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Situational Crisis Communication and Stakeholder Prioritization

The Situational Crisis Communication Theory is one of the most influential
approaches in recent crisis communication research. It provides an evidence-based
framework that prepares companies for crises, enabling them to limit reputational
damage and mitigate negative stakeholder reaction [1; 3]. The core of the model lies in
the assumption that stakeholders not only perceive crises but also attribute causes to
them. This attribution is influenced by responsibility, which determines the extent to
which the company’s reputation suffers in light of stakeholder allegations. This triggers
emotions and determines whether stakeholders remain connected to the company or turn
away from it [2]. In practical application, this means that crisis communication cannot be
carried out arbitrarily but must be tailored to the perceived crisis situation [4].

In this context, the Stakeholder Salience Model is relevant. Here, one must ask
whether stakeholders should be treated differently in crisis situations. The model
examines which stakeholders should be prioritized from a management perspective
and why. The answer is based on three dimensions, which will be explained in their
foundational pillars. This results in three attributions defined by the stakeholders’
characteristics of power, urgency, and legitimacy. These categories help determine
which stakeholder groups are most relevant in a crisis, which demands must be addressed
immediately, and which groups the communication strategy should prioritize. This
Abstract therefore develops within the framework of a thesis that, while the SCCT
explains how companies should respond appropriately, the Stakeholder Salience
Model specifies to whom these responses must be prioritized, graded, and tailored to
specific channels.

Basic Assumptions of SCCT: Crisis, Responsibility, and Reputation

Coombs defines crises in the context of organizational and corporate operations

as disruptions and abnormal behavior in business processes. These disrupt and
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threaten the company’s reputational capital [2]. The company’s reputation is particularly
important in this context, as it is not merely a communicative image but a socially
ascribed asset based on past and future stakeholder expectations [2]. Consequently,
a stakeholder-oriented pre-crisis reputation serves as a crisis buffer, allowing
the company, with its previously built-up reputation capital, to absorb better crisis
damage than companies with a weak or damaged reputation [2].

The theoretical roots of SCCT lie in attribution theory, people seek causes and
culprits, especially in the face of negative and unexpected events. These circumstances
give rise to causes; these, in turn, lead to attributions and assignations of responsibility, as
well as emotional reactions such as anger or sympathy [2].

If responsibility is attributed to a company, this damages the company’s reputation.
Stakeholders react with anger. This manifests itself in negative behaviors, such as
customer defection, boycotts, or negative reviews [2].

The crisis i1s therefore not objectively given, but is largely structured by
stakeholders’ processes of perception and interpretation. The SCCT’s situational
diagnosis builds on this line of reasoning. Coombs argues that three factors shape the
threat to reputation. First is the initial crisis responsibility, second is the crisis history,
and third is the prior relationship reputation with stakeholders. A company that has
already experienced similar crises or has treated stakeholders poorly in the past is
more likely to be perceived as problematic. Crisis, history, and relationship quality
thus reinforce one another.

Stakeholder Salience: Who Counts, When, and Why?

The Stakeholder Salience Model is used to identify and prioritize stakeholder
groups. The model clarifies the extent to which a stakeholder group is associated with
the company and the degree to which that group can influence the company. The
model is based on three key attributes: power, legitimacy, and urgency. These
attributes form the basis for a profound and comprehensive typology of stakeholders
and their relationships. This makes it possible to divide stakeholders into different
classes in order to represent them in terms of their influence on the company and for
management [5; 9]. The attributes serve as the basis for categorizing stakeholders and
analyzing their significance for corporate governance [6; 7].

Power describes the ability of a stakeholder group to assert its interests against

the interests of the company as well as those of other stakeholders. In this context,
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power is understood as the ability to change the company's behavior and its management.
Mitchell draws on various theoretical approaches to explain power and the power
relationship between stakeholders and companies. Thus, power may not be fully
developed at the outset of a stakeholder relationship. Rather, this dynamic evolves
over time. Power can be exercised through various factors such as resources, information,
or networks. Consequently, those in power can assert their claims and interests [5; 10]. In
this context, Mitchell also notes the challenges that can arise when stakeholders with
varying levels of power operate within a company. Stakeholders who wield significant
power are often recognized as legitimate stakeholders.

Legitimacy is viewed as another central attribute. While power and legitimacy
are interlinked, they represent different dimensions in the salience model. While
power is portrayed as an instrument for influencing the behavior of the company and
its managers, legitimacy is characterized by social acceptance and moral, ethical, and
legal justification, as well as superiority over the company [5, 11]. This distinction is
significant because a stakeholder may have legitimate claims but no power vis-a-vis
the company. Furthermore, legitimate groups distinguish themselves from less
legitimate groups. In this context, legitimacy is also situated within a social context.
This relies on norms, social values, and customs. The application of the concept of
legitimacy 1s multifaceted. It varies depending on its manifestation and external
circumstances. Additionally, it depends on external influences on the company.

Legitimacy is thus regarded as a socially constructed characteristic. The
perception of legitimacy is therefore subjective and arises from social, cultural, and
legal norms. Consequently, a claim is considered legitimate if it is perceived as
desirable and accepted within a social group and in a corresponding context. Social
construction sheds light on the dynamic structure of the perception of legitimacy.
Thus, stakeholders may make claims that, however, are not viewed as legitimate by
society and are not recognized as such [5; 11].

The third attribute is characterized by the urgency of the stakeholder’s claim vis-
a-vis the company. Here, Mitchell distinguishes between a temporal factor and a
central factor important to stakeholders. Thus, the attribute of urgency is understood
as a measure that requires immediate attention from management. The dimension of
time sensitivity focuses on how acceptable it is for management to delay responding

to a specific claim. The higher the time sensitivity, the more urgent the stakeholder’s

5



«EKOHOMIKA | MEHEAXMEHT 2026:
MNEPCNEKTUBMU IHTErPALUIlI TA IHHOBALIUHOIO PO3BUTKY»

claim is [5; 11]. An example in this context is an environmental problem at a chemical
company, where swift action is necessary to minimize damage or meet compliance
requirements.

The connection between the two approaches: SCCT requires stakeholder
salience

The connection between SCCT and stakeholder salience is theoretically obvious
and practically relevant. SCCT provides rules for selecting appropriate response
strategies depending on responsibility and reputational threat. However, it remains
more abstract when it comes to prioritizing different stakeholder groups. The salience
model precisely fills this gap. It explains why not all stakeholders can be treated
equally in the same crisis and why some groups must be addressed earlier, more
intensively, and with more specific communications than others.

One example is the “paracrisis” described by Coombs and Holladay [12].
The authors define this as a publicly visible crisis threat in which a company is
accused of irresponsible and unethical behavior, even though no full-blown crisis is
present [12]. Paracrises arise when social media draws attention to grievances and
harm. In their assessment, Coombs and Holladay explicitly draw on the stakeholder
attributes of power, legitimacy, and urgency [12; 13].

Here, it becomes apparent that stakeholder salience itself alters the crisis
assessment. A company may formally be in a moderate crisis, but communicatively
face highly salient stakeholders whose legitimate and urgent demands require
a significantly more accommodating response. Conversely, an objectively serious
situation can be limited in its communicative impact if affected stakeholders have
little power, their demands lack legitimacy, or they do not trigger widespread
mobilization.

Implications and Conclusion

The synthesis of SCCT and stakeholder salience yields several practical
implications for research. First, it should be examined whether companies engage in
stakeholder mapping as an ongoing process rather than only initiating it in the event
of a crisis. This includes environmental monitoring, stakeholder analysis, assessment
of their power resources, and monitoring of digital arenas [9; 12]. Second, it must be
examined whether the choice of crisis strategy is linked to the level of responsibility

and the salience of the affected groups. High levels of responsibility among highly
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salient stakeholders clearly call for rebuild-oriented responses that involve visibly
taking responsibility, making corrections, and demonstrating empathy [2]. Third,
the digital communication landscape demands a differentiated channel strategy.
Organizations must recognize that the same message can have different effects across
sub-arenas. Crisis communication is therefore not only content management but also
arena management [12]. Fourth, research on moral outrage shows that crisis
communication must become more emotionally and normatively sensitive. Where
stakeholders perceive not only harm but also moral injury, technical explanations or
mere damage control are regularly insufficient [14].

In practical terms, this insight can be summarized particularly well: The SCCT
answers the question of the situation-appropriate response, the stakeholder salience
model answers the question of the priority of the addressees, and recent research on
paracrisis, scansis, and moral outrage shows why this connection has become
indispensable under digital and morally charged conditions. In crises, companies
communicate not only under time pressure but also amid competing publics, moral
judgments, and dynamically increasing stakeholder salience.

It can be concluded that the SCCT provides a robust framework for analyzing
crisis responsibility, reputational threats, and strategic response choices. However, it
only realizes its full practical potential when linked to systematic stakeholder
prioritization. The stakeholder salience model by Mitchell et al. and its further
developments reveal which stakeholder groups demand particular attention in crises
and how these priorities can shift. Paracrises, digital sub-arenas, and morally charged
crisis forms such as Scansis and moral outrage-inducing crises demonstrate that
stakeholder salience is now more dynamic, public, and emotional than in traditional
organizational environments. For companies, this means that successful crisis com-
munication is always simultaneously a diagnosis of the situation, stakeholder

prioritization, and morally sensitive meaning-making.

References:

I. Coombs WT. Choosing the Right Words. Management Communication Quarterly.
1995;8:447-76. doi:10.1177/0893318995008004003.

2. Coombs WT. Protecting Organization Reputations During a Crisis: The Development
and Application of Situational Crisis Communication Theory. Corp Reputation Rev.
2007;10:163-76. doi:10.1057/palgrave.crr.1550049.



«EKOHOMIKA | MEHEAXMEHT 2026:
MNEPCNEKTUBMU IHTErPALUIlI TA IHHOBALIUHOIO PO3BUTKY»

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Van Dongen B, van de Kaa G, Ludema M. Stakeholder salience and standardization: The case
of the industrial internet of things. Journal of Business Research. 2026;205:1-13.
doi:10.1016/j.jbusres.2025.115895.

Coombs WT. Parameters for Crisis Communication. In: Coombs T, Holladay JS, editors.
The Handbook of Crisis Communication; 2010. p. 17-53.

Mitchell RK, Agle BR, Wood DJ. Toward a Theory of Stakeholder Identification and
Salience: Defining the Principle of Who and What Really Counts. In: Clarkson M, editor.
The Corporation and Its Stakeholders: University of Toronto Press, 1998. p. 853-886.
doi:10.3138/9781442673496-014.

Beck D, Vigoda-Gadot E, Ferasso M. The virtuous cycle of stakeholder salience and
cooperation in urban governance: Evidence from Brazilian cities. Urban Governance.
2025;5:436-46. doi:10.1016/j.ugj.2025.10.005.

Del Aguila IM, Del Sagrado J. Salience-based stakeholder selection to maintain stakeholder
coverage in solving the next release problem. Information and Software Technology.
2023;160:1-13. doi:10.1016/j.infsof.2023.107231.

Kapiriri L, Donya Razavi S. Salient stakeholders: Using the salience stakeholder model to
assess stakeholders' influence in healthcare priority setting. Health Policy Open. 2021;2:1-7.
doi:10.1016/j.hpopen.2021.100048.

Mitchell RK. Stakeholder Prioritization Work: The Role of Stakeholder Salience in
Stakeholder Research. In: Wasieleski DM, Weber J, editors. Stakeholder Management:
Emerald Publishing Limited; 2017. p. 123—157. d0i:10.1108/S2514-175920170000006.
Neville B, Menguc B, Bell S. Stakeholder Salience Reloaded - Operationalizing Corporate
Social Responsibility. Conference Proceedings Adelaide. 2003;2003:1883-9.

Pedrosa-Ortega C. The Stakeholder Salience Model Revisited: Evidence from Agri-Food
Cooperatives in Spain. Sustainability. 2019;11:1-14. doi:10.3390/sul1030574.

Coombs WT, Holladay JS. The paracrisis: The challenges created by publicly managing crisis
prevention. Public Relations Review. 2012;38:408—15. doi:10.1016/j.pubrev.2012.04.004.
Raha A, Hajdini I, Windsperger J. A multilateral stakeholder salience approach: An extension
of the stakeholder identification and salience framework. Industrial Marketing Management.
2021;97:1-9. doi:10.1016/j.indmarman.2021.06.008.

Coombs WT, Tachkova ER. How Emotions Can Enhance Crisis Communication:
Theorizing Around Moral Outrage. Journal of Public Relations Research. 2024;36:6-22.
doi:10.1080/1062726X.2023.2244615.

Aopamos /I. 1O., kana. texs. Hayk Jxyp O. €.
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AHTUKPU30BUM MEHEJ[)KMEHT SIK CTPATEITYHAM IHCTPYMEHT
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