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COMMUNICATION IN THE TIME OF COVID-19 
 

 
 

Foreword  

The effects of Covid-19 will be with us for a very long. When we are asked about it years in the 

future, we all will recall its impact on our lives. It was late fall 2019, when we first began hearing 

about the novel Coronavirus that was attacking people in Wuhan, China. We watched and 

listened as the story unfolded and Wuhan, a city of millions, was locked down by the Chinese 

government. Over the next weeks and months, we were witness to the virus crossing borders 

resulting in lockdowns of major cities around the world, including in the United States. The virus 

knew no boundaries, soon being declared a global pandemic. It attacked with virulence. Many 

of us have had friends and relatives who experienced the virus—some of whom have perished. 

This was an “up close and personal” event for us. The virus caused many more deaths in the 

U.S. than died in the Vietnam War and World War II.  It caused our economy to come to a halt.  

 

As a result of Covid-19, many of us no longer feel as invulnerable as we once did. The novel 

coronavirus triggered anxiety, fear, and anger in us. We had to adapt our way of living and our 

means of communicating. It may turn out that this virus has changed us forever.  

 

Now that a period of time has passed since we first heard of this virus, with cities around the 

world beginning to reopen, we offer this resource as a way to help make some sense out of 

what we’ve experienced and may continue to experience for some time. It’s an effort whereby 

we use communication principles to develop some clarity as we process the results of what the 



virus wrought—to seek to learn from it. Many of us are reevaluating our priorities. We are 

rethinking our communication practices. At defining moments like this, let’s take some time to 

look at ourselves and ask: “What will we make of it? How can we learn from it?”  

 

We hope the exercises we’ve included here help you answer questions like these. We hope 

they help you understand how and why communication makes a difference in our lives.  

  



How to Use the Exercises and Activities in This Resource 

 

Communication in the Time of Covid-19 is a special collection of activities and exercises 

designed to help us process our communication experiences during the Covid-19 pandemic. The 

exercises and activities have built-in flexibility. They can be approached in any order. We have 

compiled them according to topics covered in basic communication courses for categorization 

purposes only. This volume is designed to help you explore a range of perspectives related to 

our use of communication during the pandemic—as well as to evaluate its impact on yourself 

and your relationships with others. 

 

The activities and exercises interweave defining moments in our communicative lives. They call 

on us to reflect on and research the role of communication during a time of crisis. Some ask you 

to look to the past, listen to others’ experiences, and suspend judgement. Others ask you to 

focus on what you’re doing and feeling now, as well as the kind of world you hope to return to.  

Although we prepared this resource as a supplement to our series of basic course Playbooks, 

The Public Speaking Playbook, The Communication Playbook, and The Interpersonal 

Communication Playbook, it can be used to enhance the study of subjects across the 

curriculum. In addition, every exercise and activity can be used for personal growth and 

development. 

 

  



EXERCISES AND ACTIVITIES TO ILLUMINATE COMMUNICATION IN THE TIME OF COVID-19  

 

  



Letter to Myself 

Events and their contexts shape our communication experiences, including our personal needs 

such as our needs for inclusion (to be included), control (to exert influence), and affection (to 

share a close relationship). This exercise offers you the opportunity to consider how your 

communication needs affected your reactions to having to self-isolate during the pandemic by 

asking you to synthesize the personal responses you had when colleges closed and you returned 

home.  

 

In a text or email, writing to yourself, describe how the impact of Covid-19 affected your daily 

life. Be specific about your own reactions to the virus including the means you used to meet 

your communication needs.  

 

For example, perhaps you sought to receive comfort from others and/or reached out to 

comfort others? Was this an effort to meet affection needs? Prior to March 2020, the primary 

focus of many college students was on their future careers. There was no central issue igniting 

everyone—the killing of George Floyd had not yet happened. However, post June 2020, despite 

the virus’s continuing dangers, college students around the globe displayed a surging interest in 

both the Black Lives Matter and policing reform movements. To what extent, if any, might their 

involvement in the protest also have helped to meet both inclusion and control needs? 

  



Have I Ever Told You? 

When we purposely reveal information to another person about ourselves or our shared 

relationship which that person otherwise would not know, we engage in self-disclosure. The 

amount of disclosing we do with another person is a gauge of how close we feel to them or how 

close we desire to become. How do you decide whether it is or is not appropriate for you to 

share your innermost thoughts, feelings, and intentions with others? Ask yourself this question 

as you approach this exercise: 

 

As horrible as the Covid-19 pandemic has been, it has made some of us think about our 

mortality and the possibility of losing those we love. With this in mind, what would you want to 

tell your closest family members and friends about you and the feelings you have for them? 

How do you imagine that their knowing this information will affect the relationships you share 

going forward? 

  



Relationships in the Time of Corona Viruses 

When we begin a relationship, it proceeds through a number of stages during which it either will 

strengthen, stabilize, or dissolve. How did the Covid-19 pandemic affect this process? 

1. With statewide bans slowing down opportunities to physically meet another person

face-to-face, what means did you use to start a new relationship?

2. Which, if any, dating apps did you use?

3. What was the nature of the early conversations you had to assess your relational

compatibility?

4. What kinds of joint activities did you engage in online?

5. Did you spend more time texting, talking online, or on the phone? Why?

6. Compare and contrast starting a relationship during the novel Coronavirus with starting

one before Corona.

7. Do you expect the relationships started during Corona to have a better or worse chance

of enduring? Why?



Corona Across Cultures 

Culture influences communication. It tells us who we are, and how to behave. Ethnocentrism, the 

tendency to see our own culture as superior to all others, is a key characteristic of failed efforts 

at intercultural communication. While the virus, unfortunately, worsened feelings of xenophobia, 

racism, and fear of “the other, among some people,” it also demonstrated how inextricably 

intertwined we now were with one another. In light of that, cultural relativism enables us to try 

and understand the behavior of other groups based on the context in which the behavior occurs 

rather than solely from our frame of reference. Keeping this in mind, complete the following: 

1. Examine five stories published in U.S. and Asian media about the Covid-19 pandemic during 

the period December 2019 through April 2020. Summarize their contents. Identify what the 

information you discovered reveals about each region’s perspectives on the virus. 

2. According to Edward T. Hall, we can segment cultures according to whether they are high or 

low context.  

Adherents of high context cultures including China, France, Japan, Korea and Ghana primarily 

rely on information from the physical, social, and psychological context of an interaction. As 

such, they believe listeners innately understand the context of an interaction, and require little, if 

any, background. Since they believe meaning is implicit and revealed by the physical setting and 

shared values and norms, for them, nonverbal and contextual cues are the keys to conveying 

meaning.  



In contrast, adherents of the low context category such as the United States, Germany, 

Scandinavia, and Switzerland primarily rely on information supplied by the verbal code. As such 

they believe listeners understand very little and need to be explicitly informed or told what they 

need to know. For them, meaning depends on words, not nonverbal cues. 

 Imagine conversing with persons from high and low context cultures about your 

experiences during the Covid-19 Pandemic. How do you visualize each person approaching the 

conversation? How might their approaches to messaging differ?  

  



It’s Cultural 

Individualistic cultures, such as those of Great Britain, the United States, Canada, France, and 

Germany, stress individual goals, whereas collectivistic cultures, represented by many Arab, 

African, Asian, and Latin American countries, give precedence to group goals. Individualistic 

cultures cultivate individual initiative and achievement, while collectivistic cultures tend to 

nurture group influences. This means that, whereas the “I” may be most important in 

individualistic cultures, the “we” is the dominant force in collectivistic ones. In collectivistic 

cultures, the individual is expected to fit into the group; in individualistic cultures, emphasis is 

placed on developing the sense of self. 

 

1. How might where you fall on an individualism-collectivism continuum affect whether or 

not you chose to wear a mask or social distance during the Covid-19 pandemic? 

2. The Centers for Disease Control asked us to wear masks and to social distance to protect 

the health of others. How might this message have been phrased to appeal more to the 

nature of individualists? 

3. Then in June 2019, in an effort to encourage more people to wear masks, the Surgeon 

General urged individuals to wear masks because they promoted “freedom” during the 

Pandemic. In light of what you are able to find out about American culture, evaluate the 

nature of this appeal. 

  



It’s Artifactual 

We all communicate nonverbally. Nonverbal cues provide us with “ways of knowing” that words 

alone do not offer. Artifactual communication, the use of personal adornment, is one kind of 

nonverbal communication that has attracted special attention since the onset of the Covid-19 

virus. While some opposed wearing masks when not able to “social-distance” during the 

epidemic, others championed and supported their use. With this as background, consider this: 

 

Reading facial expression when the lower half of a face is masked is a new skill to be mastered. 

It calls on the interpreter of nonverbal cues to pay more attention to what lies above and below 

the mask—since the mask conceals much of the nose and mouth area. When interacting with a 

person wearing a mask: 

 

1.  How does the wearing of a mask change the way you look at a person? 

2. How does the wearing of a mask change the way you look at yourself?  

3. Why do you imagine that more women than men opted to wear masks? 

4. What can we do to ensure that we understand one another’s emotional states—cues usually 

revealed by facial cues—when wearing masks? 

5. How can we use the eyes to make up for those portions of the face that are masked? 

6. What can we do to make the unmasked parts of our face more expressive? 

7. When masked, how might we use our body and voice to convey more of our feelings? 

8. When masked, how might we use our body and voice to try and convince others to trust 

us? 



9. To what extent is the time you take to make judgements about others affected by the 

wearing of masks? 

10. Were you to create a personal mask what would its logo and color be?   



It’s Gender 

Gender influences communication—including nonverbal communication. For example, when a 

person encounters true horror, it’s usually first reflected in what is done with the hands. Women, 

for example, typically use their hands to cover their mouths or press their cheeks. Men, in 

contrast, form a steeple over the nose and mouth with their hands, or clutch their hands tightly to 

the sides of their heads. When faced with moments challenging to comprehend, when feeling 

helpless, it’s as if our hands attempt to offer comfort. With this in mind consider the following: 

 

1. In what ways have the depictions of men and women reacting to the virus differed? In 

what ways have they responded similarly? Provide visual images to document your 

findings whenever possible. 

2. Why do you imagine that the rate of coronavirus deaths was lower in female-led 

countries? To what extent, do you think difference in male and female leadership styles 

might have played a role? 

  



 

The Mind-Body Connection 

Communication with others can affect our health. When we are stressed and cut-off from human 

contact, our health may be jeopardized. When passively subjected to upsetting scenes about 

which we can do nothing—such as the endless photos and reports of the deaths of Covid-19 

victims—our immune systems could have been over-stressed. Keep this in mind as you approach 

this exercise: 

 

1. Identify steps we might take to reduce the sense of helpfulness and vulnerability 

precipitated in many of us by the coverage of the Covid-19 crisis. 

2. How might we use mindfulness to reduce our stress levels? 

  



The Digital Domain and Covid-19 

Newer apps and sites are reshaping how we communicate and altering the nature of our 

communication experiences—offering us new ways of receiving information and relating to 

others. As you approach this exercise consider how technology altered the communication 

landscape during the pandemic: 

 

1. What means did you use to begin, maintain, and/or end relationships during the Covid-19 

event? 

2. What digital tools did you use to share your anger, frustration and/or sorrow with others 

during the pandemic? What means did you use to document your response? 

3. Create a snapshot in Time: Share photos documenting how individuals reacted to key 

periods in the Covid-19 crisis. 

4. Record a podcast recalling your impressions of the Covid-19 experience. 

5. Take a position: Will digital tools, such as Zoom, continue to be used in the future or will 

Zoom fatigue limit its use? 

  



Interpersonal Shifts 

Every communication experience has one or more effects. For example, as a result of 

communication we can develop more self-understanding, build a more meaningful relationship, 

and/or be motivated to examine or change our attitudes and beliefs. Keep this in mind as we 

consider how Covid-19 pandemic influenced the nature of our interpersonal connections. 

 

1. Conduct research in an effort to discover: 

a. If and/or how the pandemic impacted marriage and divorce rates in your city and 

state. 

b. Whether people in your county or state are reevaluating their job and career options. 

2. Having experienced the pandemic, what aspects of your social and future professional 

life have you personally decided are and are not worth pursuing? 

3. In what ways, and to what degree, has the pandemic influenced your beliefs and attitudes 

regarding the importance of family and intimate bonds? 

4. In your opinion, to what extent, is fear playing a role in helping us realize our essential 

values? 

5. Are you currently the person you aspire to become? 

  



What Role Do Words Play? 

The labels we use help shape our thinking, perception of the world, and behavior. How we 

process an event such as the pandemic can be affected by the words we use to describe it. 

Consider this: 

 

As the pandemic worsened during late February and early March, the U.S. began to label the 

pandemic “the Chinese virus,” with President Trump noting specifically that the administration 

was mounting “a war against the Chinese virus.”  

 

1. In your opinion, does it matter what the virus is named?  

2. What are the dangers, if any, in using geographical terms to name diseases? Might such a 

practice encourage xenophobic attacks and fearmongering against ethnic group 

members?   

3. To what degree might “racializing a disease” make the outcome of the disease worse? 

Explain your answers, supporting them with reasons. 

 

(According to The World Health Organization, using such a term was a form of stigmatizing 

language which could result in the ethnic profiling of individuals associated with the virus. 

Indeed, verbal and physical attacks against ethnic Chinese people and others of East Asian 

descent increased during this period of time. In addition, a member of the Trump administration 

actually had used the term “Kung Flu” in the presence of a Chinese-American journalist.)  

  



Information Versus Propaganda 

Given that an educated public is better able to make informed decision, how important is it for 

all of us, including journalists, to have access to reliable information?. Keep this question in 

mind as you respond to the following: 

 

1. As the virus began to infect people in the United States, information provided by the 

Trump administration contradicted information provided by the Centers for Disease 

Control. Given the situation, discuss the extent to which, if any, you believe the line 

between information and propaganda was blurred. In your analysis, compare and contrast 

the information disseminated during the Spanish Flu pandemic at the turn of the century 

with the information disseminated during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

2. How do you reconcile the journalist’s mission to report the facts which can mean 

disclosing failures and foul-ups with the federal administration’s mission to win in the 

court of public opinion? 

3. Conduct research in an effort to determine if civil liberties were restricted in the fight 

against Covid-19. Identify the potential impact identified restrictions might have on 

privacy and perceived freedoms.  

4. In your opinion, did the need for safety justify the restrictions imposed? Why or why not? 

5. Were there any other ways that our safety could have been protected? 

  



 

Both Sides Now 

When delivering a speech on a proposition of fact, the speaker’s goal is to convince the audience 

that something is or is not so. When delivering a speech on a proposition of value, the speaker’s 

goal is to demonstrate that something is right or wrong, good or bad. When delivering a speech 

on a proposition of policy, the speaker’s goal is to demonstrate a need for the policy and 

encourage its adoption.  

 

As a result of the pandemic, stay at home and business shut down orders were issued by a large 

number of state governors. Divide into pro and con teams. Each team should choose one of the 

following propositions to research and present a speech on. Attempt to fulfill your selected 

proposition’s goal while working on this activity. 

 

1. Stay at home and business shut down orders are (are not) the most effective way to 

prevent the Covid-19 pandemic from spreading. 

2. State governors were right (were wrong) to issue stay at home and business shut down 

orders. 

3. Governors should be (should not be) empowered to issue stay at home and business shut 

down orders. 

 

In a brief paper, teams also should identity the tools and tactics they used in their presentation to 

persuade receivers to accept their stated position. Receivers should identify and report on any 

examples of flawed reasoning used by a team. They also should decide which team made the 



best case for their position. Finally, teams and receivers should identify any moral and legal 

issues associated with taken positions. 

  



How Scared Are You? 

Persuaders sometimes rely on fear appeals to accomplish their goals. When using a fear appeal, 

the persuader describes a threat, suggests that receivers are likely to experience the threat, and 

indicates that receivers may avoid or diminish the threat by following the persuader’s advice.  

 

1. In your opinion, when it comes to health, of what value, if any, are fear appeals? 

2. Identify the kinds of fear appeals used by government and health officials during the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Which one do you believe was the most effective and why? 

3. Were there other appeals aside from fear appeals that might have worked equally well? 

  



Where Do You Stand? Then and Now 

Audience analysis is important for anyone seeking to understand and/or influence the attitudes of 

others. A tool you can use to determine receiver attitudes is an opinion poll. Persuaders use polls 

to assess attitudes, to guide them in constructing messages designed to change attitudes, as well 

as to evaluate the effectiveness of messages sent in an effort to change or buttress attitudes. 

 

1. Create a survey poll to determine the extent to which your peers supported government 

and/or health agency actions taken during the Covid-19 pandemic. In your survey, try to 

identify the reasons behind respondents’ opinions. For example, what, if any, of the 

messages received from the government or various health agency representatives led 

them to strengthen or change their position? 

2. Run the poll on 20 peers. 

3. To what extent, if any, do results reveal a shared, cohesive body of public opinion? 

4. Research the views held by those who opposed the government’s response? 

  



Credible or Incredible 

Credibility is made up of three factors: trustworthiness, expertise, and dynamism. If receivers 

determine that a source is untrustworthy, unknowledgeable, or unlikable, they are less likely to 

accept the source’s message. 

 

1. Conduct research in an effort to compare and contrast the nature of the communication 

that the government had with the public relative to the Covid-19 pandemic, with those it 

communicated to the public during a prior health risk such as West Nile Virus or the Zika 

Virus.  

2. In your opinion, looking back at the sequence of events, what did the administration 

either do or fail to do to precipitate or undermine public trust? 

3. Using a scale of 1-10, with 1 representing absolutely no trust, and 10 representing 

absolute trust, how much trust did you place in the following sources to provide you with 

accurate information about Covid-19? Provide reasons for your rating. 

 

a. Federal government 

b. State government 

c. Local government 

d. CDC (Centers for Disease control) 

e. WHO (World Health Organization) 

f. Traditional Media 

g. Digital Media 



4. To what degree, if at all, did officials follow the below four guidelines for minimizing 

panic and helping people adapt to changing circumstances? Provide examples where 

possible. 

a. Adhere to a policy of full disclosure regarding what is and is not known, and deliver 

this information in a non-patronizing manner. 

b. Refrain from speculating and mixing facts with reassurance. 

c. Provide a thorough account of what’s being done to counter the threat. 

d. Recommend specific steps that people may take to protect themselves. 

  



Support, Please 

Attention getting devices, supporting materials, and presentation aids help a speaker flesh out 

ideas as well as motivate receivers. Persuaders use such tools to enhance audience 

understanding and make their messages more believable. 

 

1. President Trump, Dr. Anthony Fauci, and a number of governors, senators, and 

representatives delivered presentations to the public during the course of the pandemic. 

Pick one presentation and identify the kinds of attention getting and supporting devices 

the speaker used when addressing the American people.  

2. Provide examples demonstrating how you could use the following to enhance a speech 

you deliver on Covid-19:  definitions, statistics, examples and illustrations, testimony, 

comparisons and contrasts, repetition and restatement, and presentation aids. 

  



Take a Stand 

Gaining access to the marketplace of ideas and being free to advocate ideas whether they are 

popular or unpopular, are essential qualities to the maintenance of a free society. Keep this in 

mind as you respond to the following: 

 

1. During press briefings, President Trump sometimes vehemently objected to a question 

posed by a reporter. To what degree, if any, do you think the President’s reactions were 

justified? 

2. In your opinion, could questions asked or ideas expressed pose hazards during a crisis? 

3. Should the advocacy of ideas be suppressed in a free society during crisis periods?  

  



Turning Point 

As humans, we have the unique ability to reflect on ourselves and the situations we face. No 

matter your age or position, spending time considering who you are is extremely important, 

especially after experiencing a life-altering event. This exercise calls on you to develop a collage 

that links past, present, and future images of you and your relationship to the world. It calls on 

you to predict how those changes you imagine will occur as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

History reveals that we enter a new era—a new turning—about every 20 years or so. At the 

inauguration of each turning, we change how we feel about ourselves, our culture, the nation, 

and the future. For example, major turning points in United States history include the end of 

World War II, the Kennedy Assassination, 9/11, and now the Covid-19 Pandemic. In order to 

consider the changes now expected to occur, respond to these questions: 

 

1. In what ways, might our civil liberties and sense of individualism be affected? 

2. How will our culture be affected? 

3. To what extent, if any, do you think we’ll become less global and more natavistic in 

focus? 

4. How will members of different generations be affected? 

5. How will this turning ultimately turn out? 

6. Working in groups, decide what, if anything, we should do to commemorate annually 

those who passed in the Pandemic. In other words, what might we do personally, in 

public, and using the media to mark the Covid-19 pandemic in history? 

  



Epilogue 

We hope you found the exercises in this volume useful in helping you process and communicate 

about the Covid-19 pandemic. Every crisis presents an opportunity to develop a better 

communication playbook—one we each can build on and apply to our lives the next time we 

face a life-altering event. Threats require collaboration. From the crisis, we learned about how 

much importance we place on communication essentials, personal relationships and face-to-face 

interaction,  leadership and team-building, and information, persuasion, and public presentation 

skills. To be sure, communication is our key to moving forward. 
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