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Public Communication during COVID-19 

 

SITUATION 

The COVID-19 pandemic placed an unprecedented and prolonged burden on 

societies around the world — medically, economically, socially, and psychologically. In 

this context, public communication about the virus became both a critical tool for crisis 

management and a key driver of growing social division. 

Friendships fractured, families grew apart, and society split into increasingly polarised 

camps. The Swiss COM-COVID study, led by EISCOM President Prof. Dr. Annegret 

Hannawa, explored this phenomenon in depth. 

 

SACCIA ANALYSIS 

The COM-COVID study examined the impact of public communication in Switzerland 

during the first two years of the pandemic. It focused in particular on communication 

from the Federal Office of Public Health (FOPH) and traditional new media (TNM). 

The evidence-based SACCIA model for safe communication served as the analytical 

framework. 

Key findings: 

•  38% of respondents were dissatisfied with the FOPH’s communication. 

•  34% reported symptoms of anxiety, and 68% reported symptoms of depression 

related to public communication. 

•  Communication had a significant influence on public trust, perceived safety, and 

self-efficacy. 

The data show: Communication always has an effect – but not always a safe one. 

Especially in times of crisis, it becomes a risk factor in itself if its functions are not 

enabled for safety. 

 

THREE PUBLIC RESPONSE PATTERNS TO CRISIS COMMUNICATION 

The study identified three typical patterns of how the Swiss population responded to 

public communication during the pandemic: 

1. “Compliant Supporters” 

This group trusted official information, followed recommended protective measures, 

and believed authorities were acting responsibly. They felt safer and more protected 

because of the communication. 
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2. “Anxious Sceptics” 

These individuals had doubts and fears but also felt overwhelmed by the volume of 

information and emotionally disconnected. They fluctuated between agreement and 

uncertainty – not due to fundamental opposition to the protective measures, but 

because the communication lacked clarity and connection. 

3. “Defiant Deniers” 

This group rejected official narratives and public health measures. They felt excluded 

or patronised by the communication and turned to alternative information sources, 

often including conspiracy theories. Public messaging appeared to them as opaque, 

intrusive, or untrustworthy. 

These three profiles show that the issue wasn’t just the virus – but how people felt 

addressed, acknowledged, or excluded by the communication about the virus. This is 

where the SACCIA competencies come in: they help shape communication so that 

people see their reality reflected and feel safe – even in uncertain times. 

 

COMMUNICATIVE CONSEQUENCES OF THE PANDEMIC 

The COM-COVID study made clear that not only a crisis itself, but how we 

communicate about it has a profound impact on: 

•  trust in public institutions 

•  mental health 

•  social cohesion 

•  the public’s willingness to engage in protective behaviours 

While populist and conspiracy-driven narratives often used emotionally resonant, 

relationship-oriented language, official communication tended to focus narrowly on 

informative facts. This approach overlooked critical protective functions of safe 

communication: Validation, orientation, and connection. The interpersonal space 

where safety could have emerged remained underutilised. 

 

SAFE COMMUNICATION WITH SACCIA 

FIVE COMPETENCIES FOR TIMES OF CRISIS 

With the outbreak of COVID-19, authorities faced immense pressure to disseminate 

vital information quickly. The uncertainty was overwhelming – there were no ready-

made answers, little precedent, and the situation was constantly evolving. In such 

conditions, communication becomes a matter of survival. 

But how well did it actually work? 

The COM-COVID study showed: Safe communication is not a product – it’s a process-

based safety net that connects us as people. 
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The SACCIA model provided a structured lens to understand and improve 

communication in high-risk and crises: 

S – Sufficiency 

Question: Have we ensured that all relevant information is made available – neither 

too much nor too little? 

What happened: Many people found the information overload overwhelming. The 

sheer volume of messages didn’t increase safety – it caused confusion. 

Lesson learned: Safe crisis communication must focus on essentials. It should create 

simplicity, not more noise. 

A – Accuracy 

Question: Did we check – together – whether what was said was factually correct and 

understood as intended? 

What happened: Many facts were communicated quickly, under pressure, without 

mechanisms for validation. Incomplete or evolving knowledge was often not 

transparently communicated as such. Even across institutions, communication was 

rarely used as a shared validation tool – leading to false certainty, and ultimately a 

loss of trust. 

Lesson learned: Accuracy isn’t about knowing everything – it’s about acknowledging 

what’s not yet known, adjusting expectations, and building trust and safety through 

transparency and coordination. 

C – Clarity 

Question: Were perceived uncertainties openly discussed and clarified where 

possible? 

What happened: Communication was often technical, confusing, or even 

contradictory. Many lost trust – not due to a lack of information, but because of a lack 

of clarity. 

Lesson learned: Clear communication is understandable, structured, and creates 

space for questions without fear of judgement. 

C – Contextualisation 

Question: Was the communication appropriate to the situation – e.g., aligned with its 

purpose, timing, relationships, and cultural expectations? 

What happened: When communication was timely, relationship-oriented, and aligned 

with the goal, it fostered trust and was less prone to conspiracy thinking. When this 

context was missing, people felt ignored or excluded, turning to other sources. 
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Lesson learned: Context matters. What is said, when, why, how, and in what 

relationship – all influence how a message is perceived. Safe communication must be 

relationally embedded and build connection, not just convey facts. 

IA – Interpersonal Adaptation 

Question: Did I respond to the emotional, linguistic, and cognitive needs of my 

audience – and did real connection happen? 

What happened: Official messages were often “one size fits all.” Many people felt left 

out, especially those with different levels of understanding or emotional states. 

Lesson learned: Effective communication must reach people – in mind, heart, and 

language. That requires genuine responsiveness to diverse needs, not generic 

broadcasting. 

 

CONCLUSION: COMMUNICATION IN TIMES OF (UN)CERTAINTY 

COVID-19 was not just a public health crisis, it was a communication crisis. 

The COM-COVID study demonstrated that communication can protect – but also 

harm. 

The SACCIA analysis made it clear: Understanding is not automatic – it is a 

shared, dynamic process. And safe communication is not about polished rhetoric; 

it's about fostering shared understanding as a protective safety mechanism. 

In future crises – from pandemics to energy shortages, climate tensions, or global 

conflict – communication will be decisive for collective resilience. 

 

WHAT DOES THE EUROPEAN INSTITUTE FOR SAFE COMMUNICATION 

(EISCOM) DO? 

EISCOM views safe communication not as messaging, but as an interpersonal 

safety process. It's not about saying more, but about creating shared 

understanding that builds trust. 

Grounded in the evidence-based SACCIA architecture, the Institute works across 

disciplines and sectors to strengthen the communicative resilience of societies and 

prevent avoidable harm. 

Specifically, EISCOM provides: 

• Evidence-based guidelines from the COM-COVID study to inform public 

communication in crises 

• Policy advice and strategic support for governments and institutions – 

especially in complex or polarising contexts 

• Collaborations with media and constructive journalism to foster accessible, 

trust-building communication 
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• Training, supervision, and continuing education for organisations and leaders 

– especially in safety-critical sectors (e.g., healthcare, aviation, energy, civil 

protection) 

• Research and applied projects to strengthen communication as a resilience 

resource – not just a risk factor 
 

 

 

 

OUR GOAL: A COMMUNICATIVE IMMUNE SYSTEM FOR THE CRISES OF 

TOMORROW 

The crises of the future won’t just cross national borders – they will run through 

families, organisations, and societies. 

Discourse will become the new architecture of safety, determining whether we 

stay capable of acting together, or fall silent. Trust, orientation, and cohesion don’t 

happen by chance. They are the result of safe communication – in everyday life, and 

especially in times of crisis. 

 


