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Abstract 

Effective and timely communication and leadership are crucial to the successful management of a 

pandemic. As such, messaging by national governments can play a critical role in limiting the spread 

of disease. To assess the UK government’s communication management of the COVID-19 crisis, 

surveys were carried out at two time points. The first survey was delivered during the initial UK 

national lockdown (March – April 2020), and the second in February 2021, during the UK’s third 

lockdown.  

The surveys explored the most used channels for information receipt and searching, the most credible 

sources of information, the types of messages received and remembered, and the effectiveness of the 

messages. Findings revealed a synchronous use of multiple media and platforms in line with channel 

complementarity theory and supporting research that suggests there is an increase in media 

consumption during emergencies such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Online sources of information 

were particularly important, reflecting a growing reliance on the internet. Despite the high 

consumption of information, respondents reported low trust in media, and considered government 

communication untrustworthy, unreliable, confusing and a cause of social alarm.  

The research provides novel insights into where the public receive and search for information, which 

sources of information are used, which communicators are perceived to be credible, the messages that 

have been received and remembered, and the overall effectiveness of the UK government’s strategic 

communication management of the crisis. The research also highlights what the public think could 

have been done differently. Such findings could be of relevance to communicators wanting insights 

for improvement and more effective future management of communication in similar global health 

crises.  

 

 



 3 

 

Introduction: COVID-19 in the UK 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had an enormous impact globally, affecting economies and societies as 

a result of the health impacts of the virus itself, and also the policy decisions made amidst uncertainty 

(Smith et al. 2020). Attempts to control the spread of the virus have had to be carefully managed by 

national governments against negative impacts on economies and public freedoms (Wright et al. 

2021). However, the effectiveness of such actions, assessed in terms of infection rates and public 

opinion, has varied. For instance, consider the variation in disease burden between New Zealand, 

where disease burden was low and the country was able to achieve COVID-19 elimination (Jefferies 

et al. 2020), against that of the United Kingdom, which has been one of the countries hardest hit by 

COVID-19, as measured by infection rates, deaths and lost economic production (Worldometer 2021). 

Effective and timely communication and leadership are central to the successful management 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, playing an important role in the complex relationship between scientific 

knowledge and individuals’ beliefs and behaviours. In this vein, it could be argued that messaging 

about the COVID-19 outbreak by national governments could have played, and will continue to play, 

a critical role in limiting the spread of disease. However, attempts to inform and educate the public 

about COVID-19, and the effective prevention measures that should be followed, can be impacted by 

the volume of information available, and the prevalence of misinformation, especially online. This is 

because we live in a world of information overload, whereby information is shared across multiple 

platforms, by numerous people and organisations, and there are multiple interpretations of the same 

information (Bettis-Outland 2012), ensuring the information that the public receives is true, complete 

and accurate is a challenge (Wiesenberg and Tench 2020). It is also relevant to consider other factors 

that can affect compliance with information, such as trust and confidence in the communicator 

(Spiegelhalter 2017, Turcotte et al. 2015).  

To assess the UK government’s communication management of the COVID-19 crisis, and the 

public’s perceptions of this communication and the communications from other platforms and 
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sources, two online surveys were developed. In this chapter, we discuss the results of both surveys. 

We also discuss implications of the research and highlight how communication professionals could 

adapt to become more effective communicators when sharing information related to the COVID-19 

pandemic, and future health crises.  

Experiencing COVID-19 in the UK  

On January 23rd 2020, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office in the UK advised against all but 

essential travel to the city of Wuhan in China, which was the original epicentre of the COVID-19 

outbreak, which was extended to the rest of mainland China by January 29th (Gov.UK 2020). On 

January 31st, the first two cases of COVID-19 were confirmed in the UK (BBC News 2020a), and on 

February 28th, the first British death from COVID-19 was confirmed (Weaver 2020). By March 2nd, 

the number of cases had jumped to 36, so the government held meetings to discuss preparations and 

responses to the virus (BBC News 2020c). On March 16th, Prime Minister Boris Johnson advised 

everyone in the UK against non-essential travel and contact with others. He also advised people with 

certain health conditions to self-isolate (BBC News 2020b). To curb the number of cases and deaths 

from COVID-19, on March 23rd, Boris Johnson announced a national “lockdown” with new strict 

“stay at home” rules in the UK (Legislation.gov.uk 2020). The lockdown was accompanied by the 

closure of all non-essential shops and services. Restrictions were eased in May 2020, and a tiered 

system was put in place. However, later waves of COVID-19 infection meant that a further two 

national lockdowns were enforced, first in November 2020 and then in January 2021. Despite the 

range of restrictions in the UK, trend data indicates that by May 9th 2021, there had been 4.43 million 

cases of COVID-19 and 128,000 deaths (Our World in Data 2021). In addition, the COVID-19 

pandemic resulted in wide-ranging impacts on the country as a whole, affecting the economy, 

education, physical and mental healthcare. As a result of these wide ranging effects, their long-lasting 

impact, and the likelihood of other similar crises in the future, it is essential to explore how the public 

respond to and perceive communication during the pandemic. 

COVID-19 communication experience and insights from the UK 
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As the COVID-19 pandemic spread in early 2020, media coverage and social media discussion 

increased significantly. Communications professionals faced a challenge in terms of communicating 

important information effectively, whilst also dealing with the rapidly changing nature of the crisis. 

There were also challenges for communicators in terms of navigating the volume of mis-information, 

and ensuring public behavioural responses were in line with scientific advice. To explore 

communications about the COVID-19 pandemic in the UK and how they were perceived by the UK 

public, two surveys were conducted. These surveys, which were carried out at two time points, 

focussed on the most used channels for information receipt and searching, the most credible sources 

of information, the types of messages received and remembered, and the effectiveness of the 

messages.  

The first survey was delivered during the first UK national lockdown in March – April 2020. 

Recruitment was via convenience and snowball sampling using the researchers’ personal and work 

networks and social media (Twitter and Facebook). The survey included 20 questions and was shared 

during the first 3 weeks of lockdown. To increase response rates, a post on Facebook, with a link to 

the survey, was promoted for 5 days using £100 credit. The survey was completed by 609 adults, 16 

years or over, living in the UK. Most of the participants (n= 290, 48.1%) were 40-60 years old, female 

(n= 373, 62.27%) and educated to bachelor’s degree or equivalent and above (n= 308, 51%), not 

currently employed (e.g. unemployed/ retired) (n= 253, 41.89%), white (n= 576, 95.36%) and live in 

England (n= 581, 96.18%). 

The second survey was run in February 2021, as the country was in the depths of the third 

national lockdown. Due to the availability of additional funding and the intention to explore 

perspectives from a more diverse population, recruitment for the second survey was caried out via 

Prolific, an online participant pool. The survey was completed by a demographically varied 

population of 422 adults across England. Most respondents were female (n=200, 63%) and white 

(n=346, 82%). Of those respondents that provided their age, 23% (n=97) were aged 16-24, 40% 

(n=171) were aged 25-39, 33% (n=138) were aged 40-60 and 3% (n=14) were over 61 years. Most 

respondents work full time (n=187, 44%). Of the remaining respondents, many were students (n=63, 
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15%) or worked part time (n=58, 14%). 7% (n=30) were unemployed, 7% (n=31) were furloughed 

and 2% (n=10) were retired. In terms of academic qualifications, 7 (1.5%) respondents reported that 

they had no academic qualifications, 3% (n=14) stated that they had less than 5 General Certificates of 

Secondary Education (GCSE’s) or equivalent, with a similar proportion of respondents holding a 

doctorate degree or equivalent (n=13, 3%). 8% (n=35) held 5 GCSE’s or equivalent, but most 

respondents held 2 or more General Certificate of Education Advanced Level (A Levels) or equivalent 

level 3 certifications (n=126, 30%) or had gained a bachelor’s degree or equivalent (n=168, 40%). 

Most respondents reported that they were living in a household as a couple with children (n=149, 

35%), with a substantial proportion of the remaining respondents living in a household as part of a 

couple without children (n=96, 28%).   

Use of multiple media and platforms  

Previous research indicates that audiences have drifted away from traditional media platforms for 

information retrieval, especially related to health (Anderson 2017, Stroud 2011), instead retrieving 

information from online news sources (Cuan-Baltazar et al. 2020). This pattern was evident during 

previous national and global health crises, such as Ebola or Zika infections. Findings from both 

surveys discussed here, reveal a synchronous use of multiple media and platforms throughout the 

COVID-19 pandemic. These channels included social media, television, radio and printed 

newspapers. In the first survey, TV was most frequently used as a platform to receive information 

about COVID-19 (n= 386, 66%), but Facebook and radio were also frequently or very frequently used 

(n=364, 62.9% and n=237, 43.6% respectively). In the second survey, TV and radio were again an 

important source of information, but Twitter was mentioned more frequently than Facebook as a 

source of information.  

The use of multiple sources of information supports recent research that identified an increase 

in media consumption during the COVID-19 pandemic (Hernández-García and Giménez-Júlvez 

2020). The data from the two surveys also indicated that online sources of information, such as 

websites, blogs and social media, were particularly important platforms for the public, reflecting a 

growing reliance on the internet. In support, Nielson et al. (2020b) found that news use increased 
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throughout the pandemic across a range of countries, and that online platforms such as social media 

and messaging applications were particularly important sources of information. However, this trend 

towards preferring online news sites was also noted prior to the pandemic, when research indicated 

that they were the main source of news for over 40% of people in the UK (Statista 2021).  

Paying attention to the news  

In survey 2, respondents were asked about the extent to which they paid attention to the news 

throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Most respondents (n=257/422, 60.9%) paid attention to local 

news to a great extent, with many also stating that they had paid attention to the regional news to a 

great extent (n=148/422, 35%). Most also paid attention to the national news to a great extent 

(n=257/422, 60.9%), whilst over half of respondents (n=224/422, 53%) also reported that they 

“somewhat paid attention” to international news on the COVID-19 pandemic, but fewer paid attention 

to a great extent (n=99/422, 23%). Also in survey 2, respondents were asked about the extent to which 

they watched the news. Results indicated that this changed throughout the pandemic. During the first 

quarter of 2020 (January to March), most respondents (n=183/422, 43%) followed the news to “a 

great extent”, with only 3% (n=15) not following the news at all. This trend continued into the second 

quarter of 2020 (April to June), with over half of respondents (n=213/422, 50.5%) following the news 

to a great extent. In the fourth quarter of 2020, and the first quarter of 2021, most respondents were 

again following the news to a good or great extent (n=236/422, 55.6% and n=243/422, 57.6% 

respectively).  

The pattern of news seeking identified in the second survey may relate to the extent to which 

respondents were concerned about the pandemic at different time points. Findings suggest that in the 

first quarter of 2020, just over a third of respondents (n=152, 36%) were “concerned to a great extent” 

about the COVID-19 pandemic. This proportion increased to 54% (n=229/422) by the second quarter 

of 2020. By the third quarter of 2020, concern appeared to have decreased, with 41.4% (n=175/422) 

somewhat concerned, compared to 30% who were concerned to a great extent. Concern peaked in the 

first quarter of 2021, when 54% (n=226/422) of respondents stated that they were concerned to a great 

extent.  
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Infodemic - Perceived accuracy and timeliness of information  

Within weeks of the disease outbreak, COVID-19 became a trending topic worldwide, creating an 

“infodemic” (Cuan-Baltazar et al. 2020, Rothkopf 2003, World Health Organization 2020). Due to the 

volume of information online, not all information shared is accurate, true (Oyeyemi et al. 2014, 

Venkatraman et al. 2016) or trusted (European Commission 2018), and much does not adhere to 

official guidance, such as that by the World Health Organization (WHO) (Hernández-García and 

Giménez-Júlvez 2020).  People tend not to critically assess information but still use that information 

to make important decisions regarding their lives and health (Cuan-Baltazar et al. 2020). In relation to 

the COVID-19 outbreak, misinformation has been associated with stockpiling, buying unnecessary 

medical supplies and not adhering to official guidance (Cuan-Baltazar et al. 2020, Oxford Internet 

Institute 2018). Whilst misinformation can be shared offline too, traditionally healthcare professionals 

were the primary source of health information, serving as gatekeepers of information that their publics 

receive, helping to reduce the sharing of inaccurate data (Hesse et al. 2005). 

When levels of perceived accuracy of information were explored in survey 2, it was revealed 

that perceived accuracy was significantly different between media outlets. Figure 9.1 (Perceived 

accuracy and timeliness of information shared across media outlets) summarises these differences and 

shows that differences were found between broadcast news outlets, websites and social media (p = 

<0.0001), with broadcast being perceived as more accurate than websites, and both broadcast media 

and websites being more accurate than social media. Perceived timeliness of information was also 

significantly different across these three media outlets with broadcast media being perceived as the 

timeliest source of information, followed by social media and then websites (p = <0.0001).  

<INSERT FIGURE 9.1 HERE> 

Figure 9.1 Perceived accuracy and timeliness of information shared across media outlets 

(Source: Authors) 
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Lack of trust in information   

Trust is a key motivator for individuals preferring one source of information over the other (Glik 

2007, Rains 2007, Zerfass, Wiesenberg et al. 2019). Despite the high consumption of information 

from online sources, respondents reported low trust in this form of information from online platforms. 

In survey 1, most respondents reported no trust in information shared by the media (n=404, 69.3%). 

Findings from survey 2 show that there was a significant difference in perceived trustworthiness in the 

information shared by broadcast media, websites and social media (p=<0.0001), with broadcast media 

trusted more than both websites and social media. The lack of trust in online sources of information 

supports previous research (Glik 2007, Rains 2007, Zerfass, Verčič et al. 2019). It also reflects the 

downward trend in trust in traditional mass media (European Commission 2020, Turcotte et al. 2015), 

which, it has been suggested, has led to the public becoming less attentive to mainstream news 

(Gilens et al. 2007, Ladd 2011). Findings from survey 2 also indicate that trust in information shared 

by both politicians and social influencers was low, but politicians were better trusted than social 

influencers (p=<0.0001). A similar lack of trust in influencers was seen in survey 1, as respondents 

reported to have had the lowest trust in information shared by non-health influencers (n=545, 95.3% 

(no trust)). The respondents in both surveys also had low levels of trust in the information shared by 

government civil servants, and this trust was significantly lower than that in public health 

organisations.  

In terms of government communication, trust in the messages shared have been deteriorating 

across the world (OECD 2015, Stokes 2020). Trust in the UK government during the COVID-19 

pandemic has declined further still with polls suggesting that over 30% of the population do not trust 

the government’s management of the crisis (Patel 2020). In a similar vein, in both surveys, many 

respondents reported that government communication was untrustworthy, unreliable, confusing and a 

cause of social alarm. In survey 1, most respondents reported no trust (n=288, 48.9%) in government 

communications. When explored by education level, a significant difference was found between those 

with no education and those with a bachelor’s degree (p= 0.03), as well as between those with 5 
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GCSE’s or a bachelor’s (p= .001), and those with a master’s degree or doctorate (p= 0.006), with 

those with fewer qualifications reporting greater trust.  

When explored by age groups in survey 2, all age groups were just as likely to state that 

government messages had been unclear and insufficient, but there was a significant difference in the 

perceived clarity between 16-24 year olds and those aged 40-60, with the older age group being more 

likely to perceive the information as being insufficient and unclear (see Figure 9.2, Perceived clarity 

of information shared during the COVID-19 pandemic). Similarly, in survey 1 a significant difference 

was found in terms of perceived clarity between age groups, with those aged 40 to 60 more likely to 

consider government communication to be clear, than those over 61 (p = <0.01). Such findings 

concerning government communication of key information should be central to how people 

anticipate, understand, prepare for, and respond to an emergency such as the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Enright 2020, Wang et al. 2020).  

Despite the lack of trust and perceived reliability of government messages, key messages 

about effective behavioural responses to COVID-19 such as handwashing frequently, were retained 

by most respondents in both surveys. Moreover, despite the lack of trust in the communication and the 

volume of information received from social media, most of the false messages appear to have been 

recognised and disregarded. For instance, in survey 2 when respondents were asked if it is true that 

COVID-19 only affects the elderly and those with pre-existing health conditions, most (n=395/449, 

88%) correctly disagreed. Similarly, when asked if they had to call 999 (the number for the 

emergency services in the UK) to receive a test for COVID-19, most (n=410/434, 94.5%) also 

correctly disagreed.  

<INSERT FIGURE 9.2 HERE>  

Figure 9.2 Perceived clarity of information shared during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Source: Authors) 
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Survey observations and findings from the UK   

During a public health crisis, such as the global COVID-19 pandemic, effectively sharing evidence 

informed, accurate communication is important in ensuring that the public are equipped with 

information about the virus itself and how to promote individual and societal health. Two surveys 

were conducted, the first at the start of the pandemic and the second in the third national lockdown. 

The surveys explored COVID-19 communications in the UK. 

Respondents used several sources of information during the COVID-19 pandemic. This 

finding is in line with complementarity theory which states information seekers utilise multiple 

sources when acquiring information to fulfil that information need (Dutta-Bergman 2004). It also 

corroborates previous research that indicates that people consult multiple sources, including 

television, radio and social media when searching for health information (Hjarvard 2013, McCaughan 

and McKenna 2007, Rains and Ruppel 2016), and use a range of sources throughout the COVID-19 

pandemic (Nielsen et al. 2020a). Previous research suggests that different platforms are used to 

varying degrees by those in different demographic groups (Lorence and Park 2007). For instance, 

previous data suggests that older adults are more likely to receive information from TV, whilst 

younger people are more likely to use online platforms such as social media (Oxford University 

2017). However, in our surveys, no significant differences in information source preference was 

found between demographic groups in the surveys. This may reflect societal changes in technology 

access over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic or may reflect the changes in media access that 

have occurred over recent years.  

Trust is a key motivator for preferring one source of information over the other (Rains 2007). 

It is also an important factor in terms of how likely audiences are to attend to and adhere to messages 

that are shared. Most respondents reported no trust in information shared by the media which reflects 

existing literature (Gilens et al. 2007). The findings of this survey suggest little difference between 

demographic groups, which contrasts with previous research (Stroud and Lee 2013), but may relate to 

the specific context of the COVID-19 pandemic and its rapidly changing nature and uncertainty.  
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The survey results also highlight that most respondents have little trust in government 

communications relating to COVID-19. This supports research which reveals declining trust in the 

government and reflects the polls carried out by UK national newspapers of public trust (OECD 2015, 

Patel 2020, Stokes 2020). The lack of trust in government communication could be in part due to the 

volume of misinformation that exists, with previous studies revealing that misinformation can 

undermine trust in institutions (Pummerer et al. 2021). It is also possible that the government 

communicators lacked credibility, due to the misdemeanours that were reported in the media, with an 

important example being Dominic Cummings, The Prime Minister's chief adviser during the COVID-

19 pandemic, who was seen near his parents' home in the north of England despite Downing Street 

saying he was self-isolating at home in London (Fancourt et al. 2020). The perceived credibility of 

communicators is important to consider since credibility plays an important role in behavioural 

responses (Spiegelhalter 2017, Turcotte et al. 2015).  

Moreover, trust is crucial to how people respond to guidance, such as that related to COVID-

19 vaccinations - a critical next step in fighting the COVID-19 disease (Loomba et al. 2021). As such, 

it is important to identify ways to reduce the prevalence of misinformation, especially online, and find 

effective methods to support the public in assessing what information is true and what is not. This is 

particularly important since previous research indicates that some sociodemographic groups are more 

severely impacted by exposure to misinformation than others, and this could have ramifications to 

public health outcomes.  

Despite the lack of trust in government communications, most respondents have a good or 

average working knowledge about the pandemic and how to prevent spread, with no differences by 

education level, income or employment status. This finding differs from previous research which 

found that those with higher educational levels were better informed about the risks of a pandemic 

(Lin et al. 2014). This finding from the current survey may suggest that the communication during the 

COVID-19 pandemic has been delivered at appropriate health literacy levels. In support, most 

important messages appear to have been retained by the public such as the importance of key concepts 
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around COVID-19, including hand washing and physical distancing to keep people safe, which 

indicates that the delivery of essential and basic health messaging was successful. 

Finally, survey findings indicate that the extent of the attention that has been paid to the news 

has ebbed and flowed over the course of the pandemic. This may reflect the changes in level of 

concern about the pandemic at different time points, with findings indicating that there was a relation 

between levels of concern and attention given to the news. This ebbing of attention may also reflect 

the extent to which the pandemic was discussed by government, as there were daily press briefings at 

the start of the pandemic, which slowed down as the urgency dissipated and were stopped when the 

first lockdown was lifted in the UK. 

 

Take in infographic 8 

Infographic 8. Learning lessons from the UK’s COVID-19 communication 

 

Takeaways, lessons learned, and future recommendations from the UK experience 

COVID-19 has impacted millions of lives across the globe. Governments have responded to the 

pandemic with extensive restrictions on public movement and freedoms, which have helped to reduce 

cases and in turn, limit deaths from the virus. In addition to restrictions imposed by governments, 

limiting the negative impact of COVID-19 has relied on the public’s awareness and acceptance of 

scientific knowledge, as this has impacted their beliefs and behaviours. However, communicators who 

have tried to inform and educate the public about COVID-19 and effective prevention measures have 

had to compete with huge amounts of information, and large volumes of persuasive misinformation, 

especially online.  

The research discussed in this chapter revealed that people in the UK have access to and use 

many different sources of information about the COVID-19 pandemic, with a focus on information 

from online sources and TV. Although trust was low in the media and government communications, 
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most key messages, such as the importance of social distancing and hand washing, appear to have 

been retained, which signals a success of public health messaging and is a promising finding 

considering the importance of behavioural strategies to control the virus.  

The findings presented in this chapter could be of relevance to communicators seeking 

insights for improvement and more effective future management of communication in similar global 

public health crises. Importantly, practitioners should look to ensure that messages are: 1) consistent, 

as this improves perceived legitimacy (Massey 2001); 2) clear and transparent, as this can improve 

public motivation and intention to adopt or maintain recommended self-protective actions (Vaughan 

and Tinker 2009); and 3) honest as the complete presentation of known and unknown factors can 

positively impact on people’s knowledge, attitudes and beliefs, including trust in the way the 

government is handling the emergency (Lin et al. 2014). By doing so, communicators would be able 

to better ensure that public trust in the information shared is high. This would help to ensure that the 

public trust the information that they are given, ensuring that their willingness to comply with 

guidance is high, and that they are able to anticipate, understand, prepare for, and respond to an 

emergency such as the COVID-19 pandemic, supporting public health and societal wellbeing. 
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