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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic drastically altered the ways individuals and institutions communicate. Restrictions on face-to-face interaction, mask mandates, and the global shift to digital communication transformed interpersonal and public communication practices. This paper explores these changes through the framework of Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT), which explains how individuals adjust their communicative behavior to achieve understanding and social connection. Drawing on recent studies, including Elhami and Roshan (2021), Reed and Thompson (2021), and Riskind and Gotay (2020), this prospectus examines how convergence, divergence, and maintenance strategies were used to navigate communication barriers during the pandemic. It also considers the adaptive role of public institutions, such as libraries, in maintaining community connections through digital inclusion and accessible communication practices.
Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic caused widespread disruption to nearly every aspect of human life, including how people communicate and interact. With face masks, social distancing, and the rapid move to online platforms, the pandemic challenged traditional modes of verbal and nonverbal communication. Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) provides a useful framework to analyze how individuals and organizations adapted their communicative strategies to maintain social bonds and understanding in this new environment. Originally developed by Howard Giles, CAT explains how people adjust their communication—either by converging toward or diverging from their conversational partners—to facilitate understanding, assert identity, or manage social distance. During the pandemic, these processes became increasingly visible in both interpersonal and institutional communication.
Theoretical Framework: Communication Accommodation Theory
Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) posits that individuals modify their communicative behavior in response to social, cultural, and situational contexts (Giles & Ogay, 2007). Elhami and Roshan (2021) note that 'while people speak to each other, they sometimes make some changes such as pronunciation, accent, speech rate, vocabulary range, or even grammatical structure' (p. 1). These adjustments, known as convergence, are intended to increase understanding, show empathy, or gain approval. Conversely, divergence emphasizes social or linguistic differences to maintain distinct group identities, while maintenance occurs when communicators make little effort to adjust their style. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the application of these strategies shifted significantly.
Interpersonal Communication Changes During COVID-19
Elhami and Roshan’s (2021) study provides direct evidence of how communication accommodation operated during the pandemic, particularly among migrants in Spain. One interviewee described that before COVID-19, Spaniards often spoke more slowly and used translation tools to facilitate understanding—a clear example of convergence. However, after mask mandates were introduced, 'understanding became more difficult… when I looked at the lips it was easier for me to understand them, but now it is not possible' (p. 2). This shows how nonverbal elements such as facial expressions and lip movements are vital to communication accommodation.
Digital Communication and Social Adaptation
With in-person communication restricted, digital platforms became primary channels for social and professional interaction. Video conferencing, social media, and instant messaging replaced many face-to-face encounters, introducing new forms of communication accommodation. As Wiederhold (2020) observes, individuals modified their speech pacing, visual focus, and background environments to suit the norms of virtual interaction. This digital convergence—adapting communication styles for online environments—helped preserve relationships and productivity during prolonged isolation.
Institutional Adaptation: Libraries as Community Connectors
Public libraries exemplified how organizations applied communication accommodation principles at the institutional level. Traditionally serving as hubs for information, education, and social connection, libraries faced the challenge of continuing their services despite physical closures. Reed and Thompson (2021) describe how libraries 'revised services and explored new ways to provide information and support to communities—primarily through digital services' (p. 1). Through this adaptation, libraries demonstrated convergence by meeting patrons where they were—online.
Social and Psychological Implications
The need to adapt communication during COVID-19 also carried psychological implications. As Riskind and Gotay (2020) emphasize, personality traits influenced how effectively individuals managed emotional well-being during isolation. People high in emotional stability and conscientiousness demonstrated stronger resilience and better coping mechanisms, using adaptive communication strategies to maintain social ties. Conversely, those high in neuroticism experienced greater difficulty adjusting to the new communication norms, highlighting the complex interplay between personality, stress, and communicative adaptation.
Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic fundamentally transformed global communication, compelling individuals and institutions to adjust their behaviors and strategies to maintain connection. Through the lens of Communication Accommodation Theory, these adaptations can be understood as processes of convergence—whether through modified nonverbal cues, digital engagement, or institutional innovation. Studies by Elhami and Roshan (2021), Reed and Thompson (2021), and Riskind and Gotay (2020) collectively illustrate that even amid crisis, humans exhibit remarkable flexibility in maintaining understanding and empathy.
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