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Editor’s Introduction 
  
Dear Members and Readers, 
 
As I write this introduction, we are entering into what seems to be the next phase in the 
evolution of instruction. We have spent two years being forced to embrace distance 
learning to a greater degree than ever before. We have re-envisioned creative new methods 
for reaching students wherever they may be – physically, emotionally, cognitively, and 
behaviorally. While many of us are still working through the stress and uncertainty 
associated with “pandemic teaching,” we have embraced many of the things we have 
learned as we navigated through those challenges. We have determined to keep a hold of 
the new teaching and learning approaches that were successful. We let go of those 
instructional experiments that did not work.  
  
This is the backdrop against which I come to the position of Editor of one of my favorite 
publications, the Carolinas Communication Annual. As Jenni and I met to discuss the 
Annual, I asked if I should establish a theme for this issue. The response was that I probably 
shouldn’t at this point, but I could if I want to. I did not include a theme in the call for 
papers, yet a theme seems to have emerged from those who submitted papers. I cannot be 
surprised as we are having many common experiences and so we seem to have many of 
the same concerns after this pandemic experience.  
 
As I have read and reviewed the articles in this issue, words that have come to mind include 
connection, acceptance, coping, resilience, wellness. These are the themes I see in this 
year’s articles.  
 
This year’s Annual has four research articles. The first reports on research conducted by Bridget 
Rubenking, Michael G. Strawser, Kelsey Lunsford, Maggie Gravelyn that examines student 
perceptions of the effectiveness of the basic communication course in building core 
communication competencies and in teaching standards of professionalism set by NACE. 
John McArthur and Erin Hunt then share with us their findings from research that 
expands theory on the use of hashtag campaigns in social media. The next two articles 
explore health and wellness issues from a communication perspective. James Cartee 
conducted a systematic literature review to discover which barriers exist that keep college 
students from utilizing mental health services on campus. Finally, a research team 
composed of Jayne L. Violette, Summer Roberts, Cindy J. Lahar, Angela L. Nadeau, Diana 
Reindl, Carmella Coughlin-Torres, and Valerie Lynn Schrader share their work that 
examines the effects of social isolation on older adults in the low country of South Carolina 
and how many of these participants coped through the pandemic.   
 
The GIFTS articles continue the theme of connection and resilience with a piece by Frances 
Smith that describes learning benefits of service learning as she applies team 
communication principles to her class as they participate in Relay for Life. Connection and 
rapport are both relevant outcomes of the activities described by Laura Hamilton Brown 
and Nancy Bressler. Brown helps facilitate online connection and rapport with her activity 
using static Zoom rooms, while Bressler uses a once-popular TV show to teach students 
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how to check perceptions so that they can more accurately gauge intent in conflict 
situations. Continuing the theme of support and acceptance, Rachel Purtell shares an 
assignment that teaches students to analyze media through the lens of gay and performative 
theories to broaden understanding of the media we consume. Then, we complete the issue 
with GIFTS assignments that illustrate the impact of health, relationships and health 
disparities in these times. Eric M. Fife and C. Leigh Nelson present an assignment that 
teaches how students can use communication theories to cope with expectation violations 
and relational maintenance in a time of social distancing. Finally, DaKysha Moore and 
Deana Lacy McQuitty use a classroom assignment to explore health disparities in the US 
through the lens of interpersonal communication theories.  
 
To close this introduction, let me say thank you to all who submitted, whether your work was 
accepted or not. It is a pleasure and an honor to read the work of my colleagues. I have 
special appreciation for the editorial board. There are realms of expertise on the editorial 
board that I do not have, but needed, as I delved into the process of putting this year’s Annual 
together. I could not have done this without you! A special thanks goes to Jenni Simon who 
gave great support, to both Steven Keating and Sarah See, who came on board as a personal 
favor to me and provided great insights as they reviewed submissions for me.  
 
I hope you get as much from the work presented here as I have. Enjoy!  
 

 
John W. Edwards II  
Methodist University  
Fayetteville, North Carolina  
September 2022 
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Developing Workplace Skills Through Applied Projects: Basic 
Course Student Perceptions of Building Core Communication 
Competencies 
 
Bridget Rubenking, Michael G. Strawser, Kelsey Lunsford, & Maggie 
Gravelyn 
 
Basic communication course students (N = 927) were asked about their perceptions of the 

basic course and the development and value of career readiness skills, communication 

skills, and applied research. Results demonstrate that students believe the basic course is 

an appropriate place to teach a number of career readiness and communication skills. 

Applied learning was also valued highly, with the affordance of workplace preparation 

being the most desirable attribute of participating in applied research projects. Students 

expressed an interest in applied communication and career-readiness training and the 

basic communication course has an opportunity to shift strategies to better meet the needs 

of students and student employers. 

 

Keywords: Communication skills, applied learning, applied research, career readiness, 

basic course 

 

It comes as no surprise; our college students want to get hired. In today’s economic 

environment, a focus on how well an undergraduate education prepares students for the 

workplace should be a research priority. The COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the 

forefront many struggles in higher education: from increasing costs, concerns about the 

value of a college degree, to declining enrollment numbers (Hartocollis & Levin, 2020). 

Universities are now under greater pressure to respond to the expectations of students, as 

well as employers. As communication educators, we have a unique opportunity to 

demonstrate our worth to students and employers alike. To help prepare our students, 

holistic questions about skills training, preparation for the workforce, and the purpose of a 

degree in communication in an evolving economic landscape must be addressed from a 

pedagogical perspective, there is inherent value to teaching students practical skills, 

specifically skills gained through applied experiences, that will help them post-graduation. 

And, even more importantly, the basic communication course, especially those taught as 

hybrid courses (in this context hybrid refers to content covered not modality) that explore 

content beyond public speaking, are well suited to present applied learning opportunities 

for students.  

 
  Bridget Rubenking (PhD, Indiana University, 2012) is Associate Professor of Film and Mass 

Media at the University of Central Florida. Michael G. Strawser, Ph.D., is Assistant Professor of 

Communication at the University of Central Florida and the Program Coordinator for Human 

Communication and Communication and Conflict in the Nicholson School of Communication and Media. 

Correspondence can be sent to michaelstrawser@ucf.edu. Kelsey Lunsford earned her Master of Arts in 

Communication from the University of Central Florida and is pursuing her doctorate degree at the 

University of Florida. Correspondence can be sent to kelseylunsford@ufl.edu. Maggie Gravelyn is a 

previous graduate teaching assistant and Master of Arts in Communication student at the University of 

Central Florida. Correspondence can be sent to mag007@knights.ucf.edu. 

mailto:michaelstrawser@ucf.edu
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Workplace preparation includes explicit training in career readiness skills, tangible 

communication skills, and applied learning experiences. The current article explores 

basic course student perspectives on each of these three competency areas. This article 

addresses the value of specific career-readiness competencies, communication learning 

outcomes, and applied research participation in the basic course and perceptions of what 

basic course students think employers value the most. In order to answer these questions, 

this study presents results from a survey of students enrolled in the basic communication 

course at a large Southeastern university in the U.S. (N = 927). Students were asked to 

make value judgments about specifics of career-readiness skills and communication 

skills, as well as, in some cases, generally about participating in applied research, as well 

as judge their own abilities. Before exploring the results of this study, an exploration of 

applied learning and skills training are discussed after first discussing the unique basic 

course environment relevant to this study. 

Generally, basic course content has routinely transitioned to meet the needs of 

students and the practical needs of the university. Long considered the front porch of the 

communication discipline (Beebe, 2013), the basic course introduces students to 

communication content. Over time, the basic course transitioned away from English and 

oral address (Valenzano III et al., 2014) to a broader, and even hybrid content focus that 

introduced students to interpersonal, public speaking, and small group communication 

(Weaver, 1976). More recently, as computer-mediated communication continues to grow, 

the basic course also allows for further development of communication skills through 

technological channels (Oh & Owlett, 2017). As a result of this consistent change, the 

pedagogical approaches used in the basic course should evolve to provide the most relevant 

foundational communication knowledge and skills (Joyce et al., 2019). 

In some instances, like in the basic course example explored in this study. this 

hybrid focus, that moves beyond specific public speaking content oriented towards in-

person settings, provides instructors with an opportunity to focus on applied skills in basic 

course contexts and allows basic course instructors to incorporate instruction geared toward 

effective workplace communication (Prentiss, 2021; Wolvin, 1998). We know college 

graduates should have a broad array of communication skills, knowledge, and training 

upon graduation (Morreale & Pearson, 2008, Valenzano III, et al., 2014; Association of 

American Colleges and Universities, 2013). We also know that many employers note that 

college graduates entering the workforce are poorly prepared for professional success 

(Bertelsen & Goodboy, 2009). Furthermore, Succi and Canovi (2020) believe that higher 

education institutions do not effectively communicate the desperate need of soft-skill 

development that students need to be successful in the workforce, which makes research 

like this very important. More specifically, Schartel Dunn and Lane (2019) found that 

supervisors of business interns reported a lack of several communication skills including 

listening and interpersonal skills. For many students, the basic course can serve as a 

window to the world as well as a training ground for professionally useful communication 

skills training. And, for purposes explored in this study, the hybrid basic course can directly 

meet those student needs that may be more skill-driven and professionally relevant than 

what was necessary in years past. 

Every basic course is unique as it addresses different student demographics within 

the confines of varied institutional strategies, goals, and norms. At our institution, the basic 

communication course is a large-enrollment GEP survey course focused on communication 
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topics and is normally taught in a face-to-face or blended/mixed-mode format. When the 

data for this study was collected, however, the course was offered fully online. Generally, 

there are few communication majors in the class. This course showcases communication 

content and provides baseline communication skills training. Right now, the class focuses 

primarily on identifying techniques and processes associated with human communication 

in a variety of contexts; identifying principles associated with basic communication 

theories, recognizing diversity as it applies to adapting communication cultures, 

individuals, and social communities; and identifying ethical principles and standards for 

research methods. The course focuses on information transfer, is primarily lecture-based, 

with assignments generally designed to test knowledge. Because of our diverse study body, 

and our institutional location in the heart of the hospitality and tourism industry, we are 

considering revamping the course to incorporate more opportunities for applied learning 

specifically, focusing on communication skills training and NACE career competencies. 

Therefore, we designed this initial study to assess basic course student perceptions of these 

applied opportunities. These findings should be helpful to basic course directors and 

instructors when thinking about their current course design and determining if it is 

appropriate to integrate a more applied framework. 

 

Applied Learning 

 

Applied learning has been represented as a movement rather than a theoretical framework 

in higher education. At its core, applied learning encourages concrete experience and 

learning by doing (Schwartzman & Henry, 2009). Generally, applied learning pedagogies 

reinforce the act of putting intellectual ideas and concepts into relevant practice. The end 

goal is to take what is happening in a course and, very simply, apply it to different contexts. 

Practically, applied learning may take the form of applied projects, service-learning, study 

abroad, independent research, or internships/practicum experiences. Ideally, applied 

projects should infuse integration, application, and transition (Rosenberry & Vicker, 

2006).Ultimately, the value here is the out-of-class element of putting course content into 

demonstrated practice through both applied projects and applied research. 

The demonstration of key concepts and skills as well as the development of 

integrated projects in the communication discipline are important and beneficial 

(Rosenberry & Vicker, 2006). Applied learning, manifested through applied projects, or 

experiences where students produce professional products (Thorson, 2005), can help 

students develop unique or industry-specific skills. Additionally, applied learning can 

increase confidence in students, can increase motivation in student learning, and can also 

allow the transition from an education environment to the workforce be more fluent for 

students upon graduation (Lim et al., 2020). Applied learning may look different depending 

on the basic course context, but these applied projects may be most suitable for most hybrid 

basic course offerings. 

To create relevant applied learning experiences for first year students, basic course 

advocates need to hear from the students themselves and then develop resources to assess 

these applied opportunities and infuse communication skills into the applied basic course 

experience. Frey and Loker (2020) believe communication courses and instructors should 

enable students to acquire communication competencies to reduce their anxiety and 

manage current communication challenges and applied projects are just one-way students, 
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in a semi-controlled environment, can experiment with communication competencies. A 

renewed effort of applied pedagogical scholarship in the basic communication course is 

subsequently necessary (Titsworth, Bates, & Kenniston, 2006). 

As a staple of general education at many institutions, the basic communication 

course can be a useful vehicle for applied instruction. Indeed, others have noted the ability 

of the basic course to aid industry and applied settings by imparting what we know from 

theoretical empirical work in the communication discipline. For instance, Gehrke (2016) 

noted that first-year courses are charged with teaching theories and principles put into 

practice. 

In addition, Hooker and Simonds (2015) discuss the employer view of the basic 

course stating that several different skills are routinely present in basic course classes 

(including the development of thesis statements, audience analysis, conflict management, 

ethical communication, establishing credibility, and others). The basic course can serve as 

launchpad for applying communication skills across disciplines. From a theoretical 

perspective, an applied learning pedagogy allows basic course students to: 1) gain crucial 

knowledge of basic course content and communication skills; 2) and apply this knowledge 

in communication contexts and potentially through real-world scenarios thus providing 

skill development that transcend the college experience. Instructors can thus use an applied 

learning framework that manifests through real-world applied projects to continue to 

develop those core basic course skills identified by Hooker and Simonds (2015), and even 

additional skills like those explored in this article, and provide structured, practical, and 

relevant course assignments that enhance skills by giving students an opportunity to 

practice these skills. 

While every iteration of the basic course may not be able to provide students with 

applied learning experiences, it is worth approaching hybrid basic course content, when 

appropriate, from an applied perspective seeking not just to transfer information, but to 

encourage students to apply those basic course concepts in real-life situations. As the basic 

course continues to evolve, an applied focus may be even more possible and potentially 

more desirable as students continue to look toward jobs and career advancement. 

We cannot expect ‘skills’ to be merely tacked onto the end of a degree. Instead, 

instructors can use the basic communication course as a launchpad for student 

communication-skill training in applied contexts. Our institution, regularly one of the three 

largest in the United States, is located in the heart of the hospitality and tourism industry, 

a sector decimated by the pandemic. A recent report conducted by the Orlando Economic 

Partnership (2020) revealed that more companies in our region are incorporating skill-

based hiring tactics. Skill-based hiring is the process of creating job descriptions that are 

skill-focused and then hiring candidates according to their skills. As basic communication 

course instructors and administrators, we must consider what concrete skills we are 

teaching our students, and how those skills make them competitive for skill-driven 

positions. We must also allow students to apply these skills and receive worthwhile 

assessment and feedback to help career-ready students prepare. 

Career readiness and the development of appropriate workplace skills should be 

further explored by basic course researchers. Core career competencies do exist and it is 

worth measuring how students perceive these different categorizations especially at the 

beginning of their college degree programs. To help frame this study, we use NACE Core 
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Competencies as well as NCA Communication Learning outcomes when discussing 

connections between career readiness and basic course content. 

 

NACE Core Competencies 

 

Career readiness, outlined by the National Association of College and Employers 

(NACE), describes the basic principles that college graduates need to possess in order to 

be successful in the workplace. NACE provides eight core competencies connected to 

career readiness: critical thinking (identify and respond to needs based upon an 

understanding of situational context and logical analysis of relevant information), 

communication skills (clearly and effectively exchange information, ideas, facts, and 

perspectives with persons inside and outside an organization), teamwork (build and 

maintain collaborative relationships to work effectively toward common goals, while 

appreciating diverse viewpoints and shared responsibilities), technology (understand and 

leverage technologies ethically to enhance efficiencies, complete tasks, and accomplish 

goals), leadership (recognize and capitalize on personal and team strengths to achieve 

organizational goals), professionalism (knowing work environments differ greatly, 

understand and demonstrate effective work habits, and act in interest of the larger 

community and workplace), career and self-development (proactively develop oneself and 

one’s career through continual personal and professional learning, awareness of one’s 

strengths and weaknesses, navigation of career opportunities, and networking to build 

relationships within and without one’s organization), and equity and inclusion 

(demonstrate the awareness, attitude, knowledge, and skills required to equitably engage 

and include people from different local and global cultures and engage in anti-racist 

practices that actively challenge the systems, structures, and policies of racism). For our 

purposes, communication skills are the most pressing variable. 

Optimal communication allows individuals to exchange information and ideas 

concisely to others within an organization as well as those outside of the organization. Both 

verbal and nonverbal communication are highlighted as being equally important for career 

readiness post-college graduation. NACE further notes that mastering verbal 

communication in the workforce is advantageous, especially for subordinates or new 

employees in an organization who need to ask necessary questions to clarify objectives and 

be successful in their designated position. Similarly, verbal communication is essential 

between colleagues to navigate certain tasks and provide guidance to one another. Gray 

(2021) reported a recent survey conducted by NACE which showed that 73.2% of 

employers search for proficiency in verbal communication skills on a resume, and 72.7% 

of employers seek proficiency in written communication skills on a resume. 

It is also important to note that communication is interconnected to the other core 

competencies outlined by NACE. For example, teamwork involves working in partnerships 

with others, and listening closely to achieve a common goal. For teams to succeed, positive 

relationships need to be established and conflict must be managed effectively through 

thoughtful communication. Gray (2021) further reports that 81% of employers look for 

proficiency in teamwork on candidate’s resume prior to the interview. While there are eight 

core competencies noted by NACE, communication skills weave through the effectiveness 

of the other categories. Thus, we believe it is important to assess how basic course students 



Carolinas Communication Annual XXXVIII                                                                2022 

6 
 

perceive how the basic course, and their general undergraduate education experiences, help 

them develop in relation to these NACE competencies. 

Ironically, a 2018 Job Outlook survey conducted by NACE found that graduating 

seniors overwhelmingly rated their proficiency in each of the NACE career-readiness 

competencies higher than employers of recent graduates did (Bauer-Wolf, 2018). The 

percent of students who rated themselves proficient was highest for work ethic/ 

professionalism (89.4%) followed by oral/ written communication skills (79.4%). 

Employers’ rating of recent grades for the two competencies estimated about 42% of recent 

graduates were proficient in each. The basic course may help solve these career-ready 

preparation gaps. 

 

NCA Communication Learning Outcomes 

 

In addition to career readiness, the basic course can also position students for 

achievement related to communication specific outcomes. The National Communication 

Association (NCA) outlines nine key learning outcomes that communication majors should 

achieve by completing a communication degree. First, communication majors should be 

able to fully and accurately describe the discipline of communication. More specifically, 

communication majors should feel confident in their ability to recall the origin of the 

discipline and summarize it, note the specializations of communication, differentiate 

between the communication discipline and other related areas of study, and emphasize the 

importance of communication in a practical setting (i.e., career paths). Second, after 

completing a communication degree, students should be able to employ communication 

theories, principles, and contexts. Third, students should be familiar with engaging in 

communication inquiry and scholarship to further research and application discussion in 

the communication field. Fourth, NCA recommends creating messages appropriate to the 

audience, purpose, and context as a core learning outcome. that are appropriate to 

communication contexts. The fifth learning outcome is to effectively analyze and critique 

messages and recognize the influence and effect the messages have. Sixth, scholars should 

be comfortable with self-efficacy in the communication context and should feel 

empowered when accomplishing communicative goals. Seventh, scholars should be able 

to identify, explain, and evaluate principles and practices related to ethical communication. 

Finally, the eighth and ninth learning outcomes state that communication scholars should 

use the information they have learned through the course of their degree to effectively 

utilize communication to make a difference in society -- whether by being culturally self-

aware or using communication discourse to make changes on a local, state, or national level 

– and influence public discourse. Morreale et al. (2009) studied the NCA learning 

objectives in basic communication courses. The results of the study showed that 100% of 

respondents thought the learning outcomes in the basic communication course in which 

they were enrolled aligned with the NCA’s learning outcomes, highlighting 

communication competence. However, a majority of respondents (64.8%) also reported 

that the assignments in the course did not support the learning outcomes. We believe the 

basic course is well-positioned to encourage career readiness, and prepare students for 

future employment, and establish a trajectory for understanding communication both in our 

discipline and across disciplinary constructs. Subsequently, applied projects may be useful 
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for creating an authentic experience for students to apply relevant communication skills 

and gain a greater knowledge of communication learning outcomes. 

 

Study Rationale 

 

At our institution, we are wrestling with a holistic understanding of communication 

skills training. We believe it is appropriate to incorporate more opportunities for students 

to have concrete experiences where they are putting into practice what they learn in their 

communication courses. We are also interested in student perceptions of what the basic 

course in communication can offer them, in terms of developing tangible skills for the 

workplace and communication competencies. We undertook an online survey of students 

enrolled in the basic course to gain a better understanding of their perceptions of the value 

of applied experiences, as well as where that fits into the communication curriculum, and 

more broadly, their undergraduate experience. We also were interested in what 

communication and career-readiness skills students in the basic course, who are typically 

in their first or second year of college, view as important, and as being able to be developed 

in the basic course. 

Based on the goals of this article and reviewed literature, we propose four research 

questions. First, we pose two research questions about what the basic course can do for 

students, both in terms of meeting communication learning outcomes, and developing 

career-readiness skills: 

 

RQ1: Do basic course students perceive the basic course to be successful in 

teaching career readiness skills? 

 

RQ2: Do basic course students feel NCA’s nine communication learning outcomes 

are presented in the basic course? 

 

Next, we pose two research questions about perceived value of applied research projects, 

as well as what specific value conducting such research provides students. 

 

RQ3: Do basic communication course students see value in producing applied 

projects in the basic course and/ or their overall undergraduate experience? 

 

RQ4: How does engagement with applied research skills provide value to students? 

 

Methods 

 

An online survey (N = 927) asked basic course students about their perceptions of 

applied research, the basic course, communication learning outcomes, career readiness 

competencies. 

 

Sample & Procedures 

 

Students enrolled in COM 1000, Introduction to Communication, were recruited to 

participate in an online survey in March of 2020 and March of 2021 at a large Southeastern 
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university in the United States. This course serves as a general education requirement, and 

contains mostly non-communication majors. Participants had a mean age of 19.51 (SD = 

2.70); 60.5% were female, 36.8% were male, and 2.7% chose “other” or “prefer not to 

say.” Participants received course credit for their participation. All procedures were 

approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board. 

All participants were first asked several questions about the value of applied skills 

and research. Approximately half of the participants (N = 461) then answered questions 

about the extent to which the basic course helps students learn communication learning 

outcomes (presented below in Table 2). The other half (N = 466) evaluated eight career 

readiness competencies on several dimensions (presented below in Table 3). All 

participants then completed basic demographic items. The survey took participants 

approximately 10 minutes to complete. 

 

Measures 

 

Career Readiness Competencies. The National Association of College and 

Employers, NACE, provides eight core competencies connected to career readiness: 

Critical thinking, Communication skills, Teamwork, Digital Technology, Leadership, 

Professionalism/ Work Ethic, Career Management, and Intercultural fluency. 

Brief descriptors of each skill, from NACE, were provided to participants. 

Participants evaluated each criteria in light of their self-perceived skill in each (1) the value 

employers placed on each competency (2) the extent to which the basic course should help 

them develop each competency (3) and the extent to which their undergraduate education 

as a whole should help them develop each competency (4) on 5-point scales. 

Communication Learning Outcomes. The National Communication Association, 

NCA, identifies nine communication learning outcomes that a communication graduate 

should be able to demonstrate competency in. These learning outcomes were generated by 

the Learning Outcomes of Communication, LOC, a grant-funded initiative led by NCA 

that involved dozens of communication professors and administrators in universities across 

the United States (NCA, no date). 

These nine outcomes are:  1. Describe the Communication discipline and its central 

questions, 2. Employ Communication theories, perspectives, principles, and concepts, 3. 

Engage in Communication inquiry, 4. Create messages appropriate to the audience, 

purpose, and context, 5. Critically analyze messages, 6. Demonstrate the ability to 

accomplish communicative goals, 7. Apply ethical communication principles and 

practices, 8. Utilize communication to embrace difference, and 9. Influence public 

discourse. Participants were asked to what degree the basic course should help students 

accomplish each of these nine learning outcomes on a 5-point scale ranging from Not at 

all (1) to A great deal (5). 

Value of Applied Research Projects. Participants were asked how important applied 

research projects were to the COM 1000 course and to their undergraduate experience as a 

whole on a 5-point scale ranging from Not at all important to Extremely important. They 

were given the following definition of applied research projects: “An applied research 

project is a student-led, client-connected, hands-on or experiential project that addresses a 

real-world problem or topic through the creation of relevant deliverables.” 
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Based on literature surrounding communication outcomes, applied scholarship, and 

culminating experiences, participants were asked how important each criteria/ function was 

when evaluating or assessing applied research projects. Our developed criteria and 

functions are Creativity, Use of Theory, Writing Skill, Appropriate Methods and Data 

Analysis, Incorporation of previously learned concepts, Assistance with the post-collegiate 

transition, preparation for the workplace, and Solving explaining a communication 

problem or phenomenon. The importance of each criteria/ function were rated on a 5-point 

scale, where greater values indicate greater importance. 

 

Results 

 

Research question 1 asked if students perceived the basic course to be successful in 

teaching NACE’s career-readiness skills. Table 1 shows students’ opinions on the degree 

to which the basic course should help them gain competency in each of these skills. 

 

Table 1. Degree to which COM 1000 develops career-readiness skills 

 

NACE Career-Readiness Skills N = 466 Mean (SD) 

Oral/ Written communication 4.37(.65) 

Critical Thinking/ Problem-Solving 4.15(.71) 

Professionalism/ Work ethic 4.11(.85) 

Teamwork/ Collaboration 4.11(.83) 

Intercultural fluency 4.04(.87) 

Leadership 3.88(.92)) 

Career Management 3.82(.97) 

Digital Technology 3.69(.97) 

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the data shows that of the eight career-readiness skills that 

the basic course could aid students in developing, Oral/ Written Communication tops the 

list. Oral/ Written Communication skills does significantly differ from the second (Critical 

Thinking/ Problem-Solving) skill t(465) = 6.752, p <.001 and third highest ranked skill, 

Professionalism/ Work ethic t(464) = 6.508, p<.001. Due to the increased chance of Type 

I error, pairwise t-tests were not run between all criteria/ functions. This is true of the 

analysis for RQ2 and RQ4 as well. 

At the bottom, we see Digital Technology and Career Management as the skills 

least developed in the basic course an interesting finding considering Edwards (2021) call 

to explore more opportunities for digital communication in the basic course. Importantly, 
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the scores are also closely clustered and well above the midpoint, indicating that students 

perceive the basic communication course as helpful in developing a variety of career-

readiness skills. In response to RQ1, basic course students overall rate the ability for the 

basic course to help them improve on all eight career-readiness skills, although some 

differences across the skills emerged. 

Research question 2 asked how students believe the basic course itself helps them 

become competent in NCA’s nine communication learning outcomes. These nine learning 

outcomes and the degree to which COM 1000 was perceived to aid students in gaining 

competency in them are presented below in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Effectiveness of COM 1000 meeting NCA’s communication learning outcomes. 

 

NCA Communication Learning Outcomes N = 461 Mean (SD) 

Create messages appropriate to the audience, purpose, and 

context 

4.30(.85) 

Apply ethical communication principles and practices 4.26(.84) 

Utilize communication to embrace difference 4.23(.88) 

Demonstrate the ability to accomplish communicative goals 4.22(.85) 

Critically analyze messages 4.13(.96) 

Employ Communication theories, perspectives, principles, and 

concepts 

4.12(.90) 

Engage in Communication inquiry 4.00(.94) 

Describe the Communication discipline and its central questions 3.97 (.97) 

Influence public discourse 3.85(1.02) 

 

In response to RQ2, we can see that all answers are closely clustered together 

between 3.85 Influence public discourse and 4.30 Create messages appropriate to the 

audience, purpose, and context. The create messages learning outcome does not 

significantly differ from the second highest rated outcome, Applying ethical 

communication principles and practices but is significantly greater than the third highest 

ranked option, Utilize communication to embrace difference, t(460) = 2.046, p <.05. 

Therefore, creating messages and applying ethical principles and practices are the highest 

rated learning outcomes met by the basic course. We see that Influencing public discourse 

and Describing the communication discipline and its central questions are the lowest 

ranked learning outcomes basic course students see as being met in the basic course. 
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Overall, the data suggests that our basic course is seen as doing well at helping students 

meet NCA’s communication learning outcomes. 

The last two research questions addressed the value of applied research skills and 

projects. Responses to questions about the value of incorporating applied research into both 

the basic course and the overall undergraduate experience were examined to answer to 

RQ3. On a 5-point scale, participants rated the value of applied research in both COM 1000 

(M = 3.05, SD = 1.08) and to the undergraduate experience (M = 3.99, SD = .86) over the 

midpoint. The value of applied research at some point in the undergraduate experience was 

viewed as significantly more valuable than during the COM 1000 course, t(926) = 25.725, 

p <.001. In response to RQ3, basic course students rated the importance of applied research 

in the basic course and their general undergraduate experience as valuable, and indicated 

it was more valuable when experienced across their degree coursework as compared to 

singularly in the basic communication course. 

Research question 4 asked what about applied research make it valuable to students. 

Eight criteria/ functions were developed and their importance was rated (on a 5-point scale) 

by participants. Criteria and Functions are presented from most important to least important 

in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Perceived importance of Criteria and Functions of Applied Research Projects 

 

Criteria & Functions of Applied Research  N = 461 Mean (SD) 

Preparation for the workplace 4.25(.84)* 

Creativity 4.01(.84) 

Assistance with the post-collegiate transition 3.95(.84) 

Solving explaining a communication problem or 

phenomenon 

3.93(.92) 

Theory 3.89(.84) 

Methods & Data Analysis 3.72(.97) 

Writing 3.66(.95) 

Incorporation of previously learned concepts 3.56(1.08) 

*Significantly differs from other variables, p<.05. 

 

At the top of the list is Preparation for the workplace, M = 4.25(SD = .84). While 

all the criteria fall rather narrowly between 3.56 and 4.25, the difference between 

Preparation for the workplace and the second highest rated criteria/ function, Creativity, 

(M = 4.01, SD = .84) was significant, t(460) = 5.467, p <.001, indicating that “Preparation 

for the workplace” was genuinely the highest rated component of completing an applied 

research project. The last important criteria or functions were Writing and Incorporation 

of previously learned concepts. In response to RQ4, it is clear that the identified criteria 
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and functions are important in assessing applied research projects at the undergraduate 

level, and their ability to prepare students for the workforce is seen as their most valuable 

asset. 

 

Discussion 

 

The results of this survey of basic communication course students at one large 

Southeastern university in the U.S. offers insight into perspectives about developing career-

readiness competencies, communication skills, and the value of engaging in applied 

projects. An encouraging overarching trend is that students indicate the basic course is 

stressing the importance of oral and written communication skills, and that these skills go 

hand in hand with applied learning. Participants overwhelmingly reported applied research 

is valuable, especially over the course of the entire undergraduate experience, and that the 

most valuable quality of engaging in applied learning was preparation for the workplace. 

The perceived importance of workplace preparedness is not surprising given that 

participants were starting their university tenure during the midst of economic uncertainty 

due, in part, to the COVID-19 pandemic. More applied academic programs, such as 

business, have long been studying the perceptions of employers, students, and college 

instructors about the importance of communication skills (Bauer-Wolf, 2018; Conrad & 

Newberry, 2011; Kleckner & Butz, 2020). Capitalizing on building career readiness skills, 

along with the communication skills most valued by employers, presents an opportunity 

for basic course administrators and instructors to better meet the needs of multiple groups 

of university stakeholders. 

Research questions 1 and 2 asked basic course students about what NACE career 

readiness core competencies and learning outcomes for communication students were 

valued in the basic communication course. The career readiness competencies were all 

rated highly, and closely clustered together, still oral/communication skills and critical 

thinking came out on top, which are clear competencies woven through the communication 

learning outcomes. One surprising finding was that participants viewed Digital Technology 

as the career-readiness skill least developed by the basic course. Given the myriad of 

communication and information technologies employed today, this points to a potential 

area of growth. Communication theory and practice often address the role of technology in 

communication, and perhaps our basic course should also shift a focus onto technology 

and communication. 

We see evidence of greater perceived value of tangible, skills-based training in the 

results surrounding research questions 2 about how well the basic course has helped 

students reach NCA’s communication learning outcomes. The bottom three skills: 

Influencing public discourse, describing the communication discipline and its central 

questions, and engaging in communication inquiry all appear to be more abstract and less 

related to workforce preparation than those skills nearer the top of the list, such as creativity 

and solving a communication problem. 

Several themes jump out of the basic findings concerning applied projects. First, 

practical applied projects are overwhelmingly viewed as positive by basic course students 

in communication. Students in the basic course may not have enough college experience 

to know specifically where in their undergraduate experience applied projects should be, 

but they value them and expect them to be a part of their undergraduate programs. It should 
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be reassuring to program coordinators and curriculum designers that introductory students 

see value in an applied project in the basic course, but view it as important holistically. So, 

if these skills-based projects need to come later in a program due to any number of limits 

of resources, students may be amenable. While they value a hands-on approach, they are 

perhaps correct in ascertaining that applied research may be more likely to play a large role 

in their education the farther into their undergraduate experience that they get. 

Interestingly, participants rated preparation for the workforce as the most valuable 

competency or function that an applied project can help students achieve. This is a valuable 

finding in that it reaffirms the premise of this line of investigation: Applied, hands-on 

research in a communication program is seen as an advantage for one of the most daunting 

life changes many students face – transitioning to the workforce. This transition can only 

be viewed as more stressful given the economic downturn and changes due to COVID-19. 

Taking part in skill-based projects may prepare students for the workplace while at the 

same time helping to ease concerns about a transition to full-time work following the 

completion of a degree. Generally, the data demonstrate that basic course students value 

applied research projects because they see them as excellent in preparing them for the 

workforce. 

Students believe the basic course can successfully help them improve the oral and 

written communication skills, thus making themselves more marketable for the workforce, 

per the results of RQ1. Incorporation of previously learned concepts came in as the least 

important function of completing applied research projects, and Describing the discipline 

and its central questions came in second-to-last when evaluating how well the basic course 

succeeded in teaching various communication learning outcomes. Together, this could be 

interpreted as basic course students putting less value on learning the basic tenets and 

concepts of the communication discipline, and more on the tangible skills believed to make 

them more employable. 

Certainly, this is a preliminary study, and our results are limited by the sample of 

participants from one institution. However, the themes observed here are worth future 

analysis. Practical, applied skills and projects are deemed to be extremely valuable among 

basic communication course students because they help develop workplace competencies 

such as oral and written communication skills. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Basic course instructors have an incredible responsibility. Simultaneously, those 

who teach the basic course must introduce students to the discipline, encourage a 

theoretical and practical infusion of communication, and provide opportunities for skill-

based development. These realities, in addition to teaching students from a wide array of 

disciplines, are certainly pressing but at the same time the opportunities are exciting. Basic 

course instructors should continue to be aware of communication skills that are valuable in 

the workplace and map course assignments to these communication behaviors thus 

strengthening the position of the basic course (Hooker & Simonds, 2015). We believe basic 

course instructors can serve as facilitators, creating opportunities for skill development, 

while also guiding students, from the start of their college experience, to and through the 

workforce transition. 
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Brand-Event-Self Integration: An Emerging Theory for Social 
Media Hashtag Campaigns 
 

John A. McArthur and Erin Hunt  
 

Through a grounded theory analysis of Chick-Fil-A's #cowappreciationday hashtag 

campaign on Instagram, this study evaluates the role of social consumers in extending 

brand messaging and affinity. Using a grounded theory analysis of Instagram posts, this 

study articulates emerging themes in user-generated messages which function as 

categories of social participation in the campaign. The relationships between these themes 

results in a conceptual framework for user participation in brand messaging that could be 

applied to further research on hashtag campaigns that utilize visual marketing strategies 

on image-based social media platforms. Based on this data, the emerging theory of brand-

event-self integration is articulated for researchers and practitioners to enhance our 

collective understanding of strategic communication practice surrounding date-specific, 

event-oriented hashtag campaigns. 
 

Keywords: Strategic communication, hashtag campaigns, brand strategy, social 

participation, grounded theory 

 

Event-specific hashtag campaigns have become a viable technique for developing and 

measuring consumer engagement with brand messages across a variety of social networks. These 

campaigns are often developed by brand managers in hopes that they will dynamically increase the 

reach of an event through an influx of user-generated content. However, brand managers try a 

variety of strategies to harness this engagement through an action-oriented, applied approach – the 

“let’s see what works” model of strategic communication. This study seeks to advance the study of 

hashtag campaigns by exploring a popular campaign-based, date-specific hashtag campaign. By 

examining an established, one-day hashtag event, this study can focus on the data present in user-

generated content in a time-bounded environment to explore commonalities in the data that 

contribute to the success of hashtag campaigns. 

 By 2017, Forbes Magazine called Instagram the “top social media platform for customer 

engagement” (DeMers, 2017, para. 2) arguing that Instagram’s rapid growth, the particularly 

compelling nature of visual imagery, and the number of marketing accounts flocking to the site 

create a vibrant social media conversation. As a social networking site, Instagram privileges visual 

messaging with accompanying captions as the centerpiece of user-generated content sharing. 

Owned by Facebook, Instagram crossed the threshold of 800 million users in 2017, boasting over 

500 million daily users on the site (Etherington, 2017). And by 2021, Instagram surpassed 2 billion 

monthly active users and was the most downloaded application in the fourth quarter of 2021, 

suggesting potential for future growth (Chen, 2022). 

Strategic communicators attempting to target these massive audiences are using all sorts of 

strategies to create consumer engagement. Chick-Fil-A’s successful #cowappreciationday 
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campaign is one microcosm in which researchers can study consumer-business interactions and 

social networks on Instagram.  This study articulates an emerging theory – a theory of brand-event-

self integration – that arose from the volumes of data available during the event-based, time-specific 

hashtag event. Through a grounded theory approach, this study used data available in the extant 

texts of the hashtag campaign to articulate a theory of consumer engagement that can be applied, 

employed, and tested across brands. 

Social Media Engagement and Instagram 

In strategic communication practice, branding and marketing have, in large part, been the 

responsibility and duty of the company. Marketing materials distributed to the public were for 

consumption only. However, with the introduction of social media, consumers became active users 

and creators of brand information rather than passive recipients (see Zolkepli & Kamarulzaman, 

2015; Campbell, Anitsal, & Anitsal, 2013). The volume of users active on social media accounts 

and the internet is one motivating factor for companies to engage in social media marketing (Carim 

& Warwick, 2013), and provides the opportunity for strategic communicators to invest in paid, 

owned, and earned media approaches through social media marketing (Tuten & Solomon, 2017). 

Moreover, as Ellison and Boyd’s (2013) suggests, social networking sites offer users platforms in 

which they:  

 

1) have uniquely identifiable profiles that consist of user-supplied content, content provided 

by other users, and/or system-level data; 2) can publicly articulate connections that can be 

viewed and traversed by others; and 3) can consume, produce, and/or interact with streams 

of user-generated content provided by their connections on the site. (p. 158)  

 

These characteristics of identification, articulation, and interaction speak directly to the 

development of user-generated content and its use as a tool for spreading messages among social 

circles. This concept, when harnessed by organizations for marketing purposes, creates new 

opportunities for transactional experiences online. 

 In their 2015 study, Chanthinok, Ussahawanitichakit, and Jhundra-indra drew specifically 

on the research and definitions from Barker, et.al. (2013) and Evans (2010) to define of social 

media marketing as “the scope of marketing activity, sales, public relations and customer service 

through social networking, online communities, or any online collaborative media to gain superior 

performance achievement” (p. 38). For the purposes of this study, an addendum to this definition 

from Weinberg (2009) adds nuance to this definition: “…and tap into a much larger community 

that may not have been available via traditional channels” (p. 3). These communities, made 

accessible by social media, develop their own rules, regulations, norms, and patterns of 

communication (see McArthur, 2009; Roschke, 2014; McArthur & White, 2016)  

In 2011, 93% of companies reported that they were utilizing social media in their marketing 

strategy (Stelzner, 2011), and the three most commonly used social media sites for marketing were 

Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn.  However, with the introduction of Instagram in 2010 and its 

quick growth to over one million users within two months, it positioned itself to be the next tool 

for marketing managers to utilize.  Linaschke (2011) pointed to the versatility of Instagram’s 

content sharing features which allows users to share Instagram posts across multiple platforms. 

This allowed for increased exposure and flexible usability, which would increase user engagement 

and visibility at no additional cost of time or resources.  

Instagram employs connective features to create intersections between posts including 

hashtags, mentions, geo-location tagging, likes, and follows. Of particular interest to this study is 

the hashtag function. Interestingly, at the end of 2017, Instagram expanded the hashtag function by 

allowing users to follow hashtag conversations in addition to following individual users (see 

Instagram, 2017). Instagram sets a limit of thirty tags that a user can add to each post, and users 

employ hashtags as descriptors of the image and the artifacts in it as well as “searchable signatures” 

that describe the user or characteristics of the context not displayed in the image itself.  
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 Research conducted on Instagram or hashtags has articulated some patterns in their use. 

Hu, Manikonda, and Kambhampati (2014) examined Instagram to understand the characteristics 

surrounding the photos shared on Instagram, as well as to understand whether the content of photos 

shared related in any way to Instagram users. After using a grounded theory approach to code data, 

results showed that Instagram photos typically fall into one of eight categories: self-portraits, 

friends, activities, captioned photos (pictures with embedded text), food, gadgets, fashion, and pets 

(p. 597). Knapp and Baum (2015) explained that the hashtag can be an effective tool in branding a 

company, targeting a specific audience, and monitoring a social media campaign’s activity. By 

using hashtags within a company’s social media marketing that either contain the company’s name 

or the services it provides, users who search those hashtags will come across that company more 

often than if they were to have to just searched the company name. As McArthur and White (2016) 

illustrate, hashtags make social interactions visible, facilitate information exchange in real time, 

and develop patterns of shared meaning in digital communities. These three functions allow 

communities and affinity groups to form, coalesce, and serve as objects of study. 

 Date-specific uses of hashtags create unique opportunities for time-based connections. For 

example, crisis-specific hashtags are used to communicate important, real-time information during 

a crisis (Knapp & Baum, 2015). In 2011, state and local authorities, as well as Queensland citizens, 

shared important and real-time information via Twitter during the Southeast Queensland flood 

crisis (Bruns, Burgess, Crawford, & Shaw, 2012). During the 2013 Westgate Mall terror attack in 

Kenya, government officials, emergency personnel, and the public used Twitter to communicate 

via four different categories of hashtags, all relating to the event (Simon, Goldberg, Aharonson-

Daniel, Leykin, & Adini, 2014). Like crisis-related hashtags, general event-related hashtags have 

also become popular on social media. For example, Blaszka, Burch, Frederick, Clavio, and Walsh 

(2012), studied the 2011 #worldseries to examine who was using the hashtag and how it was being 

used. Similarly, real-time social media tracking company, Key Hole, ran metrics for the hashtags 

related to Super Bowl 50 in 2016; keeping real-time updates throughout the game for posting 

statistics on game and advertisement related hashtags, and allowing those companies to monitor 

the impact of television advertisements during the Super Bowl (Lugmayr, 2016).  

 One of the biggest impacts of social media on strategic communication is the introduction 

of earned media based on user-generated information, namely, the ability for consumers to generate 

and share their own branded content via their own various social media platforms. Tuten and 

Solomon (2017) suggest that social consumers are engaged in the process of buying and reviewing, 

selling and rating products on the social web. User-generated brand messaging becomes, therefore, 

a goal for strategic communicators to aim for, and a conundrum for them to achieve.  

Marketing strategies primarily driven by content-creation have proven to be more 

successful than others in the strategic communication sector, particularly in the genre of 

crowdsourcing. According to Zolkepli, Hasno, and Muhkiar (2015), “crowdsourced content 

encourages participation from the general market; including the brand loyalist and non-loyalist to 

deliver inclusive, strong, interesting and genuine content” (p. 283). In 2011, Coca-Cola shifted their 

marketing strategy to utilize crowdsourcing when they encouraged their consumers to tell their own 

brand stories through their personal experiences or those of people they know. Similarly, Lego Inc. 

utilized the crowdsourcing strategy by allowing their consumers to design their own Lego models 

and upload them to the website. The company rewarded their consumers’ input by producing the 

designs and making them available for delivery (Zolkepli, Hasno, & Muhkiar, 2015). Furthermore, 

consumer-generated content can help develop online communities that create conversations and 

dialogue around a marketing campaign which creates more visibility as every time that content is 

shared (Parent, Plangger, & Bal, 2011). In one of the largest crowdsourcing fundraisers on record, 

the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge raised more than 100 million dollars in 2014 and created an exemplar 

for social media campaigns (McArthur, 2015). 

Given this emerging medium of hashtag campaigns and the popularity of Instagram for 

marketing and branding activities, the present study examines one social media hashtag campaign 
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to uncover the characteristics of user-generated messaging in brand strategy. This study utilizes 

grounded theory to ask the following two research questions: (1) What themes, if any, are present 

in the #cowappreciationday campaign on Instagram? And, (2) if themes arise, how might they 

articulate strategies for timed, date-specific, user-generated interactions through hashtag 

campaigns? 

Method 

Grounded theory was used to analyze Instagram posts from the #cowappreciationday 

campaign. As a method, grounded theory can be used to assess what is happening when new 

practical situations are being studied (Corbin & Strauss, 2014) to develop a set of themes which 

allow a theory to emerge from the data. To create a data set, the program Picodash was used to 

collect all public posts on Instagram that used the hashtag #cowappreciationday posted during the 

annual event on July 12, 2016. Collected data included over 13,000 public Instagram posts. 

Researchers formed the research sample for this study using a stratified random sample, identifying 

every 30th post to create a sample of just over 400 posts for analysis. Screenshots of each image 

with its accompanying captions and comments along with the hyperlink to the original post were 

captured before beginning the grounded theory coding process. 

The posts included in the data set were analyzed as units in that each image along with its 

accompanying caption, comments, location tags, and hashtags were examined together, rather than 

breaking each post into its component parts. As noted by Highfield and Leaver (2014) and 

Laestadius (2017), analysis of each complete post as a unit is a critical step in the study of Instagram 

data.  

Coding occurred in three phases – open, axial, and selective coding – based on Charmaz’s 

(2006) approach for analysis of extant texts using grounded theory. The open coding process 

involved assessing each individual post, one at a time, and making notes of relevant concepts (e.g. 

the content of the image, setting, pictured individuals and artifacts, the words/ideas present in the 

caption, comments, location tags, hashtags). Once the first round of open coding was completed 

for all the Instagram posts, the process was repeated; this continued until there were no new 

observations to be made. Once the open coding process was completed, all notes arranged in 

random order to begin the axial coding process. Notes were studied and arranged into relevant 

groups, defining and refining the notes as needed, and broad themes gradually began to emerge. 

 When all notes were organized into broader themes, researchers looked for supporting 

evidence from the original data to provide context to the ideas present in the themes. This data was 

then analyzed to look for themes that could be combined or expanded. Some themes were 

reassessed if there was a lack of relevant evidence to support the theme. A first round of selective 

coding produced several specific themes from the data. At this point, the selective coding process 

was paused and another round of axial coding took place to check for any then-relevant 

observations that could fit into the uncovered themes that may have not been noticed before. In the 

second phase of axial coding, the data was analyzed with the previously discovered themes in mind. 

This phase of axial coding continued until no new connections were made, and the final round of 

coding began. The last round of coding was a continuation of the selective coding process. Markey 

et al. (2014) called this process “theoretical coding” where the researcher “weav[es] the data back 

together again” (p. 20). The themes and their supporting evidence were honed and strengthened 

until theoretical saturation was reached and a final number of themes emerged, which are all 

strongly supported with evidence from the data. A negative case analysis was performed to ensure 

that all data in the sample fit into the emerging themes. These themes were then used to devise a 

theory from the data relating to how Chick-fil-A consumers and the Chick-fil-A brand interacted 

on Instagram through the date-specific #cowappreciationday hashtag campaign. 
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Results 

 

The data in this study revealed six themes, and four sub-themes: (1) attitude polarization 

(including sub themes “brand affinity” and “brand opposition”), (2) self and family traditions (3) 

hashtag hijacking, (4) business-consumer interaction, (5) user-product messaging, and (6) event 

engagement (including sub themes “person-event connections” and “person-brand-event 

connections”). 

Theme 1: Attitude Polarization 

The category attitude polarization refers to the broad spectrum of users’ personal views 

concerning the Chick-fil-A brand. Posts in this theme typically either depict the user’s strong 

affinity for the brand through praise and gratitude towards the company (subtheme 1.1), or they 

depict strong opposition towards the company or through negative hashtags or angry rants 

(subtheme 1.2). In this sample, the brand affinity posts in subtheme 1.1 outnumbered the posts in 

subtheme 1.2, in which consumers expressed strong animosity towards the brand. Nationally, 

Chick-fil-A is a polarizing brand, and both the positive and negative aspects of that polarization are 

presented in this them, together as two sub-themes.  

Subtheme 1.1: Brand Affinity. Posts in brand affinity sub-category demonstrated displays 

of strong affinity for the Chick-fil-A brand. The photo or the caption expresses gratitude, 

excitement, or love of Chick-fil-A. One post in this category depicts four children dressed in cow 

shirts standing around a cardboard cutout of a Chick-fil-A cow holding an “Eat Mor Chikin” sign. 

The caption reads, “Chick-fil-A is amazing! I fall in love with them even more every time we eat 

there! Awesome staff! Awesome food! Awesome in everything they stand for! 

#cowappreciationday @chickfila.”  This representative post expresses value in and appreciation 

for the Chick-Fil-A brand. While many of the posts that would fall into this category are not as 

explicit in professing love for the Chick-fil-A brand, a sense of brand affinity is the common thread 

that tie posts in this subcategory together.  

Subtheme 1.2: Brand Opposition. Posts in the brand opposition sub-category include posts 

from those users who display disagreement with or animosity toward the Chick-fil-A brand in their 

posts. This disagreement is shown through the use of negative hashtags in the caption, angry 

comments in the thread, or by depicting animosity in the photo/video portion of the post. In this 

specific data set, the most prominent reason for opposing the Chick-fil-A brand was to promote a 

vegetarian or vegan lifestyle. In one video, a contributor recounts her experience when the police 

were called because she was protesting the event at a local store The video is captioned with the 

hashtags: “Chick-fil-A #cowappreciationday #fingerlickinggood #vegan #vegansofig #chickfila 

#eatmorchikin #meatismurder #eatnoanimals #cops. A second post uses the image of three Chick-

fil-A cows holding signs, changing Eat Mor Chikin to Eat Mor Veggies. The caption reads: 

“#cowappreciationday – cows are your friend, not your food. Share if you <3 animals!” followed 

by a series of hashtags including #eatingmeatismurderingaanimal (sic) and #nomeat. Both of these 

posts depict animosity towards either Chick-fil-A or the Cow Appreciation Day event by using 

hashtags such as #meatismurder and #youdontneedmeattosurvive. Other negative posts that fall 

into this theme included posts which implied that dressing up like a cow was immature, as well as 

posts promoting other fast food restaurants in their posts, such as Chipotle and Five Guys.  

Theme 2: Self and Family Traditions 

The category self and family traditions signifies that participation in the annual celebration 

is a recurring tradition for individuals and families. Posts in this category depict families celebrating 

Cow Appreciation Day together or those that imply that Cow Appreciation Day is a tradition. Often, 

users included statements in the caption describing how many years the user and their family 

celebrated Cow Appreciation Day or depicting images of children participating across multiple 

years. As an example, one post in this category, depicts a collage of four images that include a baby 

dressed for cow appreciation day. The baby in the images is one year older in each of the first three 

images (several months in the first, a year in the second, and two years in the third and fourth 
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images). The caption reads “Three years of celebrating cow appreciation… #cowappreciationday 

#familyfun.” The notion of tradition is reflected in both picture and caption. Other posts in this 

category depict individuals and families celebrating Cow Appreciation Day in the photos and 

mention Cow Appreciation Day being an annual tradition in the captions.  

Theme 3: Hashtag Hijacking 

Hashtag hijacking refers to the act of using a hashtag in a context other than its intended 

purpose. In this case, Chick-fil-A launched the event and hashtag as a brand promotion several 

years prior. Therefore, this theme is comprised of posts in which users used #cowappreciationday, 

but not in connection to the Chick-fil-A sponsored event. The content of these posts was mostly 

related to real cows and often dairy farming or show cows. For example, one post in the category 

depicts a man petting a cow while the cow grazes in a field. The caption reads “These guys deserve 

way more respect than we give them. I :: #cowappreciationday.“ A second post in this category 

shows an image of a herd of cows with the caption: “#cowappreciationday, how did I celebrate? I 

made the 200 mile round trip to see my lady friends one last time before I leave Virginia! [cow 

emoji]” Like the other posts in this category, these two posts make no direct mention of the Chick-

fil-A company or make any connection between Cow Appreciation Day and Chick-fil-A. Instead, 

these authors used the hashtag to describe and discuss their love for bovines in the field. The posts 

in this theme represent the power that consumers have to shape, alter, and reframe a hashtag’s 

intended purpose and context.  

Theme 4: Business-Consumer Interaction 

The category business-consumer interaction refers to posts through which consumers 

interacted directly with local or regional official Chick-fil-A accounts. Posts making up this theme 

were typically either (1) originally posted by a Chick-fil-A restaurant’s individual Instagram 

account and then commented on by consumers, or (2) original posts by consumers in which an 

exchange of comments between an individual restaurant account and consumers took place.  

As an example of a consumer-led interaction, one post in this category shows an image of 

a family of four dressed as cows with the caption “Couple of cows just trying to have some chicken 

for dinner @cfafairviewheights #cowappreciationday #eatmorechickin #freedinner.” The tagged 

restaurant’s Instagram account replied: “You & your family look absolutely darling! Thank you so 

much for joining us today! ☺” Another post in this category shows a mom with three children, all 

dressed as cows with the caption: “Oh what we’ll do for free Chick-fil-A ☺ #thankyou #chickfila 

#eatmorchikin #dresslikeacowday #cowappreciationday.” In addition, this user tagged the Chick-

fil-A at Fashion Fair in her post. @cfafashionfair replied, asking if the account could repost the 

image; a request approved by the original author. In both of these examples, posts authored by 

Chick-fil-A consumers led to an interchange in the comments between the author and an account 

owned by an individual Chick-fil-A restaurant. In both cases, consumers used built in tagging 

functions in Instagram to interact with Chick-fil-A business accounts. 

 Conversely, as an example of a business-led interaction, @cfasevencorners posted an 

image of its standing-room-only dining room and a line wrapping through its parking lot with the 

caption: Thank you to all the cows who came to see us today! We loved serving you! (cow emoji) 

#cowappreciationday #chickfila.” The resulting comments included several back-and-forth 

business-to-consumer conversations. One commenter wrote, “that’s a lot of people,” to which 

@cfasevencorners replied, “we were really busy, but we had fun!!” Similarly, 

@cfanorthlakeparkway posted a compilation video depicting the fun and excitement people 

experienced when participating in the event at that location. The creator added music and had a mix 

of videos of customers and employees, both enjoying the day and smiling while eating Chick-fil-

A food with the caption: “Thanks for coming to the party today! Your costumes were spot on (cow 

emoji) #cowappreciationday #moo #cfanorthlakeparkway #chickfila.” The resulting conversations 

between consumers and the local franchise were many.  In all four of these examples, the 

conversation between business and consumer accounts revealed a key use of Instagram to promote 

local, site-specific, social media interactions. 
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Theme 5: User-Product Messaging 

User-product messaging refers to posts which include brand messaging of either the 

company or the free-food promotion. In these posts, users either explain the rules of the event, talk 

about the benefits of participation, or give any other details that may have also been included in 

company-generated marketing content. This theme is important to note when looking at the effect 

of consumer generated social media marketing because it goes beyond consumers passively 

promoting the event and moves towards active promotion and earned media for the brand. These 

posts include some of the same information that the company would pay to have advertised. For 

example, one user provided a visual representation of the food a costumed participant could receive 

at Chick-fil-A -- a Chick-fil-A sandwich beautifully staged with bright red tomato and leafy green 

lettuce. This image was a production-quality food shot with an isolated subject and blurred 

background accompanied by the caption: “What would you do for free food? #cowappreciationday 

#eatmorchikin.” Other posts in this category used comments and captions to explain the rules of 

the event (or the fact that the 2016 rules differed from those of 2015). These representative posts 

suggest that the large volume of posts in this category functioned as user-generated versions of 

promotional materials, furthering the reach of Chick-fil-A’s brand marketing.  

Theme 6: Event Engagement 

  Event Engagement refers to a variety of posts in which users visually documented their 

participation in the Cow Appreciation Day event. While the broad theme reflects user engagement, 

a distinction was noted is between those posts that expressed an overt connection with the Chick-

fil-A brand, and those posts which depicted participation in the event without drawing attention to 

its connection to Chick-fil-A as a brand. The distinction between these two subthemes is important 

when considering the concept of self-identification involved with sharing a post on social media. 

The posts in subtheme 6.1 (self-event connections) depicted people identifying with the Cow 

Appreciation Day event without offering a connection to the Chick-Fil-A brand, whereas the posts 

in subtheme 6.2 (self-event-brand connection) depicted people as connected to both the Cow 

Appreciation Day event and the Chick-fil-A brand.  

 Subtheme 6.1: Person-Event Connections. Posts in the person-event connections category 

display participation in the Cow Appreciation Day event, but do not make a connection to Chick-

fil-A or the Chick-fil-A brand in either the image, caption, or location tag. Rather, these posts 

typically included participants and their costumes. In one example, an image depicted a dashboard 

selfie of three women with sunglasses and cow masks, meaning that the image was taken inside a 

vehicle. The caption reads: “So this happened… #thingswedoforfood #freefood 

#cowappreciationday #notavegetarian.” In this image, the act of participation in the event was 

depicted without a visual or written mention of Chick-fil-A. Likewise, a second post in this 

subcategory featured two women in black-and-white spotted dresses and ears posing next to the 

staircase of a home. It included the caption: “if you’re a cow…I’m a cow (cow emoji) #freefood 

#cowappreciationday.” Both of Instagram photos serve as exemplars of this category in which users 

actively promote their participation in Cow Appreciation Day without connecting the event to the 

Chick-Fil-A brand.  

 Subtheme 6.2: Self-Event-Brand Engagement. The category self-event-brand engagement 

refers to posts depicting user engagement in the Cow Appreciation Day Event combined with a 

visual, written, or locative connection to the Chick-fil-A brand. This connection was frequently 

demonstrated through the use of the Chick-fil-A brand name visually or in the comments; 

employing Chick-fil-A brand marks as visual cues in the image; or setting the image in a location 

that is recognizable as a Chick-fil-A restaurant. The critical point to this theme is that the Instagram 

user’s connection to the Chick-fil-A brand is a self-selected component of their participation in in 

the Cow Appreciation Day event. In one example, a post features a couple dressed as cows holding 

a Chick-fil-A bag and Styrofoam cup and uses the outdoor Chick-fil-A road sign as a backdrop for 

their image. The post was captioned: “Free chicken if you’re not too chicken to dress up! (cow 

emoji) #cowappreciationday.” Featuring a Chick-Fil-A road sign, building exterior, or other lit 



Carolinas Communication Annual XXXVIII                                                                2022 

23 
 

outdoor lighted sign was commonly seen in these types of posts. A second variety of posts in this 

subtheme employed interior shots with Chick-fil-A brandmarks to connect the user, the brand, and 

the event. One post visually depicts two ladies dressed in cow shirts and ears standing in a Chick-

fil-A restaurant holding sandwiches. In addition, their caption includes a brand reference: “Chick-

fil-a is udderly amazing (and its more amazing when it’s free) #cowappreciationday.” Other posts 

in this category used the brandmark as a component of the image, or further strengthened 

connection to the Chick-fil-A brand by self-describing as “longtime customers” or geo-tagging the 

specific Chick-fil-A location.  Posts in this category depict the use of the brand name, brand marks, 

and/or settings as components of self-focused images of participation in the Cow Appreciation Day 

event and reveal strong affinity for the company and brand.  

 

Discussion: Illustrating an Emerging Theory 

 

 In the results, the categories articulated in the data speak to three major content topic areas 

that users chose to include in their Instagram posts: (1) information about the brand, (2) information 

about the event, and (3) information about the individual user. Furthermore, these three topics are 

posted in a variety of combinations: involvement in only one of the three areas, connections 

between two of the three areas, and integration of all three areas.  

First, some posts focused on involvement in a single content topic area (either brand or 

event or self) without connection to the other two. For example, in the category labeled attitude 

polarization, posts only contained information about the brand, demonstrating brand-focused 

involvement in the campaign. These posts offered value statements (positive or negative) about 

Chick-Fil-A as a brand but did not comment on the user or the event. Similarly, in the category 

labeled self and family traditions, posts only contained information about the self, or self-focused 

involvement in the campaign. These posts had offered no information about the brand or the event, 

but rather focused on the user. Likewise, in the category labeled hashtag hijacking, posts only 

contained information about the event, or event-focused involvement in the campaign. The posts 

in this category were particularly interesting as they bore no relationship to Chick-Fil-A’s use of 

#cowappreciationday. Instead, they often assumed that cow appreciation day was a national holiday 

in which cows are widely celebrated (this is not the case as #cowappreciationday was a creation of 

Chick-Fil-A). These three categories each suggest that some posts in the #cowappreciationday 

hashtag campaign were limited to involvement with only one content area out of the three 

commonly found in posts; they were either brand-focused or self-focused or event-focused and did 

not connect to the other two content areas present in the data. 

Second, some posts combined two major content topic areas, creating a connection 

between the two without noting the third. For example, in the category labeled business-consumer 

interactions, posts contained information about the brand and information about the individual user, 

but not about the event. These posts featured a brand-self connection, which might be highly 

valuable to the organization, could have occurred between the brand and user on any given day 

even though the event may have made them more likely to occur on this day versus another. 

Remember that these posts included direct communication between the Chick-Fil-A brand owner 

and customers. These posts represent the typical type of earned media a strategic communicator 

might seek on a daily basis, either business-to-consumer or consumer-to-business. Similarly, in the 

category labeled user-product messaging, posts contained information about the event and 

information about the brand, but not information about the user. These posts showcased a brand-

event connection, describing the product or the company in relation to the event without any 

mention or depiction of the user as a participant or consumer. These posts function as event-inspired 

user-generated product messaging for the organization. Likewise, in the category labeled person-

event connections, posts contained information about the individual user and information about the 

event, but not about the brand. These posts depicted a self-event connection by adding personal 
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stories to the event through earned media and serving the purpose of raising the profile of the event 

in user networks even though they refrained from mentioning Chick-Fil-A. 

Finally, some posts integrated all three content areas into a single post. In the results, posts 

combining all three content areas formed the category titled person-brand-event connection. In the 

emerging theory, these posts demonstrate true brand-event-self integration by connecting 

information about the user with information about the brand and information about the event. For 

event-related hashtag marketing campaigns, these types of posts would become the most valuable 

form of earned media as they are timely, user-generated, event-related, and favorable for the brand.   

Thus, an emerging theory of Brand-Event-Self Integration for hashtag campaigns 

incorporates these seven types of posts (event-focused involvement, self-focused involvement, 

brand-focused involvement, brand-self connection, event-self connection, brand-event connection, 

and brand-event-self integration) into a robust and testable theory that can be studied and applied 

to hashtag campaigns and other similar events (see figure 1). 

 
Figure 1: A Theory of Brand-Event-Self Integration 

 

This emerging theory postulates that event-based hashtag campaigns should expect and 

encourage seven different types of user-generated posts on social media and social networking 

sites. These posts all feed into the hashtag event, as even the self-focused involvement and event-

focused involvement posts can spread the hashtag campaign to unreached networks. 

Looking back on Ellison and boyd’s (2013) characterization of social networking sites, this 

theory injects the use of promotional materials into the experience of these sites. Users are no longer 

just interacting socially, but also (for better or worse) engaging with branded content and posting 

some of it on their own. Most major social networking sites to date have integrated promotional 

posts into the fabric of the user-experience, and this emerging theory explores the ways that user-

generated content supports and facilitates this merger. In addition, this theory expands the notion 

of user-generated content in the literature on social media marketing, exploring it not only as a 
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targeted marketing technique, but also as a personally-motivated articulation of both sociality and 

brand affinity. 

 To test this theory, future research could conduct content analyses of event-related hashtag 

campaigns to assess if and how these seven categories operate for other similar campaigns. This 

coding and reporting could employ a typical quantitative analysis using large data sets or be 

assessed in case study format. In addition, strategic communicators can use the information in this 

theory to create successful hashtag campaigns for companies, non-profits, causes, or individuals on 

Instagram and other social media platforms. 

 In sum, this theory articulates a new, innovative, and data-driven approach to visual brand 

strategy on Instagram. While this data set is limited by its focus on one event for one brand, that 

same limitation allows similar campaigns to learn from, test, and employ the theory generated in 

this study. Instagram continues to become an increasingly useful tool for strategic communicators. 

Along with other theories generated from successful application of grounded theory to extant texts 

on social media, this theory has the potential to drive forward the conversation of theoretically-

grounded uses of social media as strategic communication tools. Social media continues to serve 

as a dynamic and vibrant outlet for businesses, consumers, strategic communicators, and all of us 

alike to share our stories with the world. When research can uncover prospective and testable 

theories from social media data, the practice and understanding social media as a communicative 

tool can only increase. The theory of Brand-Event-Self Integration offered herein is one first step 

in the research to engage strategic communication practice visual medium of Instagram. 
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The Mental Health Barriers of College Students: Help-Seeking 
with University Psychological Services and Counseling Centers 
 

James L. Cartee III  
 

This systematic literature review introduces the topic of this paper with pertinent mental 

health information and statistics about college students, including the utilization of 

psychological services provided through on-campus resources. The existence of these 

challenges among a university population poses the explored research question and the 

necessity for why help-seeking behaviors of college students warrant consideration. The 

purpose of this study and the specific research question follow the introduced rationale to 

examine why students seek or do not seek therapy through a campus counseling center. 

The inclusion and exclusion criteria for the final selection of articles are explained in the 

methods section. A PRISM approach visually illustrates the process at work through the 

Web of Science research article database, and a table shows relevant details for the 

selected studies. To answer the research question, categorical discussions of this study’s 

findings are discussed. These findings address potential benefits of counseling, general 

barriers that inhibit mental health help-seeking, motivating factors that encourage 

psychological help-seeking, and student self-recognized barriers. Future suggestions for 

continued research are mentioned with other important considerations about the mental 

well-being of college students. The author provides last thoughts for researchers and 

mental health practitioners to recognize, calling for the necessity to better understand the 

nature of this phenomenon.   

 

Keywords: college students, mental health, help-seeking behaviors, barriers, stigma, 

university psychological services 

 

 Due to public stigma among other reasons, college students often decide not to 

participate in counseling center services offered by a university, even when mental health 

symptoms are quite severe (Beresin et al., 2022). In addition to attaining good grades and 

choosing a major, the societal pressure to figure out life in a limited number of years 

places exorbitant stress on college students (Stauffer, 2021). Students necessitate 

guidance on how to balance both life and their mental health to avoid psychological 

deterioration, such as severe depression, overwhelming anxiety, or even suicide 

(Kharabadze, 2021). With these concerns, it becomes imperative to explore and better 

understand the help-seeking behaviors of students in a university environment and why 

students engage in therapy (or why they do not pursue counseling services) (Pham et al., 

2020).  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, 56% of young adults experienced depressive 

feelings and severe anxiety. When measured against the general adult population, young 
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adults were already more likely to experience situations of concern with substance abuse 

(25% compared to 13%) and suicidal thoughts (26% compared to 11%) (Panchel et al., 

2021). Concerning first-year university students, in the transition to virtual learning after 

expecting a traditional in-person college experience in the spring semester of 2020, 

Fruehwirth et al. (2021) stated that the "rates of moderate-severe anxiety increased 39.8 

percent and rates of moderate-severe depression increased 47.9 percent from before to 

mid-pandemic” (p. 11). In community colleges across the United States, more than 50% 

of enrolled students exhibited one or more defined symptoms of mental illness 

challenges, including higher percentages among younger students 18-22 years of age. 

Less than 30% of those with these mental health symptoms participated in treatment 

services for psychological assistance (Lipson et al., 2021). In another research study with 

post-secondary students (n = 8,248), a survey administered across forty-two campuses 

reported that 95% of the students were overstressed and tired, and approximately 80% of 

this sample reported feeling down, lonely, and anxious (Ogrodniczuk et al., 2021). 

Approximately 25% of the respondents experienced suicidal ideation. Because of these 

mental downturns, 73% of the students reported serious struggles being able to 

concentrate and complete their schoolwork. Stress from the pressures of college and 

overwhelming anxiety served as the main causes that negatively affected academic 

performance, including grades (Ogrodniczuk et al., 2021). Students often prefer to be 

alone when diagnosed with clinical depression, lacking self-confidence and the belief in 

their own self-worth (Bear et al., 2021). In the mental health help-seeking process for 

college students, peer-to-peer support and communication remain pivotal, especially if 

universities hope to normalize these help-seeking behaviors rather than diminish them 

(Pace et al., 2019). Through effective messaging, being able to initiate help-seeking 

among college students toward mental health services could possibly decrease stress 

levels, feelings of depression, and even suicide rates (Silk et al., 2017).     

Multiple barriers exist that prevent college students from seeking psychological 

assistance, especially in serious cases. Public stigma serves as one of the most influential 

obstacles considered that prevents students from going to mental health practitioners 

(Farooq et al.,2021; Fekih-Romdhane et al., 2021; Hess & Tracey, 2013; Turosak & Julia 

Siwierka, 2021). In addition to these societal stigmas, negative attitudes towards mental 

health help-seeking actions, mental health illiteracy, and judgment from others also 

inhibit students from pursuing psychological professionals. Amidst mental distress, many 

students simply do not possess the willpower to go to counseling (Fekih-Romdhane et al., 

2021). Those with mental illnesses who seek treatment regimens sometimes experience 

various forms of discrimination, further exacerbating the stigmas surrounding mental 

health (Khatib & Abo-Rass, 2021). These mental health facts demonstrate the evident 

drawbacks and obstacles that face college students in today’s university environment. 

Based on these statistics, examples, and observations, these mental adversities exist in 

ways that negatively influence students. Therefore, these concepts merit the attention of 

scholars in related disciples to bring forth new knowledge to aid students in 

psychological distress. Thus, a systematic review was conducted to examine the literature 

for mitigating factors that encouraged or discouraged students to seek mental health 

counseling.  

This systematic literature review examines the inclinations of students who 

participate (or do not participate) in a university counseling center; the intention is not to 
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evaluate the strategies of treatment within a university counseling center. There are 

multiple studies on the help-seeking nature of university students from peer-reviewed 

international academic sources (Bear et al., 2021; Farooq et al.,2021; Fekih-Romdhane et 

al., 2021; Turosak & Siwierka, 2021; Shi & Kim, 2020), however, there is certainly a 

need for more literature on these topics conducted specifically in the United States. In 

addition to the previously mentioned statistics and mental health details about college 

students, this question necessitates exploration to enhance university mental healthcare 

services and possibly even suicide prevention interventions. If university leadership 

comprehends the forces that cognitively (or externally) prevent students from pursuing 

counseling, then strategic communication with this information applied potentially 

reaches those individuals who avoided help-seeking for these revealed reasons. When 

faced with these mental health hardships, combatting stigmatized images informs 

students that help-seeking is encouraged in these educational environments (Meier, 

2016). When aware of these reasons for participation or nonparticipation in mental health 

services, university psychologists can then also utilize this knowledge to enhance 

counseling communicative practices. In other words, for the betterment of 

communication interventions, counseling effectiveness, and outreach attempts, these 

types of questions merit further inquiry. 

From a communication perspective, the help-seeking theoretical framework of 

Rickwood and Thomas (2012) attempts to explain the nature of how young people pursue 

assistance from various sources. Help-seeking occurs in a formal or informal capacity. In 

a formal approach, an individual pursues the professional services of someone who 

specializes in a specific field, such as a psychiatrist or psychologist in mental healthcare. 

With an informal approach, requests from an individual occur with known social 

networks, such as friends and family, such as the necessity for assistance in general tasks 

or everyday responsibilities (Rickwood & Thomas, 2012). Through prior conversations in 

the event of counseling, these defined formal and informal relationships potentially impel 

a student to act in the self-preservation of mental health. Erving Goffman (1963) 

describes stigmas in a manner that bases this theoretical concept on the defined attributes 

of an individual. Those individuals with these attributes then become devalued by society 

because of the rejection involved from personal possession of these attributes. These 

societal reactions then tarnish what others view in their interpretive processes as a normal 

identity. This discrediting process then marginalizes an individual's identity with these 

devalued attributes. This process leads to a lack of respect for a person with marginalized 

conditions. The person with these conditions fits outside the realm of normality and 

cannot, therefore, take part in meaningful social interactions (Goffman, 1963). If students 

personally and/or publicly perceive stigmas in this context, even with severe mental 

health cases, their decisions to seek help potentially become negatively affected (Beresin 

et al., 2022).  

For the comprehension of terminology in this systematic literature review, many 

similar terms refer to general psychological services, such as “counseling,” “therapy,” 

“mental health assistance,” “mental health professionals,” and other references. The 

nature of meaning here does not indicate a specific context like psychiatric consults or 

mental health hospitalization. Regarding college students, psychological assistance 

encompasses any service a university counseling center provides, not necessarily just one 

kind of administered service.  
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Purpose of The Study 

 

 The purpose of this systematic review aims to reveal which mitigating factors 

motivate or prohibit college students from seeking assistance with university 

psychological services. The specific goals include the following: (a.) to discern 

motivating forces that compel university students to utilize the psychological services 

provided by higher education institutions and then also (b.) to understand the barriers that 

inhibit university students from seeking treatment for a mental illness through higher 

education institutions. This analysis explores the help-seeking behaviors of college 

students and how factors (internal and external) impacted any decisions rendered to 

participate in university psychological services.  

 

Research Question 

 

The following relevant research question serves as the primary basis for the 

exploration of the topic via this systematic literature review: From research conducted in 

the last ten years, what does existent literature report as motivating factors (or inhibiting 

factors) for college students who seek therapy at a university counseling center? 

 

Methods of Systematic Review 

 

 The Web of Science database served as the focus of this systematic review. The 

articles were organized by relevance. The following terms were inserted into the initial 

search blanks from top to bottom on the website in the following order: (1) help seeking 

or treatment seeking or treatment engagement or service utilization; (2) college students 

or university students; (3) and mental health or mental illness or mental disorder or 

psychiatric illness. All three search entry blanks were labeled with “All Fields” to check 

all text components of the articles. The top fifty article results were therefore recorded 

and pulled for further examination. Two reviewers, including the author of this article, 

filtered through the fifty texts together in an online program titled Rayyan, a tool 

specifically meant to explore systematic reviews and meta-analysis papers.  

  Relating to which articles were chosen for analysis, there was concern that studies 

situated in other cultural environments outside of the United States might otherwise 

influence the findings of this systematic literature review. Cultural customs, rituals, 

traditions, and authority structures could very well produce different findings than a 

collective sample of American-focused studies. The journal studies were published in the 

last ten years and included both qualitative and quantitative approaches. The samples 

under examination must be college students and no other included school groups. For 

instance, this study intentionally does not incorporate adolescent students from 

elementary, middle, or high school institutions. The inclusion criteria for this systematic 

literature review consist of the following standards. 

1.) The journal of the article must be peer-reviewed. 

2.) For the context of cultural backgrounds, the articles must have originated in the 

United States.  

3.) The research must be conducted within the last ten years. 
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4.) The articles must be written in English. 

5.) The articles must involve mental health services and no other medical services.  

6.) The research studies must include college students.  

7.) The studies can be multidisciplinary. 

8.) Credible qualitative and/or quantitative methods are welcome to be considered. 

9.) Only full articles will be utilized.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure1. Flowchart of systematic review process.  

The exclusion considerations for this systematic literature review comprise of the 

following criteria. 

1.) This study will not include literature reviews (systematic, meta-analysis, or 

otherwise). 

2.) The study will not include articles written in other languages besides English.  

3.) No studies over ten years will be acceptable. 

4.) No autoethnographies will be utilized. 

5.) This study is not about interventions. While articles with interventions may be 

included, they need to specifically address barriers to seeking mental health 

assistance with the college samples given. 

6.) The systematic literature review will not involve any studies with samples outside 

of college students. No other groups of students will be considered.  
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To visually show the systematic review process at work, a PRISM flowchart is included. 

After the PRISM approach was applied to all fifty studies, ten studies emerged with 

content that can answer the proposed research question in Figure 1.  

Two systematic literature reviews were removed from consideration. No 

international student samples from other countries outside of the United States were 

utilized, which included sixteen of the fifty total studies. One of these sixteen 

international student sample studies was, in fact, one of the original two systematic 

reviews.  

 

Because of these two exclusion criteria, it was excluded as both an international study 

and a systematic review. The other remaining twenty-three studies do not address the 

research question directly. In other words, these twenty-three research articles do not 

specifically state why a United States college student seeks or does not seek to utilize 

psychological counseling services on a university campus. As explained, the major 

exclusion criteria include the following reasons in the provided table, and thus these 

articles were removed from consideration to generate a given result intended to answer 

the posed research question. The final chosen ten articles list barriers to why college 

students do or do not seek professional psychological assistance, even when these 

individuals need help.   

 

Results 

 

The following table categorizes certain information about the academic 

approaches to research that each article entails. On an interesting note, most of these 

articles involve a quantitative approach that incorporates a survey or questionnaire with 

scales of measurement. The theoretical components of several of these articles also 

portray common overlap. 

 

Help-Seeking Motivations 

 

The following reasons mentioned in the ten articles systematically reviewed 

explain many reasons why students pursued treatment, therefore also sometimes 

experiencing benefits from professional mental health assistance.  

Perceived Benefits of Mental Health Counseling  

 

 Some students perceived that seeking mental health assistance would assist them 

in their daily lives; psychological professionals provided students with tools that 

benefitted their daily lives, such as how to manage stress (Bird et al., 2020). Lipson et al. 

(2018) suggested that the perceived need for treatment served as the strongest indicator 

for college students who sought out such assistance. On the other hand, in the same study, 

the most common barrier stated was the expressed preference to manage mental health 

issues alone (Lipson et al., 2018). If conditions became severe enough, the self-

recognition that mental health treatment was needed then served as an impetus to seek 

help (Bird et al., 2020).   
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 When students who were military veterans were compared to non-veteran 

students, those who served were more inclined to partake in psychological assistance 

because they potentially better understand and recognize the differences in treatment 

options (i.e., therapeutic counseling versus psychiatry). Veterans possessed more 

negative attitudes towards psychological treatments than non-veteran students (Currier et 

al., 2017). In relevance to demographics, Currier et al. (2012) state the following: 

“Whether pursuing treatment from a physician or a psychologist, females and older 

students reported that they would be more likely to pursue services than male and 

younger peers” (p. 540). Half of the student veterans indicated they were likely to seek 

treatment at a VA-sponsored facility if needed. Approximately one-third of both veteran 

and non-veteran students mentioned willingness to pursue therapy in a religious-focused 

context (Currier et al., 2017). Some students are then inclined to partake in therapy with a 

religious or spiritual theme involving counselors who specialize in such contexts.  

 

Help-Seeking Barriers 

 

 The following reasons discussed in the remaining ten articles of the literature 

express multiple reasons why students avoid going to therapy or simply do not attempt to 

pursue treatment. Student attitudes about psychological services and self-recognized 

barriers emerged as major categorical reasons why mental health assistance was not 

sought after. 

 

Student Attitudes and Beliefs About Help-Seeking  

 

 College students perceived that their mental health struggles were not serious 

enough to pursue counseling, such as the challenge of trying to be perfect or expressing 

intense emotions. Others claimed that they did not need help, including the idea that they 

could manage these health situations themselves. Participants also expressed an 

uncomfortable uncertainty with interactions concerning counselors in therapy (Bird et al., 

2020). Negative attitudes also prevented students from seeking help through 

psychological services, such as ignorance of what services serve specific purposes or the 

assumption that mental care has no long-lasting impact (Bohon et al., 2016). Students 

perceived normative mental stress as part of everyday normal college life, and therefore, 

they also questioned the need for psychological intervention, even with quite severe 

conditions (Downs & Eisenberg, 2012). Specifically, with analysis of minority samples 

of university students, medical knowledge and negative attitudes serve as strong 

indicators for intentions to seek help (or not seek help) for mental health reasons. 

Personal stigma also impacted these students and their motivations to partake in 

psychological services within a university environment (Lipson et al., 2018). Bird et al. 

(2020) recognized that some students believed that they would not experience any 

circumstances that necessitated mental health intervention. In other words, there was a 

susceptibility they would not need mental health counseling for any encountered 

predicament.    

 Perceived external stigmas (other people) appeared higher than personal internal 

stigmas (internal to the person affected) (Downs & Eisenberg, 2012). Public stigma 
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influenced negative help-seeking attitudes among college students, however, there was a 

positive association between perceived stigma and communication about mental health 

concerns for students with immigrant parents, indicating the accepting nature that 

collectivist cultures involved in close groups or communities (Bismar & Wang, 2021). 

Both students who previously served in the military and non-veteran students reported 

that self-stigma resulted as a strong determinant for not seeking mental health assistance 

(Currier et al., 2017).    

 Many of the mentioned reasons fall in line with the results of Jennings et al. 

(2017) where “perceived stigma from others, self-stigma, negative attitudes about 

treatment, and practical barriers were all related to a lower likelihood of having sought 

treatment for a mental health problem” (p. 519). Practical barriers involved finding the 

necessary time in scheduling and recognizing where to find resources on treatment 

options (Jennings et al., 2017). Concerning personality traits and the five-factor model of 

personalities, those high in neuroticism measures were likely to seek treatment. 

Participants high in extraversion and agreeability were less likely affected by the 

perceived stigmatized thoughts of others. Participants who were considered introverted 

and less agreeable concentrated on the idea they might be treated differently by others if 

pursuing psychological assistance (Jennings et al., 2017).      

 Label avoidance impacts individual attitudes towards seeking treatment plans, 

which will then influence intentions to participate in psychological services. More 

familiarity with mental illnesses negates perceived personal stigmas concerning mental 

health (Kosyluk et al., 2021). Due to issues of perceived control, or lack of control, the 

self-stigma of seeking help served as a strong predictor for the dimension of self-blame 

for the action itself. Individuals cannot control certain ailments of diagnosed mental 

illnesses. Self-stigma also leads to thoughts of perceived self-inadequacies among what 

others might think about a diagnosed mental illness or evident visible symptoms of a 

mental illness. Fears of discriminatory behaviors or loss of respect from others might 

result specifically from a self-stigma of seeking help. There is a distinct difference 

between self-stigma of mental illness and self-stigma for seeking help and thus how these 

two stigmas impact behaviors that result in actions toward mental health treatment 

(Tucker et al., 2013). When college students feel that they do not personally matter to 

others, they also possess a greater perceived stigma from others. Additionally, if these 

same individuals perceive that others do not value them as people, they expect negative 

reactions when seeking help, such as becoming stigmatized for these actions. The 

perception of not mattering to other individuals also extends to the idea of belonging to a 

relevant community or support network (Shannon et al., 2020).    

 

Student Self-Recognized Barriers 

 

The expensive cost of therapy served as one of the strongest predictors of why 

students would not pursue mental health assistance (Bohon et al., 2016). Bohon et al. 

(2016) further assert the following: “Students who had difficulty in scheduling 

appointments, perceived challenges to access to treatment, and had no ready 

transportation showed less intention to seek mental health services” (p. 601). Downs and 

Eisenberg (2012) reported that the top self-reported barriers among students included a 

preference to manage conditions individually without outside consultation, that college 
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stress is normal (therefore not needing treatment), questioning the seriousness of 

experienced mental health conditions, a lack of time in scheduling, or financial inability 

for payment of services. This concern coincides with one of Bohon et al.’s (2016) 

mentioned barriers due to financial hardship that might prevent the ability to pay for 

treatment services. 

Discussion 

 

Regarding the severity of mental illness conditions, Bird et al. (2020) remind 

scholars and psychological professionals that “that mental health is to be viewed on a 

continuum of severity, and that those who do not meet the clinical threshold for diagnosis 

may also seek help for their issues” (p. 72). Jennings et al. (2017) demonstrated how 

personalities play into the perception of psychological treatment and even decisions on 

when and if individuals seek these types of assistance. The enhanced comprehension of 

individual personalities might potentially lead to attaining help for those with severe 

mental health conditions.   

Kosyluk et al. (2021) further assert the following: “Findings suggest label 

avoidance, attitudes towards treatment seeking and intentions to seek treatment might be 

augmented through interventions aimed at increasing college students’ levels of 

familiarity, or intimate contact, with individuals with mental illness” (p. 300). In other 

words, exposure to those with mental illnesses and the reality these individuals face could 

very well educate others; therefore, these educated individuals would no longer avoid 

those who have these struggles. If firsthand experiencing mental health symptoms 

themselves, college students might even be more likely to go to therapy because of 

exposure to those who already live with a mental illness. In other words, if others can get 

well through treatment, those familiar with such narratives will not be as apprehensive 

about therapy themselves.  

Personal narratives and examples of successful mental health recovery among 

fellow students potentially offer an effective means to reach college students (Downs & 

Eisenberg, 2012). Mental Health interventions that continue to focus on the fact that 

individuals “matter,” especially with a sense of belonging, merit exploration to combat 

stigmatizing attitudes, prompting individuals to seek mental health assistance (Shannon et 

al., 2020). Successful interventions might potentially focus on the positive benefits that 

relate to help-seeking. When college students experience severe clinical depression, they 

are more prone to listen to help-seeking intervention messages, similar to these expressed 

ideas (Lueck, 2018). If undergraduate students possess previous experiences with mental 

illness, they tend to react more favorably to exposed messages, thus presenting persuasive 

involvement when familiar with the addressed topics (Quintero Johnson et al., 2021). 

Interventions that stress the hopeful therapeutic nature of psychological counseling also 

potentially allay any discomforts associated with these mental health scenarios. 

Understanding the communicative nature of these messages improves opportunities to 

reach students who suffer from mental health hardships, especially if the results lead to 

seeking psychological assistance. If a student experiences severe clinical depression or 

suicidal ideation, then new knowledge in health literacy and interventions could 

potentially save a life.   

 Providing better-unrestricted access to psychological health practitioners, 

including counselors and psychiatrists, and other similar resources also justifies closer 
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examination from scholars in Communication, Psychology, and other social science 

disciplines. Evident forces exist that cause an individual to lose all hope to the point that 

they experience clinical depression and/or commit suicide. While a tragic topic to 

explore, the research could assist to save lives, including college students. As hinted 

before with these related topics of research, if lives are saved or the mental health of 

students enhanced due to these message effects, then such investigations would certainly 

be worth the cause and extended effort to explore this phenomenon. Self-awareness with 

perceptions of mental illness and associated feelings in challenging circumstances 

presents worthwhile opportunities to measure the emotional intelligence of those 

affected. This idea especially applies to those individuals who previously experienced 

mental illness diagnoses or struggles on a personal level. The crucial question stands here 

and in future research – what continues to prevent those who need mental health 

assistance services, including college students, from seeking those outlets in desperate 

situations of distress? While the included theoretical models and concepts mentioned 

contribute worthwhile insights into these research questions and inquiries, there are still 

plenty of opportunities for additional knowledge with these ideas in other theoretical 

frames and methods of analysis.  

In the university environment, there exists an obvious need for additional training 

with mental healthcare professionals on the theoretical developments of stigma and how 

perceptions of mental health stigmatization form within an individual (Santos et al., 

2016). Therefore, these practitioners can then make students feel more at ease when 

affected by the stigmatized attitudes and skepticism towards counseling with their peers. 

In addition to the theoretical foundation on how stigmas develop and evolve to negatively 

impact practitioners and their patients, interventions to reduce stigmatized attitudes could 

also encourage attitudes to improve with the help-seeking behaviors of patients as well, 

including at the university level. Intervention messaging, including channels of 

communication, the number of interventions, the content of the messages, and the timing, 

necessitates further research exploration. Education about treatment strategies and 

options will also improve an individual’s willingness to take part in psychological 

services (Benuto, 2020). In other words, when a patient becomes more informed on 

reasonable options to assist with mental illness or other psychological distresses in any 

capacity, they become more likely to participate in therapy, which reduces barriers to 

entry. This vital factor to improve and make mental health professionals aware of any 

biases they potentially possess better enhances the treatment experiences of patients with 

effective outcomes.       

 

Final Thoughts 

 

Some college students experience the idea of a silver lining in life, where positive 

outcomes occur from the mental illness adversities that occur in their lives. For those 

with severe depression and anxiety among other conditions, learning resilience, 

perseverance, increasing self-confidence, and practicing self-care are among the silver 

lining life lessons one experiences (Bear et al., 2021). Health literacy becomes imperative 

so that individuals can recognize symptoms and signs when mental struggles surface in 

their own lives. These persons can then seek professional assistance with the new 

knowledge attained from interventions or other available resources of information. An 
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active support system of friends and family, making them aware of mental illness 

adversities, also creates a safety net when life becomes turbulent (Umubyeyi et al., 2016). 

Stigma often develops from fear of the general audience members when they are 

furnished false information in public messaging and media depictions of mental illness. 

For example, some consider those with schizophrenia to be dangerous and illogical, 

constantly hearing voices of the other personalities in their head (Aragonès et al., 2014; 

Perciful & Meyer, 2016). Some individuals deprecate those who experience depression 

and even worse, those who grapple with suicidal ideation. Unfortunately, these negative 

attitudes exacerbate societal stigmas and stereotypical images of mental illness. When 

college student encounters severe psychological distress, if readily available, they should 

seek professional services to relieve symptoms and halt tragic occurrences with 

experienced self-shame. Instead of running away from healing opportunities to become 

well and experience an abundant life, the public should encourage these students with 

mental hardships to run towards these resources, supporting the sufferer, no matter the 

costs and no matter what other people think. Real change comes when serving the victim 

takes priority over fear and distorted images of mental illness in the media.            
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Appendix 

 

Table 1. Criteria and number of excluded studies 

 

Table 2. Characteristics of included studies 

 
Authors and 

Year 

Research Design Research 

Method 

Theory Participants 

(N=) 

Bird et al. (2020) Qualitative Interviews Health Belief Model N=6 

Bohon et al. 

(2016) 

Quantitative Survey  Theory of Planned 

Action 

N=845 

Downs & 

Eisenberg (2012) 

Quantitative Survey Help-seeking; social 

norms 

N=543 

Bismar & Wang 

(2021) 

Quantitative  Questionnaire Help-seeking 

attitudes; stigma; 

acculturation gap 

N=219 

Currier et al. 

(2017) 

Quantitative  Survey Help-seeking; stigma N=251 veterans; 

N=251 non-

veterans 

  

Exclusion Criteria Number of Studies 

No systematic literature reviews 

No student samples outside of the U.S. 

Does not answer research questions directly 

2 

16 (includes one systematic review) 

23 



Carolinas Communication Annual XXXVIII                                                                2022 

42 
 

Table 2 Continued. Characteristics of included studies 

 
Authors and 

Year 

Research Design Research 

Method 

Theory Participants 

(N=) 

Jennings et al. 

(2017) 

Quantitative  Survey Stigma; modified 

labeling theory; five-

factor model of 

personalities  

N=263 

Kosyluk et al. 

(2021) 

Quantitative Survey Familiarity level; 

stigma; social 

distance; label 

avoidance  

N=153 

Lipson et al. 

(2018) 

Quantitative Survey Symptom 

prevalence; help-

seeking; stigma 

N=43,375 

Shannon et al. 

(2019) 

Quantitative Survey Mattering; help-

seeking attitudes; 

stigma 

N=160 

Tucker et al. 

(2013) 

Quantitative Survey Self-stigma; 

modified labeling 

theory 

N=217 

undergraduates; 

N=324 

community 

members 
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Solitude, Seclusion, and Survival:  
Stories from Older Adults in the Lowcountry During the COVID-19 
Pandemic 
 
Jayne L. Violette, Summer Roberts, Cindy J. Lahar, Angela L. Nadeau, Diana 

Reindl and Carmella Coughlin-Torres  
 

Older adults in the Lowcountry region of South Carolina, like others across the globe 

confronted with the challenges and uncertainties the COVID-19 pandemic, have been 

required to make significant adjustments to their social experiences involving friends, 

family, and everyday living. While research has examined the considerable impact social 

isolation and loneliness has on health and well-being in older adults (Prohaska, et al., 

2020), other studies (Carstenson, 1999, Carstenson et al., 2020; Sakaki, et al., 2019) 

demonstrate the wisdom and fortitude that older adults also may often exhibit when faced 

with challenges. Inspired by Weick’s (1995) retrospective sense-making theory, this study 

represents an exploration of stories from older adults around Beaufort County, South 

Carolina, offering poignant accounts of how they managed considerable unforeseen 

difficulties during the pandemic. Qualitative analysis reveals important themes reflecting 

the vulnerability, self-efficacy, losses, resilience, and transcendence of Lowcountry elders.  

 

Key Words: pandemic, COVID-19, older adults, narratives, sense-making, storytelling 

 
Without question, no event in recent history has had a greater devastating impact 

on the world’s population than the COVID-19 pandemic. The true extent of the loss and 

suffering has been incalculable and not one aspect of the human experience has gone 

unscathed. In the Lowcountry region of the United States, particular populations are 

thought to be limited or adversely affected to a greater extent than others, including the 

most vulnerable (by age) to COVID-19: older adults. While approximately 16.5% of the 

U.S. population is comprised of adults, age 65 and up, in Beaufort County, that percentage 

is no less than 28% (Census QuickFacts, 2020). In Beaufort County alone, over 43,000 

citizens became ill and nearly 400 died of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, most of whom were 
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older immunocompromised individuals (South Carolina Department of Health and 

Environmental Control, 2022). Out of necessity, older adults in the Lowcountry have been 

significantly more socially isolated than ever before since the onset of the pandemic in 

2020, forced to a great extent to be physically separated from family, friends, and social 

activities so important to their well-being.  

Decades of research in public health, psychology, sociology, and health 

communication literature indicate the strong relationship between a person’s health and the 

number and quality of their social experiences (Umberson & Montez, 2010). Socially 

isolated older adults are known to be more susceptible to engagement in negative health 

behaviors, cognitive decline, falls, and re-hospitalization as well as institutionalization 

(Nicholson, 2012). Older adults, already quite vulnerable in terms of social isolation if 

facing physical limitations, eroding social networks, or transportation and mobility issues, 

found themselves existing in even more restricted conditions, especially if they lack 

internet access or technological skill (Seifert, Cotton, & Xie, 2020). Furthermore, recent 

research suggests that pandemic-related restrictions have contributed to risks of decline in 

physical and mental health outcomes (Sepúlveda-Loyola et al., 2020) and the limitations 

for visitors in nursing homes, assisted living facilities, hospitals, and other care-related 

organizations during the pandemic further prohibited older adults’ abilities to engage with 

the ‘outside world’, if at all. In the Lowcountry, and particularly among disadvantaged 

populations, cultural connections represent potential lifelines for health care knowledge 

and social support. 

Research has explored the negative impact of social isolation and loneliness on 

health and well-being in older adults (Prohaska, et al., 2020), yet corresponding research 

also shows that older adults exhibit motivational shifts toward attending to more positive 

information (Carstenson, 1999; Sakaki, et al., 2019), often bringing wisdom and resilience 

to life’s challenging situations. It is possible that such coping strategies may reveal 

resiliency among older adults, by virtue of their experiences over the lifespan, which could 

inform others about how to better regard or manage challenging, life-altering events (Fuller 

& Huseth-Zosel, 2020). As Lind, Bluck, and McAdams (2020) argue, older adults may 

serve as the “societal anchors” through significant sweeping change and their stories 

(particularly from those who have been marginalized) have lessons to teach us, lessons that 

also help shape problem-solving practices and policies for everyone in the future.  

Therefore, gaining perspectives through lived experiences of older adults, through 

narrative, is powerful in that not only does storytelling engage people in discourse about 

critical events, but also stories may possess adaptive qualities, representing a means for 

“transmitting survival-relevant information” (Bietti, et al, 2019, p. 714) instrumental for 

sense-making, social cohesion, and transformation. While South Carolina public health 

leaders and medical professionals have rapidly gained knowledge about COVID-19 over 

the past two years to advance necessary policies, mandates, and treatments to manage the 

spread and impact of COVID-19 on citizens, there was little time, money, or energy 

dedicated to understanding the extent to which older adults in our state have been affected.  

The goal of this study was to gather such stories from older adults living in Beaufort 

County, South Carolina. The narratives represent their initial thoughts and reactions to the 

pandemic, their fears, concerns, and coping strategies, and their interpretations of both 

tragic and triumphant experiences.  We framed our exploration by viewing older adults’ 

stories through narrative analyses to reveal meaning of experience through conversations 
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(Bietti, et al., 2019), representing Weick’s (1995) concept of retrospective sense-making, 

a perspective originally asserted for analysis of organizations but grounded in Schutz’s 

(1967) belief that making meaning of lived experiences can occur only after perceptions 

of those experiences are realized – constructed memories. Arguably, such memories of 

lived experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic reflect what Bietti et al. (2019) would 

construe as an adaptive strategy in that transmitting “survival-relevant information” 

through storytelling sustains a population and contribute to its cohesive existence. To gain 

insights into how older adults in one region of the Lowcountry experienced life during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the following research question guided our inquiry: 

RQ: What were the lived experiences of older adults in Beaufort County, South 

Carolina in the first 18 months of the COVID-19 pandemic?  

 

METHODS 

 

Design and Participants  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with older adults who were recruited 

using convenience and snowball sampling in the Lowcountry region of South Carolina. 

The interview protocol and study design were reviewed and approved by the University of 

South Carolina Institutional Review Board prior to data collection. Twenty-one adults 

between the ages of 64 and 86 (mean = 71.8, SD = 6.22) were interviewed either in-person 

or virtually by one of the study authors between June and November 2021. Some interviews 

were one-on-one and other interviews involved marital or partnered couples. Participants’ 

demographic information is provided in Table 1. The interview protocol was designed, in 

part, to quantitively assess individuals’ opinions on their physical and social well-being, 

but primarily to qualitatively explore individuals’ perspectives on their personal 

experiences through the COVID-19 pandemic. Open-ended questions addressed 

participants’ chronology of personal experiences, self-assessment of physical and socio-

emotional health, broader environmental scans (to include perspectives on similar others 

in or around participants’ communities), and resiliency accounts. The interview protocol 

also included four scaled items to rate self-assessment of physical, emotional, social, and 

quality of life factors in addition to questions to collect demographic data, including 

gender, age, race, marital, and housing status.  

All participants provided oral consent prior to the interview and were provided an 

honorarium of a $25 gift card for their time. Length of interviews varied but ranged from 

between one to over two hours each. Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed using 

Otter artificial intelligence technology where each interview was provided a unique code 

and a pseudonym for presentation purposes. Over 450 pages of transcripts were then 

uploaded into NVivo QSR software for data management, with two researchers conducting 

the initial open coding. Using the tenets of Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) constant comparison 

methods of analysis (employed primarily in grounded theory research), a thematic content 

analysis followed for confirmation. Constant comparison analysis involves thorough 

detailed reading of each transcript, first identifying ideas corresponding with pre-identified 

topics from the interview guide and then noting unique experiences expressed within each 

interview. A cross-interview comparison of specific concepts – both shared and unique – 

was then conducted to develop our categories of themes. While the majority of the analysis 

was primarily conducted by two of the researchers, the others concurred with the emergent 
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themes after reviewing the methodologies and subsequent findings. After 21 interviews, 

data saturation was determined, as no significantly novel primary or secondary themes 

emerged from the interviews.  

 

RESULTS 

 

Ratings of health, stress, social relationships and quality of life  

Four ratings questions were embedded in the semi-structured interview, asking 

participants to rate their overall physical and mental health, their social relationships, and 

their overall quality of life during the pandemic. Nearly half (45%) of the interviewees 

rated their overall health as a little better or much better than others their age, while 43% 

rated their stress and mental health as a little worse or much worse than others their age. 

Only 15% rated their social relationships as worse than comparable others and only 20% 

rated their overall quality of life as worse or a lot worse than before the pandemic. The data 

furthermore suggests that despite the prolonged stress of the pandemic, positivity was 

evident in these older adults, given that 35% rated their quality of life was about the same 

as before the pandemic, and 45% said that their quality of life had improved. 
 

Chronology of experiences 

 The stories collected through this study were highly varied and complex. Sense-

making processes, however, were clear and abundant in that interviewees offered 

sequenced, temporal explanations about their experiences, thoughts, and feelings through 

unfolding and ongoing crises surrounding the pandemic. The American media’s earliest 

reports of a novel coronavirus were communicated in January of 2020, consisting of brief 

mentions of an odd breakout of disease originating from a seafood market in Wuhan, 

China. While the problem more quickly gained the attention of epidemiologists and other 

medical experts within China and beyond, it was not until February 2020, when the first 

American died of what was by then known as “COVID-19,” that public concern sharply 

escalated and talk about a worldwide pandemic became a primary topic of conversation 

among friends and family. Most of our interviewees began their pandemic accounts 

explaining their general heightened awareness of the situation, regarding the mid-March 

shutdowns and shelter-in-place orders in most states and cities across America as a 

temporary and likely short-term annoyance. Common sentiments among Americans 

seemed to reflect the belief that COVID-19 was an inconvenient event which was 

disrupting work and social plans, causing not only irrational, panic-driven shortages of 

essential paper products and other necessary supplies, but also resulting in isolation and 

expressed concern about loved ones. Friends and family were “temporarily unreachable” 

either due to distance or because nursing homes and assisted living quarters were by then 

closed off to all but trained, essential personnel. Still, most participants voiced similar 

thoughts:  

 

“Okay, this is going to be for a month or two and then it’ll be over…” (female, age 

80).  
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“…it was no big deal…we didn’t have masks and we were only told to just kind of 

wash our hands and…there was uncertainty, but we didn’t really have a concern in the 

beginning…” (female, age 64). 

 

Some, however, expressed greater concern at the onset: 

 

“I had brand-new neighbors across the street that…came in February and the 

pandemic started in March…and these were two really, really great people and all we could 

do was talk over the fence. It was kind of difficult because I was really paranoid about 

being around people and they would forget and get close to us, you know, and I would have 

to kind of remind her, you know, to back up…” (female, age 70). 

 

Others worried about immunocompromised or otherwise frail loved ones: 

 

“I actually was so scared for my brother because he could do the telehealth and all 

this, but he still had to go occasionally [to Walmart] because, you know, his being diabetic 

and being a transplant patient and having all these issues…We had no masks…” 

 

Still, the initial overarching thoughts of most interview participants recalling their 

reactions to the pandemic in early March through early April were uncertainty about the 

illness itself and how it might further manifest, while at the same time believing that 

COVID-19 would pass relatively quickly and life as they knew it would return to normal 

in just a few weeks.  

 As the reality of the longer-term nature of the pandemic began to set in, however, 

and more information became available about SARS-CoV-2 virus (and related variants), 

participants’ narratives revealed a variety of actions and reactions reflected in five primary 

themes: vulnerability, self-efficacy, loss, resilience, and transcendence.  

 

Vulnerability  

 Arguably, the definition of “vulnerability” during the COVID-19 pandemic is 

multidimensional and can represent several meanings involving social, physical, economic, 

and environmental factors (Birkmann & Wisner, 2006a). Certainly, interviewee responses 

reflected these categories of vulnerabilities as they described their experiences prior to and 

throughout the pandemic. Vulnerabilities became realized as the crisis unfolded, involving 

similar expressions of concern about the origin, spread, and nature of the virus resulting in 

limiting contact with others (family, friends, social networks), becoming infected or facing 

potential loss of life (for oneself and/or loved ones), restricted access to necessary resources 

(i.e. masks, groceries, medications, household products and, later, the vaccines), loss of 

income or inability to access to banking services, and varying levels of concern about the 

potential permanence of the situation. Approximately 43% of interviewees rated their 

emotional health as “a little worse” or “much worse” than others, in comparison to their 

pre-pandemic mental health status. For many, realized vulnerabilities resulted in a 

significant increase in depression, anger and, at times, guilt. 

 
 “…probably about the middle of the summer last year, really the isolation was affecting 

my mental health where it was overwhelming. It was just – it was sad and I missed my friends. I 

was really fearful going to the grocery store because by then nothing seemed safe. The numbers 
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were terrible and ‘it’ was invisible and I don’t know where it’s coming from and I don’t know who 

has it… And just everything is fearful. Like, everything. It was making me crazy…” (female, age 

65).  

 

 “It was the knowledge that, you know, even though we aren’t great socialites, now we can’t 

go out and do things. It started wearing on me. I ended up going into a fairly serious depression 

sometimes after the summer hit, when we realized this wasn’t gonna be a quick thing. We weren’t 

vaccinated, so the fear started creeping in…. What began to hit me was how random. This was 

when some people who were absolutely healthy were getting it and dying while other people 

weren’t. So it was the unknown that started getting us concerned and the depression hit when I 

guess I was thinking this might never end…” (male, age 73). 

 
 “I have my moments. Yep. And I feel bad that I am not seeing my mom once a week…I 

have the whole big Catholic guilt complex. My family is worried about me. Oh, it’s like – I can’t 

deal with this. And it’s like – I know there are people that have worse lives than I do. But 

I don’t wanna hear about it…” (female, age 70).  

 

 Some interviewees viewed their reactions to the pandemic as extensions of what 

they believed were serious societal problems existing pre-pandemic, citing the challenging 

racial and political discourse which had been escalating nationally in the months leading 

up to COVID-19. 

 
 “We talked about how the effect of the COVID had on the civil unrest because of the police 

shootings and things like that. I think it had some effect, but because people were already on edge. 

My thinking was not necessarily that COVID would get us. I thought perhaps the civil unrest and 

the riots…and the media was stirring up such a frenzy. I was afraid that our end might come from, 

you know, just gangs. It looked like it was open season on people and I figured our ending would 

come from someone breaking into the house and, you know, attacking us. That’s why we got a 

gun… We bought a Glock. We went to a target place and we practiced…and I was in tears at the 

thought of it…” (female, age 65).  

 

 “Well, just in general, I think we were both very aware at the onset of this pandemic that it 

was probably going to be much more serious than the government was letting us know, the 

Republican organization at the time, because it was such political football and they were obviously 

going to minimize it…” (male, age 73). 

 

 Other expressed vulnerabilities resulted in anticipatory anxiety or feelings of stress 

that emerge from thoughts about the future: 

 
 “I, uh, pray a lot and I consider myself a Christian…but I doubt myself sometimes. I think 

about the afterlife a lot. I think about…it is the tribulation and that we are going into the last days…” 

(male, age 65). 

 

 “We were just sitting here waiting for the end, you know, waiting for the meteor to hit. 

This is where the anxiety came from, not knowing what the next thing was that was going to happen 

whether it was going to be riots or the murder hornets…or what was the next thing the media said 

was going to kill us all…” (female, age 65). 
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 “I guess I learned…that, like, our entire society is just like a house of cards that could get 

tipped over by anything. And, you know, we saw all those shortages at the beginning. We had paper 

towel shortages and disinfectant shortages. We’re still having shortages of things…and it just make 

me really realize how fragile all of this is. I mean, much worse things could happen that would just 

turn us into savages. And, you know…I thought about that a lot… We would just die because we 

wouldn’t be able to survive…” (male, age 66).  

 

 Most also described early concerns about how and where they would acquire 

necessary supplies while isolating. About half of our participants reside in upper-middle 

class gated neighborhoods which maintained most amenities and services throughout the 

pandemic. Interestingly, these participants who identified themselves as “being blessed 

with resources” (or other similar statements indicating relative economic comfort) seemed 

far less confident about how and where they might acquire supplies for everyday living. 

These interviews revealed greater concern about to not being able to access necessities 

such as groceries, prescriptions, household supplies, masks, and (later) their vaccines. Less 

affluent interviewees, however, generally seemed to take reports of dwindling resources in 

stride, believing that they would “make do” or otherwise acquire necessities through 

community – neighbors, extended family, or governmental agencies – or figure out how to 

temporarily adjust.  

 
 “I am closest to my neighbor right here. They moved here over 37 years ago – best 

neighbors in the world and…they know I’m here if they need me. And so when everybody had to 

stay kind of quarantined from each other, I’m like, ‘All right. Over here.’ If somebody brought me 

a box of stuff or whatever, I pick up the box of stuff to take over there. Or vice versa. Maybe share 

with them and, you know, kind of looking to make sure everybody’s OK…” (female, age 67). 

 

 “[Wife] left her job. She could not find another job because of the pandemic. I have decent 

health benefits for health care for both of us…but, um, there were some economic issues that came 

up for our family. It meant withdrawing money from savings… So we used that expensive way to 

keep up with the flow…” (male, age 72). 

 

 “I had a friend, a wheelchair bound friend in Louisiana who was making masks and gosh-

love-her, she sent me a box. And then I went on Next Door and offered these masks at no charge 

to people… I do try to do community service anywhere I’ve gone. I’ve tried to do that. And that’s 

just one of the ways I cope…” (female, age 65).  

 

Self-efficacy 

 The Health Belief Model suggests that individuals are motivated to behavioral 

change when they perceive susceptibility for harm and realize the negative consequences 

of that harm, but that the benefits of change outweigh the costs of said change and, thus, 

promote positive actions (Houghbaum, et al, 1958). This model also suggests that people 

don’t change their behaviors simply because others tell them that they should. Rather, 

behaviors occur when individuals understand their risks, rewards, and that they possess the 

power and resolve to make identified changes: self-efficacy. Likewise, Bandura (1977) 

maintained that self-efficacy involves not only cognitive processes and behavioral action, 

but also their affect (their feelings about change) as a means of adaptation over the lifespan. 

While our interviewees discussed their initial thoughts and unfolding emotions, attitudes, 

and beliefs about the pandemic as it ebbed and flowed over the months, examples of how 
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these older adults demonstrated their self-efficacy were also clearly revealed in their 

stories, both in terms of managing their socioemotional health and their ability to gain 

resources to protect their physical health, although internal locus of control was often 

challenged.  

 Nancy, a 75-year-old female, described her determination to learn new technologies 

to continue her favorite activities – Bible study, volunteer work with a local Boy’s and 

Girl’s Club, shopping, and exercise – to combat loneliness: 

 

 “My only knowledge of zoom was ...I'm sure you know Aretha Franklin and Aretha 

Franklin had a song ‘Who’s Zoomin’ Who?’...and that's the only reference to zoom I knew. So, I 

learned to zoom. I even learned how to host a Zoom meeting. I learned from the kids that I was 

zooming with, they were saying, Okay, Miss [Nancy], you know, do this, do that to learn. I learned 

to FaceTime. I have not done these things before. I even learned, sadly, to shop online. Amazon is 

my friend. This is something I've never considered because I was an avid shopper. So I love to 

touch and feel and go in the stores. So, you know, I learned to adjust that when I have to pull back 

a little bit.” 

 “My health plan enables me to tune it to live the Zoom classes they allow hosted by fitness 

instructors. And so I have a choice, I can start at 8:30 in the morning. And the last one is about 4:30 

In the evening with just a variety. So there's yoga, there is circuit training, there is bootcamp. If I'm 

not walking in the marsh or if I'm not walking on the beach, then I am exercising online. So my 

health has been maintained, it's probably gotten better…” (female, age 75) 

 

Most participants reported great relief when they received the vaccine (“like a 

weight taken off” or “freedom”), but had to employ multiple problem-solving strategies to 

identify vaccination centers, in making appointments to get their vaccines and booster 

shots:  
“You know, what it reminded me of was back in the day when I collected Beanie Babies 

and there would be this underground network of ‘oh, they just got a Princess Diana at this Hallmark 

store.’ I mean, seriously, [finding out where to get the vaccine] was exactly like that… When we 

have to force ourselves in doing this, we find an equilibrium. We find some ways to deal with it. 

You figure it out…” (female, age 65). 

 

“When the announcement was made, we got online at midnight, and we got in and 

registered right online. It took a little while that night. We had to search around and the first we 

could get was shots at the MUSC facility in Charleston [120 miles away]. We took it. I mean, I had 

a feeling of, you know, we’re almost at the finish line. If we can just somehow stay safe until we 

get there…” (male, age 73).  

 

“[Getting the vaccine] was more difficult than it needed to be… It wasn’t a uniform process 

out there. You know, everybody was kind of doing their own thing, VAMS, I did not think was 

user friendly. [They] are making assumptions that everybody has computer access… You 

know…the day you could sign up, my Internet went out. I called a friend…and I’m like ‘Can I 

bring my laptop over?’” (female, age 75).  

 

Loss 

 The concept of “loss” is associated with a person’s attachment to that which is lost, 

the nature of which can vary widely. “Loss,” as we describe it in this study, can represent 

the passing of human life, but it can also mean the loss of “places, projects, possessions, 

professions and protections, all of which we may be powerfully attached to” (Neimeyer, 



Carolinas Communication Annual XXXVIII                                                                2022 

51 
 

2016).  To date, the World Health Organization states that over six million people have 

died because of the COVID-19 pandemic. In North and South Carolina, over 40,000 have 

lost their lives due to COVID-19 (New York Times Dashboard, April 2022). Among the 

21 individuals we interviewed for this study, three had lost family members from the SARs-

CoV-2 virus. Additionally, two interviewees characterized family deaths by suicide as 

indirect losses due to COVID-19-related restrictions. By Neimeyer’s (2016) definition, all 

our interviewees experienced several forms of loss, ranging from facing literal loss of life, 

to loss of “the everyday,” losing time, opportunities and experiences, relationships with 

their friends and family, losing vocations and related income, losing their sense of life as 

they’d known it, as well as loss of pre-pandemic identity. The extent to which each of our 

interviewees experienced grief from their pandemic-related losses varied, the most 

profound of which emerged from unexpected loss of life or loss of control over 

circumstances surrounding the passing of loved ones. 

 Harriet, age 65, experienced the loss of her younger brother with whom she shared 

a very close relationship. Here, she describes her grief about her inability to visit or help 

with her immunocompromised brother as he struggled in his last days: 

 
“He was in the hospital for five days. And they sent him home because everybody in his 

family there – his immediate family – his daughter, his wife, his son-in-law, all tested positive for 

COVID…So they sent him home because they needed the beds and everybody in his family had 

COVID. That was a trip I didn’t have to make. Well, he walked into the house, he sat in his recliner 

and a few minutes later he passed out and fell forward on the floor. He was just way, way 

overweight, so his wife couldn’t pick him up…So that was my brother, 15 months younger than 

me, who died of COVID in February. But yeah, my brother is still something hanging over our 

head[s] ... so when someone tells me it’s fake, it’s not real…it’s a deep south thing, you know. But 

so many have died from COVID…and there is still resistance among most of those I know to get a 

vaccination… Your grandmother’s dying, your mothers and fathers [are] dying and you still want 

to deny it? I look at these people and I cannot believe it…” (female, age 65). 

 

Another couple we interviewed experienced the loss of their daughter, who had 

been released from an out-of-state psychiatric recovery center in April 2020 after her 

partner had died from drug overdose. The couple was unable to travel to assist her when 

she was released, as cross-state travel had been prohibited and because their daughter had 

previously exhibited COVID-like symptoms and had lost her job due to shut-downs: 

 
“[The hospital] had a discharge plan for her, but we didn’t know what it was. We…we 

couldn’t find out. And when she was discharged, she…I think she was at the very bottom. And 

so…she…she took her life after she was discharged, even though she was under suicide watch…” 

(male, age 73). 

 

“So after she…after she… The Delaware State police got in touch…with the Beaufort 

County coroner…and the coroner came to our house with a sheriff…and they had to come to deliver 

the news… It was just a perfect storm of events that prohibited us from being able to be there 

and…and so everything we had to do, we had to deal with the funeral home online. We had to make 

those arrangements for her. I mean, everything we had to do from a distance. We couldn’t even go 

up to get her ashes until August…” (female, age 74). 

 

“…on several levels, we were prepared for a call for 20 years, [that] she committed suicide. 

Did COVID take her? No, God took her home. I would have been there. I would have been at the 
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hospital. I would have been at the psychiatric hospital. I could have just gone into the facility, and 

I would have visited and been with her as much as they would have permitted…. I just wonder 

why, again…how they thought it was OK to let her go…[to let] anybody go?...” (female, age 74). 

 

Some experienced loss of relationships due to disagreements about the pandemic: 

 
 “I had some tense moments because I have a friend here…who is so absolutely pro-Trump. 

[Trump’s] denial of COVID, to begin with, put us so far behind the eight-ball. I have some deep-

rooted Evangelical friends that I love, but they embarrass me when they post on Facebook. I just 

kinda let it slide or I’d snooze them for 30 days. I’m very bitter over the fact that when I could have 

gotten a mask, they were saying, ‘You don’t need a mask. Masks don’t help’…” (female, age 65).  

 

Still others experienced loss of identity from illness-related role change or job loss. 

From Dave (age 66), who relocated to the Lowcountry in the middle of the pandemic: 

 
 “I had this company for 35 years doing production. My intent was, before the COVID thing 

hit, that I would continue my work…and I would get out and get into Savannah and meet clients 

and continue my business. It was my intent to keep working. And suddenly work became cold 

turkey and it was over. My business basically stopped and…I’m still kind of struggling with that a 

little bit because I was actively working and then…[now] I’m not. I traveled all over the world 

doing stuff…and then to just stop cold turkey…is a little bit hard.” 

 

 Gina, age 70, experienced loss of identity in her marriage, when her husband 

became chronically ill and had to be hospitalized multiple times during the pandemic, a 

situation compiled with other family-related COVID illnesses and out-of-state elder-care 

responsibilities. Prior to his illness, the couple had experienced an active lifestyle with 

other couples in their neighborhood. 

 
 “I have a hard time asking people for help. I help other people. They don’t help me. So, 

when you are in [neighborhood], there’s a lot of couples…and there’s a lot of couples doing stuff, 

right? And you get neighborhood announcements about going on boat trips or having concrete 

cocktail parties or – you know when we first told people we had had COVID, we were like…I felt 

like we were pariahs, that people were afraid to be around us.” 

 “A couple’s driving by and the woman next door was helping coordinate a sunset boat 

trip… and they’re like, ‘Oh, you guys going?’ and I’m like…you know…I feel so selfish, but I 

miss doing things as couples with other people. You’re watching people go out for dinner rounds 

and you end up being the single person at the table and not with other couples. I’m not the only 

one. We get jealous of what everyone else is doing…”  

 

 Sophia, age 73, is an elected community leader and prominent senior community 

organizer. As she summarized a long litany of activities and responsibilities she held in 

these roles, she described her sense of loss during pandemic spikes: 

 
 “Those things kept me above water. Some days I would say, ‘God, I am going to miss 

going to a finance committee meeting and seeing people and talking to people.’ I sit there to, you 

know, answer questions. I talk to shoot the breeze. I meet new people and when all that shut down, 

it was a big loss. I lost all that family stuff. The electronics is what keeps me connected to family, 

but…it was very isolating. I mean, to me, I’m a people person. I like to go out. I like to go out and 

sit by the pool and shoot the breeze for an hour and a half. But all that shut down in 2020.”  
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Finally, while several of our participants expressed gratitude for the multiple 

communication technologies available, they simultaneously expressed sorrow in losing 

time and direct contact with people – their extended families, including children, 

grandchildren, and elderly relatives, as well as close friends: 

 
“My family suffered badly. My children, my grandchildren…I am not a telephone person. 

I’m not big, you know, on zooming or other social media stuff. I’m fairly isolated like that and 

so…so I think that’s what bothered me. I’m missing time of their…crucial times in their growth, 

grandchildren and so, I’m missing helping them do stuff that they need to get done. The 

relationships with my children and grandchildren were massively deteriorated…because they 

changed so much…” (male, age 72). 

 

 “One of the things I’ve really missed was…that I would always go to see Janie, my 

daughter. You know, just being with her. I really…she’s, well, she’s just phenomenal. And young. 

I did spend quite a bit of time with Janie and her family and…it will be over two years. Yeah, it’s 

hard. It makes you appreciate. I mean, literally every day we’re on Zoom with her…” (female, age 

78) 

 

Resilience 

 Regardless of participants’ realizations of multiple types of loss, a major theme 

emerging from the interviews was resilience. Carstensen (1993), Carstensen, et al. (2011), 

and Sakaki, et al. (2019) argue that positive emotions are related to what it means to live 

in the present rather than focus on future preparations. Socioemotional Selectivity Theory 

suggests that older adults are more apt to engage in prosocial behaviors as they age 

(Carstensen, et al., 2003; Carstensen, et al, 2020). The socioemotional shift motivates 

individuals to prioritize emotionally meaningful goals, identify emotional meaning in 

situations, and focus on positive emotions rather than negative experiences and feelings 

often associated with aging. Contrary to other research which suggests that social isolation 

is associated with poor physical and mental health outcomes, as well as subjective well-

being, nearly all interviewees communicated stories reflecting emotion-based coping and 

both instrumental and informational social support.  

 Many participants indicated that they engaged in new and existing hobbies to 

regulate emotions during the pandemic and stay busy: 

 

 “I got back into my crafts, which I hadn't had time for. And did some work on the historic 

Beaufort Home because that was shut down...And so I kind of reorganized files and began to clean 

closets and that sort of thing…” (female, age 74).  

 
 “It was a bad time last summer. It was so tough. And so what I did do was I’d taken some 

art classes in watercolor and overbought on supplies, which (thank God) this was a lesson I’d 

learned. It’s always OK to overbuy because not I had…everything I needed. I set up a little art 

studio in my front bedroom… And it was a lifesaver. It was the craziest thing… because when I 

am painting, I think of nothing else. And the good thing is sometimes my paintings came out 

beautiful. Other times it looked like a kindergartner did it with their feet, which was still fine…” 

(female, age 64).  
 

 “We got the house kind of fixed up the way we wanted. We bought some furniture. We 

redesigned things. We created this garden. We ordered a new sound system that I’ve always wanted 
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and we started listening to a lot of music. We, like, almost constantly have it on. Country – a little 

country, some soul music from my 60s days. We like jazz of all varieties, the Sinatra era. [Husband] 

could quiz me on the songs… What’s the name of this one? My mother and dad never let us listen 

to that crap. We never had music as a soundtrack to our lives and it just…it adds a whole 

different…it elevates my mood…” (female, age 74).  

 

Many of the participants in the study also mentioned that they spent more time in 

nature and engaged in mindfulness-based activities and sought social connections to create 

positive emotions: 
 

“I would go to Long Lake. You know that was a common ground for people to meet. You 

are outdoors. You could be separated…” (female, age 75). 

 

“In the evening on our patio, people would walk by, they'd come in, they pull up a chair 

out on the lawn somewhere and talk. So that was pleasant…” (male, age 73). 

 

Participants’ stories also provided examples of a positive mindset:  
“I go out every darn day. I don’t care where I go. I drive the community in my golf cart. 

And I smell the fresh flowers in the spring, and I freeze my tush off in December. But I see people, 

I could wave to people. That was my hold…” (female, age 70). 

 

“My thing is, whatever God blessed me with, I will try to see the sun shining. I don’t care 

how many thunderstorms are going on…” (female, age 65).  

 

Even though South Carolina issued a state-at-home order between April 7 and May 

4, 2020, many of the older adults in this study continued to socially distance until 

vaccinations were available in December 2020 and January 2021. Many participants 

reported that they reduced their social activities and sought social and family connections 

by using new technologies or outdoor meetings, even at times connecting with others they 

may not have spent much time with before:  

 
“I’m reconnecting or meeting many family members for the first time…so there’s a lot of 

extended cousins that I knew by name that I’m meeting with. I’m seeing them on Zoom…” (female, 

age 75). 

 

“We watched a lot of Netflix and Amazon Prime. We used to go out to the movies, like at 

least twice a month and so that obviously was over. So, we made up for it and we got all of the 

subscriptions…” (male, age 66). 

  

“I just miss being around everybody at church or community. But, you know, we have 

Bible study online, we do church service online…” (female, age 80). 

  

“The electronic stuff is what kept me connected to family and my brothers and sisters in 

Ohio. So we all stay connected that way…” (female, age 70). 

 

Many individuals expressed that some significant relationships in their lives 

strengthened, that the pandemic had brought them closer:  
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“He’s working part-time…and he was doing some work from home, and I think for the 

first time I became interested in what [husband] really does. And so we’ve talked a lot about the 

various things that he has done…and we sort of talk that through and which is, you know, I would 

describe it as ‘intimacy’ in the best sense of that word…” (female, age 74).  

 

“I think [my quality of life] improved quite a bit. We talk a lot more; we enjoy a lot more 

things together. Cooking, decorating the house, talking about different things we see on TV, sharing 

each other’s life… We enjoyed sharing a lot more than we did before. So, it’s been better…” (male, 

age 73) 

 

“I think I have grown closer and fonder of my wife. And I think the same holds true for 

family members because we had to rely on each other in a more direct sense and without having 

that closeness we would possibly not made it…” (male, age 86).  

 

Transcendence 

There was a strong emergent theme of creating broader meaning from the 

pandemic. Some scholars refer to this form of sensemaking as “transcendence” (du Pre & 

Ray, 2008), a means of interpreting threatening experiences as having overarching meaning 

or “supra-meaning” (Frankl, 1959). Our participants expressed a number of examples of 

transcendence, particularly during lockdown and before vaccines were on the horizon:   

“Without the pandemic forcing me to hunker down shelter in place, focus on my spiritual 

studies, reconnect with family, just do creative things, learn how to kayak, I’m sure I would have 

found excuses not to do those things. So, it’s been very positive. I think it’s improved my quality 

of life…” (female, age 75)  

 

“I was in and out, traveling working, didn’t have a clue about no pandemic. So I thank God 

for his grace and mercy, when the shutdown came, it was like I said, a time for me to just rest 

physically. I did a lot of cleaning, did a lot of renovations. You know, just things that when I had 

the money, I didn't have the time. When I had the time, I didn't have the money. So, this just 

happened...” (female, age 65). 

 

“Here's the good thing about COVID. We decided immediately that we were going to step 

away from everything, and COVID allowed us to not have to make excuses why we didn't want to 

go out with somebody that night. It gave us a whole year of contemplation that we might not 

otherwise have had because everybody was shut down…” (male, age 73).  

  
“God has a way of doing things, I need to tell them God still has all of this in control...” 

(female, age 65).  

 

“When it started…I said I have this opportunity to do some things that I believe God has 

been calling me to do that I’ve been putting off…I had more of a sense of purpose...” (female, age 

75). 

The concept of self-transcendence (ST) is important in that studies demonstrate a 

strong negative correlation between ST and depression, and positive correlations between 

ST and sense of coherence and meaning in life (Haugan, et al., 2022). Haugan, et al. also 

argue that meaningfulness of experience is realized through dialogues addressing the 

question “What’s on your mind?”. Such dialogues would undoubtedly involve storytelling 

and, theoretically, to the greater narrative reflecting speakers’ transcendent meanings.  
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DISCUSSION 

 

This study, although limited to data from only 21 individuals, provides important 

evidence of the cognitive, emotional, social, and health experiences of older adults living 

in Beaufort County during the COVID-19 pandemic. The five identified themes – 

vulnerability, self-efficacy, loss, resilience, and transcendence – not only represent key 

elements of participants’ stories, but also symbols of everyday life of older adults’ 

everyday lives under extraordinary circumstances. As Essebo (2021) so eloquently states, 

“Stories are equally a means of communication as they are coping mechanisms…” (p. 555). 

As we thanked each of our interviewees for their time at the conclusion of our 

conversations, we certainly realized the truth of Essebo’s statement through honest, 

heartfelt, and (sometimes) heartbreaking accounts of their pandemic experiences.   

 This study produced a wealth of narrative data, but limitations of our study were 

certainly realized. We had hoped to hear the stories of older adults residing in assisted 

living and nursing homes, but government-issued pandemic-related restrictions coupled 

with challenges in gaining required permissions to speak with vulnerable populations in 

those contexts made directly reaching such individuals nearly impossible. We would have 

liked to learn more about what life was like for older/elderly adults who were physically 

isolated from their friends and family during the worst periods of COVID-19 and how they 

managed. Furthermore, our study was not designed to produce results generalizable to all 

older adults; our sample size was appropriate for the nature of interview research, but since 

our sample was small, our findings were limited in terms of racial diversity, ethnicity, 

gender, and socioeconomic status. The majority of our participants were Caucasian, upper-

middle class, quite highly educated, and possessed resources atypical of older adults in 

South Carolina. COVID-19 disproportionately impacted different groups in numerous 

ways (Moore et al., 2021) and this study therefore cannot account for the broad range of 

effects the pandemic brought to average older adult populations. Although we found 

consistent themes through our interviews, future research could benefit from interviewing 

more and more diverse people, especially those that would allow for disaggregating the 

data to further investigate the experiences of older adults in different regions of the country, 

with different backgrounds, and/or who had to endure institutional lockdowns during 

pandemic peaks. 

 Ultimately, what this study made most clear, however, is that the stories of older 

adults during the pandemic teach us important lessons about how people might better cope, 

solve problems, and maintain resilient perspectives during crisis. This study also revealed 

perspectives that community leaders should consider when refining their crisis 

communication plans. Interviewees, including those some might assume possess the ways 

and means to manage well, indicated the need for local leaders to bolster neighborhood 

relationships, technology training and accessibility, and transportation.  

 In retrospect, and although we took a more grounded methodological approach in 

this study, more specific analyses of participants’ stories could be established through other 

interpretive frameworks, such as Koenig Kellas’ (2005; 2017) Communicated Narrative 

Sense-making (CSNM) Theory. A CSNM analysis could reveal themes within the content 

of the stories themselves and the ways in which participants’ storytelling affects their 

perceptions of health and well-being. Because some of the interviews we facilitated 

involved couples’ accounts of their experiences, analyzing the interactional storytelling 



Carolinas Communication Annual XXXVIII                                                                2022 

57 
 

they engaged in via CSNM could glean much deeper insights in how older adults made 

sense of their shared experiences. Certainly, CSNM offers a robust means to further explore 

stories from older adults which will undoubtedly continue to emerge over the coming years 

to help translate their narratives into actionable community initiatives, potentially 

improving the health and well-being of older adults, particularly those who are more 

vulnerable or less resilient. 

Writer Joan Didion’s oft-cited observation from her 1979 book, The White Album, 

rings true: “We tell ourselves stories in order to live.” We tell ourselves stories in order to 

live, yes, but this study demonstrates how we can employ the stories of others to help us 

make sense of our own experiences, assess community vulnerabilities, and make proactive 

plans for future challenges. 
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Appendix 

 

Table 1.  Description of Study Participants (N = 21) 

Study participants   Number/Percentages 

Age (years) 

 Mean (SD)  70.4 (6.1) 

 Range  62 – 86 

Sex 

 Female 13 (62%) 

 Male   8 (38%  

Race 

 White/Caucasian 15 (71%) 

 Black/African American   6 (29%) 

Marital Status 

 Married 14 (66%) 

 Single   5 (24%) 

 Divorced   1 (5%) 

 Widowed   1 (5%) 

Living Arrangements  

 Alone   3 (14%) 

 Roommate(s)   1 (5%) 

 Spouse/Partner/Family 17 (81%) 

 

 

  

https://scdhec.gov/covid19/covid-19-data/south-carolina-county-level-data-covid-19
https://scdhec.gov/covid19/covid-19-data/south-carolina-county-level-data-covid-19
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Teaming to Serve: Service-Learning and Team Communication 

 

Frances L. M. Smith  
 

Team projects are a natural fit for group and team communication classes. This semester-

long project design teaches all aspects of team communication through a service-learning 

project that allows students to participate in their community while also engaging in a 

micro-organizational experience. Students participate as a class team in Relay for Life 

with the American Cancer Society, while also dividing up into smaller teams to set and 

complete goals Students practice decision-making and participate in the official Relay for 

Life community event. Results demonstrate that students feel more engaged in learning, set 

higher goals, and are willing to take on more challenging tasks within this project design. 

This project was used with graduate students, although it could also be applied to 

undergraduate team or organizational communication courses.  

 

Keywords: Service-learning, Team Communication, Group Decision-Making 

 

Courses: Small Group Communication, Organizational Communication  

 

Student Learning Outcomes: This project was used in a graduate-level team 

communication class and creates a service-learning opportunity that will encourage 

students to do the following: 

1. Engage in all parts of the team communication process from forming the team to 

performing the tasks.  

2. Practice the necessary decision-making skills within a team context through 

participation in a semester-long service-learning project. 

3. Create an understanding of the systematic nature of the organization through 

participation in small class teams and the whole class team. 

4. Collaborate with team members to establish and reach goals through 

communication. 

5. Engage within their local community through participation in a community event.  

Goal: The goal of this assignment is to help students learn and experience team 

communication concepts through a service-learning assignment. This assignment brings 

team communication ideas and theories to life by allowing students to use them through a 

real experience. This project also benefits the community as students work together to raise 

funds for an important cause. Finally, this project is unique in that it simulates a real-world 

organizational experience by creating a micro-organizational system in which the whole 

 
  Frances L. M. Smith, PhD. is a Professor of Organizational Communication and Leadership and 
Director of Graduate Studies at Murray State University. She can be reached at 
fsmith@murraystate.edu.  

mailto:fsmith@murraystate.edu
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class is divided into smaller class teams, each of which must work together in decision-

making. 

Introduction and Rationale 

 

Team communication is an important concept that students should learn to prepare 

to work in an organizational environment. Typically, students learn about team 

communication through a team/group class that includes some kind of group project. 

Students often participate in these projects simply to earn a grade and demonstrate 

knowledge of material learned. Some team communication classes also include service-

learning projects that engage students in the community (Fraustino et al., 2019; Steimel, 

2013). In the project described here, students also participate in a community event to learn 

team communication, but rather than coordinating with an organization to develop a brand 

or participating in another project that requires a significant amount of organizational 

knowledge prior to the project’s inception, this team project relates to a nationally-

recognized non-profit organization: The American Cancer Society.  

The value of service-learning projects is undeniable. Yelsma (1999) acknowledges 

the value of incorporating service-learning projects in group communication classes, in 

particular, noting that these projects provide real challenges that typically compel students 

to learn to work together. Furthermore, Smith (2014) used service-learning in a small group 

communication class to specifically help students understand the Procedural Model of 

Problem-Solving decision making process. Teams and local non-profits have been used in 

persuasive writing class activities as well to encourage students to feel engaged in their 

community while also learning important communication concepts (Spears, 1996). 

However, the challenges of service-learning have also been noted in the research. Fraustino 

et al. (2019) found that students who were required to create plans for branding in 

communities as part of a capstone course felt that although there was some increased 

motivation and benefits from participating in the community service, students also felt that 

they did not have enough time to complete such a large project effectively and did not 

clearly balance learning with service. Steimel (2013) likewise noted that service-learning 

projects can suffer from a lack of true engagement from students, little connection between 

faculty and community partners, and few opportunities for feedback between the 

community partners and the students.   

The Relay for Life service-learning project creates a new opportunity for a 

semester-long team communication project that excites students, clearly connects with 

course outcomes, balances content and connection, and transcends from a team project to 

a micro-organizational system. Relay for Life supports the American Cancer Society. Most 

students have some connection, directly or indirectly, with a person who has or has had 

cancer and therefore they are immediately willing to participate in the project. This reduces 

the need for the instructor to create motivation to participate. As a nationally-recognized 

non-profit, The American Cancer Society also provides recognizability for students which 
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reduces the amount of background research that must be completed before beginning their 

team projects. This project is also unique as it creates a micro-organizational system for 

the class. In the Relay for Life event, various teams in the community sign up to participate. 

For this project, the entire class is one “team.” The instructor then divides the class into 

smaller teams to work together throughout the semester. The project has to be completed 

both on the smaller team level and on a class level, making this work like an organization 

with smaller groups. Students experience the communication that happens as 

organizational teams have to work individually as well as together to share resources and 

communicate. Each small team has a goal as well as the class team. As students work in 

small teams as well as within the larger class as a whole, the semester-long project mimics 

real organizational situations. This allows an instructor to draw important parallels and 

create learning opportunities for students related to real-life organizational experiences.  

 

Activity Description 

 

Relay for Life is a one-night event in which the community gathers to raise money 

for the American Cancer Society and cancer research. Typically, the event happens 

overnight and various community groups provide teams that are present throughout the 

event, with people from each team walking a track throughout the night. There are special 

events during the Relay for Life such as the Survivor Walk in which cancer survivors walk 

a lap or luminarias that can be purchased in memory of someone who has died from cancer. 

Teams also sell food or other items to raise money for their team at and before Relay for 

Life and there are often team awards given for various accomplishments.  

At the beginning of the semester, students are given the details of the Relay for Life 

project and are divided into their teams. Below are some of the details given to students by 

the instructor: 

“Relay for Life is an event created by the American Cancer Society to raise money for 

cancer research and other needs. This important event takes place in multiple communities 

across the nation. Teams coordinate to raise funds months in advance of the event. On the 

day of Relay for Life, teams gather and walk a track overnight with at least one person 

from the team walking at all times.  For more information, please go to www.cancer.org.  

The entire class will be one Relay for Life team and must work together at the event. This 

means that on the night of Relay for Life, you will work together to create a theme for your 

team tent, on-site fundraisers, and for set-up and clean up during and after the event. For 

the purposes of this project, you will also be divided into smaller teams for 3-5 people. In 

your smaller teams, you must set a fund-raising goal and plan at least one fundraising event 

to work to achieve that goal. Consider the following suggestions for completion of your 

project. 

1. Choose a project(s) that will help in reaching your goal to benefit Relay for Life.  

http://www.cancer.org/
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a. Examples: A pancake breakfast at a local organization; a car wash; publish 

flyers with the Relay website directing individuals on how they can donate 

online; (check the team captain’s book for more fundraising ideas).  

2. Set a goal for the project. 

a. Think about what you can easily achieve, then raise the stakes. DO NOT 

settle for something simple. Relay requests that each team member raise 

$100. That alone should not be your team’s goal. Create a measure to 

determine whether or not the goal was achieved. You do not have to limit 

yourself to raising a certain amount of money for Relay for Life. Be creative 

in your goal-setting.  

3. Work together to achieve the goal. 

a. Use flow charts, meeting agendas and minutes, Zoom, and other tools to 

communicate, set smaller goals to achieve in the process, and work towards 

the final goal.  

4. Participate in Relay for Life. 

a. On the night of the Relay for Life event, each team will participate in Relay 

for Life. The teams must follow the guidelines designated by the Relay for 

Life (ACS) organization for participation. For example, at least one person 

from the team must be walking the track at all times during the night. The 

other ways teams participate (such as in other events occurring during the 

night) is up to each team and may be determined by the team’s own goals. 

  

Each group member will submit a 1-2 page journal entry four times during the semester 

discussing how the team is making progress towards the team’s goal. Compare your past 

team experiences with the experiences in this team as well as the readings (using specific 

terms and concepts from the text) to discuss the communication processes involved in this 

experience. Each team will turn in a project notebook that chronicles the project throughout 

the semester. It should contain: 

 

1. A cover page with the team name, logo, team member roles, and description of the 

team’s mission/vision statement. 

2. Details of the project from beginning to end. This can be in the form of flow charts, 

meeting agendas, meeting minutes, event descriptions and analysis. 

3. Team results analysis. As a team, take time to analyze the project in relationship to 

the goal and team communication. How did you choose your goal? What worked 

and what didn’t? If this team were to start over, what changes would you make? 

How did team communication play a role in the project as a whole? What aspects 

of team communication and leadership discussed in class did you experience? This 

paper should be between 7-10 pages.” 

 

Instructors should incorporate the project throughout the semester. For this 

example, in a team communication class, students were assigned readings and discussions 

based on various team communication theories, concepts, and models. Team decision-

making was also discussed. Throughout the semester, students were given class time in 

which to meet in their small teams and use the concepts they had been learning in class. 
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Some class time was also devoted to whole class meetings when decisions needed to be 

made regarding the Relay for Life team as a whole. Deadlines were set by the instructor 

throughout the semester with regards to benchmarks and completion. This helped keep 

teams on track and prevented procrastination. Students held events and meetings outside 

of class time as well to make progress toward their goals. Leaders were emergent and the 

instructor observed decision-making when meetings happened during class. These work 

sessions created excellent opportunities for the instructor to see students use course 

concepts and decision-making processes, as well as engage students in conversations about 

the use of those processes within their small teams and the larger teams. Examples of team 

leadership and organizational experiences flowed naturally out of these team meeting 

experiences due to the emergent nature of the experiences as they happened during class. 

Students were then encouraged to write about their observations individually in their 

journal entries (described above). As a semester-long project, this creates consistency 

throughout the semester for the course. All content can be incorporated and related back to 

the project as it continues. 

Appraisal 

 

This assignment encourages students to think beyond themselves and use their 

understanding of team/group communication to accomplish a goal that is helpful to the 

community. Raising money for the American Cancer Society is something about which 

most students are able to be enthusiastic. Furthermore, students are divided into smaller 

teams to accomplish the team goal, but for the Relay event they must work as one large 

class team. Throughout the semester, students must make decisions within their small 

teams and also within their large class team. This allows students to compare decision-

making and communication between small teams as well as larger ones and also experience 

teamwork as it really happens within the organization. The necessity of the small teams 

and the entire class working together makes this project unique from other service-learning 

activities and also situates it in the organizational communication context.  

Compared to other team projects, the Relay for Life project has produced 

outstanding results. The goals students set are higher, the tasks they take on are more 

challenging, and their commitment to the project is stronger because this is a real project 

with true impact with an important outcome versus a simulated class project. Furthermore, 

unlike other real-world projects, this does not require students to fabricate a relationship 

with an organization quickly or overwhelm them with details beyond the extent of their 

team communication learning. The concepts of class are easily situated within this project 

while they participate and create positive impact in their community. Students comment 

that their understanding of class concepts is greatly increased due to this project. The 

success of this project is demonstrated in their results. For example, one class that 

completed this project raised almost $2,000 for the American Cancer Society. Not only 
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that, but they achieved such a goal by working together through team communication and 

decision-making that was learned throughout the course. 

No project is without its challenges. Although students are generally motivated to 

participate in a project of this kind, there are those who may still find the connection to a 

non-profit and fundraising overwhelming. Teams may also feel disheartened if they set a 

high goal for fundraising and fail to meet it. Instructors should be ready to encourage 

students in the reality of participation in such events and the knowledge that not all ideas 

will be successful. The stakes are higher in this kind of project, so if students do not follow 

through it can create greater repercussions in the publicity of fundraising and the lack of 

event. Finally, instructors have to be prepared to trust students in fundraising if they take 

on this kind of project.  

 Although this project was originally used in a team communication class, it could 

also be used in an organizational communication context due to the micro organizational 

design of the project. In a community that does not have a Relay for Life event or if the 

event is happening in a different semester than when this class is offered, this project could 

also be accomplished with any other type of community fundraising event that requires 

team participation. Non-profit organizations may have a 5K, March of Dimes walk, Polar 

Bear Plunge, or others. Nationally-recognized organizations such as St. Jude’s Children’s 

Research Hospital, Livestrong, or Food for the Hungry, provide opportunities for students 

to create similar experiences even if the community is not providing a larger event. 

Instructors may still want to create a charitable project that is both class-wide and small 

team organized to help teach the concepts of team decision-making and communication 

while engaging students in non-profit participation. 
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“Can You Smell What the Rock is Cookin’?”: Building Productivity 
and Student-To-Student Rapport Via Static Zoom Room Groups 
 

Laura Hamilton Brown 
 

Although online learning is lauded for its flexibility, students forced to learn remotely due 

to Covid-19 are not enamored by this mode of learning, indicating Zoom has negatively 

affected both their learning experience and their motivation to learn. Instructors, however, 

can transform their synchronous online classes by implementing static breakout groups. 

When static breakout groups are incorporated into synchronous online courses, students 

will connect with their peers building relationships that significantly impact their 

perceived learning and motivation.  

 

Keywords: Static on-line groups, Tuckman’s Group Development Model, synchronous on-

line  

 

Courses: Any synchronous online course 

 

Objective: Through a progression of successive activities via static breakout room groups, 

students will connect with their peers and build relationships that significantly impact their 

perceived learning and motivation.  

 

Introduction and Rationale 

  

Although online learning is lauded for its flexibility, students forced to learn 

remotely due to COVID-19 are not enamored by this mode of learning indicating Zoom 

has negatively affected both their learning experience and their motivation to learn (Serhan, 

2020; Roy et al., 2020). One component, however, of successful online learning is the 

engagement of online students (Wang et al., 2018). The question is how do we engage 

online students when many would prefer to remain unseen and muted? Static breakout 

groups is one way. According to Reinholz (2018), “when students remain in a static group 

for extended periods of time, it allows them to form deep connections with their peers, 

supporting positive interdependence” (p. 908). Group work is a common method for 

implementing active learning, and the value of active learning is supported by numerous 

empirical studies (Freeman et al., 2014). As well, decades of group development research 

pioneered by Tuckman (1965) underscores the utility of experiential learning in groups.  If 

facilitated correctly, Zoom breakout rooms are an effective means for engaging students 

through active learning: “The combination of Zoom-based lectures with actively facilitated 

Zoom breakout room assignments is an effective active learning strategy” (Singhal, 2020, 

p. 2711).   

 
  Laura Hamilton Brown, Ph.D. is an Adjunct Professor in the Department of Communication and 

Media at West Chester University. She can be reached at lbrown2@wcupa.edu. 
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Activity Description 

 

Steps should be completed progressively and successively during the first two weeks of 

the semester. 

Step 1: Form groups in which students will work. The following steps may be 

important to consider: 

a. Compose Groups:  to assure student buy-in, direct student to indicate anonymously 

via Poll Everywhere (https://ww.polleverywhere.com) or a Zoom poll if they prefer to be 

placed in randomly generated groups (https://www.randomlists.com/team-generator) or 

groups based on commonalities, i.e. interests/hobbies, major, job aspirations. (If students 

prefer being grouped according to predetermined criteria, create a short survey where 

students indicate their interests, etc. so you can then group students according to said 

criteria.) Student-selected groups are not advised as they often lack diversity are cliquish 

and can marginalize certain students (Reinholz, 2018). Three to five students per group is 

optimal. Remind students that mid-semester they’ll have the opportunity to anonymously 

indicate if they desire to form new groups or if they prefer to keep their original group 

members—majority rules. (Students overwhelmingly vote to keep their groups intact 

which could indicate either satisfaction or apathy.) 

b. Group Members Discover Commonalities: in the main Zoom room before students 

break into their instructor-generated, static groups, ask them to generate a list of questions 

they can ask one another with the goal of discovering commonalities, i.e. “What are you 

watching on Hulu/Netflix right now?” “How many hours do you work outside of school?” 

“Any pets?” “How much time do you spend on your phone daily?” etc. Assign groups to 

identify five commonalities other than “we’re all X university students” “We all own 

smart phones” etc. Challenge students to go beyond the obvious. After completing this 

activity and re-convening in the main Zoom room, ask each group to share their most 

unusual commonality. You might award bonus points to the group with the most 

interesting commonality since competition increases in-group identification (Cikara et al., 

2011).  

c. Name Your Group: ask students to discuss a group name. Naming their group will 

build group identity and an in-group, out-group phenomenon. (“Can you smell what the 

Rock is Cookin’?” is a reference to World Wrestling Entertainment, WWE, a common 

interest shared by one group.) If you wish to avoid group names such as “Te Quila Mocking 

Bird,” provide guidelines of what is and what isn’t acceptable. (It is not imperative the 

group name reflects group members’ commonalities though most groups choose this 

route.) Again, you might award bonus points to the group with the most unique name since 

competition increases in-group identification (Cikara et al., 2011). I take note of the agreed 

upon group names and refer to groups by these names as often as possible to help build 

group identity. For instance, “Is everyone from the Rock Cookin’ group back in the main 

room?” 

Step 2: Create Group Process Guidelines for Successful Online Communication. 

Just because students might be communication majors doesn’t mean they understand group 

communication—especially via Zoom. At this juncture, briefly introducing Tuckman’s 

stages of group development—especially storming—would be ideal. Tuckman’s four-

stage model–forming, storming, norming, and performing–describes group evolution, the 

work that occurs as a group develops. In the forming stage, group members become 

https://ww.polleverywhere.com/
https://www.randomlists.com/team-generator
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acquainted with one another, are generally polite, and avoid controversy. During the 

storming stage, conflict can arise as group members compete for roles, leadership, and 

power. Reassure students that sorting out norms and roles in a group is difficult, and that’s 

OK. In the norming stage, members move toward a problem-solving mentality as they 

establish norms and cohesion develops. During the performing stage, members focus on 

interdependence and work productively in more clearly defined roles to achieve group 

goals. After explaining the four stages of group development, ask students to discuss what 

successful breakout room communication might “look like” and “sound like” in their small 

group. Some answers to these two questions might include: 

a. Turn your camera on during small group time 

b. Ask quieter group members their opinion so everyone speaks during every 

breakout session 

c. Don’t dominate the conversation 

d. Ask thoughtful follow-up questions so you don’t leave a classmate hanging 

e. Contact absent group members 

f. Gently acknowledge conflict; don’t ignore it 

As a whole class, students should agree upon three guidelines from the master list 

(contributed to by all groups) which they pledge to uphold during breakout sessions. You 

can post these guidelines in the chat during every class or flash them on the screen prior to 

group time. These guidelines should be reviewed and referenced (and revised if necessary) 

throughout the semester—not just at the beginning of the semester.  (Each group might 

want to include two guidelines which are uniquely theirs in addition to the guidelines 

chosen together by the class.) 

Step 3:  Practice Group Process Guidelines Generated in Step 2. Before students 

apply their group process guidelines to course material discussions and completing group 

assignments, first ask students to practice their group process guidelines via asking and 

answering ice-breaker questions. The list of questions students discuss with one another 

should be a mixture of student-generated and instructor-generated questions. Examples of 

questions they can ask in their static breakout rooms might include the following: 

a. Gen Z has self-reported as the loneliest generation of Americans; why do 

you think this is so? 

b. If you were hired by Instagram, what suggestions would you offer for 

improving the ap? 

c. What is your most treasured possession? (This can be a show and tell 

moment.) 

d. Sum up on-line learning in exactly six words. 

e. How might a person earn your respect? 

Step 4:  Create Academic Exercises Throughout the Semester Where the Success 

of Each Individual Group Member Depends Upon the Success of the Whole Group. The 

format I often use for synchronous Zoom classes is as follows: 1) A brief PowerPoint 

lecture of a particular theory or concept interspersed with cold-calling on students 

throughout the short lecture, 2) Students retreat to their breakout room groups to complete 

an application activity based on the theory or concept we just covered. To mitigate 

slacking, every group member must upload the application assignment answers they are 

discussing to an online assignment box for credit. Another means to collect results of their 

application activity is to convene in the main Zoom room after the breakout session and 
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call on one student from each group to answer one of the application questions. When I do 

this, students are not required to upload the answers online, and they pay extra attention 

since they don’t know who I will call on. 

 Since its important for students to create a space where they can be themselves, I 

don’t find it especially beneficial to jump into every breakout session during every 

synchronous class. If I want to visit their breakout sessions during class, I let them know 

beforehand that I might pop by.  

 

Appraisal 

  

Although helping students build group rapport requires strategic pedagogical skill, 

the dividends make the investment worthwhile. The positive impact of static Zoom room 

groups is reflected in the following student response paper excerpts.  

 

“Being close to those you work with is very important, and it shows in this class. 

When we are in our breakout rooms for this class, myself, and everyone else in my group 

have no insecurity about asking for  help. Being with the same people relieves a lot of 

stress.” 

 

“We were definitely more productive because there was not the awkward silence 

that normally persists for a considerable amount of time when joining a new breakout 

room.” 

 

“There is less worry or anxiety about turning your camera on and talking with 

people that you already  ‘know.’ Especially with the group activities and ice breakers 

that we have done this semester.” 

 

“Working with the same students gives me less anxiety coming to class because I 

am familiar with my groupmates and how they interact. I was lucky to get a very open and 

talkative group. Having the same people takes away a lot of stress of breakout rooms which 

can often be awkward at first.” 

 

“When you work with people for a period of time, you get better at working 

together, you become more efficient, conversation flows more smoothly, you become more 

comfortable adding your input, and more high-quality works gets done compared to 

randomly assigned groups.” 

 

“Seeing and talking to the same people every time makes me feel like I’m in a 

classroom because that is something that would have happened if we were in person.” 

 

Conclusion 

 

Even as the pandemic dissipates, online teaching and learning will continue.  

Strategically composed static Zoom groups are “stress less” physical and psychological 

spaces where students can actively engage with one another and with the course material.  

Zoom groups take advantage of the flexibility of online learning while incorporating 
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effective strategies for community building, engagement and active learning.  
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“That Was an Accident… This is Malicious”:  
Using Perception Checks to Solve Conflict 
 

Nancy Bressler  
 

The objective of this activity is for students to understand how their perception, and 

possible perception errors, can influence a relationship. By recognizing and 

acknowledging that there are multiple interpretations for one’s behavior and to what extent 

those interpretations influence our relationships, this activity aids students in addressing 

how perception checking can improve their relationship. This activity uses an example 

from the television show Frasier. Rather than engaging in a confrontational nature as the 

television characters demonstrate, students consider how they can use perception checking 

to verify their interpretations in a more empathetic approach. Students can observe the 

detriment of not perception checking to engage in relationship maintenance and the harm 

it can do to a relationship. Ideally, they can recognize that perception checking can help 

solve a conflict with another person. This activity provides an innovative approach to 

relationship maintenance that can help students improve their own relationships. 

 

Keywords: Perception Checking, Confirmation Bias, Fundamental Attribution Error, 

Self-Serving Bias 

 

Courses: Introduction to Communication; Interpersonal Communication; Small Group 

Communication; Communication and Conflict  

 

Student Learning Objectives: By completing this activity, students should be able to: 

Explain how perception errors influence relationships. 

Recognize how confirmation bias, fundamental attribution error, and/or self-serving bias 

can interfere with perceptions of the situation. 

Utilize perception checking to examine your assumptions. 

Utilize perception checking to express your interpretations. 

Employ empathy to improve communication in relationships. 

 

Introduction and Rationale 

The objective of this activity is for students to understand how their perception, and 

possible perception errors, can influence a relationship. As West and Turner (2019) argue, 

 
Nancy Bressler is an Assistant Professor of Communication at West Virginia Wesleyan College. 
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“We all enter interpersonal encounters with various worldviews, and we need to recognize 

the influence that these views have on our communication” (p. 90). By recognizing and 

acknowledging that there are multiple interpretations for one’s behavior and to what extent 

those interpretations influence our relationships, this activity aids students in addressing 

how perception checking can improve their relationship. Perception checking allows for 

students to consider how behavior they observed can have multiple realities. As Rothwell 

(2013) writes, “The perceptual process of selecting, organizing, and interpreting is 

inherently subjective and prone to biases. Assuming that another person is angry, for 

example, can lead to misunderstanding” (p. 52). Because perception can be naturally 

prejudicial, it is important for students to understand not only the process of perceiving 

something, but the subjective nature of one’s perceptions. This activity uses an example 

from the television show Frasier. Because this is an older television show, many students 

are less familiar with the characters, thereby creating a neutral approach in which they are 

less likely to form perception biases before viewing the video. In the video clip from 

Frasier, both characters perceive several events differently, which leads to a 

misunderstanding and subsequent argument. Rather than engaging in a confrontational 

nature as the television characters demonstrate, students consider how they can use 

perception checking to verify their interpretations in a more empathetic approach. 

Additionally, this activity also demonstrates how students can use communication 

techniques to improve their relationships rather than allowing conflicts to undermine their 

relationships. Ting-Toomey (2003) defines conflict as the “perceived and/or actual 

incompatibility of values, expectations, processes, or outcomes between two or more 

parties from different cultures over substantive and/or relational issues” (p. 373). The 

characters in this video example experience conflict because of their misunderstandings 

and misperceptions. As a result, students can observe the detriment of not perception 

checking to engage in relationship maintenance and the harm it can do to a relationship. 

Ideally, they can recognize that perception checking can help solve a conflict with another 

person. Rather than reading only about perception checking in the textbook, students can 

explore this communication concept and its real-world implications on a relationship. 

Media-based activities and assignments situate students within the contexts they are 

learning about and encourage active engagement in student learning (Artz, 2001). This 

activity provides an innovative approach to relationship maintenance that can help students 

improve their own relationships. 

 

Activity Directions 

 

To begin the activity, students should read a book chapter about perception 

checking. I recommend chapter 4 of Adler, Rosenfeld, and Proctor’s Interplay (14th ed.). 

Instructors will also want to access the video from Frasier, a television show that ran from 

1993-2004. The example comes from season 9, episode 7, entitled “Bla-Z-Boy” and is 
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currently available at the following link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b--

LSrWfzS8. In this episode, Martin, Frasier’s dad, attempts to oil his chair and spills the oil 

all over the carpet. Frasier comes home and perceives that his father spilled the oil on 

purpose because he believes there are no accidents. Because of this miscommunication, a 

conflict between the father and son occurs. 

Once class begins, review the highlights of the reading from the chapter. Several 

aspects that I would recommend including are how our physiological, psychological, 

social, and cultural influences impact our perceptions in relationships and how attribution 

errors like confirmation bias, fundamental attribution error, and self-serving bias can 

influence one’s perception. Next, explain the three steps to perception checking: 1) 

Describe the behavior you observed; 2) Identify two possible interpretations for the 

behavior; 3) Request clarification from your partner for how to interpret their behavior. In 

particular, explain how this approach can garner additional information and/or raise a 

problem that a person is having with another person without confronting or attacking the 

other person. Finally, discuss how empathy involves perspective taking, emotional 

contagion, and concern for the other person (Adler, Rosenfeld, & Proctor, 2018). 

After the review, divide the class into smaller groups of 3-4 students. Before 

playing the clip from Frasier, pose the following questions to the students: 

1) What behavior did Frasier notice? 

2) From his perspective, identify two possible interpretations of his father’s 

(Martin’s) behavior. 

3) How could Frasier request for clarification about how to interpret his father’s 

behavior? 

4) What behavior did Martin (Frasier’s dad) notice? 

5) From his perspective, identify two possible interpretations of his son’s 

behavior. 

6) How could Martin request for clarification about how to interpret his son’s 

behavior? 

Play the Frasier example at least once for the students to view. After they have seen the 

video, students should address the questions posed in their smaller groups first. Finally, 

gather the class together as a whole to discuss their perceptions of the video and the 

connection to perceptions and interpersonal relationships. 

After students have reflected upon how this activity demonstrates how perception 

checking can help two people communicate despite perception errors, discuss how 

empathy is also warranted in this particular situation. Pose the following questions: 

1) How might confirmation bias, fundamental attribution error, and/or self-serving 

bias have interfered with Frasier’s perceptions of the situation? 

2) How could Frasier have shown empathy toward his father? Which dimensions 

would you focus on (as Frasier)? Why? 

3) How might confirmation bias, fundamental attribution error, and/or self-serving 

bias have interfered with Martin’s perceptions of the situation? 

4) How could Martin have shown empathy toward his son? Which dimensions 

would you focus on (as Martin)? Why? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b--LSrWfzS8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b--LSrWfzS8
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Through these additional questions, students analyze how attribution errors can affect a 

conflict and how utilizing empathy can enhance a relationship. By better understanding 

another person’s point of view, this activity demonstrates how you can utilize your 

interpretations to create a stronger connection with someone. 

 

Debriefing 

 

After addressing the questions posed above and reflecting on the television show 

example, I recommend asking the students to create an additional scene that would 

immediately follow the one they just viewed. However, this new scene could demonstrate 

how the characters could respond to one another using perception checks and empathy. As 

opposed to creating further division and conflict in the relationship, ask the students to 

create a scene that demonstrates the communication skills discussed throughout the 

activity. Students can create the scene’s dialogue and nonverbal communication to exhibit 

their comprehension of the course concepts. Students can demonstrate through their script 

effective perception checking to manage conflict, avoid misunderstandings, and exhibit 

empathy. 

 

Appraisal /Assessment 

 

 Because the students are often less familiar with the characters in the video clip, it 

is easier for them to identify how the two characters engage in perception errors. After 

completing perception checks for both characters, instructors should question how the 

students’ assumptions and interpretations differed from the characters’. Assess if students 

can see a difference between the conclusions that the characters reached and the ones 

attained through perception checking. Finally, the video clip demonstrates how a lack of 

empathy can influence a relationship. Evaluate if students can see how empathy could have 

improved the relationship.  
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Relevant Teaching of Queer and Performative Theories Through 
Media Interaction  
 

R. E. Purtell 

Teaching difficult concepts, especially those that run counter to heteronormativity (i.e., 

queer and performative theory), can be challenging for instructors. The activity described 

below employs the Grammy Award nominated song and music video for MONTERO (Call 

Me By Your Name) by Black, openly gay, hip-hop artist Lil Nas X to teach students to 

analyze media for elements of queer and performative theories as enacted by this artist 

through his lyrics and imagery in his video. This article discusses relevant instructional 

communication literature to provide theoretical rationale and empirical support for the 

activity presented here.  

 

Keywords: Lil Nas X, relevant teaching, queer theory, performative theory, gender 

communication 

 

Courses: Gender Communication, Communication Theory 

 

Objectives: Apply queer and performative theories to analyze expressions of gender and 

communication in popular culture; Recognize the ways in which gender roles and identities 

are communicated in the media. 

 

Introduction and Rationale 

 

 Song lyrics and hip-hop music videos have been employed in classrooms to 

effectively teach concepts in several communication contexts (Cruz, 2020; Sciullo, 2014). 

Lil Nas X has been nominated for several Grammy Awards for his debut album, Montero 

(Cohn, 2021) reflecting his unique, intersectional, Black queer perspective, effectively 

breaking barriers in the hip-hop genre of the music industry. Because using examples from 

popular culture is a pedagogical strategy known to promote content relevance (Knoster & 

Myers, 2020), Lil Nas X’s music and accompanying videos provide fruitful examples for 

instructors teaching difficult concepts such as queer and performative theories. An activity 

employing the music video for MONTERO (Call Me By Your Name) by Lil Nas X to teach 

queer and performative theories, along with supporting research and that requires minimal 

training and preparation for instructors, is presented here.   In addition to helping students 

understand queer and performative theories, normalizing queer perspectives in both 

pedagogy and popular culture may help students to more critically examine lives and 

experiences of those who depart from cis and heteronormativity and how and why these 

experiences are construed in opposition to normativity and the potential consequences of 

 
  R. E. Purtell is a Ph.D student in the Department of Communication Studies at West 

Virginia University. She can be reached at rep0027@mix.wvu.edu.  
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such (Dilley, 1999) and may also help meet demands to normalize gender identities outside 

the binary (LeMaster & Johnson, 2019).  

 

The Activity and Supporting Literature 

 

After rising to popularity with his No. 1 Billboard country-trap hit “Old Town 

Road,” the openly gay hip-hop artist Lil Nas X developed himself beyond one-hit wonder 

status with the release of his debut album Montero (Zoladz, 2021b). In fact, Lil Nas X has 

been credited with queering mainstream spaces (Pareles et al., 2021) and bringing a Black, 

queer perspective into the hip-hop genre where it was previously absent and evenly actively 

resisted (Zoladz, 2021b). This year, Montero Lamar Hill—otherwise known as Lil Nas 

X—was nominated for several Grammy Awards, including both Record of the Year and 

Album of the year for Montero and Song of the Year and Best Music Video for MONTERO 

(Call Me By Your Name) (Cohn, 2021). Below are the steps for administering an activity 

in which this music video is employed to teach students to analyze media for elements of 

queer and performative theories as enacted by this artist through his lyrics and imagery in 

his video. 

Step one: Prepare materials. Before administering this activity in class, prepare a 

handout (or electronic version) with the following questions: “Define ‘queer performative 

theory’ in your own words,” “How does Lil Nas X challenge heteronormativity (a) in his 

lyrics, (b) in the imagery in his music video?” “In what ways does Lil Nas X perform 

aspects of his identity in this music video?” “In what ways is this performance a 

collaborative expression of identity?” and “How does Lil Nas X demonstrate ‘queer’ being 

used as a verb?” 

Step two: Give lesson defining queer performative theory and its key claims. 

According to Fixmer-Oraiz and Wood (2019), queer performative theory integrates queer 

and performative theories as a lens through which to view queer performances as 

challenges to and destabilization of cultural categories and accompanying values. 

According to performative theory, gender is distinguished from biological sex as not an 

attribute of individual, but rather an identity constituted through repeated behaviors 

performed in everyday life (Butler, 1988), a conceptualization of gender commonly 

acknowledged across social science disciplines (Brickwell, 2003). Queer theory, on the 

other hand, seeks to redefine our binary and heteronormative conceptions of sexuality and 

gender both as areas of intellectual inquiry and as lived experiences of individuals 

(Halperin, 2003). Although commonly recognized as an adjective indicating deviance from 

heteronormativity, queer can also be employed as a noun or a verb (Dilley, 1999). 

However, queer theory takes issue with such narrow conceptualizations of queer being 

rooted in opposition to cis and heteronormativity in that this conceptualization still posits 

cis, heteronormativity as natural, normal, and right (Dilley, 1999). 

Step three: Distribute handout and instruct students to answer the first 

question only. Students were instructed to “define ‘queer performative theory’ in [their] 

own words” and wait until prompted to answer the remaining questions. Abstract concepts, 

particularly those that run counter to heteronormativity (i.e., queer theory and performative 

theory), can be difficult concepts for inexperienced learners to understand. However, 

learning can be enhanced by several instructor behaviors in the classroom when teaching 

such challenging concepts such as relevant teaching and use of media. Chi and Wylie's 
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(2014) ICAP framework, for example, suggests that students learn better through 

interactive engagement (e.g., group discussions) rather than passive (e.g., lectures), active 

(e.g., note-taking), and constructive (e.g., self-explaining) engagement, assuming content 

is relevant to students’ interests. In-depth understanding of concepts like queer and 

performative theory produced by pedagogical strategies listed above and incorporated in 

this activity may allow students to generate knowledge and ideas that depart from a cis, 

heteronormative point of view, especially when asked to generate their own knowledge 

(e.g., defining abstract concepts in their own words). 

Step four: Play MONTERO (Call Me By Your Name) on computer projector 

with sound via YouTube. According to the cognitive affective theory of learning with 

media, high affect and motivation produced by instructors’ incorporation of popular culture 

and relevant teaching in the classroom, as described above, are paramount to cognitive 

learning (Moreno, 2005). Phenomenologically, gender binary and heteronormativity are 

produced and reproduced by cultural actors in these crucial performances (Butler, 1988). 

Thus, gender performance is a contextual, reflexive process subject to power and social 

structures such that placing oneself in a binary gender category seems natural (Brickwell, 

2003). Gender is also collaborative in nature in that rules and norms are established and 

either followed or broken in ways that may satisfy or dissatisfy the self and others upon 

surveillance (Brickwell, 2003). Lil Nas X challenges heteronormativity in both his lyrics 

and the imagery in his coming-out statement and music video MONTERO (Call Me By 

Your Name) which deviate from masculine norms typically exhibited by American rappers 

who identify as men (Pareles et al., 2021).  

Step five: Discuss the lyrics and imagery in the video as a class. After watching 

the music video, students discussed both the imagery in the video and its song lyrics as 

they were related to course content. Employing a music video to teach complex concepts 

(i.e., queer theory and performative theory), paired with group discussions in which 

students are expected to apply these concepts to video content, moves students who enact 

the requested behaviors to more constructive and interactive forms of learning which 

should lead students to a deeper understanding of the material. Interactive engagement 

(Knoster & Myers, 2020), affect and motivation (Frymier & Shulman, 1995), and students’ 

empowerment (Frymier et al., 1996). Similarly, students may also enjoy coursework more 

and work harder when exposed to intellectually stimulating teaching (Bolkan, 2015), in 

which instructors use an interactive teaching style (e.g., use unique activities to get the 

class involved with the course material), challenge students (e.g., push students through 

demanding but doable assignments and thought processes), and encourage independent 

thought (e.g., help students look at theories more deeply and arrive at their own 

conclusions). 

Step six: Replay the music video and allow time for students to answer 

remaining questions before collecting responses. After a group discussion, students 

watched the music video a second time and were given time to answer the remaining 

questions on the handout. Specifically, they were asked to identify their own examples of 

ways that Lil Nas X challenges heteronormativity, performs aspects of his identity, this 

performance is collaborative in nature, and demonstrates the use of “queer” as a verb 

through the lyrics and imagery in his music video. Responses were then collected and 

distributed with feedback during the following class session and were graded for 

participation only.  
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Student Feedback and Additional Suggestions 

 

In a single class session students were able to identify central components of queer 

performative theory prior to watching the music video. After watching the music video 

twice, students were able to identify specific lyrics (e.g., “you live in the dark boy, I can 

not pretend”) and images (e.g., “gives the devil a lap dance”) as challenges to 

heteronormativity, actions through which Lil Nas X performs his identity (e.g., “kissing 

another man”), elements reflecting collaboration relative to gender performance (e.g., “all 

the men [dancing in the video] challenging heteronormativity”), and the use of “queer” as 

a verb (e.g., “… by the way he is dressing, dancing, and his makeup”). All students in 

attendance also indicated that they enjoyed the activity and that it did help them understand 

queer performative theory. One student did express that they wished there had been more 

time allotted to group discussion to further break down the lyrics and imagery in the video 

as they are related to queer and performative theories. Future instructors wishing to 

implement this activity should do so in larger, more diverse classroom settings to allow for 

longer and more complex discussion amongst students and to solicit additional feedback 

about how to improve administration of this activity. 
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Understanding the Interpersonal Impact of COVID-19: A Social 
Distancing Paper 
 
Eric M. Fife and C. Leigh Nelson  
 

This assignment helps students understand the interpersonal impact of COVID-19 on 

their lives. Specifically, this assignment can be used as a paper or as a set of discussion 

questions to illuminate the impact of COVID-19 on people’s identities and relationships, 

as viewed from the perspective of multiple theories and concepts including uncertainty 

reduction, how to cope with expectancy violations, and relational maintenance. 

 

Keywords: COVID, interpersonal, identity, pedagogy 

 

Course: Interpersonal communication 

 

Learning objectives 

To help students apply interpersonal course concepts and theories to their lives. 

To help students articulate how their interpersonal communication changed in many 

facets of their lives due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Introduction and Rationale 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic changed how people communicated around the world. With 

the advent of ‘social distancing,’ direct face-to-face interactions were discouraged. This 

lead to new ways of people communicating with each other (Katila et al., 2020). Being 

flexible with how one communicates, adhering to CDC guidelines, coping with social 

distancing fatigue and its effect on exhaustion/burnout, has been studied by scholars 

(Seiter & Curran, 2021). This class assignment/exercise has students examine their own 

way of communicating with others during social distancing and the impact (both positive 

and negative) that social distancing has had on their various relationships and identities. 

Students can apply many theories of interpersonal communication throughout this 

assignment including but not limited to: communication theory of identity (Hecht, 1993), 

the dramaturgical perspective (Goffman, 1959), politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 

1987), uncertainty reduction (Berger & Calabrese, 1975), expectancy violations theory 

(Burgoon, 1978), relational dialectics (Baxter, 2011), the staircase model of relationship 

stages (Knapp & Vangelisti, 2008), turning points (Baxter & Bullis, 1986), and 

communication privacy management (Petronio, 1991, 2013) to name just a few.  
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Activity Description 

 

Please write a short paper (3-5 pages; it's okay to go a bit long) using any 

concepts/theories from class to describe how your interpersonal interaction, 

relationships, and identity have been affected by "social distancing" -- our current 

limiting of face-to-face interaction outside of family members. Think about writing a 

paragraph per number/set of questions. You can use any concepts or theories from the 

book or notes. Please address the following questions in your analysis. Grading will be 

based on: (1) Did you follow directions and answer each question/prompt? (2) Did you 

give specific life examples for each of the questions? (3) Did you incorporate at least 2 

terms from the course with regard to the questions asked and cite concepts/theories from 

the course? (4) Is the paper well-written? (5) Does the paper correctly cite sources in 

APA 7 style? Please give specific examples from your life and utilize at least 2 course 

terms/theories for every question.  Cite the page number of where you read the 

terms in the text or where you got it from lecture. 

1. What types of interpersonal goals did you have during the social distancing time? 

What self-presentation goals, behavioral goals or instrumental goals did you work 

on during this time? Were these goals satisfied via social media or face-to-face? 

Was your interpersonal communication symmetrical or asymmetrical with others?  

2. What about your identity did you notice has changed or stayed the same by 

limiting interpersonal contact with others? Did you get to limit your social 

interaction with others or did you have a job that made you interact with others?   

3. Who did you find yourself wanting to stay in contact with via face-to-face, text, 

telephone, and/or Zoom etc. while you were experiencing the social distancing 

situation? What personal qualities did you look for in the people you chose to 

keep in touch with during this time? 

4. How did you manage uncertainty in the social distancing world? Did you do 

anything to reduce your uncertainty during this time? Were there any expectancy 

violations that occurred that you noticed?  How did you cope with these 

violations?  

5. Did you find yourself experiencing any turning points in your romantic 

relationships or friendships during this social distancing time? Did you 

like/dislike the togetherness/apart aspect of this time (utilize dialectics theory 

here)? Did any of your relationships experience “coming together stages” or 

“coming apart” stages?  

6. Did you reveal or self-disclose any of your worries to others about social 

distancing? Did you keep to yourself and/or did you try to maintain privacy 

during this time? Were there any topics you avoided during this time?  

7. How did you communicate closeness to others during social distancing? How did 

you show affection, immediacy, and social support to others?  

8. How did you initiate/maintain any romantic relationships you might have had 

during social distancing? How did you make/maintain friendships you have? How 

did you make/maintain family relationships you have? Did you make any new 

friends during this time period?  

9. How did you cope with any conflict you may have had with roommates, friends, 

family members, and/or acquaintances during this social distancing time period?  
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10. Did you find yourself utilizing interpersonal influence during this time? For 

example, did you influence yourself/others to engage in lifestyle changes? Did 

you ask for assistance during this time? Did you share in activities or engage in 

giving health advice to others during social distancing? 

11. What were some of your biggest concerns with regard to interpersonal 

relationships that you had during this social distancing time period?  

12. What were/are some of your biggest joys with regard to interpersonal  

relationships during this social distancing time period?  

 

Typical Results and Appraisal 

 

This exercise/paper could be approached in multiple ways. One could simply ask students 

to respond to the following “describe how your interpersonal interaction, 

relationships, and identity have been affected by "social distancing"” or one could 

have them answer the 12 questions above. An instructor could also simply focus on a 

singular theory or concept central to the class, since not every interpersonal 

communication course will cover any or all of the above material. 

For example, a student could focus very specifically on expectancy violations 

theory. In that case, successful papers or discussions could consider how multiple aspects 

of that theory help provide an analytical framework for the unique challenges presented 

by unexpected distancing. Minimally, people in close relationships would typically have 

expectations of regular face-to-face interaction, and our students reported that many 

conflicts resulted from some people in their social networks continuing to have those 

expectations – despite the physical danger involved. What became a standard part of a 

relationship for some became a violation of expectations for others. Some other behaviors 

typically classified as rewarding during pre-pandemic times may not have been possible 

(such as having a meal together, or going to a movie), and students could talk about 

finding alternatives. Violations of expectations (such as showing up at a person’s 

apartment unexpectedly) would also have to be interpreted in new ways. In successful 

papers, the pre-pandemic theories and concepts for understanding relationships could be 

applied to a novel situation as a way to better understand that situation, allowing students 

both to demonstrate an understanding of concepts as applied to a unique situation and, 

hopefully, to better process the dramatic changes in their own relationships. 

Any of these ways of applying this topic have been successful in multiple sections 

of an interpersonal course taught by two different instructors. If one is looking for a 

simple discussion or a shorter reflection paper, one could go with the shorter prompt or a 

subset of the 12 questions. However, if one is looking to implement a comprehensive 

paper at the end of the course the 12-question assignment is an option. Student reflections 

have been insightful. This assignment encouraged poignant application of the above 

interpersonal concepts. In addition, various interpersonal communication theories were 

applied thoughtfully throughout the assignment. Further, this assignment helped students 

reflect upon how the COVID-19 pandemic affected their interpersonal lives in multiple 

ways and arenas. Though the authors have not yet done so, the questions asked above 

also could contribute to a structured classroom discussion; students might first consider 

one or more of the questions above in small groups, and then come together as a larger 
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group for a broader discussion. Students could also use the questions as the basis for a 

group project assignment, with presentations followed by larger group discussions. 
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Using Interpersonal Communication Concepts in the Classroom 
to Shed Light On and Reduce Health Disparities 
 
DaKysha Moore & Deana Lacy McQuitty  
 

The assignment is devised to help college students learn how (a) to use interpersonal 

communication concepts and (b) to reduce health disparities in their respective careers. 

The assignment can be used in courses at different levels and promotes research into 

both interpersonal communication and health disparities. Students may work in groups 

or complete the assignment individually to share with the class. 

 

Keywords: Health Communication; Health Disparities; Undergraduate Instruction 

 

Courses: Health Communication, Interpersonal Communication, Intercultural 

Communication, Health Education, Social Determinants of Health 

 

Objectives: Students will demonstrate understanding of specific interpersonal 

communication concepts: communication noise, ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and identity 

management. 

1. Students will be able to apply interpersonal communication concepts to address 

health disparities. 

2. Students will examine how using specific interpersonal communication strategies 

in the context of their field can help to reduce health disparities. 

Introduction and Rationale 

 

In the United States, health disparities are described as health results that differ 

among people based on several factors such as race/ethnicity and geography (Office of 

Disease Prevention & Health Promotion [ODPHP], 2022), including unequal access to 

housing and health care (Center for American Progress Action Fund [CAP Action], 

2020). These disparities range widely. For example, Blacks’ life expectancy is shorter 

than Whites. In 2017, the average life expectancy for Whites was age 80, Hispanics/ 

Latino 82, and Blacks 76 (Medine et al., 2020).  
How can these disparities be reduced? One approach is to teach students at 

different levels about their meaning and causes. Studies have examined the use of 

classroom instruction to create more awareness about health disparities among medical 

students (Treacy-Abarca et al., 2021; Vela et al., 2008; 2010). Benabentos et al. (2014) 

advocate for teaching undergraduates at “minority-serving institutions” about health 
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disparities. Despite the personal relevance, minorities sometimes do not know about the 

differences in health outcomes for specific illnesses (Benz et al., 2011). Moore and 

Onsomu (2021) found that undergraduate students taking an intercultural communication 

course at a Historically Black University did not have in-depth knowledge of health 

disparities but were interested in learning more.  
Effective communication, especially health communication through interpersonal 

and media messages, can inform strategies to reduce health disparities (Freimuth & 

Quinn, 2004). The purpose of the assignment described here is to introduce students, 

especially at minority-serving institutions, to the main areas of health disparities and the 

importance of interpersonal communication as a possible tool to reduce them.   

 
Assignment Description 

 

This assignment was devised for an interpersonal communication course, part of a 

Speech program housed in a College of Health and Human Sciences, but it can be used in 

other communication classes (health communication, interpersonal communication, 

intercultural communication) and health education or public health courses in a different 

college. The assignment works best in classes with at least 15 students, so they can work 

in collaborative groups. In classes comprised of students majoring or minoring in 

communication studies; speech-language pathology; psychology; and other disciplines, 

majors and nonmajors can share a range of perspectives.  

First, instructors must teach the specific interpersonal communication concepts 

that will be used for the assignment.  The concepts include types of communication noise, 

ethnocentrism, stereotyping, and identity management.  However, there are other 

concepts discussed in communication, which could also be used for the assignment.  

Next, they should lead a class discussion on the definition of health disparity and the 

social determinants of health. This information can be found on government websites, 

such as those for the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the U.S. Department 

of Health and Human Services.  

Afterward, instructors will place students in groups of three or four. The groups 

are recommended for class sizes of 12-30 students. Instructors should give two class 

periods for students to work on the activity. The first session gives students the 

opportunity to ask questions for clarification of guidelines. The second session allows 

groups to finalize both written and verbal sections of the assignment.  

During the preparation for the assignments, students can also formulate specific 

questions about their chosen health disparity and how interpersonal communication 

concepts apply to it. Students need to decide on the health disparity based on their chosen 

field of study.  However, if students are not in same major, they should decide as a group, 

which health disparity they believe they would like to focus on based on their interests. If 

the group is having difficulty deciding, the instructor can help the students make 

connections between their majors and specific health disparities. The shared experiences 

allow students to learn from each other. They can then apply problem-solving skills to 

identify relationships between their chosen profession, health disparities, and effective 

interpersonal communication in reducing disparities.  

The groups should answer the six questions listed in Appendix A. Some will 

require outside research, which will teach students more about the topic and develop their 
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research skills. Other questions will require them to use critical thinking skills to consider 

how different health professionals, including Health Communication specialists, can 

contribute to reducing health disparities in their communities and how effective 

communication (interpersonal interaction) contributes to health outcomes in a healthcare 

setting.   

 

Debriefing 

 

Once the groups have written answers to the questions, instructors can ask them to 

present their findings. This brief presentation can be formal for a grade, or students can 

share their answers during an informal class presentation. Allowing students to share 

their answers not only improves their understanding but helps the class to consider the 

range of health disparities and how effective communication can be used to reduce them. 

Instructors want students to clearly articulate information about health disparities 

affecting their communities and how using interpersonal communication skills 

(awareness of specific concepts) could help reduce those disparities especially in a 

professional environment. 

Conclusion and Reflection 

 

First, the assignment helps students to consider how their roles in their respective 

fields relate to health disparities. They learn about health disparities and how social 

determinants of health affect people who they serve professionally and their personal 

health. The assignment gives them the opportunity to make connections across disciplines 

while applying specific interpersonal concepts to health disparities. Second, working in 

groups helps students to develop interpersonal skills. Last, conducting research for the 

assignment introduces them to skills that will support graduate studies.  

 

References 

 

Benabentos, R., Ray, P., & Kumar, D. (2014). Addressing health disparities in the 

undergraduate curriculum: An approach to develop a knowledgeable biomedical 

workforce. CBE Life Sciences Education, 13(4), 636–640. 

https://doi.org/10.1187/cbe.14-06-0101 

Benz, J. K., Espinosa, O., Welsh, V., & Fontes, A. (2011). Awareness of racial and ethnic 

health disparities has improved only modestly over a decade. Health Affairs, 

30(10), 1860–1867. https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2010.0702  

Center for American Progress Action Fund (CAP Action). (2020, May 11). Health 

disparities by race and ethnicity. https://www.americanprogress.org/article/health-

disparities-race-ethnicity/ 

Freimuth, V. S., & Quinn, S. C. (2004). The contributions of health communication to  

eliminating health disparities. American Journal of Public Health, 94(12), 2053–

2055. https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.94.12.2053  

Medina, L., Sabo, S., & Vespa, J. (2020, February 20). Living longer: Historical and 

projected life expectancy in the United States, 1960 to 2060: Population estimates 

and projections. 



Carolinas Communication Annual XXXVIII                                                                2022 

88 
 

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2020/demo/p25-

1145.pdf 

Moore, D., & Onsomu, E. O. (2021). Minority students’ awareness of health and 

healthcare disparities and communication channel preferences for obtaining 

relevant information. Carolinas Communication Annual, 37, 19-29. 

Office of Disease Prevention & Health Promotion. (2022, February 6). Healthy People 

2020. https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020 

Treacy-Abarca, S., Aguilar, M., Vassar, S. D., Hernandez, E., El-Farra, N. S., & Brown, 

A. F. (2021). Enhancing existing medical school curricula with an innovative 

healthcare disparities curriculum. BMC Medical Education, 21(1), 613. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-021-03034-7  

Vela, M. B., Kim, K. E., Tang, H., & Chin, M. H. (2008). Innovative health care 

disparities curriculum for incoming medical students. Journal of General 

Internal Medicine, 23(7), 1028–1032. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-008-0584-

2  

Vela, M. B., Kim, K. E., Tang, H., & Chin, M. H. (2010). Improving underrepresented 

minority medical student recruitment with health disparities curriculum. Journal 

of General Internal Medicine, 25(Suppl 2), S82–S85. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-010-1270-8 

 

Appendix 

Interpersonal Communication – Group Assignment 

Name of each person in the group 

Questions 

1. What do you think is a major health disparity in your field? Explain your answer. 

Please cite at least 2 references to support your points. 

 

2. What social and economic inequities help contribute to this health disparity? 

Please cite at least one reference. 

 

3. In chapter 1, there are several types of communication noise listed. Please explain 

how each type of noise can play a role in the health disparity. 

 

4. Ethnocentrism and stereotypes are terms we have discussed. How might each one 

of these terms play a role in the health disparity?  

 

5. Identity management is very important in our lives. As a professional, how can 

identity management play a role in reducing the health disparity? 

 

6. What does this assignment tell you about health disparities and your role as a 

professional using effective interpersonal communication skills in the health 

industry to reduce the health disparity? 
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