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ABSTRACT

Communication has evolved as a concept over the century, both in theory and practice. It is a
critical element in the agendas of all organizations, both for-profit and not-for-profit, as well as
governments. Communication, for instance, plays a vital role in social change interventions and
public health programs dedicated to achieving specific goals such as promoting or replacing
specific behaviors, enhancing individual outcomes, and extending these outcomes to the
community. Evaluation and monitoring of communication efforts are an important determinant of
the effectiveness of such programs, as they enable the identification of gaps in intended and actual
outcomes and thus assist in course correction. Several indicators may be selected to assess
communication's effectiveness, such as exposure, reach, attention, attitude change, message
comprehension, engagement, intention, behavior change, and other outcomes. An extensive
literature review has been performed to study these indicators as communication outcomes and the
underpinning theories. A large body of knowledge is available on communication outcomes
reflecting the effectiveness of communication in terms of the elicitation of psychological and
behavioral responses. Several theories have been developed, tested, and used over the last 150
years that describe how communication drives these responses and behavior change. These
theoretical frameworks articulate the progression and transformation of information exposure into

individual responses.

In comparison with the substantive literature available on the flows and transformations of
information along the continuum from exposure to behavioral change, very few studies

comprehensively provide evidence of the complexities and operational challenges in evaluating
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responses to communication campaigns and interventions. Even fewer studies emphasize the
reciprocal effects and recursive patterns of communication responses, which add theoretical
complexity. This research uncovered and addressed these research gaps. The aim of the study was
therefore to first identify the elements of communication effectiveness and the complexities in
evaluating information exposure in public communication interventions and campaigns, and then

to develop a framework of information response flows and feedback.

This research was conducted in six phases using a multi-method approach. The first phase involved
an extensive thematic literature review to identify the taxonomy and definitions of responses to
information exposure for driving some form of engagement, direction of relationships among the
responses in established theories and studies, and theoretical perspectives on complex problem-
solving and modeling the communication process as a system. This phase, which used a
theoretically pluralist approach, identified the research gaps, provided a set of factors and
responses of communication, and ended with an integrated and comprehensive framework that
presented the relationships among these identified factors and responses, based on existing theories

and models.

In the second phase that corresponded to the first objective of the research, a grounded theory-
based exploration was conducted to uncover the responses used for evaluations by the public
communication practitioners, theories and models used in practice for communication assessment,
the challenges in communication and its evaluation, and expert recommendations to improve
responses and thus communication effectiveness. The central phenomenon that emerged as the
outcome of this phase was the perceived complexity inherent in evaluating public communication

résponsces.



The elements contributing to this complexity included factors influencing responses, dynamic
conditions, individual behavior unpredictability, gaps between measured outcomes and ground
reality, variability in goals and assessments, and uncertainty and variability in defining the

interrelationships of the responses.

The third phase focused on developing a hierarchical model of communication responses, utilizing
the unanimous consensus of subject matter experts and employing Total Interpretive Structure
Modeling to determine the inter-linkages and hierarchy among the responses. The responses used
to develop the model were identified through the synthesis of the findings of the literature review
and the exploratory study conducted in the previous research phases. In line with the conventional
precedence among existing theories, communication exposure and message awareness were
identified as the primary drivers of other responses, while action and the sustainability of action

were found to be driven by all other responses.

The theoretical complexity of describing the response relationships was addressed through system
dynamics modeling. Thus, in the fourth phase, a feedback system of causal loops was developed
to model the behavior of the communication responses, based on expert consensus with a 70%
agreement threshold. The resultant model provides deeper insights into the pathways of intended
consequences, delays, and reinforcing effects of each response under study. For instance,
awareness was identified as being amplified among individuals through reiterated desired
behavioral practices, which are reinstated through high cognitive involvement developed over time
through continuous communication and exposure. The third and fourth phases completed objective
two of the research. The communication effectiveness model represents a departure from
unidirectional cause-and-effect thinking, enabling us to visualize the flows of consequences,

delays, and reinforcing effects of communication interventions. The model also serves to
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foreground the real-world complexity and dynamic nature of public communication and public
health communication as a specific context used as a test case. Through the implementation of this
model, the communication practitioners will be able to anticipate how their communication efforts
would unfold, what could be the leverage points for greater impact, and thus will be able to adjust
strategies dynamically. The fifth phase corresponded to the third research objective. It involved
validation of the resultant flow and feedback model using exposure and sentiment data of digital
communication for disease prevention and mitigation of COVID-19. To verify the model's
behavior against real-world data, a stock and flow diagram corresponding to the causal loop model
was developed. The process involved determining flows and rates, defining assumptions,
formulating the equations and setting up the model for simulation runs. Public data repositories
and a social media listening tool were used to fetch real data, enabling comparison between
simulated patterns and real indicators. This exercise validated the model, confirming its ability to

reflect real-world communication intervention response dynamics.

This research has made some significant contributions. It theoretically explains the complexity of
responses in public communication and advances knowledge in evaluating the effectiveness of
communication. The unconventional outcomes also enrich the existing knowledge on the interplay
between responses that reinforce information exposure driven by communication and the feedback
loop involving positive attitudes and intentions. Practitioners in the public communication domain
will also benefit from the findings of this research. The results reveal the intervening conditions
essential for an informed communication strategy for stakeholders, and provide an advanced
framework to test, simulate, and evaluate their efforts. The developed framework will enable better

decision-making and alignment of activities with the program's goals.
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