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Abstract This article explores the consequences of
failure to communicate early, as recommended in risk
communication scholarship, during the first stage of the
COVID-19 pandemic in Australia and the United King-
dom. We begin by observing that the principles of risk
communication are regarded as basic best practices rath-
er than as moral rules. We argue firstly, that they none-
theless encapsulate value commitments, and secondly,
that these values should more explicitly underpin com-
munication practices in a pandemic. Our focus is to
explore the values associated with the principle of com-
municating early and often and how use of this principle
can signal respect for people’s self-determination whilst
also conveying other values relevant to the circum-
stances. We suggest that doing this requires communi-
cation that explicitly acknowledges and addresses with
empathy those who will be most directly impacted by
any disease-control measures. We suggest further that
communication in a pandemic should be more explicit
about how values are expressed in response strategies
and that doing so may improve the appraisal of new
information as it becomes available.
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Risk communication has been defined as a two-way
exchange of information between interested parties
about the nature, significance, and/or control of a risk
(Lowbridge and Leask 2011). Communication is a key
determinant of how outbreaks and pandemics play out
(World Health Organization [WHO] 2020). It is com-
munication that transmits vital information, maintains
trust, and enables stakeholders to interact over key de-
cisions. Guidelines for effective communication in a
pandemic have been available from leading health or-
ganizations such as WHO and the Centers for Disease
Control (CDC) (CDC 2018; WHO 2018) and have
drawn from extensive research in risk management
(Arvai and Rivers 2014; Fischhoff 2013; Lundgren
2009; Seeger, Sellnow, and Ulmer 2008) since the
1990s, and pandemic planning documents typically in-
clude recommendations for communication (Australian
Government Department of Health 2019; CDC 2020).
A set of “rules” or principles for risk communication
have shown their utility though more than three decades
of health emergencies (Arvai and Rivers 2014; Covello
2003; Covello, Pavlova, and Fisher 1991; Fischhoff
2013). These principles arose from psychological re-
search that identified cognitive heuristics and biases as
determinants of risk perception and response, challeng-
ing rational-choice models of decision-making (Slovic
1987) and social and cultural analyses of risk. The main
objectives of these principles are reinstating a sense of
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control and building and maintaining trust with audi-
ences (CDC 2018; WHO 2018), because perceived
“control” (Slovic 1987) and trust (Siegrist and Zingg
2014) are factors identified as strongly influencing risk
perception, willingness to listen, and appraisal of infor-
mation. The principles of risk communication include:
communicate early and often; be open, transparent and
honest; and accept and involve the public as a legitimate
partner—and hence to engage in “two-way and multi-
directional” (Gamhewage 2014) communication, listen
to people, and communicate with compassion (Covello
2003). These principles are present or implied in many
pandemic planning documents, including in Australia
(Australian Government Department of Health 2019).

The principles of risk communication are
regarded as effective practices in the extensive risk
communication literature (Arvai and Rivers 2014;
Covello and Milligan n.d.; Fischhoff 2013). Until
recently they have been neither treated nor explored
as values or moral rules (Thompson 2012). We
contend that they nonetheless encapsulate value
commitments and that these values may be key to
communication impact.

In this paper we argue that the principles of risk
communication in a pandemic should be extended to
include being explicit about values. What these values
are will be somewhat context dependent. We begin to
explore here why values-explicit, values-framed, or
values-oriented communication might be useful and
what this might look like.

In relation to the principle of “communicating early
and often,” we suggest that this will involve conveying
respect for people’s self-determination (Renn 2014) as
one key value while simultaneously conveying other
values relevant to the specific situation.

We use “self-determination” to mean “the ability
to shape and enact one’s self”—a definition that
incorporates but is not limited to, and does not
centralize, liberty to act as one chooses (Teson
2016). While we identify self-determination as a
key value, important to convey in risk messages,
we do not intend it to be sole, dominant, or simple.
“Self-determination,” like “autonomy” and “free-
dom” (terms with which it is often used interchange-
ably), is multifaceted (e.g., Forst 2005), and this
complexity fits with how people perceive COVID-
19’s threats to selfhood and identity. We consider
that it is this complex “loss of control” that impacts
risk perception and that can be partially expressed in
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behavioural responses—both practicing recommend-
ed behaviours (such as putting on a mask) and the
refusal to do so are reactions to perceive loss of
control (Jetten et al. 2020; Wong 2020). “Self-deter-
mination” is used in relation to communities as
much as to individuals, which may provide new
understandings or representations for relations be-
tween individual and communal self-shaping in the
context of pandemics (Eichler 2019). Given the ex-
tensive and growing data that reveals values and
ideologies as often the strongest determinants of
people’s attitudes to health protection behaviours
(e.g., Dryhurst et al. 2020; Seale et al. 2020), we
suggest that rich accounts of self-determination, au-
tonomy, and/or freedom beyond “thin” versions of
liberty (e.g., to travel or not wear masks) will have
much to offer pandemic ethics in future research.

In this paper we make a modest beginning on
exploring what adding a “values perspective” to risk
communication might look like by examining one
risk communication principle, “communicate early
and often,” in the very first stages of the pandemic.
Our argument is that use of this principle could have
minimized some of the negative impacts seen in
Australia and the United Kingdom in February and
March 2020. We contend that a hitherto undiscussed
reason for why this principle is effective is because
it conveys value for people’s self-determination,
even as this is threatened by both disease and the
measures needed to control the disease. We discuss
how proactive communication might have improved
community preparedness but also suggest that being
more explicit about this value should have involved
better acknowledgement of, and empathetic engage-
ment with, those who were most directly impacted
by control measures at that time. As a result, the
Australian government could have better addressed
stigma, racism, and xenophobia during late January
and February and mitigated or avoided food and
hygiene product stock-outs in early March. We con-
clude with a brief discussion of how communication
of values might have avoided the loss of trust and
misunderstandings associated with the misnamed
strategy of achieving “herd immunity” when discus-
sion of this emerged in the United Kingdom.

We conclude by suggesting that the communication
of values can improve the quality of pandemic response
and can increase the degree of trust placed in responding
authorities.
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Pandemic Risk Communication
and Self-Determination

When people face the heightened fear of a novel, un-
controlled, and uncertain risk such as the pandemic of
SARS-CoV_2, self-determination in multiple dimen-
sions is compromised and well-being is reliant on the
knowledge and decisions of experts and governments
(Siegrist and Zingg 2014). Risk communication must
connect as much as possible with people’s sense of self-
determination, even (perhaps especially) in contexts
where individual liberties may become limited. How
can this be done? The principles of risk
communication—for example communicating early
and often, being open and transparent, and not
dismissing concerns as “panic”’—are all means of
affording some sense of control in people facing a
situation of high concern and uncertainty.

Transparency is a core recommendation for pan-
demic risk communication (van Der Weerd et al.
2011), because it enables citizens’ knowledge and
confidence (Earle, Siegrist, and Gutscher 2007;
Siegrist and Zingg 2014) that the response strategy
will occur as expected. Because values and moral
commitments are intrinsic to all pandemic re-
sponses, we argue that true transparency requires
that pandemic risk communication is explicit about
the values that guide it. Further, we suggest that
part of the task of managing a pandemic is to
cultivate public convergence (Kahan 2012) on the
guiding values. This is important because a pan-
demic response, and communicating about it, are
not actually separable: action is, in itself, a very
powerful form of communication (Amabile and
Kabat 1982), as we discuss below.

We suggest that conveying respect for self-
determination involves early, proactive communica-
tion with those who are directly affected by any
response strategy. This will involve addressing issues
of fairness or justice, since these are present in
virtually all ethical frameworks for pandemic re-
sponse (Australian Government Department of
Health 2019; Kinlaw, Barrett, and Levine 2009;
New Zealand National Ethics Advisory
Committee— Kahui Matatika o te Motu 2007;
Thomas, Dasgupta, and Martinot 2007) and have
also been shown to strongly influence peoples’ per-
ceptions of, and responses to, risk (Siegrist, Connor,
and Keller 2012).

I. Early Representations of COVID-19 in Australian
and United Kingdom Media

The earliest representations of the new coronavirus in
media coverage of the disease in Australia and the
United Kingdom conformed to what Priscilla Wald
has identified as “the outbreak narrative,” in which a
disease emanating from a non-White, non-Western na-
tion is eventually contained as a result of the scientific
and technologic prowess of democratic Western socie-
ties (Wald 2008).

Through January and February 2020, health risk
communicators from WHO and government health au-
thorities balanced communication of the potential seri-
ousness of the new disease (Clun 2020; The Sydney
Morning Herald 2020), with caution about acting too
strongly or too soon. Nonetheless several elements in
news media coverage of the novel coronavirus disease
in this period together tended to frame the disease as
unlikely to significantly threaten Australia or the United
Kingdom (The Guardian 2020). These included com-
parisons with SARS, MERS, and Ebola, and associa-
tions of the new disease with Chinese political authori-
tarianism, which somewhat signalled that these diseases
were unlikely to cause widespread disease in Western
nations (Boseley 2020). The discourse of “technology
as saviour” (Hooker, King, and Leask 2012; Wald
2008), in the form of early and frequent expectation that
a vaccine and effective treatment would be rapidly de-
veloped by scientists, was prominent (Garcia 2020;
Mannix 2020).

Media coverage identified that mortality was strongly
associated with the elderly and those with comorbidities.
Media commentators have noted that this reporting often
portrayed the elderly, and those with significant health
issues, as a passive, vulnerable minority, even one that
was expendable or burdensome (Ashimoni 2020). These
representations have continued to raise considerable con-
cern (see, for example, People With Disability Australia
(PWDA) et al. 2020) and provides an important context for
later discussions of “herd immunity.”

II. “Communicate Early and Often”

In this discursive media environment, we argue that
earlier, proactive communication signalling that nations
outside China might become affected and about the
possibility of a pandemic was needed. Early communi-
cation could have supported earlier sense-making,
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encouraged citizen engagement, and provided potential
convergence towards a response strategy.

By 20-25 February, the WHO and other health au-
thorities were considering the possibility of a pandemic
increasingly likely (Callaway 2020). Yet in Australia
there was little proactive public communication at this
time—indeed, Australian government websites only
contained advice pertinent to travellers. The Australian
Health Sector Emergency Response Plan for Novel
Coronavirus (COVID-19) was released on February 27
(Grattan 2020) but was accompanied by little transpar-
ent communication about what was being done or which
elements of the plan were receiving attention. This
created a “risk communication vacuum” (Leiss 2001).

In this vacuum, messages came from sources not
privy to government planning. One was virologist Dr
lan Mackay, who recognized and attempted to fill
the space by publishing an opinion piece in the
Sydney Morning Herald (Mackay 2020). This ad-
vised Australians to prepare for a pandemic and
suggested that Australians moderately stock up on
basic consumer items and medicine, urging people to
“prepare, but do not panic.” A steeply-increasing,
sometimes harmful, and prolonged period of
stockpiling of basic supplies like hand sanitizer,
toilet paper, and flour swiftly followed in Australia,
fed by escalating public anxiety.

We contend that earlier and values-oriented commu-
nication could have reduced the anxiety that was later
expressed in stockpiling behaviours by enabling longer
and more moderated preparation for what could be
ahead. Respect for citizens’ complex self-
determination within the context of potential outbreaks
could be conveyed in the cautious communication of
concrete scenarios concerning what people might con-
sider in their own family preparation (for example, of
how to manage if somebody became sick). This period
of sense-making and preparation can allow proactive
communication of values around which people might
shape their responses, such as providing support for
neighbours (e.g., New Zealand National Ethics Adviso-
ry Committee—Ka~ hui Matatika o te Motu 2007).
Proactive early communication with supermarket man-
agers could have limited or avoided stockpiling (Poloyo
2020).

In attempting to avoid early overreactions, which
unintentionally communicates a lack of trust in the
public, government effectively intensified a problem,
rather than reducing it.
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III. Racism and Containment Strategies

Early communication centred on ideas of self-
determination (acknowledging individual and commu-
nal aspects of this) could have helped address the chal-
lenge that most pandemic response measures affect
people unequally (Howse et al. 2020; Vaughan and
Tinker 2009). Racism and stigmatization have been a
feature of almost every epidemic in history (Wailoo
2006), with anti-Asian prejudice and Sinophobia wide-
spread during the outbreaks of SARS in 2003 (Leung
2008). Explicitly confronting this through communica-
tion is crucial, not only to reduce violence and injustice
but because these issues are entangled in epistemic
judgements, as occurred in debates in Australia during
February, concerning racism in relation to containment
measures.

As reports of racism and a range of Sinophobic
behaviours (including avoidance of Chinese businesses,
suburbs, and people) began to appear in the media from
the end of January (Vrajlal 2020; Young 2020), a range
of containment measures that primarily, but not exclu-
sively, affected Chinese people were enacted. A number
of wealthy, independent secondary schools in Australia
had unilaterally acted to temporarily exclude students
who had recently travelled in China (most of whom
were Chinese), including imposing segregated quaran-
tine, in contravention of Commonwealth government
health advice (Hooker, Silva, and Anderson 2020). On
February 1, the Australian government announced that
foreign national travellers from mainland China would
not be allowed entry into Australia; Australian citizens
(most of whom were Chinese) returning from China
were quarantined in offshore detention facilities notori-
ous for their use with refugees. While it is now generally
agreed that early border measures to limit transmission
of disease into Australia were effective, at the time,
school exclusions, selective border controls, and
travel-related quarantines in immigration detention
camps were questioned as unnecessary and were some-
times perceived as forms of racism (Bedo and McPhee
2020; Hooker, Silva, and Anderson 2020).

To convey respect for people’s self-determination,
leaders should reflexively examine how their actions
might also be interpreted as disrespectful and discrimi-
natory. Actions such as containment (border control)
measures are strong forms of communication
(Sandman and Lanard 2009). While we do not suggest
that this was not an important measure at the time,
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communication needed to address (particular through
pre-established two-way channels) those likely to be
directly affected by containment measures—in this case,
Chinese and other Asian Australians. The predictable
harms of stigmatization needed to have been explicitly
acknowledged alongside the scientific rationale (Major
et al. 2018). Risk communication handbooks should
urge authorities to be open and honest about the poten-
tial for discrimination, in the same way they are encour-
aged to be explicit about uncertainty.

Early communication proactively addressing the po-
tential for stigmatization and racism might have not only
limited some of the direct racism experienced by Asian
Australians and U.K. nationals but helped to clarify
judgements around containment measures by ensuring
they were not confused with forms of racism. We note
that sometimes violent racism is continuing in Australia
at the time of writing (Fang, Yang, and Zhou 2020).

IV. How Communicating Values Could Help Make
Sense of Pandemic Response Strategies

Perhaps the most intractable feature of COVID-19 in
its early stages was the persistent framing of pandemic
response strategies as a choice between “the economy”
and “saving lives.” This frequently contested (Hamilton
et al. 2020; Zeballos-Riog 2020) framing exemplified
the tendency toward values-based polarization in views
about the best response to COVID-19 (Kahan 2012).
Early communication with the groups most likely to be
affected by any given containment strategy could help
with this seemingly incommensurable choice. We dis-
cuss how improved communication might have contrib-
uted to the pandemic response in the United Kingdom
when this was first announced on March 12, the day
after the WHO formally declared a pandemic.

A crucial period for communication about COVID-
19 in Australia and the United Kingdom were the first
two weeks of March 2020: the period in which the
reality and likelihood of a pandemic was dawning,
exponential growth feared in both countries (Churley
2020), and news of crisis from Iran and Italy were fresh.
This period of adjustment was critical for sense-making
amid uncertainty, through which convergence on a re-
sponse strategy could occur.

In the United Kingdom there was reportedly heated
disagreement between members of the Scientific Advi-
sory Group for Emergencies over what response strate-
gy to pursue. Such disagreement is a predictable but

highly confounding feature of emergency response
(Christensen and Painter 2004). These differences were
epistemic—they involved different appraisals of the
evidence available and different assumptions about
“herd immunity”—but they were fundamentally driven
by different values. How the term “herd immunity” was
constructed and interpreted in relation to COVID-19 is
worthy of a study in itself. The indirect protection of
susceptible individuals resulting from high levels of
immunity across a population (D’Souza and Dowdy
2020), “herd immunity” is a concept associated most
with vaccination (Hanage 2020; MacIntyre 2020).

For the first two weeks of March, the U.K. govern-
ment pursued a “mitigation” (Wickham 2020) strategy
with little social restriction under the belief that there
was ultimately little the government can do to stop the
virus (Shipman and Wheeler 2020); social distancing
restrictions would incur a high economic cost, be un-
sustainable for a long period, and would produce a more
severe second wave of infection in winter (Wickham
2020). This approach assumed that reaching “herd im-
munity” through widespread infection would resolve
the pandemic (7he Times 2020). This strategy fitted with
Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s values of limiting state
intervention and government spending (Wickham
2020); we note that it also fitted with the cluster of
values termed “hierarchical individualism” in cultural
cognition theory (Kahan 2012).

Within twenty-four hours of Johnson’s announce-
ment of this policy on March 12, outrage was rising as
the strategy’s scientific credibility was disputed by epi-
demiologists and others (Sandle and Boyd 2020), who
pointed out that the “mitigation” strategy would result in
an overwhelmed National Health Service and that
achieving high exposure across the population should
not be anticipated to achieve long lasting population
immunity and thus conclude the pandemic. The mitiga-
tion strategy was perceived as a callous sacrifice of lives,
with the media widely reporting that top government
aide Dominic Cummings had told a private meeting that
the government’s strategy was “herd immunity, protect
the economy and if that means some pensioners die, too
bad” (Buchan 2020).

A “crisis of trust” (Smyth 2020) followed. Even
though modelling from Imperial College, London
(Ferguson et al. 2020), indicated how swiftly the NHS
would be overwhelmed, and convinced the U.K. Gov-
ernment to introduce a “suppression” strategy
(Wickham 2020) from Monday March 16, doubts
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remained. The government was urged to “come clean”
about the sources of the information on which the mit-
igation strategy was based (Smyth 2020), and media
investigations followed.

Earlier communication in this case, where values-
driven disputes existed between experts (Kahan 2012),
likely would not have prevented political crisis, but it
would have allowed more time for sense-making pro-
cesses in scientific, medical, and public communities.
We recommend a commitment in pandemic planning
documents to sharing sources, models, and evidence at
the time of deliberation, and with it, the questions advi-
sors are asking (such as, will the same number of deaths
occur regardless of strategy over the long term?) Earlier
public discussion of these questions might at least have
somewhat disrupted simplistic framing and use of “herd
immunity,” by enabling early and public scientific chal-
lenge from epidemiologists, as occurred from mid-
March (Armitage and Hawke 2020; Barr 2020;
MacIntyre 2020). We note that the simplistic expecta-
tion that “herd immunity” would end the pandemic
remains widespread (e.g., Hasan 2020).

Earlier communication that explicitly discussed
values might have enabled better public sense-making
about the “mitigation” and “suppression” strategies.
Because each strategy invoked values differently and
prioritized different values, we suggest that better com-
munication is needed to explain how values such as
being “proportionate” (Australian Government
Department of Health 2019) are expressed in these
strategies. Because the costs of different strategies tend
to fall on different members of the community, values-
explicit communication could more effectively engage
with the concerns and needs of those most affected
when a strategy is selected.

V. A Speculative Conclusion

This paper offers some early thoughts for why the
principles of risk communication should include the
recommendation to be explicit about values. We are
not suggesting that better communication alone can
prevent or resolve either epistemic or political disagree-
ments in pandemic management nor alleviate every
anxiety nor uncertainty. But we do suggest that, given
that disagreements about pandemic responses are very
often driven by different value commitments, a “values
turn” in risk communication (Feinberg and Willer 2019)
is likely to produce significant benefits, including
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clearer communication, with greater impact. With re-
gard to the principle of communicating early, we have
shown that this is a means of conveying respect for
peoples’ threatened sense of self-determination, under-
stood broadly. We suggest that this communication of
value offers a richer explanation for why early commu-
nication, especially where directed with empathy at
those most affected by response measures, is important.
Values-based risk communication will enable a more
effective pandemic response.
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