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“Why don’t they just 
do what we tell 
them?” 
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the time of COVID-19
SARAH BAUERLE  BASS ,  PHD,  MPH

TEMP LE  U NIV ERSITY,  COLLEGE  OF  
PU BLIC  HEALTH

D IRECTOR,  R ISK  COMMUNICATI ON 
LABORATORY

Agenda
1. Risk Perception and Behavior
2. Risk and Crisis Communication
3. Risk Communication and COVID-19
4. SARS-CoV-2 Vaccine Hesitancy
5. Communicating about Vaccine Hesitancy
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Resistance to Risk

Don’t Like Risk

Heart Attack

Better Driver

Where Does 
This Come 
From?

UNREAL 
OPTIMISM OR
OPTIMISM 
BIAS 
4

3

4



1/29/2021

3

Attenuation of Risk
5

Creates an Important Divide
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Factors that 
affect risk 
perception
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Control and Choice

New and “Exotic”
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Possibility of personal impact

Trust and Fairness
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Process

Health, Risk 
and Crisis 
Communication

Distinction 
Among Terms
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Health Communication

15

Risk Communication
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What is Risk Communication?

Crisis Communication
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Factors that Affect 
Processing 
Information in a 
Crisis

We are emotional people…
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Mental Noise…

This mental noise 
reduces the ability 
to process and 
retain information 
by 60%
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Perceptions of Risk
People who are upset have perceptions of risk …

that are often very different than those of 
technical experts.
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Source:  
Vincent Covello, 
Center for Risk 
Communication

How does the public deal with uncertainty?
Factors important to the public in interpreting risk info
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WHO DOES THE PUBLIC BELIEVE?

Trust

Source Credibility

Politicians

Friends/family

Local Doctors
Doctors at a renowned university

Doctors at CDC/NIH

Doctors at local health department

Federal officials

Local officials

State officials

Industry – Pharmaceutical + for profit

Surgeon General

Media

Think about this in the context of COVID-19
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What 
happens in 
the absence 
of that 
authority?

COVID-19 Perceptions and Behaviors
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And then it 
came to the 
US…

Messaging…
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Media Coverage

Mixed messages (just to name a few)
Extent and spread
Flu analogy
Testing
Who is at risk
Masks
Stay at home orders
Vaccines will give you COVID
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COVID-19

Time is not our friend

Mixed messaging and poor communication 

All of these factors affect public response to COVID-19
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Vaccine 
Hesitancy

Vaccine 
Hesitancy –
What is it 
and what do 
we know?
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Differences 
between general 
vaccine hesitancy 
and COVID-19 
vaccine hesitancy
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Groups most likely to be hesitant
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Diffusion of 
Innovation 
Theory as 
explainer of 
uptake

Types of Adopters
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Risk 
communication
strategies to 
combat vaccine 
hesitancy

Experts vs. 
Lay People

Check out Tim Caulfield’s work: 
@CaulfieldTim
http://twitter.com/#!/caulfieldtim
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Fear as a Powerful Motivator
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Take Away…

Check out guidance from the Public 
Health Institute: 
https://www.phi.org/thought-
leadership/communicating-about-the-
covid-19-vaccines-guidance-and-sample-
messages-for-public-health-practitioners/
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https://obssr.od.nih.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2020/12/COVIDReport_Final.pdf

CDC Toolkit (only aimed at healthcare workers right 
now): https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/covid-
19/health-systems-communication-toolkit.html

Remember 
to…

Name Name racial equity explicitly

Build Build relationships with trusted 
messengers in communities

Prepare Prepare for discomfort and distrust

Explain Clearly explain the vaccine process

Meet Meet people where they are

Check out guidance from 
the Public Health 
Institute: 
https://www.phi.org/thou
ght-
leadership/communicating
-about-the-covid-19-
vaccines-guidance-and-
sample-messages-for-
public-health-
practitioners/
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Communication 
and Relationship 
to Risk
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Thank you!
Sarah Bass

215-204-5110
sbass@temple.edu

Twitter: @SarahBassPhD
Risk Communication Laboratory

https://sites.temple.edu/turiskcommlab/
Temple University Risk Communication Lab

@TURiskCommLab

TURiskCommLab
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC_nwH1fTsI6Amj8TLjo2JyA
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