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ABSTRACT
This article looks at the relationship of digital religious commu-
nication to “social resilience” or “community resilience.” The 
importance of, in particular, narratival communication of mean-
ing for group resilience has been highlighted by Houston et  al. 
(2015b). Religious narratives as reflected communication of 
meaning are recognized to have quantified themselves in com-
munities’ digital communications, thereby rendering themselves 
accessible to empirical assessment. From this perspective, we 
present a model for measuring community resilience quantita-
tively. Existing resilience models from research on ecological, 
mechanical, and community resilience were combined via their 
shared resilience trajectories to design the model. To further 
facilitate the empirical application of the model, we provide a 
conceptualization of digital religious communication and its 
viability as an effective indicator of community resilience. One 
significant advancement of this focus on digital communica-
tions and community resilience assessment consists in the 
qualities characterizing such communications as both commu-
nicators’ own self-prompted communications while also being 
quantifiable. This enables reconstruction and analysis of a more 
organic communication environment than that made accessi-
ble in survey-based approaches while also capable of achieving 
a higher level of representativity than ethnographic or case 
study approaches.

1.  Occasion, goal and organization of the study1

The COVID-19 virus pandemic has been affecting the global commu-
nity for over two years now (WHO, 2021). Given the extreme stress 
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that individuals, groups, and social systems have been under, it is not 
surprising that the concept of “resilience” – associated with “hope for 
crisis resistance, stability, inner strength and a calm well-being” (Richter 
& Blank, 2016b, p. 67) – has become a topic of both popular and 
scientific interest.

While acknowledging the dire effects of the pandemic, it simultaneously 
provided a unique research opportunity as an exemplary crisis challenging 
the resilience of social systems globally. In our own field of research – 
namely, religious somatizations of the social and vice versa – we became 
interested in the potential significance of religious narrations of the pan-
demic on social media for the resilience of organizations with a religious 
profile. We designed a study focusing on Twitter that looked at the com-
munication about the pandemic of 126 Christian ecumenical and diaconic 
organizations worldwide, focusing particularly on their use (or lack of 
use) of religious language to do so. In the process of developing this study, 
we recognized the need for a model of social resilience that would enable 
quantitative, empirical assessment of resilience and that could operation-
alize communication as an indicator of organizational and community 
resilience. The tremendous quantity of digital data artifacts generated daily 
in today’s digitalized society, we hypothesized, might reveal insights into 
how future crises comparable to the current one could be navigated resil-
iently. Therefore, we prioritized developing a model for social resilience 
suitable for quantitative empirical research utilizing digital communication 
artifacts.

The present article, then, is Part 1 of a two-part project and presents 
the theoretical model just referred to. A second article, Part 2, is being 
published in a subsequent issue of this same journal and reports on the 
development, implementation, and findings of the research on the tweets 
of those Christian ecumenical and diaconic organizations.

In the course of developing that model for analyzing Tweets of religious 
organizations, we realized that it could be deployed just the same in 
research on various social (sub)systems and societal discourses. This article 
thus presents the model as a general model for quantitative analysis of 
the cultivation of shared meaning via communication during crisis on 
social media, drawing on various theories and models for reconstructing 
the interrelationship of these dynamics with one another. In illustration 
of the model, this article focuses on the significance of communication 
for the resilience of religious organizations and on the interrelation of 
resilience and religion. (Richter & Geiser, 2021, p. 9) We introduce the 
terminology of “digital religious communication” as an instance of “reflected 
religious communication” (M. R. Robinson, 2020) to define the field and 
call for further research on social resilience in this promising field.
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2.  Motivation and orientation: religious self-understandings, social 
objects, and information

The theoretical model introduced in the body of this paper formed in the 
course of addressing the question of how to theorize the changing rela-
tionships between the self-understandings of individuals and groups, on 
the one hand, and, on the other hand, the ways these self-understandings 
are communicated. Now, this already can be understood as a “theological” 
task, in the sense articulated by Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834). 
Specifically, Schleiermacher outlined an understanding of systematic-theo-
logical research as the organized presentation of the self-understandings 
prevailing within a particular (Christian) group in a particular place and 
at a particular time. (Schleiermacher, 2011, p. 41) In order to access, 
formulate, and present these, however, additional questions must be con-
sidered: There are the questions of what media carry those communica-
tions, and how these can be approached in an organized and systematic 
manner, specifically, in ways that can rigorously assess – perhaps even 
measure – the significance of those communications in terms of their 
impact on the various functionings of particular social groups. In short, 
an interest in “theology” – reflected religious communication – as a form 
of social communication stimulated the project.

Work in the philosophy of language and social theory over the past 
one hundred years has generated numerous possible theorizations: Theology 
might be understood in a Marxian framework as “ideology”; or as a kind 
“symbolic” communication in the style of the philosophy of symbolic 
forms of Cassirer, and more narrowly, as a “cultural symbol” with Geertz; 
or perhaps as a form of social action following Parsons, whether in Austin’s 
framework as a speech act or in terms of Habermas’s philosophy of com-
municative action; or again, theology might be regarded, following 
Blumenberg, as “metaphor” for living or as creating what Anderson and 
Taylor in their separate ways call “social imaginaries”; still further possi-
bilities include theorizing theology as a social “discourse” in a Foucauldian 
sense or as negotiating a kind of social “scape” in the sense in which 
Appadurai uses that terminology. All these philosophical-theoretical fram-
ings for plotting reflected religious communications are thinkable and 
probably many other others still besides. But none of them quite build a 
constructive empirical bridge between the lived communities and those 
communities’ self-understandings.

The new realist philosopher Maurizio Ferraris (Ferraris, 2013), in com-
bination with the sociological theory of Niklas Luhmann (cf., among 
others, Luhmann, 1995), can help to address just this challenge. Ferraris’s 
theory of “documentality” offers a way of understanding social ideas as 
present and, in a way, textualized in what Ferraris calls “social objects”. 
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Social objects include things like “money, roles, and institutions” (Ferraris, 
2013, p. 120) and do not exist in the same way the natural objects, includ-
ing things like mountains or animals, exist. But social objects do exist, 
and, indeed, often take on material, preservable, reproducible, and mea-
surable forms of expression with characteristics that can be comparatively 
assessed alongside other similar forms. Ferraris proposes, moreover, to 
recognize in social objects “inscriptions”, arguing for a “weak textualism” 
that “assumes that inscriptions are decisive in the construction of social 
reality.” (Ferraris, 2013, p. 121) These points, we would like to suggest, 
to the communicative nature of society generally, and in this way, to the 
sociological systems-theory of Niklas Luhmann. Luhmann famously 
advanced the thesis that society is communication. The idea (and here 
we ourselves are making the combination of Ferraris’s terminology with 
that of Luhmann) is that to say inscription constructs social reality implies 
what Luhmann calls the “multiple constitution” of that reality. (Luhmann, 
1995, p. 39) Unpacking the idea of “multiple constitution”, Luhmann 
observes that at least two elements are implied as well as something pass-
ing between them that can create an at least temporary unity in the 
presence of difference, which unity makes a new difference for both 
original elements even while preserving them. Society forms in, by means 
of, and indeed, as communication. For the purposes of the present study, 
the most practical specification that this theory offers is the identification 
that that which mediates existing difference and creates new difference 
can be referred to with the term “information”. Even though “information” 
in this usage is to be understood metaphorically, to a certain extent, it 
directs our attention to the actual encodings of information that convey 
or “media”- interactions among particular elements, namely, data. Even 
data in as simplified a form as 1s and 0s.

With this, then, we have an implementable theory for creating the 
empirical bridge between a lived community and its self-understandings 
that can enable us to document and, on scale, measure the significance 
of those self-understandings, as well as of their being communicated, for 
the group itself à la the question: “What does theological information do 
for the communities in which it circulates?” This question could be used 
then to identify any number of instances of theological information as 
possible inscriptions that can be assessed qualitatively and quantitatively. 
Most importantly, it breaks the concept and terminology of “theology” 
free from its more traditional media and directs the attention toward all 
kinds of mass communications. In our case, these ideas enabled us to 
realize that digital religious communications are social objects that inscribe 
social reality in data that can be quantitatively presented.

The model presented below is thus generated out of an interest in the 
possible relevance of religious and theological information for community 
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and societal resilience. As noted in the introduction, the model is appli-
cable not only to religious and theological information but could also be 
applied to any meaningful grouping or categorization of social discourses. 
Given that theological self-understandings tend to be highly subjective, 
however, this model could prove particularly useful for understanding 
religious and theological information in relation to resilience, provided 
large enough data sets can be gathered.

3.  Theoretical foundations

3.1.  “Social resilience” as a research area: review of recent literature

If, as Luhmann argued, society is communication (Luhmann, 1995), 
then to an increasing extent it might be said that society today is 
digital communication. From this perspective, we aim to assess the 
resilience not of individual persons nor of groups of persons per se 
except insofar as these organize and present themselves as communi-
cation and exist via their participation in the digital communication 
system of social media platforms. In the English-language scholarly 
literature, research on the resilience of groups is treated primarily 
using the terminology of “community resilience”, “social resilience”, 
and “organizational/organizational resilience.”2 Similar to resilience 
research in general, this discursive domain has shown immense growth 
since the dawn of the new millennium (see Figure 1). Comparatively 
less research has been conducted on resilience in relation to the social 
in German-language resilience research (being our second most prox-
imate context for comparison). In the latter, all of the mentioned 
English terms are subsumed under the term “soziale Resilienz” (Endreß 
& Maurer, 2015a, p. 7) (see Figure 2).3

Due to the large number of research areas that work on the topic 
(Koliou et  al., 2018, p. 14) as well as to the divergent objectives in 

Figure 1. “google Books n-gram Viewer” of the english corpus for the terms “social resilience, 
community resilience, organizational resilience, organizational resilience” (case-insensitive with 
smoothing of 1) in the period from 1970 to 2019.
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individual studies (Koliou et  al., 2018, p. 15), no single definition of social 
or community resilience has so far been agreed upon across all disciplines. 
Nevertheless, some common features in understandings of the terms can 
be identified. Koliou et  al. (2018) have recently noted these with respect 
to English-language research. Endreß and Maurer (2015c) have done the 
same for German-language research.4

A distinction can be made between “natural science-oriented and mate-
rial science-oriented” definitions of social resilience and “social science-ori-
ented” definitions (Bonß, 2015, p. 16). Building on this distinction, the 
following definitions and models (sections 2.1.1 and 2.1.2) can be sum-
marized and integrated into a theory enabling an empirical quantitative 
assessment of social resilience (section 2.2).

3.1.1.  Natural-scientific perspectives on social resilience
Research in the natural sciences on social resilience largely follows the 
tradition of Holling (1973). Holling is acknowledged to have been “one 
of the first researchers to define resilience as the ability of ecological 
systems to absorb and bounce back from external shocks” (Koliou et  al., 
2018, p. 3). Models of resilience developed in keeping with this focus seek 
to allow an empirical-quantitative determination of the resilience of mate-
rial objects (Koliou et  al., 2018, pp. 6–14).

In particular, the mathematical model developed by Bruneau et. al. 
(2003, p. 737)5 may be highlighted. They modeled the loss of resilience 
R  of a system of quality Q t� �  at the time when a crisis occurs, where 
R  is defined as:

 R Q t dt

t

t

= − ( ) ∫
0

1

100  

Here, the original quality Q of the system is normalized to 100 and 
the crisis occurs at time t0 . In Figure 3, the loss of resilience corresponds 
to the area above the curve between times t0  and t1 :

Figure 2. “google Books n-gram Viewer” of the german corpus for the term “soziale resilienz” 
(case-insensitive with smoothing of 1) in the period from 1970 to 2019.
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The resilience model proposed by McAllister in 2016 bears a strong 
resemblance to this model. McAllister depicts two different functional 
curves for infrastructure systems when a crisis occurs (see Figure 4). He 
defines resilience as “time to recovery of functionality” (McAllister, 2016, 
p. 1). The time to recovery, however, is directly related to the integral of 
the functionality curve. McAllister’s and Bruneau et  al.’s definitions can 
thus be seen as similar in this respect.

3.1.2.  Social-scientific perspectives on social resilience
Like natural-scientific models, social-scientific models also largely follow 
the Holling tradition (Koliou et  al., 2018, p. 3). However, they tend to 
focus less on the quantifiability of the phenomenon than on a qualitative 
understanding of social resilience and its factors. The several, quite 

Figure 3. Development of an idealized infrastructure system’s quality Q t( ) when a crisis occurs 
at time t

0
 and the pre-crisis level is fully restored by time t

1
 (Bruneau et  al., 2003, p. 737). The 

area shaded-in (by fröh/robinson) corresponds to the loss of resilience.

Figure 4. mcallister’s resilience model depicting two different trajectories of an infrastructure 
system’s functionality over the course of a crisis (mcallister, 2016, p. 2).
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divergent models in this grouping have at least three features in common 
with natural-scientific understandings of resilience:

1. In social-scientific approaches, social resilience is studied in the con-
text of a crisis and its management.6 Focused attention is given to 
the system’s response and the evolution of relationships within the 
system in the face of a stressor or shock (Koliou et  al., 2018, p. 14).

2. Social resilience itself is understood by many researchers as an “adap-
tive capacity” (Becker et  al., 2013, p. 5).7 This is determined by how 
effectively the social system uses its “individual, collective and insti-
tutional resources” to cope with crises (Paton, 2007, p. 6).

3. A special property of social resilience is the way in which it exhibits 
qualities of “emergent” phenomena. Analogously to Aristotle’s famous 
discussion of the way a whole is often to be seen as something more 
than the combination of its parts (Aristotle, 1989, 1041b), so also 
with community resilience. In this vein, the following hypothesis can 
serve as a point of departure for experimentation and analysis: “[A] 
resilient community is not simply a grouping of resilient individuals 
or organizations, but is a collection of people and groups who are 
able to interact successfully to facilitate adaptation of the whole” 
(Houston, 2018, p. 19).8

Depending on the research perspectives selected and the objectives 
identified, a distinct focus is usually set in addition to the three com-
monalities just noted. According to Koliou et  al., these can be divided 
into three different lines of research, which are briefly outlined below.9

1. The first line of development is summarized under the phrase “reduc-
ing impacts or consequences” (Koliou et  al., 2018, p. 4). This per-
spective, which is mainly used in German-language resilience research 
by Endreß and Maurer (2015b, p. 7) and Bonß (2015, p. 18), focuses 
on the resilience of a social system at the moment of the onset of a 
crisis. Such approaches tend to be interested in the “stability” of the 
system.

2. A second line of development bears a certain similarity to McAllister’s 
natural-scientific understanding of resilience. In keeping with the met-
aphor of “bouncing back” already used by Holling in 1973, the imme-
diate impact of the crisis can be seen as less crucial, and the focus 
can be placed instead on the ability of the system to recover as quickly 
as possible from the consequences of the crisis. The “recovery time” 
of the system thus becomes the yardstick for resilience.

3. In the wake of the World Conference on Disaster Reduction in 
2005, a third line of development emerged. Researchers here refer 
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not only to “bouncing back” but to “bouncing forward” (Manyena 
et  al., 2011, p. 418).10 It other words it is not only a system’s recov-
ery that is taken to indicate resilience, but indications of “reducing 
future vulnerabilities” (Koliou et  al., 2018, p. 4) are also important. 
For these perspectives of social resilience, “future security” gains 
relevance.

3.2.  Toward a quantifiable model for social resilience

The quantitative investigation of “digital religious communication” requires 
us to apply a quantifiable model of social resilience to it. However, since 
research on social resilience has not yet identified a sufficiently quantifiable 
model of resilience (Koliou et al., 2018, p. 20), we have combined social-sci-
entific understandings of the term as summarized above with insights 
drawn from the natural-scientific models described above. This was done 
on the hypothesis that an integration of quantitative methodologies might 
be possible at those points where there are fundamental agreements 
between the social- and natural-scientific understandings of resilience, 
such as, e.g., dependence on time sequences and the quantifiability of the 
social objects being analyzed.

More specifically, we noted at least four common features of social-sci-
entific resilience research presented in section 2.1.2 that can be layered 
with fundamental aspects of natural-scientific, mathematical models dis-
cussed in section 2.1.1. The following points of overlap can be identified 
as necessary conditions for describing social resilience:

1. An initial “quality” of the system under investigation is assumed. 
While this is explicitly identified and quantified from a natural-sci-
entific perspective, it is more implicitly assumed by social-scientific 
models.

2. The development of this quality from the moment of the onset of a 
crisis situation is considered relevant for analysis of social 
resilience.

3. The social system experiences a deterioration of its quality as a result 
of the crisis,11 to which the system reacts by generating adaptations.

4. The adaptation of the system aims at prevention of system failure 
and achievement of improvements in the crisis condition.

The above-mentioned similarities between the natural-scientific and 
social-scientific perspectives all relate to the development of that quality 
of a system to which the analysis of resilience refers. We offer a first, 
model-like visualization of the evolution of a social-system’s condition or 
status ad terminum that fulfills all of these necessary conditions in Figure 5.
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A second observation drawn from the above review of natural- and 
social-scientific models now becomes particularly significant: All three of 
the social-scientific research emphases noted above correlate with the math-
ematical determination of the resilience value.

The point can be illustrated by two exemplary developments, A and B, 
of the quality Q t� �  of a social system (see Figure 6). The evolution of 
both systems starts at a normalized initial value. A deterioration of the 
systems follows the beginning of the crisis, leading to phases of recovery, 
adaptation and further development of the system in due course. In Figure 
6, we additionally visualize the possibility of a worsening of the crisis at 
a later point in time or the occurrence of a second, related crisis. Here, 
the quality of system A is stable, while system B again shows a slight 
deterioration.

From a social-scientific qualitative perspective, different aspects may be 
decisive for analysis of the resilience of a social system as reflected by the 
two evolutions, A and B, of the system depending on which focus is taken. 

Figure 5. Development of a social system’s quality Q t( ) with the four necessary conditions 
resulting from the overlapping natural- and social-scientific perspectives on resilience identified 
in the literature.

Figure 6. Two developments, a and B, of a social system’s quality Q t( ) from the occurrence 
of a crisis until shortly after the further development of this crisis or until shortly after the 
occurrence of a related crisis.
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As explained in section 2.1.2, potential points of focus include the greatest 
possible “stability” at the moment of the crisis, the shortest possible “recov-
ery time” for the quality Q, and “future security” in the event of a renewed 
crisis or a worsening of the current crisis. In the hypothetical case con-
sidered here, crisis course A would be more resilient than crisis course B 
according to each of the criteria mentioned (see Figure 7).

In natural-scientific, quantitative approaches to the study of resilience, 
it is not so much any given status ad terminum in the course of devel-
opment that is relevant for the assessment of the system’s resilience, but 
rather the difference of the integral over the entire period from its initial 
status ad quem (Bruneau et  al., 2003, p. 737). This means, as noted in 
section 2.1.1, that the area above the curve of the line showing the sys-
tem’s development starting at the point of the onset of the crisis can be 
seen as marking the quantitative value for the loss of resilience. Therefore, 
development A of the systems is rated as more resilient than development 
B since the respective loss of resilience is smaller (see Figure 8).

Figure 7. illustration of the three social-scientific development lines “stability“, “recovery time” 
and “future security” based on two developments of a system’s quality Q t( ).

Figure 8. Plot of the resilience integrals’ areas according to Bruneau et  al. based on two devel-
opments of a system’s quality (green filled: a; blue dotted: B).
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Both, social-scientific and natural-scientific perspectives, reach the same 
conclusion concerning which line of system development is the more 
resilient one, namely, A. This illustrates how the two perspectives can be 
seen to converge: both can be described as focused on determining the 
integral of Q t( ) over the crisis period. This integral now quantifies not 
the loss of resilience but a value for the system’s resilience itself. Therefore, 
a system’s resilience is indicated by the area below the line marking the 
development of quality Q t( ) (see Figure 9).

Such an integral can serve as a characteristic value for social resilience 
if the course of the system quality Q t� �  (t) in question fulfills the four 
necessary conditions described above (i.e., starting stability, crisis, deteri-
oration, improvement). Social resilience may thus be described as a quan-
titative resilience value R, determined via quantification of a social system’s 
experience of a moment of crisis (Koliou et  al., 2018, p. 14) and its use 
of individual, collective and institutional capacities (Paton, 2007, p. 7) to 
respond adaptively (Becker et  al., 2013, p. 5) to the crisis. Here, the resil-
ience value R is defined as:

 R Q t dt

t

t

= ( )∫
0

1

 

where Q t� �  corresponds to the evolution of the system’s quality over 
the period t ∈ [t0,t1]. A visualization of the combined model of social 
resilience is presented in Figure 9.

The time-series function Q t� �  is decisive for the determination of the 
resilience value R. The particular “quality” whose evolution is to be fol-
lowed includes any aspect of a social system of interest in social-scientific 
frameworks for resilience research. The challenge is that, for the determi-
nation of resilience, the aspects chosen have to be quantified, such that 
a framework with n aspects produces functions Q ti � �  with i n�� �1,  which 
form the basis of the quality function Q t� �  in the form:

Figure 9. combined model of social resilience of the developments a and B, with the areas of 
the resilience integrals R t( ) marked (green filled: a; blue dotted: B).
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 Q t Q t Q t Q t
n( ) = ( ) + ( ) +…+ ( )1 2

 

Here, the integral form of the definition of resilience allows for both 
an individual consideration of particular aspects and a summary consid-
eration of the resilience value as a whole (Grieser, 2015, p. 295):

 R Q t dt Q t dt Q t dt Q t dt

t

t

t

t

t

t

t

t

n
= ( ) = ( ) + ( ) +…+ ( )∫ ∫ ∫ ∫

0

1

0

1

0

1

0

1

1 2
 

This model could be applied to analysis of the quality of resilience of 
any social object that can be rendered quantifiable. It is not limited to 
the specific application discussed below. In the following section, we will 
now describe digital religious communication as a social object and define 
the way in which it can be quantified as a quality of a social system 
whose resilience might be analyzed.

4. “Digital religious communication” as an object of research

As described in the previous section, a framework is needed by which 
“digital religious communication” can be divided into a quantifiable domain 
of objects and graphed by the functions Qi(t) modeling their quality 
over time.

In this section, first, we explain our choice of a resilience framework 
(see 3.1 and 3.2). While there are many definitions and models of social 
resilience, we chose the framework used here to establish the link between 
the topic “social resilience” and the research object “communication”. 
Second, we describe specific dimensions of the framework, leading to our 
narrower focus on “digital” (section 3.3) “religious” (section 3.4) 
communication.

4.1.  The choice of a theoretical framework for analyzing social resilience

Crystal Daugherty has recently observed that “[R]esilience requires com-
munication” (2021, p. 296). This is a point which has found broad agree-
ment among researchers on social resilience. Starting with Paton et  al. in 
2008, who included “satisfaction with communication” (2008, p. 53) in 
their definition of resilience, communication has consistently been iden-
tified as a core feature of the resilience of groups (Houston et  al. 2015b, 
271; Houston et  al. 2015a, 1; Longstaff and Yang 2008, 1; Houston 2018, 
19; Pfefferbaum et  al. 2015, 182; Houston et  al. 2017, 355; Cummings 
et  al. 2021, 89). Nevertheless, the phenomenon of “social resilience” has 
not received significant attention in the fields of linguistics and media 
studies (Houston et  al. 2015b, 272).



14 J. FRÖH AND M. R. ROBINSON

One important exception to this is a study published in 2015 by Houston 
et  al. (2015). The authors examine previously published resilience frame-
works in relation to three different communication-theory perspectives, 
namely, communication ecology, public relations and strategic communi-
cation. They then relate the common elements of resilience frameworks 
to these approaches in communication-theory to create a resilience frame-
work that focuses on communication as the ether in and through and as 
which resilience dynamics develop (Houston et  al. 2015b, 273).

In terms of content, the framework developed by Houston et  al. consists 
of a total of four different dimensions (see Figure 10), in which the 

Figure 10. communication-centered resilience framework from houston et  al (houston, spialek 
et  al., 2015, p. 274).
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connections between the research object “communication” and the primary 
research focus “social resilience” are outlined.

The first of the four dimensions, referred to as “Communication Systems 
and Resources” (Houston, Spialek et  al., 2015, p. 275), “represent[s] the 
reservoirs in which community meaning-making, information exchange, 
interactions, and connections can occur” (Houston, Spialek et  al., 2015, 
p. 275). Our work has been focused on the social media platform “Twitter” 
thus far as a system of communication (Ang, 2021). Therefore, the 
“resources” to be analyzed in our research include the “communication 
infrastructure” provided by Twitter for private users as well as for com-
panies and official bodies.

The second dimension refers to the relationships that are relevant for 
social resilience, using the term “Community Relationships”. These rela-
tionships can be a loose connection, a passive group affiliation or an 
actively designed interaction between normal users, companies and official 
bodies (Houston, Spialek et  al., 2015, p. 275). All of these are prevalent 
on Twitter and other social media platforms where they are maintained 
by free-flowing individual, group and organizational interactions 
(Pfaffenberg, 2015, p. 26).

The third dimension, “community attributes” (Houston, Spialek et  al., 
2015, p. 277), is not discussed in detail by Houston et  al. The relevance 
to social resilience, however, is clear and as such the category invites 
further investigation. Community attributes, such as “flexibility”, “diversity,” 
or “social justice”, “represent the “characteristics” of the communicating 
group - the more these attributes characterize a group, the more it can 
be said to demonstrate resilience.

The fourth dimension concerns the content of the communication itself. 
Houston et  al. distinguish between four “Strategic Communication 
Processes” (2015, p. 276), all of which contribute to the resilience of groups 
during a crisis. These processes range from (i) factual stocktaking and (ii) 
information sharing, to (iii) collaboratively shaping (identifying and char-
acterizing) the crisis, to (iv) making sense of the circumstances experi-
enced. Once again, as communication services on which all four of these 
forms of strategic communication are taking place and in reciprocal ways, 
Twitter and other social media platforms constitutes a fertile field for 
further research on this fourth dimension of resilience (Pfaffenberg, 2015).

All four dimensions in the framework of Houston et  al. unfold in inter-
dependent relationships with one another (2015, p. 277). Of particular interest 
for our research is the possibility that this interdependence can, in principle, 
be modeled by quantifying various resilience relevant aspects of the com-
munication system and their functioning over time, expressed by the func-
tions Qi(t). Of course, not all communicative actions on social media would 
seem equally relevant as social resilience factors; for example, Daugherty 
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identifies not simply communication itself as relevant to resilience, but more 
specifically effective communication (Daugherty 2021, p. 296). Thus, certain 
delimitations of scope are necessary. Two of them will be suggested in the 
following section, leading to a concretization of the framework.

4.2.  Concretization of the framework

As early as 2008, Paton et  al. showed that effective communication of 
information in crisis situations does not primarily depend on the quality 
of the content of this information (2008, p. 46). Rather, and with regard 
to the context of a pandemic in particular, the literature identifies two 
factors in particular as characteristic of effective communication: 
Trustworthiness of source and impact on meaning-making.

A disease pandemic is always accompanied by an information pandemic 
in communication about that disease (Ding & Tang, 2021, p. 33). In the 
context of the current COVID-19 pandemic, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) coined the term “infodemic” to refer to this dynamic, which it 
defined as “too much information including false or misleading information 
in digital and physical environments during a disease outbreak” (WHO, 
2021). In this light, it is unsurprising that the effectiveness of the infor-
mation communicated depends on “trust” in the information source 
(Longstaff & Yang, 2008, p. 1; Paton et  al., 2008, pp. 51–52; Pfefferbaum 
et  al., 2015, p. 193). Trustworthy sources of information are identified as 
those communicators in a person’s environment with whom a relationship 
of trust already existed before the pandemic (Wise, 2021, p. 19) and who 
are perceived as holding the same values as the information recipient 
(Paton et  al., 2008, p. 47). Therefore, we decided to focus our analyses 
first on communications that originated from sources likely to be regarded 
as trustworthy in these respects by the field of potential communication 
recipients.

Regarding the “impact” of communications on the meaning-making 
processes of information recipients, the contextual and referential nature 
of all information acquisition and interpretation must be considered. As 
with trustworthiness, impact will filter through previous experience and 
preexisting basic convictions. This is no less true during crises like the 
pandemic than in any other crisis, as “people attempt to understand a 
novel pandemic by relying on their existing mental models” (Tallapragada, 
2021, pp. 75–76). Such examples of such basic convictions might include 
“unreasonable optimism, mortality salience, and identity protection cog-
nition” (Tallapragada, 2021, p. 77) as well as certain kinds of “outcome 
expectancy” and “self-efficacy” (Paton, 2003, p. 214; Paton et  al., 2005, p. 
27).12 Thus, the part of communication that has a direct influence on 
these convictions is of particular relevance for resilience assessment. It is 
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not clear that more objective forms of communication during and about 
the pandemic (e.g., reporting of scientific findings) have the biggest impact 
on meaning-making for groups. Indeed, precisely in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which was surrounded by many protest and populist 
movements contesting scientific research about the pandemic, “unreason-
able optimism,” “identity protection,” “mortality salient” communication 
became key sites for the study of the impact of communications on group 
meaning-making.

For our work, then, it follows that the area of “community narratives” 
in Houston’s framework has been of particular interest. Specifically, we 
became interested in the resilience relevance of religious communications 
as a kind of community meaning-making narratival form for participants 
in digital communication spaces.

4.3.  “Digital” communication

Social media have become the “most important channel[s] of communi-
cation […] [in] all areas of human social life” (Saha, 2021, p. 349). The 
truth of this statement has been repeatedly attested in recent years, from 
the pandemic to high-profile domestic and international political devel-
opments including Black Lives Matter, the events of 6 January 2021 in 
the USA, the protests of farmers in India, the invasion of Ukraine to any 
number of additional examples. Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the use of social media increased across the board (Saha, 2021, 
p. 349), and social media became the most used sources of information 
during periods of restricted physical contact (Saha, 2021, p. 350).

Despite wide usage in all sectors of society, the relationship of social 
media to social resilience has been viewed rather ambivalently by resilience 
researchers. On the one hand, social media are perceived by many research-
ers as of crucial significance for social resilience today (Gurwitch et  al., 
2007, I; Hughes & White, 2006, p. 213; Powell, 2021, p. 107; Reuter & 
Spielhofer, 2017, p. 168; Saha, 2021, p. 347). On the other hand, however, 
others have highlighted the potential for negative impact on social resil-
ience presented by social media, seeing the “COVID-19 pandemic as the 
first social media infodemic” (Saha, 2021, p. 357). Thus, a deeper under-
standing of the interrelation between social media and social resilience 
remains a current research desideratum (Houston, 2018, p. 21).13

To look to just one field of particular relevance to present interests, insights 
may be gleaned from the field of disaster communication research concerning 
how to approach the collection, documentation and analysis of what might be 
called digital communication artifacts and the roles that social media can play. 
Social media, and Twitter in particular (Houston, Hawthorne et  al., 2015, p. 
11), have played a central role in disaster communication research in facilitating 
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communications among a variety of actors and processes in disaster response 
(Houston, Hawthorne et  al., 2015, p. 8). Researchers have been able to show, 
for example, that trust in social media messages from official institutions and 
organizations is significantly higher during disasters than toward private user 
groups (Reuter & Spielhofer, 2017, p. 172). However, the increased basic trust 
does not apply to government agencies, in whom trust has been “near-record 
lows” for several years, at least in the United States (Wise 2021, 27). As a 
result, other official institutions such as companies, social organizations, and 
even religious groups have held a special degree of potential influence in their 
social media communications during the crisis period (Paton et  al. 2008, 46).

To identify effective - i.e., trusted and impactful - digital communication 
artifacts for our research, we decided that the Twitter user accounts of 
official non-governmental groups would be the primary focus. In addition, 
due to the functionality to actively follow user accounts, a user account’s 
number of followers provides an easy way to track its influence.

4.4.  “Religious” communication

The last and at the same time most significant specification of the research 
focus on “digital religious communication” concerns the “religious”. Just 
as in the relation of social resilience and digital communication, here, too, 
researchers of social resilience have not yet paid extensive attention to the 
interrelation of social resilience and religion. So far, no resilience frame-
work exists relating social resilience to religion, although the importance 
of the other is repeatedly pointed out by scholar in both research areas.14

Although no overarching framework for relating religion and social 
resilience is yet available, a number of individual studies have been pub-
lished in recent years, mostly with a focus on particular aspects of the 
link between resilience and religion. These can be categorized according 
to the three dimensions of Houston et  al.’s model not related to infra-
structure: “Community Relationships,” “Community Attributes” and 
“Strategic Communication Processes” (Houston et  al. 2015b, 274):

In the area of “Community Relationships,” several researchers have 
drawn attention to the social capital offered by religious communities 
that are well-integrated into society (Holton, 2010, p. 67; MHum et al., 
2011, p. 313). These communities provide crucial “community sup-
port” (Francis, 2019, p. 509),15 which, it has been suggested, could be 
used in more intentional cooperation with governmental or other 
official agencies than has been the case to date (Ager et  al., 2015, p. 
216; McCabe et  al., 2014, p. 96).

5. A more theoretical reflection is found in studies that can be related to 
what Houston calls “community attributes”. Incorporating ethical 
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perspectives, Schneider and Vogt, for example, discuss the importance of 
“realism and problem awareness (1), process orientation (2), and relativ-
izing the difference between descriptive and prescriptive (3)” (Schneider 
& Vogt 2018, pp. 192–196). Another recent essay by Steinmaurer looks 
at the ethical dimensions of social resilience in relation to the context of 
the digital (Steinmaurer 2019, pp. 40–44).

6. Applied and theoretical perspectives come together in studies which 
might be classified in relation to “Strategic Communication Processes”, 
especially those focused on what Houston et  al. call “Community 
Narratives”. These studies empirically identify religious narratives, 
trace their development and evaluate their impact on the group, and 
some even reflect on the theological content of the narratives.16

This latter area of “community narratives” has particular relevance for 
our research interests in three respects: First, the study of religious nar-
ratives in social discourses includes an empirical component and can 
therefore be related to existing research on communication that is effective 
in cultivating resilience. Second, the empirical study of religious narratives 
can be related to existing research in religious studies and related fields, 
including sociology of religion and theology. And third, narratives con-
stitute a direct interface between individual and social resilience. Hauschildt, 
for example, points out with regard to individual resilience that in crisis 
situations, “acquired resilience resources, including spiritual and religious 
ones, themselves fall into a state of crisis” (Hauschildt 2016a, p. 102). 
These resources are then renegotiated on the basis of “communicative 
experiences” and thus become relevant at the level of social resilience.

Our interest in religious narratives as community narratives – and, more 
specifically, community narratives as these are represented in digital com-
munication – required that such narratives be collected from communi-
cators whose communications could form a database subjectable to methods 
of data analysis. As discussed above, ideally those communicators are 
official, but non-governmental actors, with whom the recipients already 
had a relationship of trust before the pandemic, and whose values they 
believed they shared. Now adding the additional layering of the religious 
to the formation of this communication profile, these sources of commu-
nication can be identified in the context of social media as official accounts 
of religious institutions, organizations, churches and religious leaders.

5.  Conclusion and future research directions

The significance and value of the theoretical model presented in this article 
may be summarized with the following three points:
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1. The loss of social resources (Richter, 2021, p. 16) (e.g., personal con-
tacts, community, and the information circulation connected with 
these) during the pandemic led in many cases to a massive increase 
in social media use (Saha, 2021, p. 348). Recent research on resil-
ience has already demonstrated that social media have been actively 
used “[for] finding meaning and creating resilience” during the pan-
demic (Saha, 2021, p. 354). This confirms and reinforces the direct 
connection with resilience theory. This draws attention to the signif-
icance of digital communication artifacts from social media platforms 
as an important resource for research on community and social resil-
ience, both during the pandemic and in crisis situations more broadly.

2. If “[a]ll that we know about religion and the church, we know 
through mass media” (Blanke, 2012, pp. 222–223), then communica-
tion in digital settings or via digital modes is vital for research in 
religion and theology. One key objective of research on religion is to 
document, describe and interpret “the manifold explicit and implicit 
expressions of religion and spirituality in society” in relation to social 
systems and social change (Richter, 2020, p. 121). By examining such 
expressions in digital manifestations – for example, by documenting 
and describing digital religious communication in relation to social 
transformation during the pandemic – further research on digital 
religious communication could deepen understandings of how faith 
and religion are interpreted in the digital realm and what exactly the 
relevance of these communications is for society. Of interest are not 
only the statements that users make, but also how digital discourses 
are structured, which participants make up the discourse network, 
and how religious groups are integrated into society in digital spaces 
- and all along the way, how both the actors or groups and commu-
nication itself demonstrate resilience or facilitate resilience for 
others.

3. Lastly, it is important to be cognizant of the complex ways that pat-
terns in social communication “are highly dependent on culture and 
biography” (Hauschildt, 2016b, p. 492). We are not working under 
the illusions of any kind of digital positivism that might universalize 
and oversimplify connections between technology and social mean-
ing. To the contrary, exciting transcultural distinctives – i.e., con-
text-specific receptions of context-overarching issues – can be 
identified precisely via the worldwide reach of common platforms 
including but not limited to Twitter and thanks to the large amount 
of data generated through participation on them.

This article has pursued a theoretical goal. Namely, we have synthesized 
a model of social resilience from the existing literature that combines 
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natural-scientific and social-scientific models of social resilience. This is 
an important contribution to research on religious communication in 
digital settings (including in such fields as Religious Studies, Digital 
Religion, and Digital Theology) since doing so makes it possible to quan-
tify and measure the significance of religious actors’ communicative activity 
for social resilience. In other work, we are applying this model to analysis 
of religious organizations’ communication on Twitter during the pandemic, 
following up on the possible significance of digital religious communication 
as a social resilience factor.

However, the model holds great potential for quantitative analysis in 
other areas of social-scientific inquiry, as well. It is one of the strengths 
of the model presented here that it is operationalizable for research on 
any social system or societal discourse, such that the term “religious” 
could be substituted with, for example, “political”, “economic”, or “educa-
tional” and so on. In each case, it would be important only that the 
discourse to be investigated should be clearly defined and its scope demar-
cated. This makes the model potentially useful for research in such dis-
ciplines as Sociology, Political Science, and Economics among others.

Notes

 1. This work was supported by the Volkswagen Foundation within the framework of 
the project ‘The role of transcultural semantics and symbols for resilience during 
the Corona pandemic – a hermeneutic approach to historical and intercultural 
expressions of severe crisis’. The authors report there are no competing interests 
to declare.

 2. ‘Organizational’ as well as ‘organisational’ are both used in research, reflecting the 
variation in English spellings.

 3. The term ‘collective resilience’ (Richter (2021, p.  2)) has also been recently used.
 4. Following this work, among others, Böschen et  al. in 2017 made an empirically based 

attempt to identify similar lines of research for the general concept of resilience 
(Böschen et  al. (2017)). These have in part great similarity to the results found by 
Endreß/Maurer and Koliou et  al.

 5. Bruneau's model has been used repeatedly as the basis for other models, for example, 
in 2010 by Renschler et  al. for the PEOPLEs resilience framework (Renschler et  al. 
(2010)) and also in 2010 by Cimellaro et  al. for an infrastructure-oriented resilience 
model (Cimellaro et  al. (2010)).

 6. The context of crisis is by no means coincidentally present, but is given by the fact 
that ‘unfortunately, it is the existential crisis situation that leads to the becoming 
visible, possibly even to the genesis of resilience.’ (Richter (2014, p.  265)).

 7. This was noted by Becker et  al. in 2013 within an overview of the conceptual under-
standing of social resilience as a central aspect of a variety of resilience models. It 
continues to hold true, as seen, for example, in Reuter (Reuter and Spielhofer (2017, 
p.  168)) or Houston et  al. (Houston et  al. (2017, p.  354)).

 8. Also represented in this way, for example, by Chewning et  al. (Chewning et  al. (2013, 
p.  240)).
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 9. It is worth noting that three nearly identical lines of research have been identified by 
Hiebel et  al. with respect to individual resilience. This potentially strong similarity 
between individual and social resilience may be a fruitful line of inquiry to follow 
in additional studies, aimed at developing shared, or at least complementary, under-
standings of resilience. See: Hiebel: (Hiebel et  al. (2021, pp.  9–10)). The three lines 
of research on individual resilience are summarized there under the terms ‘Immu-
nity, Stability or Resistance’, ‘Bouncing Back or Recovery’, and ‘Growth.

 10. First called for in detail by Manyena et  al. (Manyena et  al. (2011, p.  418)). Adopt-
ed, for example, by Houston et  al. (Houston, Spialek et  al. (2015, p.  270)), later in 
a weakened distinction from the second line of research (see his elaboration on the 
metaphor in (Houston (2018, p.  19))).

 11. The concept of crisis used in the social science studies referred to above is of a 
system-theoretical nature. Similar to the natural science studies, a restriction of the 
functionality or quality of the system is already considered a crisis. Therefore, no 
existential character of the crisis situation is intended, although in research on oth-
er aspects of resilience that may be important. (Breyer and Janhsen (2021, p.  41)) 
Possible causes of the crisis can include both direct effects on the system (such as 
natural disasters, see (Bruneau et  al. (2003, p.  736))) or changes in external circum-
stances (such as an increase in the complexity of the social system as a whole in 
the case of economic stressors, see (Koliou et  al. (2018, p.  14))).

 12. The aspect of ‘self-efficacy’ is a theologically intensively discussed topic, which for 
example in the context of the DFG-FOR 2686 is addressed by Cornelia Richter 
under the term ‘individual self-care’ (Richter and Blank (2016a, p.  69)).

 13. We could not identify any frameworks published since Houston's remark that allow 
a more precise description of the relationship.

 14. See, for example, (Spradley and Spradley (2021, p.  51)). Listed here is an overview 
of the currently most important resilience frameworks in the pandemic context.

 15. The same can be found in Buys (Buys (2020, pp.  13–14)) and from an Islamic per-
spective in Bentley (Bentley et  al. (2020, p.  262)). Due to the comparability of the 
results to the Islamic context, an interreligious view on resilience would be interesting.

 16. For more empirically oriented examples, see Holton (Holton (2010, p. 67)) and MHum 
(MHum et  al. (2011, p.  313)). Analogously, for more theoretically oriented examples, 
see Duyndam (Duyndam (2017, p.  175)) and Buys (Buys (2020, pp.  11–13)).
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