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COVID-19 and the reorientation of communication
towards CSR

Pedro Mata , Tamar Buil and Mar�ıa G�omez-Campillo

Department of Marketing, ESIC Business & Marketing School, Zaragoza, Spain

ABSTRACT
Intuitively, it was clear that the pandemic situation and, more spe-
cifically, the lockdown and schedule limitations were going to
affect communication practices. In general, during the COVID-19
situation, companies have replaced the commercial or external
communication used in previous years with a more corporate-like
communication. Therefore, in this article we intend to verify how
companies have carried out their communication actions under
the umbrella of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the
results obtained. In order to understand these changes, we have
conducted a two-step sequential study that starts with in-depth
interviews with Directors of Communication and concludes with a
major survey of 214 companies. What this paper demonstrates is
that communication practices have changed and are redirected
towards CSR. This new communication discloses the measures
that are being taken in relation to security, new sales, and prod-
uct delivery alternatives, new services to older customers or cus-
tomers at risk, to support employees for protection and
conciliation, etc.—in short, a reorientation of communication
towards CSR.
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1. Introduction

The impact of COVID-19 is clear in many fields and has generated extensive research
in different disciplines. From the idea that this pandemic represents ‘a great oppor-
tunity for businesses to shift towards more genuine and authentic CSR and contribute
to address urgent global social and environmental challenges’ (He & Harris, 2020, p.
176) to the impact that COVID-19 represents to political or health communication
(Nielsen et al., 2020), through many other disciplines like economy, finance, obvi-
ously health, organisational behaviour, etc., the number of papers published on the
topic is notable.

One thing that has been strongly affected by the pandemic is the marketing discip-
line (He & Harris, 2020). Consequently, we decided to research the impact that
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COVID-19 has had on marketing and, more specifically, on communication. The cor-
onavirus public health crisis is also a political communication and a health communi-
cation crisis (Gollust et al., 2020; Nielsen et al., 2020). Regarding business
communication, it was clear that as lockdowns were decided, the means of communi-
cation between companies and their customers were changing. Face-to-face and other
kinds of traditional communication means shifted towards digital-like channels,
namely Facebook, Twitter, Zoom, MS Teams, or Skype, among many others (He &
Harris, 2020); moreover, that these new channels seem to settle for the future (Butler,
2020), or, at least, that a quick return to the ‘old normal’, seems unlikely (Fenwick
et al., 2021). In addition to online communication, online entertainment and online
shopping are also seeing unprecedented growth (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020).
Although the use of digital means has developed dramatically in these pandemic
times, calls for research on ‘communication in the fast-changing digital media envir-
onment’ (Fuchs & Qiu, 2018, p.219) were already present in scientific literature. The
appearance of this new coronavirus-affected behaviour in communication stresses the
need for more research on the topic.

We have observed that, in general, during the COVID pandemic, companies have
replaced the kind of commercial communication they used in previous years—which
had the objective of publicising existing products and services, launching new prod-
ucts, or simply increasing sales—with a more corporate-like communication. This
new kind of external communication discloses, among others, the measures taken in
relation to security, new existing alternatives for sales and/or delivery, new services
provided to elderly customers or customers at risk, and measures to support employ-
ees’ protection and family conciliation. In short, we believe this represents a reorien-
tation of communication towards corporate social responsibility (CSR). The fact is
that companies which are seen as socially responsible have better ratings among their
customers (Carreras et al., 2013). As a consequence, we understand that CSR has
become the lever that allows companies to maintain relationships with their internal
and external customers. Nonetheless, during the pandemic, CSR has been used by
numerous companies to improve their brand image while they carry out external
communication campaigns in parallel, informing their publics of the actions imple-
mented to cope with the situation (Xifra, 2020). These communication campaigns are
of a corporate nature, containing a social focus rather than an external and promo-
tional one; in any case, though, these campaigns promote companies and their
brands, increasing brand reputation.

Consequently, we concluded it was worth analysing how business communica-
tion was changing because of the pandemic and seeing if, in our context, it was
also shifting towards CSR—some authors have even stated this would be a more
‘genuine and authentic CSR’ (He & Harris, 2020, p. 176). Additionally, recent
research shows that certain organisational functions are changed if they do not
seem to bring value in the current environment (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020). It
was also worth checking if this was the case with communication. Therefore, in
this article we intend to verify how, during this COVID-19 pandemic, companies
have carried out their communication actions under the umbrella of CSR and the
results obtained.
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To find answers to our questions, we have performed a two-step sequential pro-
cess. We first conducted in-depth interviews with Directors of Communication of
eight different companies from the food, tourism, sport services, and retail industries.
In other words, we ran an exploratory study to check the opinions of those people in
charge of communication in medium and large companies. The insights obtained in
these interviews were filtered through the existing literature to obtain a list of ques-
tions classified according to two perspectives: 1) aspects related to internal, external,
or corporate communication; and 2) the degree of CSR implementation in the com-
panies analysed. Subsequently, and as a second step, we prepared a questionnaire,
launched via an internet platform. We collected data from a sample of 214 medium
and large firms (i.e. companies with more than 50 employees and turnover of more
than 2 million euros). We finally analysed data by applying cross-tabulation, the chi-
square test of independence, and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA).

In general terms, we have been able to demonstrate that companies have changed
their communication practices as a consequence of this pandemic. Additionally, our
research shows that the degree of CSR implementation influences how communica-
tion has changed. Companies have carried out their communication campaigns based
on CSR-related issues, carrying a social focus rather than a promotional one, with a
change in the tone of the discourse, where a more positive and optimistic language
has been employed.

From a managerial perspective, the pandemic has seriously affected the way in
which companies communicate with their environment (Xifra, 2020). As expected,
the confinement caused a radical change towards digital channels, modifying not only
the use of these but also the type of messages sent, where the importance of CSR
becomes crucial. The main implication for management is on the need for companies
to adapt to the new reality, and the need for the communications industry value
chain to offer what it is now demanded: more digital channels, social media network
management, and communication of CSR practices.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. Firstly, we review the literature to
provide insights into the different types of communication and their connections
with CSR and the degree of CSR implementation. This is followed by a discussion of
the methodology. We then provide the main conclusions obtained in our in-depth
interviews, the nature of the questionnaire and of the companies involved in the sur-
vey, the presentation of the results, and a conclusion, with certain managerial impli-
cations of our research and with some suggestions for further research.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Communication

An essential element for organisations around the world, communication, which had
traditionally been treated just as one more management function of companies
(Balmer & Gray, 1999), has become a strategic variable for businesses both to publi-
cise the products they develop and to share their mission, vision, and values
(Cervera, 2015). During a crisis event such as the one that has brought about the cur-
rent COVID-19 situation, communication is crucial not only to the safety of citizens
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but also to the survival of companies. We consider that this pandemic has moved
corporate communication one step forward, involving different areas of the organisa-
tion. Certain authors believe the pandemic will change not only the context of mar-
keting, but how organisations approach their strategic marketing efforts (He &
Harris, 2020).

Communication can be defined as the formal and informal distribution of mean-
ingful and updated information (Anderson & Narus, 1990). This information is one
of the strongest tools for the company in terms of generating trust, perception of the
quality of its products, customer loyalty, and even recommendation of the brand to
third parties (Zehir et al., 2011). When companies are specifically communicating
through a web page, we can define communication as the bidirectional, valuable, and
updated flow between the users of a web and the company itself (Belanche
et al., 2013).

Organisational communication can be differentiated into three large fields: corpor-
ate communication, internal communication, and external or commercial communi-
cation. (Enrique, 2008). Companies must work in the three areas in an integrated and
global manner, in such a way that synergies are found and a uniform image and mes-
sage are provided both within the company and externally (Cervera, 2015). Internal
communication is oriented towards company employees and is strongly linked to
human resources. On the other hand, the objective of external communication is to
help publicise the company’s products and encourage their purchase. With corporate
communication, a company tries to transmit its specific positioning while differentiate
from competition and obtain an emotional tie with customers. Corporate communi-
cation is also known as branding and is closely related to the human side of compa-
nies and their social responsibility and commitment. In this paper, we concentrate on
external and corporate communication as they are more linked to the marketing dis-
cipline; we leave internal communication for future research, as it is highly linked to
the field of human resources.

There is an abundance of literature on communication in a crisis event, or on how
crises impact business communication. For example, Jones et al. (2010) discuss the
importance of communication in the media to accurately and effectively inform the
public, or misinform and contribute to unnecessary public panic and subsequent
undesirable responses (as was the case with a potential avian influenza epidemic). As
mentioned, current research on the impact of COVID-19 on communication is exten-
sive. For example, He and Harris (2020) discuss some potential directions for com-
munication and marketing during and after the pandemic. Donthu and Gustafsson
(2020) outline the effects of COVID-19 on business and research, including the
effects on business communication. Charoensukmongkol and Phungsoonthorn (2020)
study the interaction effect of crisis communication and social support on the emo-
tional exhaustion of university employees during the COVID-19 crisis. Nathanial and
Van der Heyden (2020) propose a framework and principles for crisis management
with application to COVID-19 while introducing the impact of sudden changes in
communications. Lilleker et al. (2021), among other interesting implications, discuss
the importance of mass media and social media for communication in the COVID-
19 pandemic. Nielsen et al. (2020) discuss how social media, video sharing sites,

ECONOMIC RESEARCH-EKONOMSKA ISTRAŽIVANJA 3171



messaging applications, and search engines have seen high levels of use throughout
the crisis, but have also had serious problems with misinformation and reduced trust
as reliable sources of information on coronavirus.

2.2. Corporate social responsibility

CSR can be defined as a commitment to improve societal wellbeing through discre-
tionary business practices and the contributions of corporate resources (Kiessling
et al., 2016). There is an abundance of research on CSR. For example, Zbuchea and
P̂ınzaru (2017, p. 415), in their literature review article, reported that CSR ‘is one of
the most debated topics in the academic and professional business literature, being
analysed in a myriad of perspectives, from philosophy, to marketing, management
practice, managerial strategies or financial impact’. Other authors, like Crane and
Matten (2020, p. 280), discussing the current pandemic situation, even state that
‘Research on corporate social responsibility (CSR) flourished pre-COVID-19 and
could reasonably claim to be one of the most widely read and cited sub-fields of
management. However, the pandemic has clearly challenged a number of existing
CSR assumptions, concepts, and practices’.

As well as communication, CSR can be either internal (directed towards the well-
being of employees, their families, conciliation practices, etc.) or external (dedicated
to external stakeholders, the society in general, or nature).

A recurring topic in the CSR literature is the importance of firm size to determine
the degree of CSR implementation. Some authors indicate that large companies
(Perrini et al., 2007) and multinational corporations (Campbell, 2007) are more
advanced at implementing CSR than small and medium enterprises (SME). On the
other hand, researchers like Baumann-Pauly et al. (2013) suggest that SMEs are par-
ticularly advanced in implementing CSR-related methods, involving employees in
active CSR practices, and that they are not necessarily less advanced in organising
CSR than larger companies.

But not all companies present the same degree of CSR implementation. To test the
degree of CSR implementation, many authors (for example, Baumann-Pauly et al.,
2013) use Zadek’s (2004) organisational learning model. Zadek’s model identifies five
stages—denial, compliance, managerial, strategic, and civil—that describe the progres-
sion of CSR implementation. Zadek’s empirically-based model was simplified into a
more theoretically conceptualised model by Maon et al. (2010). These authors identify
three cultural phases and seven organisational stages by linking previous ‘stage mod-
els of CSR development with stakeholder culture and social responsiveness continu-
ums’ (Maon et al., 2010, p. 20). We believe this second approach is more appropriate
for our research as it simplifies other models into three cultural phases: CSR reluc-
tance, CSR grasp and CSR embedment. A three-stage approach facilitates assessing
the actual degree of CSR implementation in the companies analysed. These stages can
be summarised as follows: initially, firms ignore CSR or consider it only in terms of
constraints (reluctance); in a second stage, organisations become familiar with CSR
principles (cultural grasp); in the third and final stage, cultural embeddedness, the
organisation fully adopts CSR principles.
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Though recognising the importance of the stage view for researchers, literature on
CSR criticises its prominence and widespread acceptance. The main criticisms stem
from the limited contribution and partial view of CSR drivers, plus the lack of empir-
ical verification of the different stages proposed ( Galbreath, 2009;; Tourky et al.,
2020 ). Despite the existence of critics, literature recognises the existence of a sequen-
tial process in CSR implementation. We believe that employing the approach offered
by Maon et al. (2010) provides two major advantages: 1) it is easy to understand and
intuitive to divide CSR implementation into three sequential steps; and 2) the pur-
pose of using the stages is to incorporate in our research the degree of CSR imple-
mentation in the companies in our survey and not the impact of CSR drivers in these
same companies.

Research on CSR and COVID-19 is also extensive. For example, Crane and Matten
(2020) analyse how COVID-19 can impact future research on CSR; Xifra (2020) stud-
ies how to manage reputational risk, corporate communication, and public relations
in the days of COVID-19; while Bae et al. (2021) study the impact of the pandemic
on stock returns and on how CSR moderates the effects of the market crash.

2.3. The relationship between corporate social responsibility and
communication

The existence of a relationship between CSR and communication is currently
undoubted in literature. In fact, some authors recognise this relationship as a distinct
subfield of CSR communication research (Schoeneborn et al., 2020).

There is extensive literature on what is known as the walk-talk dichotomy in the
relationship between CSR communication and CSR practices—in other words, com-
munication of CSR (the talk) versus actual implementation of CSR practices (the
walk). Additionally, it seems that these gaps are contingent on firm size. For example,
Wickert et al. (2016, p. 1169) suggest that the differences rely on what they call the
‘large firm implementation gap (large firms tend to focus on communicating CSR
symbolically but do less to implement it into their core structures and procedures),
and vice versa, the small firm communication gap (less active communication and
more emphasis on implementation)’. In general, it is admitted that ‘managers are told
to walk their CSR-talk; that is, to practice what they preach’ (Christensen et al., 2013,
p. 380). Therefore, we find it interesting to assess if company size moderates the rela-
tionship between the nature of communication and CSR.

Recent research shows the connections between communication and CSR. For
example, regarding the relationship between internal communication and CSR,
Duthler and Dhanesh (2018) investigate the role of CSR and internal communication
in predicting employee engagement. In the case of corporate communication, a recent
example could be that of Kim and Ji (2017), who analyse Chinese consumers’ expect-
ations of corporate communication on CSR and sustainability. Additionally, Kim
(2019) demonstrates the positive effects of CSR communication factors on consumers’
CSR knowledge, trust, and perceptions of corporate reputation. In general, all these
studies indicate that the level of communication—how transparent and reliable the
information is—increases users’ perceptions of CSR. In terms of CSR communication
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in a crisis event, Ham and Kim (2019) examine how consumers cope with CSR-based
crisis response messages as a bolstering strategy, concluding that consumer inferences
from a company’s CSR-based crisis communications play a significant role in increas-
ing consumer behavioural intentions in two situations: when a crisis is accidental and
when a CSR history is short. These same authors, Ham and Kim (2020), research the
psychological dynamics and effects of CSR communication in corporate crises. On
the other hand, research on CSR and communication in the COVID era is, to the
best of our knowledge, not very extensive.

3. Hypotheses

Once we have reviewed the literature, we should not forget the main research goal of
this study. The research is focused on determining how companies’ communication
has changed during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Regarding the walk-talk dichotomy, literature indicates that companies adapt their
communication (the talk) to what their CSR actions are (the walk); in other words,
companies communicate the CSR actions they are conducting in a context where
CSR actions have increased (Christensen et al., 2013; Wickert et al., 2016). In this
pandemic situation, changes to products or services are continuously implemented, so
companies need to communicate these changes to their target markets. In fact, we
were observing that companies had basically transformed the nature of their commu-
nication content into a more motivational kind. This allows us to express our
first hypothesis:

H1. Companies have changed their communication strategies as a consequence of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

On the one hand, literature recognises the existence of a sequential process in CSR
implementation. On the other hand, companies have three different kinds of commu-
nication: internal,1 external, and corporate. Additionally, the link between communi-
cation and CSR is currently certain (Schoeneborn et al., 2020). Based on this
literature, the degree of CSR implementation affects how changes in communication
during a crisis, such as this pandemic, take place (Ham & Kim, 2019). Moreover, the
impact of these changes varies in terms of the nature of the communication analysed,
be this external or corporate communication (Ham & Kim, 2020). Consequently, we
posit our next hypothesis, which is subdivided into three further hypotheses:

H2. The degree of CSR implementation influences how communication has changed
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

H2a. The degree of CSR implementation influences how external and corporate
communication have changed during the COVID-19 pandemic.

H2b. The degree of CSR implementation influences how communication of CSR
practices has changed during the COVID-19 pandemic.

H2c. The degree of CSR implementation influences the content companies have
communicated during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Literature shows that a recurring CSR topic is the importance of firm size to deter-
mine the degree of CSR implementation (Campbell, 2007; Perrini et al., 2007) and
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that results obtained by research are not conclusive. Additionally, Wickert et al.
(2016, p. 1169) suggested the existence of a ‘large firm implementation gap’ and a
‘small firm communication gap’. The importance of firm size on the existence of CSR
practices and the existence of differences in CSR communication based on firm size
allow us to express our third hypothesis:

H3. The size of the company positively moderates the changes in
communication strategies.

4. Methodology

In this study we used mixed methods, integrating qualitative and quantitative data.
Since the study tries to have a deeper understanding of how companies have adapted
their commercial communication during the COVID-19 period, we decided to com-
bine in-depth interviews with a survey of communication directors and brand manag-
ers as our gathering information tool.

We find the nature of our research quite novel in the sense that, although there
are various studies that study communication in a crisis event, there are very few that
see the changes in communication as a consequence of the current coronavirus pan-
demic. The research questions recommended the use of a qualitative technique such
as in-depth interviews, which ‘allow researchers to document multiple perspectives of
reality and obtain “thick descriptions”’ (Johnstone, 2017, p. 79). One advantage of
this technique is that it allows researchers to understand people’s motivations, percep-
tions, feelings, or attitudes. We preferred this technique to the use of surveys or ques-
tionnaires, for example, as we did not want—at least in this first stage of our
research—to extrapolate the study outcome to a target population or verify proposi-
tions or hypotheses; rather, we wanted to obtain insights that could help us address
our hypotheses properly. According to Singer (2004), qualitative methods investigate
individuals’ experiences through the narrative construction of their life, an act of
interpretative knowledge. In this sense, through life narratives, individuals can give
sense to their own lives and construct realities (Shankar et al., 2001). Therefore, the
use of qualitative methods permits us to understand how brand managers and com-
munication directors managed their communication practices during the pandemic,
in terms of strategy, content, and media used, through interpretation and analysis of
their day-to-day narrative and adaptation of the communication to the pan-
demic situation.

Consequently, we used semi-structured interviews as our initial data collection
tool. We did not use a closed or formal questionnaire. Instead, we prepared a script
with certain guidelines to help the interviewer obtain different opinions regarding
changes in communication and CSR. Interviews were held face-to-face or online
(using platforms like Zoom or MS Teams), depending on the restrictions imposed by
local authorities as a consequence of the pandemic, during the second half of 2020.
We conducted a pilot interview to work as a pre-test for future interviews. With this
pilot interview we sought to guarantee the duration of future interviews while testing
if the script included all the different topics we wanted to cover in these meetings. As
a result of the pilot interview, some questions were changed to clarify part of the
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content. The average interview time was 45minutes, and the meetings were held in a
relaxed atmosphere that helped interviewees share their insights with the interviewer.
In-depth interviews were performed during September 2020. Each interview was
recorded and then transcribed to an MS Word file. The transcripts were analysed in
a two-step process. Firstly, the transcripts were loaded into TextSTAT (Nederlands
Online, 2015). This software was used to perform a frequency count of the words
used by interviewees, obtaining an objective measure of their importance. Secondly,
human researchers analysed the transcripts to evaluate them in terms of relevance. As
we have already discussed, these interviews provided us with different insights that
helped us understand changes in the way communication was performed in the pan-
demic context and the relationship with CSR.

We began by conducting eight semi-structured in-depth interviews with communi-
cation directors and brand managers of different companies from the food, travel
services, retail, and sport business industries (see Table 1 for details of these compa-
nies). This number follows the recommendation of Eisenhardt (1989, p. 545): ‘a num-
ber between four and ten cases often works well’.

In order to structure the opinions obtained in our interviews, we divided the com-
panies into three groups following Maon et al. (2010) CSR implementation stages:
reluctance, grasp, and embeddedness. We decided to change these labels into low,
medium, and high degree of CSR implementation. This initial classification allows us
to introduce the potential moderation effect of the stage of CSR development on
communication practices.

The information recalled made it possible to understand how companies manage
their external and corporate communication, and what their CSR practices are in a
pandemic situation. This information also facilitated the formulation of certain explana-
tory hypotheses to design the questionnaire used in the subsequent quantitative
research. This is apparent in the conceptual map (see Figure 1) of the impact that the
pandemic has had on communication strategies as developed from the interviews.

Once the qualitative stage was finished, we started the quantitative part of the
research. We conducted a survey with a sample of businesses in order to objectively
measure if the pandemic situation had an effect on companies’ communication, spe-
cifically on corporate, commercial and CSR communication. To this end, we collected
responses from medium and large firms in an online survey (to classify firms as
medium or large, we used the European Commission’s 2003 recommendation for the
definition of firm size2). Attending to the Central Directory of Enterprises (DIRCE),3

the total number of medium and large companies in Spain in 2019 was 7,135. Our

Table 1. Number of companies interviewed per industry and degree of CSR implementation.
Degree of CSR implementation

Low Medium High

Number of companies (reluctance) (grasp) (embeddedness)
Food – 1 1
Tourism – 1 1
Sport services 1 1 –
Retail industry 1 1 –
TOTAL 2 4 2

Source: Self-made.

3176 P. MATA ET AL.



final sample, as a result of a cut-off sampling, consisted of 214 companies, 59 per
cent of which were medium sized and 41 per cent large firms. As size is of import-
ance in our research, we subdivided the medium sized companies into those that
have between 50 and 99 employees and those with between 100 and 249. We used a
software system that filters answers by Internet Protocol (IP) and guarantees that
there are no duplications. We decided to discard small and microenterprises as their
main objective is simply to obtain enough income to survive (Fern�andez et al., 2019)
and, unlike medium or large firms, they do not dedicate many resources to enhancing
communication and working on CSR as a competitive advantage tool. Accordingly,
we focused the study on medium and large firms. With only a few exceptions, all of
the questions were answered by the 214 companies in the sample.

As mentioned, the questionnaire was developed according to the insights obtained
from in-depth interviews in our first research stage. We used closed questions as they
require less effort to answer (Schuman & Presser, 1981). The questions presented
both categorical and numerical variables—numerical ones with a 1–10 rating scale
(1¼ no change, 10¼ extreme change)—to gather how much a company had changed
its communication. In order to know the companies’ CSR implementation level, we
included a question that allowed us to classify the participant companies in three cat-
egories: low CSR (reluctance stage, with firms ignoring CSR or considering it only in
terms of constraints); medium CSR (cultural grasp stage, when organisations become
familiar with CSR principles); and high CSR (cultural embeddedness, with organisa-
tions fully adopting CSR principles). Table 2 below shows the final constitution of
the sample, considering companies’ size and the degree of CSR implementation.

To analyse the collected data, we used cross–tabulation and chi-square analysis for
nominal variables, and one-way ANOVA to compare the means of numerical varia-
bles. Consequently, we used the chi-square test of independence, not violating any of
the chi-square test assumptions (McHugh, 2013), to compare the frequency of each

Figure 1. Conceptual map of the impact of the pandemic in communication.
Source: Self-made.
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CSR level across size categories and different CSR communication content. Finally, to
compare the mean of some categorical variables, such as CSR content through each
CSR implementation level for each category of firm size, we used the Bonferroni test
as a post hoc method for multiple comparisons.

5. Results

5.1. Exploratory findings derived from in-depth interviews

As explained, we started by analysing the empirical findings derived from in-depth
semi-structured interviews with Directors of Communication from eight different
companies from four different industries to understand the changes firms have made
in their communication and how CSR has been implemented.

The interviews identified three different strategies companies have used to adapt
their communication to the COVID-19 situation: i) use of a motivational kind of
content through brand communication; ii) increased CSR communication as a conse-
quence of more CSR actions; iii) reporting changes in products or services offered by
the company as a result of the pandemic. These strategies are conveyed by companies
in different industries, which also differ in their degree of CSR implementation.

5.1.1. Motivational content
Companies report having included emotional supporting messages to external publics in
their communication and advertising, which some had not employed before. The mes-
sages show a positive and optimistic tone and try to link brand values with closeness and
support. In terms of content, and when talking about supporting messages, companies
tell of a substantial change in the tone. Messages maintain the content map but are more
positive towards customers. Other content frequently employed by different companies is
images and videos of their employees wearing face masks while at work, or sending sup-
portive messages and posts to those workers dealing with the virus on the frontline. The
communication of firms with higher CSR implementation demonstrates a national scope,
while those with low and medium CSR implementation communicate locally.

5.1.2. Increasing CSR communication
In general, companies with higher CSR implementation do not report major changes
in their communication due to the pandemic, but an increase in the number of publi-
cations referring to new actions or initiatives performed in response to COVID-19.
When talking about CSR communication, we need to distinguish between CSR activ-
ities directed to internal and external publics in response to the pandemic. Regarding

Table 2. Percentage of companies in terms of size and degree of CSR implementation.
Proportion of companies

50–99 employees 24%
100–249 employees 35%
More than 249 employees 41%
Low CSR (reluctant) 21%
Medium CSR (grasp) 38%
High CSR (embeddedness) 41%

Source: Self-made.
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internal CSR activities, the greatest challenge for companies has been to adapt work-
ing procedures to working at home. Where external CSR initiatives are concerned,
these have been used as a kind of spotlight during the different phases of lockdown
and when restrictions were applied. In this sense, the main CSR actions published by
all companies—though moderated by the degree of CSR implementation—refer to
their economic donations, sanitary material contributions, and donations to food
banks. Another new type of CSR communication interviewees report is focused on
informing about those actions performed to assist workers on the frontline with the
virus, like nurses and other sanitary workers, or security forces, who received some
price discounts and other economic benefits in relation to the services or products
companies offered.

5.1.3. Informing on changes in products or services
Some companies have been forced to change their products or services due to the
pandemic. In this case, their communication has undergone clear modification, as it
has been adapted not only to product offerings but also to product promotion via
social media. Accordingly, companies have focused their communication on customer
service-related content. On the one hand, companies have increased their information
about services being re-scheduled and cancelled, whether permanent or temporary;
on the other hand, notifications regarding the existence of new channels for customer
support have increased. Most retail companies have been forced either to close their
physical stores or to apply some capacity restrictions. This has led, for example, to
the need to inform about maximum store capacity, new schedules, or reopen-
ing plans.

Moreover, the COVID-19 situation has had a negative effect on restaurants, bars,
and those industries related to entertainment or travel services, forcing them to adapt
their businesses to this new situation and to be creative to survive. Many companies
report having communicated the deployment of new products or services adapted to
the pandemic situation.

5.2. Results derived from the survey

5.2.1. Changes in communication as a consequence of the pandemic
The in-depth interviews revealed changes in communication because of the pandemic.
We decided to test these insights with a larger sample through a thorough survey.
Most of the companies surveyed indicated that both their external and corporate
communication has changed. Table 3 details the nature of these changes in terms of
external (or commercial) and corporate communication.

Our results show that corporate communication is the area that has changed the
most, closely followed by external communication in a general format. All results
note that more than 56 per cent of those interviewed not only find changes in their
communication practices, but an increase in these practices, even in budget terms.
Consequently, both the in-depth interviews and the survey clearly confirm our first
hypothesis (H1), that companies have changed their communication strategies as a
consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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5.2.2. The influence of the degree of CSR implementation
The next step is to check if the degree of CSR implementation influenced the results
obtained. We start by determining the level of CSR implementation companies sur-
veyed show and resolving if their communication has changed during the pandemic.

We name as a low degree of CSR implementation the basic level of CSR (CSR imple-
mentation is beginning or there is no CSR policy as such); medium CSR implementation
refers to a moderate level of CSR (CSR is implemented in the everyday management of
the company); high CSR implementation represents an advanced level of implementation
(CSR is considered as part of the company’s strategy at the highest level).

Regarding external communication, 68 per cent of the companies interviewed rec-
ognise changes in their external communication practices; 18 per cent affirm that
their level of communication has been maintained, while 14 per cent indicate no
changes. According to the level of CSR implementation, there are no significant dif-
ferences—that is, those with a higher level of CSR do not claim to have changed their
external communication more than the others. This same reasoning is applicable to
changes in corporate communication and the degree of CSR implementation.
Consequently, the degree of CSR implementation does not significantly influence how
companies have changed their external and/or corporate communication, and so
hypothesis H2a is not met.

Companies with an advanced level of CSR (high or medium) have changed their
CSR communication to a greater extent than low CSR firms have, in such a way that
hypothesis H2b is supported. Table 4 shows that the result for companies with high
and medium CSR implementation reaches 7.6 and 6.7 out of 10, respectively, while
those with low implementation remain at values around 4.

In terms of the content of messages communicated during the pandemic, we found
that the use of more positive and optimistic messages has the highest prevalence: 80.2
per cent of the companies show this attitude. More than half of the companies claim
to have increased communication on security measures adopted (61.7%) and on the
different CSR actions conducted during the pandemic (62.2%). Support messages to
both the general public and workers on the frontline are claimed by 58.5 per cent
and 56.7 per cent of companies, respectively. Around half of the companies surveyed
have introduced changes in their communication on safety measures adopted (55.5%)
and less than half on new schedules, opening hours, etc. (40.3%). Table 5 shows how
the degree of CSR implementation influences these results.

Table 3. Nature of communication changes as a consequence of the pandemic.
Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree

My organisation has significantly
increased its communication related
to products and services

70.1% 11.2% 18.7%

My organisation has significantly
increased its communication and/or
advertising of product promotions
and discounts

56.1% 14.5% 29.4%

My organisation has significantly
increased its corporate
communication

79.0% 29.4% 7.5%

Source: Self-made.
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We can state that there are significant differences in content according to the
degree of CSR implementation. For example, we find differences between low, on the
one hand, and medium and large degrees of CSR implementation, on the other, in
the following practices: support messages to frontline workers, communication on
safety measures adopted in production, and communication of CSR actions. In all
these practices, companies with a medium or high degree of CSR implementation
show more changes because of the pandemic than those with lower degrees of imple-
mentation. Consequently, hypothesis H2c is supported.

If we look at the detail of the content changes regarding CSR practices, most com-
panies claim they have donated products to underprivileged groups. The least com-
mon practice is special action dedicated to the elderly, like special parcel services or
tailor-made transportation for people over 65 years old (Table 6).

5.2.3. Moderation of company size
Based on existent literature, we posit that the relationship between changes in com-
munication and the degree of CSR implementation is moderated by the size of the
company. Table 7 classifies the surveyed companies in terms of their size (based on
number of employees) and degree of CSR implementation. The number of staff in
the companies surveyed was in all cases above 50. An additional outcome is that the
larger the company—i.e. the higher the number of workers—the higher the degree of
CSR implementation.

Our research shows that the size of the company significantly influences the level
of change in communication practices. Medium and medium-large companies—that
is, those with more than 50 but fewer than 249 workers—have changed their external
communication the most. On a 1–10 scale, where 1 means nothing has changed and

Table 4. CSR communication and degree of CSR implementation.

Degree of CSR implementation n M SD SE
95% CI

lower bound
95% CI

lower bound

Low 41 4.5a 3.6 0.6 3.4 5.7
Medium 77 6.7b 2.7 0.3 6.1 7.3
High 81 7.6b 2.5 0.3 7.1 8.2
Total 199 6.6 3.0 0.2 6.2 7.0

Notes: Data analysed using one-way analysis of variance, followed by Bonferroni comparison between groups. Mean
values with different superscript letters are significantly different (p< 0.01).
Source: Self-made.

Table 5. Changes in communication content and degree of CSR implementation.
Degree of CSR implementation

Low Medium High

Support messages to the general public 15.5% 43.7% 40.8%
Support messages to frontline workers (police, nurses… ) 10.8%a 40.9%b 48.4%b

Information on opening hours, new schedules… 20.7% 24.1% 55.2%
Communication on safety measures adopted in production 10.4%a 52.1%b 37.5%b

Communication on new security protocols implemented 19.4% 33.0% 47.6%
Communication of CSR actions 7.8%a 39.2%b 52.9%b

Positive and optimistic messages 19.2% 36.3% 44.5%

Notes: Data analysed using the chi-square test of independence. In each row, values with different superscript letters
are significantly different (p< 0.01).
Source: Self-made.
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10 means it has changed a lot, medium-sized companies yield a value of 7.6. In
medium-large companies, we find an average value of 7.4 for this variable, while very
large companies yield a value of 6.3. The differences are significant when comparing
medium and medium-large companies (fewer than 249 workers) and very large com-
panies with more than 249 workers (Table 8).

Accordingly, there are significant differences according to the level of CSR imple-
mentation and the size of the company. Consequently, the size of the company
behaves as a moderator on the relationship between changes in communication and
degree of CSR implementation, confirming our proposed hypothesis H3.

6. Conclusions and managerial implications

This research has demonstrated that communication practices have changed and been
redirected towards CSR. The paper contributes to the research on CSR and commu-
nication in the COVID era, which is not extensive.

Our results confirm the proposed hypotheses H1 and H3, and partially confirm
H2. In other words, we have been able to demonstrate that companies have changed
their communication practices as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Moreover, corporate communication has shown the greatest change, closely followed
by external or commercial communication.

Table 6. Nature of CSR practices conducted by firms during the COVID-19 situation.
Deferral of payments to suppliers and/or customers 19%
Economic aid to underprivileged groups 24%
Parcel services and transportation services adapted for people over 65 7%
Product donations to underprivileged groups 36%
Sanitary material donations 28%
Special actions on healthcare workers 20%
Other 16%

Source: Self-made.

Table 7. Company size and degree of CSR implementation.
Company Size

Medium Medium-Large Very Large

Degree of CSR implementation 50–99 employees 100–249 employees More than 249 employees
Low 55.5%a 24.2%b 24.2%b

Medium 23.9%a,b 43.7%b 32.4%a

High 13.6%a 32.1%a 54.3%b

Notes: Data analysed using the chi-square test of independence. In each row, values with different superscript letters
are significantly different (p< 0.05).
Source: Self-made.

Table 8. Company size as a moderator of changes in external and corporate communication.
n M SD SE 95% CI lower bound 95% CI lower bound

50–99 employees 51 7.6a 2.2 0.3 6.9 8.3
100–249 employees 71 7.4a 1.9 0.2 6.9 7.9
More than 249 employees 77 6.3b 2.1 0.4 5.9 6.8
Total 199 7.0 2.1 0.2 6.7 7.3

Notes: Data analysed using one-way analysis of variance, followed by Bonferroni comparison between groups. Mean
values with different superscript letters are significantly different (p< 0.01).
Source: Self-made.
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Additionally, we have seen that the degree of CSR implementation influences how
this communication has changed. Companies that show a higher level of CSR imple-
mentation present a higher degree of communication of such practices and a higher
degree of change in their communication strategies. By the same token, companies
with lower CSR implementation are more dedicated to external than to corporate
communication. These companies have increased their external communication but
have not shown a significant change in their corporate communication. Results that
link the degree of CSR implementation and external or corporate communication
changes are not statistically significant.

Moreover, the degree of CSR implementation influences the nature of CSR com-
munication. The higher the degree of implementation, the more oriented towards
communicating these CSR actions the firm will be. Furthermore, the sending of sup-
port messages to frontline workers or communication on safety measures adopted in
production are dependent upon the degree of CSR implementation. Our research
shows how companies have changed their communication content, and that this
change is contingent on the degree of CSR implementation. In other words, COVID-
19 has brought about important changes in the content companies have incorporated
in their communications. Companies have carried out communication campaigns
based on CSR-related issues, containing a social focus rather than a promotional one,
through the use of different content. One of the tools employed is a change in the
tone of the discourse, where a more positive and optimistic language has been
employed. Additionally, information on the security measures adopted in production
as a consequence of COVID—issues that are obviously new for these companies—
and on the different CSR actions conducted has changed communication practices.

Finally, we have been able to demonstrate the moderation effect of company size
on the relationship between changes in communication and degree of CSR imple-
mentation. The larger the company, the greater the change in communication of CSR
practices. The smaller the company, the greater the change in external and corporate
communication.

There are several managerial implications. On the one hand, with our research,
companies will be able to see the communication strategies carried out by other simi-
lar companies in the wake of COVID-19 and whether it has been similar to what
they have done. This benchmark will allow managers to understand if they are evolv-
ing adequately, or if there is any opportunity available that they have not been able
to detect.

Communication channels and content have had to adapt, involving a reorientation
of external and corporate communication towards CSR. In this sense, the eruption of
the crisis and, even more, the existence of lockdowns throughout the world has ser-
iously affected the way in which companies communicate with their environment
(Xifra, 2020). As expected, the confinement caused a radical change in the use of
digital channels, modifying not only the use of these but also the types of message
sent, where the importance of CSR becomes crucial. Two main implications appear
for managers: i) the need to digitalise their communication efforts, increase their
presence in social networks, etc.; and ii) the need to develop new CSR activities to
communicate to their stakeholders and target markets. In other words, the change in
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communication affects the way companies interact with their customers, but also the
way customers interact with companies. Those companies that do not adapt will
potentially have difficulties in the near future.

On a more practical level, the study also analyses the type of content published by
companies, especially on social networks and digital media. This permits managers to
see the content trend regarding the nature of messages and what kind of images are
used, and, consequently, devise their daily communication tactics.

Additionally, how and where CSR actions are to be communicated becomes a sub-
ject of importance. Our research also has implications for companies’ annual commu-
nications budget: determining the amount to be dedicated to external communication
and advertising versus the amount to be allocated to corporate communication and
CSR shows up as a crucial matter. Managers will need to monitor if there are sub-
stantial changes in terms of reputation, loyalty, or sales under this new kind of com-
munication, and strategically decide what the distribution of their investment in
communication will be in future years, with potential changes to the weights trad-
itionally dedicated to external and corporate communication.

A subsequent managerial implication stems from changes in the communications
industry value chain. As said, a digital presence is now a must, not only in the sense
that companies will need to increase their presence in digital media in general and,
more specifically, in the different social media channels, but also in terms of the cur-
rent and future offerings that communications, advertising, or media companies will
have to present to their customers. For example, communication companies will need
to develop new digital media, or, if these media already exist, commercialise them in
a more active way or with a combination of traditional and general commercial pro-
posals. Moreover, this study suggests that managers of communications and media
companies develop the types of space they market for companies to insert their ads,
perhaps developing new advertising spaces, more focused on corporate content and
not so much on traditional advertising.

7. Limitations and future research lines

Our research is not exempt from limitations. Our first limitation is the number of
surveys. We would have appreciated a larger number of participants. However, we
focused our research in Spain, where the number of large firms is not very high. This
is our second limitation, the geographical scope of our research: a wider scope that
included more regions or countries could have rendered different results.

Additionally, and regarding future research, this study is concentrated on the
COVID-19 pandemic. Comparing the results obtained with other crisis events would
allow generation of a framework, or at least the improvement of existing ones, for
communication changes in a crisis situation. Once this situation is over, it will be
worth analysing which of these changes remain and if the kind of content is different.
In other words, as we approach the end of the pandemic, it is worth wondering if the
changes in the use of digital channels (increased use of online channels and the
appearance of new channels) and the abandonment of certain traditional channels
will remain as a strategy in business communication, significantly affecting the
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communications industry—that is, to quantify the impact of changes in organisations’
external and corporate communications as a consequence of the pandemic and the
effect on the communications industry. Further research could also provide a com-
parison of communication contents or practices and the degree of CSR implementa-
tion before and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

As discussed, internal communication is not part of this research. Determining if
internal communication has changed, and how, represents an interesting future
research line, mainly in the organisational behaviour and human resources fields.

Finally, we have not treated communication channels in this study. Have commu-
nication channels also been transformed as a consequence of the pandemic? Have
online or offline channels changed? These are interesting questions for fur-
ther research.

Notes

1. In this paper, we concentrate on external and corporate communication, and leave the
internal communication for future research.

2. In terms of the number of employees, the European Commission considers companies as
small if employees number less than 50; medium if the employee count is between 50 and
249; and large if it is 250 and above (European Commission, 2003).

3. This directory belongs to the Spanish National Statistics Institute (INE).
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