constraints. Angela Merkel formulates the government's response
measures based on epidemiological models and expert advice. Even though Germany’s federal system
distributed power among 16 states rather than concentrating it in the central government, in order to
coordinate the national response measures needed to control the spread of the virus, the Merkel government
established a special coordinating body to align social distancing policies across the country(LaForge, 2021,
p- 1). In terms of crisis management, the prevention pace of the entire federal government is coordinated
through regular “Chancellor-Premier Conferences”, thus ensureing that each state has a certain degree of
flexibility in the implementation details, while the national policy tone remains consistent, and there is no
chaos where each state sings its own tune. The federal system in Germany grants each state the authority to
manage public health. However, during the crisis, the federal government successfully coordinated local
actions and achieved relatively unified crisis communication across the country. Coupled with the high level
of trust that the German public has in the government and the scientific community, the government has
been able to communicate with the public using direct and unquestionable scientific language(Schweiger,
2022). Overall, Germany's political structure and leadership style have created a public opinion environment
with less interference from party strife and a high level of trust, providing a favorable soil for a science-
oriented crisis communication strategy.

To sum up, the politicization tendencies of the three governments in the spread of the COVID-19 are
significantly different. The pandemic prevention and control in the United States have been highly
politicized, and public health issues have been deeply entangled in partisan conflict. The epidemic
prevention measures in the United States were assigned ideological meanings. The Trump administration
has frequently used the topic of the epidemic to attack “others”, and has transformed the focus into a political
weapon by using the discourse framework of crisis communication. This highly politicized manifestation
has filled the official communication of the United States with opposition, weakening the space for rational
discussion purely based on public health considerations. In contrast, Japan’s pandemic messaging had much
weaker political overtones. The official communication mainly focused on professional health advice and
administrative measures, without highlighting ideological divisions. The Japanese government did not
attempt to publicly construct “enemies,” either internal or external, and t its policies have not been labeled
as partisan. In terms of information release, the Japanese government pays more attention to formal
consistency and restraint in wording to maintain public confidence and social order. Of course, the
communication behavior in Japan is not completely depoliticized. Some policy choices are also influenced
by real political pressure. However, on the whole, political factors are a hidden secondary background rather
than a dominant force. The government's discourse still mainly focuses on the technical aspect of disease
control and has not clearly evolved into a tool for party strife. The German government deliberately avoided
politicization in the spread of the epidemic. The Merkel administration neither took the opportunity to seek
party self-interest nor incite public opinion division against specific groups. Instead, it consistently framed
the pandemic as a shared public crisis for all citizens, The official statements emphasize unity in the fight
against the crisis and scientific rationality. There are hardly any remarks that take other countries or domestic
dissidents as scapegoats. Although there are a few voices in German society opposing the lockdown or
questioning the prevention measures, there is no open division in the mainstream political circle on the

46



principle of fighting the epidemic. The government and the ruling coalition parties are in step on the issue
of the epidemic. As a result, the official communication in Germany has maintained operation within the
framework of professional and rational discussion, the mainstream political establishment remained united
on pandemic response. As a result, Germany’s official messaging remained within a professional, rational
framework, with minimal ideological interference.

Overall, the communication strategy in the United States reflects the extent to which political contestation
permeates public crisis discourse in a competitive democracy. In contrast, due to a more homogeneous or
consensus-oriented political ecosystem in Japan and Germany, the politicization of the government's
pandemic communication is significantly weaker than that in the United States.

It should be pointed out that the “models of democracy” provides us with an overall structural context for
understanding the differences in communication strategies among the three countries, rather than a direct
causal formula. In other words, the crisis commuication starategy of governments during COVID-19 is not
solely determined by their democratic types. However, the political culture and power dynamics associated
with different democratic systems profoundly influenced the discursive tools and strategic orientations
available to governments during crises (Brandstrom & Kuipers, 2003, p. 175). The fiercely competitive
democratic ecosystem in the United States has nurtured a highly politicized communication style, the
procedure-oriented system in Japan has given birth to cautious and restrained bureaucratic communication,
while Germany’s tradition of consensus-based democracy underpins its science-centered discursive
authority. This structural perspective helps us grasp the internal logic of t crisis communication differences
and lays the foundation for deeper comparative analysis.

Nevertheless, regime type should not be seen as a direct causal variable but rather as part of a broader
structural context that interacts with other contributing factors. In my view, competitive democracy does
not necessarily result in politicized communication; however, such tendencies may be amplified when
combined with conditions such as political polarization, populist leadership, or low levels of public trust.
Thus, the model of democratic systems can be considered more as a structural backdrop than a singular
explanatory source. It should be applied with flexibility and sensitivity to national contexts and the
specificities of each case.
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Conclusion & Implications

This study focuses on the first year of of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic,from January 2020 to
January 2021, examining how governments in countries with different types of democratic systems achieved
the political goals of reassuring the public, rebuilding political trust, and maintaining legitimacy through the
strategic use of language frameworks in political communication. Using a systematic content analysis
approach, the research analyzes a total of 102 official transcripts from government press conferences and
briefings in the United States, Germany, and Japan. These texts comprise 4,190 statements, and based on
semantic and framework classification analysis, the study identifies similarities and differences in

government crisis communication in different countries strategies under pandemic conditions.

In the early phase of the pandemic, the U.S. government’s communication exhibited highly individualized
and politicized characteristics. The administration frequently employed attribution frame and responsibility
frame, using expressions such as “China virus” and accusing the Democratic Party of “hyping” the pandemic,
externalizing responsibility to opposing parties or foreign forces in order to divert the negative public
opinion caused by policy mistakes. This oppositional framing helped construct a “wartime president” image

by creating a rhetorical landscape of binary opposition, serving as a tool for electoral mobilization.

In contrast, Germany’s crisis communication framework adopted an entirely different strategy. German
government spokespersons largely avoided personalized language, instead focusing on collective action and
institutional procedures. The discourse structure shows obvious institutional orientation, collective rhetoric
and factual tendencies, and is often linked to expert advice, scientific data and policy procedures. For
instance, statements like “Based on the Robert Koch Institute’s recommendations, we will implement new
containment policies next week” emphasize the scientific basis behind the decision and cross-departmental
consultation, enhancing the credibility of the policy. Furthermore, the German government consistently used
language that conveyed a rational and consensus- oriented communication intent. Oppositional or blame-
oriented expressions were largely absent. This highly restrained communication style reflects the country’s
deep-rooted institutional culture and tradition of consensus politics. It not only helped establish
psychological stability in society but also embodied the governance logic of “earning trust through process”

under a deliberative democratic system.

In Japan’s pandemic briefings, the government’s communication has obvious characteristics of ethics,
sensibility and compliance. Unlike the confrontational mobilization in the U.S. or the rational construction
in Germany, Japan’s communication relied heavily on requisitive language to evoke a sense of moral and

affective response. Expressions such as “To protect the lives of the elderly, please reduce going out” are
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widely used. While action-oriented language was not always specific, it has formed a collective
psychological mechanism of “voluntary obedience” through affective rhetoric and cultural honorific
structure. The use of the affective frame effectively guides citizens' identification with the government's
prevention policies by emphasizing the relationship between individual actions and the overall fate of
society—even in the absence of mandatory command—thus enabling the formation of orderly social

behavior.

Overall, although the governments of the three countries all attached great importance to the strategic use
of framework for various political- oriented purposes during the crisis, their choices and the logic behind
their deployment varied significantly depending on institutional type, cultural contexts and other factors.
The United States favored personalization, blame shift and adversarial mobilization; Germany emphasized
institutional rationality and the overall unity of society. Japan relied more on moral appeals, affective
resonance. Political communication in crises is no longer merely a channel for the government to convey
policy contents, but has become the core mechanism for maintaining political order and specific achieving

political purposes.

This study establishes a new theoretical dialogue between framing theory, crisis communication theory, and
research on the politicization, and contributes to the literature through following main theoretical

innovations:

First, while classical framing theory emphasizes the fourfold structure of “problem definition — causal
diagnosis — moral evaluation — remedy” (Entman, 1993), but its political function dimension has been
insufficiently studied in the analysis of government discourse.This study applies framing theory to
government crisis communication and identifies how frames are not only used by the media but also actively
employed by governments to construct political agendas and reinforce legitimacy. Secondly, there is the
emphasis and analysis on affective frame. Previous studies often focus on emotional elements, however,
after reading relevant literature and analyzing cases, I found that this perspective, though well-developed,
leaves limited room for theoretical novelty. Moreover, generally speaking, official texts rarely contain
overtly emotional expressions in official documents. What’s more, in the context of a major crisis, emotional
expression tends to be fleeting, whereas affect represents a more stable connection. Based on this reasoning,

the present study explores framing through the lens of affect rather than emotion.

Finally, this study introduces Strombick’s democratic model theory into the analysis of official political
language and constructs a theoretical chain linking “democratic model — political objectives — language
strategies — frame formulation.” Under this structure, different political contexts not only effect the policy

implementation mechanism, but also influence the choice of language strategies and the path of discourse
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legitimacy. This structural connection between regime type and communication is, first of all, a response
and supplement to the existing research before, and secondly, it also provides an analytical paradigm for

future comparative political communication research.

The differences in frame strategies explored in this study not only have academic significance but also
provide several important inspirations for the government's public communication practice: The cases of
the United States, Germany and Japan show that political communication strategies need to be closely
coupled with the national institutional structure and political cultural environment. Blindly transplanting
external communication models can lead to strategic failure or even trust crises. The pandemic has shown
that government communication is not merely about disseminating information, it also plays a critical role
in securing social cooperation. Government crisis communication must not only explain “what” needs to be
done, but also “why”it needs to be done and providing the public with an affective identification basis of
“why it is worth cooperating with”. This places higher demands on the professional competencies of

government communicators.

Although this study has conducted systematic exploration in terms of cross-national comparison, theoretical
construction and method design, the limitations still exist. It focuses exclusively on press conference
transcripts and does not include other influential communication channels such as social media, speeches,
or interviews, and may miss some informal but highly influential communication contents. What’s more,
the research requires the translation of German and Japanese into English for unified coding, even with a
meaning-preservation principle, but still cannot fully eliminate cultural nuance and subjective bias. Lastly,
the identification of political motives in discourse remains partly interpretive. Although double-coding was
applied to control bias, the analysis still relies on the researcher’s contextual knowledge and interpretive

judgment.

Ultimately, what I want to clarify is the purpose of this study is not to compare the merits of different
democratic models, but to attempt to understand the emergence and manifestations of politicization in crisis
communication and to explore potential background factors that may explain variations across democratic
systems. While normative frameworks and best practices for crisis communication are well established in
the literature, due to institutional, political and cultural differences, or the influence of leaders or the entire

communication team, their implementation in the real practice often has differences.

As previously noted, politicization itself is not inherently negative. In fact, in major public health crisis such
as the COVID-19 pandemic, certain forms of politicized messaging may serve mobilizing functions—

encouraging collective action or justifying government's rapid intervention. However, when politicization
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messaging overshadows technical clarity or undermines public trust, it can compromise the core objectives
of crisis communication. Therefore, this study provides a reflective contribution to the research of
democratic governance and crisis communication by illustrating how political intentions and public

information transmission intersect (and sometimes conflict) under long-term uncertain conditions.

To further deepen the scope and precision of future research on this topic, several directions may be
considered. For example, expanding the range of communication media by incorporating social media, short
videos, official tweets, and media interviews to build a multi-channel profile of political communication.
More advanced text-mining techniques can also be employed to enhance the objectivity of identifying tones
and modeling communication trends and shifting the analytical focus from the sender to the audience to
assess how different framing strategies influence public emotion, behavioral intention, and trust in
institutions. Of course, apart from the above-mentioned variables, there are still other undiscussed
explanatory dimensions that may play a role, such as the overall administrative capacity of government
agencies, the different health system resources and digital communication infrastructure of various countries,
as well as the more grand and complex modern media environment, etc. Therefore, future research should
further integrate multi-dimensional factors such as culture, resources, and media channels on a cross-case

basis to avoid ignoring other key variables due to “institutional determinism”.
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Appendix

Crisis Communication Framework Coding Sheet

1.Basic Information (One row per full-text entry)

No. Variable Name Description Type Example / Coding Rule
1 Doc ID Document ID Numeric 001, 002
2 Country Country Categorical USA / Germany / Japan
3 Date Date of release Date 2020-04-10
N fth
4 Speaker Name ame of the Text Donald Trump
- speaker
. Position of the ) President / Chancellor / Chief Cabinet
5 Speaker Position Categorical
speaker Secretary
6 | Speaker Affiliation Afﬁlia‘Fed Text White House, Bundesregierung, Cabinet
- institution Office, etc.
2. Framing Variables (One row per sentence unit)
No. Variable Name Definition Type Coding Rule
Whether the message highlights
7 AttributeFraming-A “positive attributes” or brags about Binary | 1=Yes, 0 =No
achievements
: hether th it 1 i h )
8 Attribute_Framing-B Whet er't © C rec'ht l.s attributed to the Binary | 1=Yes, 0 =No
- public / institutions / leaders
o . Whether th deni d .
9 Responsibility Framing-a © erres;cillz?li?l%tey /etr)lllae;;)r evades Binary | 1=Yes, 0 =No
. Whether the bl is shifted to others / | _.
10 | Responsibility Framing-b cthel the blame 15 SHITeC 1o OThers Binary | 1=Yes, 0 =No
- external actors
hether th truct .
11 Conflict Frame Whet e?t © r‘r‘lessage coniruc > a . | Binary | 1=Yes, 0=No
— confrontational “us vs. them” dynamic
12 Action_Framin Whether specific actions are Bina 1 =Yes, 0=No
- £ recommended / prescribed Y ’
h tional 1 .
13 Affective Frame Whether emotiona apPea > o Binary | 1=Yes, 0 =No
- reassurance language is used
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