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Risk Perceptions of COVID-19 Around the World
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The (In)stability of risk perception
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Politicization of science
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Inform vs Persuade

Informed consent Marketing

Public health? Science advisor?



The Five Rules

Recommendation Description 

Inform, not persuade An overarching recommendation to communicate with aim of 

informing the decision-maker’s choice, rather than pushing them 

towards a given option.

Offer balance, not false balance Be clear about the benefits and costs or risks associated with 

decision options. 

Disclose uncertainties Clearly describe uncertainties around the evidence presented.

State evidence quality Provide information about the quality of the evidence drawn upon.

Inoculate against misinformation Identify and pre-empt circulating misinformation or misperceptions 

about the topic. 



PROVE Framework 

• Pre-bunk (Inoculate against misinformation)

• Reliably Inform (Inform, not persuade)

• Offer balance (Offer balance, not false balance)

• Verify quality (State evidence quality)

• Explain uncertainty (Disclose uncertainties)



The Risk of Transparency….

“Such an approach to communicating scientific 
uncertainty may be more intellectually honest, but 
it nonetheless comes at a cost of eroding public 
confidence.”



The Risk of Transparency….

That so-called “expert” was me



Communicating uncertainty about facts

Dr Anne Marthe van der Bles



Uncertainty about facts: BBC and Unemployment
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Judgments about “facts” under uncertainty

van der Bles, van der Linden, Freeman, & Spiegelhalter (2020).

• Participants: 1122 people, recruited on Prolific Academic

• Mean age = 37.72, SD = 12.12

• 68.5% female, 31.2% male. 

• Design: 3 x 3 between-subjects

Type of uncertainty communication

Topic



Unemployment:

Recently, an official report came out with new information about the unemployment rate in 
the United Kingdom. This report stated that between April and June 2017, government statistics 
showed that an estimated 1,484,000 people in the UK were unemployed.

Unemployment:

Recently, an official report came out with new information about the unemployment rate in 
the United Kingdom. This report stated that between April and June 2017, government statistics 
showed that an estimated 1,484,000 people in the UK were unemployed (minimum 1,413,000 
to maximum 1,555,000). 

Unemployment:

Recently, an official report came out with new information about the unemployment rate in 
the United Kingdom. This report stated that between April and June 2017, government statistics 
showed that an estimated 1,484,000 people in the UK were unemployed. The report states that 
there is some uncertainty around this estimate, it could be somewhat higher or lower.

Judgments about “facts” under uncertainty

van der Bles, van der Linden, Freeman, & Spiegelhalter (in revision, PNAS).



Tigers:

Recently, an official report came out with new information about the number 
of tigers in India. This report stated that in 2015, there were an estimated 
2,226 tigers left in India. (minimum 1,945 to maximum 2,491). The report 
states that there is some uncertainty around this estimate, it could be 
somewhat higher or lower.

Climate science:

Recently, an official report came out with new information about global 
warming. This report stated that between 1880 and 2012, the earth’s average 
global surface temperature has increased by an estimated 0.85C (minimum 
0.65 to maximum 1.06). The report states that there is some uncertainty 
around this estimate, it could be somewhat higher or lower. 

Judgments about “facts” under uncertainty

van der Bles, van der Linden, Freeman, & Spiegelhalter (in revision, PNAS).



Typical Dependent measures

• Perceived uncertainty:

• To what extent do you think that this number is certain or uncertain? 

• 7-point scale: very certain to very uncertain

• Trust:

• To what extent do you think this number is reliable?

• 7-point scale: Not at all - very reliable

• To what extent do you think the writers of this report are trustworthy?

• 7-point scale: Not at all - very trustworthy



To what extent do you think this 
number is reliable?

Results (collapsed)

To what extent do you think the 
writers of the report are 

trustworthy?

To what extent do you think this 
number is uncertain?



Results (uncertainty)
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BBC (Digital Field Study)
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Research questions

• Compared to one-sided, persuasive messages, are 
communications following PROVE guidelines perceived as more 
trustworthy and do they elicit less psychological reactance?

• Exploratory: Are these effects moderated by prior beliefs?

Dr John Kerr
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Inform vs Persuade

Understand vs Believe

Better informed vs Changed behaviour

Information vs A message

Be trustworthy vs Be trusted



Evidence communication 
(AKA PROVE)

Standard communication







Standard

The COVID-19 vaccine is safe 
and effective. It gives you the 
best protection against 
COVID-19.

The COVID-19 vaccine is now 
being offered in the UK. This 
information is designed to help 
you make an informed decision 
about vaccination.

All medical treatments have 
potential benefits and potential 
side effects which should be 
considered.

Evidence





Standard Evidence



Experiment I

• March 2021, prior to general 
vaccine roll out

• Representative, unvaccinated
UK sample (18-50)

• N = 1,959 



Evidence communication 
(AKA PROVE)

Standard communication



Trustworthiness - Information



Trustworthiness - Producer



Reactance?

“an unpleasant motivational 
arousal that emerges when 
people experience a threat to or 
loss of their free behaviors.” 

Triggered by a perception that 
their freedom of choice is 
threatened, leading to emotional
(e.g. anger) and cognitive (e.g. 
counter-arguing) responses. 

Steindl et al., 2015; Dillard & Shen, 2005 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4675534/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03637750500111815


Reactance - Affective

Marcus et al., 2015

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/political-science-research-and-methods/article/measuring-emotional-response-comparing-alternative-approaches-to-measurement/89D16036909D17CEE7B0039328C764A8


Reactance - Cognitive



Vaccine intentions (secondary)

7 items; Freeman et al. (2020)

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/psychological-medicine/article/covid19-vaccine-hesitancy-in-the-uk-the-oxford-coronavirus-explanations-attitudes-and-narratives-survey-oceans-ii/C30FDB5C3D87123F28E351FDAAD5351A


Interactions



Experiment I - conclusions

• No main effect of message condition on 
measures of trustworthiness or reactance

• Among participants with negative prior beliefs 
the Evidence communication was considered 
more trustworthy and elicited less reactance 
than the Standard communication. 





Nuclear power





Experiment II

• November 2021, 

• Representative UK sample

• N = 1,034  



Evidence communication 

(AKA PROVE)
Standard communication



Manipulation check



Trustworthiness

Significant effect of message 

on perceived trustworthiness 

of information and producers
**

**



Reactance

No main effect on affective 

or cognitive reactance



Nuclear policy support (secondary)

**



Interactions

• Effect of message moderated by prior beliefs

ns



Experiment II - conclusions

• Evidence communication perceived as closer 
to ‘PROVE’ criteria than Standard.

• Evidence communication perceived as more 
trustworthy than standard. 

• Among participants with negative prior beliefs, 
the Evidence communication was considered 
more trustworthy and elicited less cognitive 
reactance (but not affective reactance) than 
the Standard communication. 



Take-away(s)

• Risk perception can be highly dynamic.

• Misinformation (especially via social media) can 
distort public risk perception.

• We need to offer trustworthy risk communications
• Five rules for risk and evidence communication.



Conclusion

Thank you


