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A B S T R A C T

Considering the possibility of a second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, this brief commentary is intended to
share some suggestions on how to phrase public health advice about maintaining social distancing, using face
masks in public spaces and adhering to personal hygiene measures. The discussion will be focused on three
factors: empathy, positive mood and social influence. The commentary concludes with a series of brief suggestions
aimed at policy makers and stakeholders involved in promoting adherence to regulations to avoid a second wave
of the pandemic through mass media communications.

1. The COVID-19 pandemic: how did people respond to the first
wave of infections?

Since December 2019, infections from the SARS-CoV-2 virus and
consequent Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) have spread to
pandemic proportions causing concerns globally. Almost 28 million cases
and over 900,000 deaths have been reported worldwide at time of
publication (see https://covid19.who.int/ for updated figures). Since the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the World Health Organization
(WHO) has advised that everyone should adopt individual strategies of
infection prevention such as frequent and careful hand washing and so-
cial distancing. Guidelines have also been published by governments
(China in primis, followed byWestern countries such as Italy and Spain) to
inform communities about national regulations established to control the
COVID-19 pandemic, such as asking people to staying at home except in
very limited circumstances and closing most shops and public spaces
including playgrounds and parks.

The strict lockdown regulations introduced on March 25, 2020 by the
UK government were partially lifted at the end of June 2020, some weeks
after other European countries such as Italy and Spain started to ease
restrictions. Despite these changes, as of September 2020 the general
public in many countries is still advised to continue following certain
rules, such as staying at home as much as possible and limiting social
contacts to close relatives and some members from other households;
working from home where possible; keeping a distance of one or 2 m
from others in public spaces, especially indoors; wearing face masks in

indoor spaces and washing hands regularly. The reasons for why people
should adhere to these regulations have been clarified by the authorities
and through the media. For example, these measures proved effective
during the first wave of the pandemic in preventing the spread of the
virus across vulnerable populations, including elderly people, people
with underlying health conditions or disabilities, and in reducing pres-
sure on public health services (European Centre for Disease Prevention
and Control, 2020).

Although adherence to these regulations has generally been reported
to be high, albeit with some differences between countries (Martarelli &
Wolff, 2020), clear violations of lockdown measures by individuals or
groups have been reported both during the initial phase of the pandemic
and more recently after the easing of lockdown regulations. These have
led to fines for single individuals and forced closures for businesses,
besides augmenting the risk of increasing the spread of COVID-19 in-
fections. For example, big gatherings where social distancing measures
were not properly followed were reported in the city of London on Sat-
urday July 4, 2020, the first day that pubs and restaurants were able to
reopen since the end of March (https://metro.co.uk/2020/07/05/brits-
party-well-morning-chaotic-first-night-pubs-reopening-12947042).

Understanding the reasons behind these breaches and identifying the
factors which might help promote adherence to regulations and norms,
seem crucial to avoid a second wave of infections in countries where the
number of infections has decreased compared to a few months ago. This
is particularly relevant at the present time, when the introduction of
lockdown laws and regulations is less likely to happen at the national
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level, but is instead more likely to affect specific areas or individual cities
where the number of COVID-19 cases is higher than the national average.

This is what happened in the city of Leicester (UK), where an atypical
increase in the rate of infections was identified at the beginning of July
2020. While lockdown regulations were eased in England on July 4,
2020, allowing restaurants, pubs and hairdressers (amongst many other
businesses) to re-open; people living in Leicester city centre and in
certain surrounding areas were asked to continue adhering to lockdown
regulations (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-leicestershire
-53290314). They were also asked to avoid travelling outside a specific
geographical zone, the borders of which have been defined by the gov-
ernment and local council. As suggested by some authors (see, for
example, Martarelli & Wolff, 2020), adhering to these measures is likely
to have been perceived as costly by the citizens affected by this local
lockdown, especially given the rest of the country could benefit from
re-opening of pubs and restaurants, moving towards the re-establishment
of a ‘normal’ routine. The introduction of localised lockdowns might in
fact be perceived as a further reduction of freedom and an unfair limi-
tation of social interactions. This might also have potentially negative
effects on the mental health and wellbeing of people affected, who might
consequently show less predisposition to follow the regulations put in
place to prevent further spreading of infections.

Public health mass media campaigns, especially at local level, could
then have the potential to augment compliance to regulations and norms,
especially in those areas where the risk of a second wave of the COVID-19
pandemic is higher. Although the effectiveness of these campaigns is
mixed (Stead et al., 2019), it has been suggested that, in order to be
effective, public health messages should be designed by considering who
the messages are directed to, they should highlight the potential threats
to health and the actions to be performed to reduce such threat, and they
should also clearly specify the benefits which could be achieved though
these actions (Morrison et al., 2005). Considering this, and the fact that
the implementation of a specific behaviour or a behavioural change also
depend on individual attitude and internal motivation (as suggested by
the Theory of Planned Behaviour, see Ajzen, 1991); public health mes-
sages aimed at promoting adherence to COVID-19 measures, norms and
regulations might be more effective if designed by focusing on three
factors: empathy, positive mood and social influence.

2. Individual and social factors

2.1. Empathy and positive mood

Becoming aware of someone else’s state, and reacting appropriately,
is the ability we usually refer to as ‘empathy’. Being able to experience
empathy for other people and adapting our behaviour as a result, might
be associated with increased adherence to lockdown regulations. For
example, seeing another living being suffering or in pain has been shown
to activate specific neural circuits in the brain that are involved in pain
perception and which cause an emotional response both at physiological
and psychological levels (Bierhoff and Gilbert, 2005; Melloni et al.,
2013). This emotional and physiological response is usually followed by
an increase in the motivation to act in order to reduce the pain experi-
enced by the other being by changing the situation (Bierhoff and Gilbert,
2005). The tendency to act with a pro-social attitude is likely to emerge
from the interplay between genetic predisposition and environmental
influence (Bierhoff and Gilbert, 2005). In fact, although empathy-driven
pro-social behaviours are already present in the first year of life (see
Decety et al., 2016; for a review), suggesting how human beings might be
predisposed to experience empathy and act to reduce other people’s
suffering, the emergence of more complex pro-social behaviours, such as
altruism, is likely to be mediated by environmental factors, including
interpersonal relationships (Knafo et al., 2008). It has been shown, for
example, that the nature of a relationship with a person who is suffering
or experiencing pain is likely to affect behaviour and consequent
pro-social actions; for example, people are more likely to experience

increased (or more authentic) empathy, including stronger psychological
and physiological emotional responses and being more motivated to act
to reduce another’s pain and suffering, if the individual suffering is from
the same social circle or is otherwise close to them (Melloni et al., 2013).

Based on these theories, messages requesting that people adhere to
lockdown regulations applied only in a specific area could be more
efficacious if the goal of preventing proximate people from getting the
virus and therefore experiencing suffering is clearly stated. For example,
when delivering these messages to the general public, it would be
important to mention how ‘adhering to these norms is a way to protect your
relatives, your friends and colleagues’, since this might elicit a stronger
empathy-driven emotional response and consequent increase in moti-
vation to respect the regulations compared to asking people to ‘respect
the rules to save lives’.

Alongside empathy, positive mood has been associated with an
increased predisposition to carry out pro-social behaviours (this is usu-
ally referred to as the ‘feel-good/do-good effect’; Rosenhan et al., 1981),
suggesting that promoting a positive atmosphere might increase adher-
ence to norms and regulations. However, positive changes in mood are
also likely to emerge as a consequence of carrying out pro-social be-
haviours (Snippe et al., 2017). Therefore, besides planning public health
messages with the aim of eliciting empathy-driven emotional responses,
it might be important to deliver these by using positive language and
highlighting which benefits or rewards might be achieved by respecting
COVID-19 regulations and norms. For example, authorities could
emphasize the benefits that the general public would have from lock-
down restrictions being eased (e.g., reopening of parks, pubs and res-
taurants) as reward for an evident commitment of the population in
adhering to lockdown norms; this might be more beneficial than just
blaming those that do not respect the regulations.

2.2. Social influence

While those who follow the lockdown regulations without external
pressure are likely to show more empathy and positivity, it would be
important to focus on additional factors that might help individuals who
only partly adhere to government regulations. For example, being
exposed to others’ opinions and behaviours, including family members,
friends and colleagues, is likely to affect how we evaluate a specific sit-
uation and potentially induce changes in behaviour (Bandura, 1969;
Stallen & Sanfey, 2015). Within a group, specific informal rules exist and
are shared by its members, influencing behaviour both at individual and
group levels (Feldman, 1984). Group dynamics such as the influence of
those individuals who occupy leadership roles within the group are likely
to affect how each group member adapts and complies with requests
coming from an external source. While the introduction of novel group
norms is usually slow and gradual, critical and sudden events can trigger
fast changes in group norms (Hackman et al., 1992); highlighting how
individuals can become key actors and leaders in promoting adherence to
lockdown regulations within their close group circles of relatives, col-
leagues and friends.

Bicchieri and colleagues (Bicchieri et al., 2020), for example, have
shown how social proximity is likely to affect compliance with group and
societal norms, suggesting that people might be more prone to change
their behaviours when the request to comply comes from amember of the
same social group, compared to an external source. Moreover, collectivist
societies (e.g., some Asian and Latin American countries) are more likely
to comply more to norms which benefit the entire society, compared to
individualistic cultures (e.g., in Western and European countries) (Oh,
2013). Therefore, in individualistic cultures it would be especially
important to promote the empowerment of people who already occupy
leadership roles in formal and in informal groups, involving them in
promoting compliance and adherence to governmental measures across
their social circles. Although it would be difficult to increase ‘true’ con-
formity (i.e., people acting based on an internal motivation instead of
adhering to an external request), promoting social influencing within
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small or large groups of friends and colleagues might be an effective way
to promote adherence to government regulations during the COVID-19
pandemic, especially in regard to future localised lockdowns.

Considering that the economy in some countries has been dramati-
cally affected by lockdown measures put in place in the initial phases of
the pandemic and it is therefore less likely that governments will
implement the same drastic measures (for example, long-term closures of
businesses) if a second wave of infections will happen; it would be
important to make sure that adhering to lockdown measures is perceived
as an individual responsibility, rather than the responsibility being
diffused. A recent survey conducted in the UK, for example, has
demonstrated how most people think that everyone is personally
responsible for the control and spreading of the COVID-19 virus (https:
//blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/personal-responsibility-covid-19/).
Allocating personal responsibility in controlling the spread of the virus by
following regulations and norms, as it has been done in some north Eu-
ropean countries (Nygren& Olofsson, 2020), might be crucial in this and
the next phases of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Another key aspect to consider when planning COVID-19-related
messages to the public, is the exposure to examples of pro-social be-
haviours and compliance to norms. It has been demonstrated, for
example, that indirect social influence (i.e., seeing that other people
respect norms and follow specific rules with a pro-social attitude) facil-
itates the emergence of pro-social attitudes and behaviours themselves
(Keizer & Schultz, 2018), which however are differently achieved at
group and societal levels. It is therefore important that positive examples
of behaviours are shared across groups and that positive social compar-
ison is emphasised, for example using sentences such as “Most people in
your neighbourhood do their best to adhere to infection control measures”,
providing examples and reaching those who are less prone to comply to
the norms. In parallel, journalistic and social media should commit to
disseminate news by using a positive language, providing concrete ex-
amples of pro-social behaviours to the public. This is especially valid for
local media as this effect might be stronger if the pro-social behaviour
shown in the media has been carried out by individuals in the same local
community of the readers/viewers (Yao & Yu, 2016).

3. Conclusions

‘We are all in this together’. This sentence has been used by both
governments and private agencies since the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic to highlight how everyone (worldwide) has been and will be
affected in the short- and long-term by the measures adopted to combat
the spread of the disease.

Recent studies (see, for example Jarvis et al., 2020) have demon-
strated that lockdown measures introduced by national governments
have resulted effective in reducing the basic reproduction number (R0),
i.e., the average number of secondary cases generated by a single case of
infection. In the next phases of the COVID-19 pandemic, it will be
therefore important to focus on promoting compliance to these basic
regulations and norms aimed at controlling the further spread of the
virus, such as maintaining social distancing, wearing face masks and
adopting careful hygiene measures. Based on the information presented
in this commentary, I am presenting a set of suggestions for planning and
delivering mass media communications to the public.

1 Requests that people adhere to government regulations, especially
during localised lockdowns, should specifically target individuals’
internal motivation to act, avoiding a diffusion of responsibility.
These messages should be simple, clear and trustworthy; and
designed to elicit empathy-driven reactions in the public, for example
making people aware that adhering to these rules is crucial to avoid
spreading the virus across their close friends, relatives and colleagues.
These messages should be accompanied by clarity about the measures
which have been put in place to protect people’s economic situation
and by potential ‘rewards’ that are likely to follow. Moreover,

requests that people adhere to lockdown regulations should be
accompanied by a positive language. For example, media and em-
ployers could highlight the opportunities that a new status-quo based
on working-from-home and social distancing might bring (e.g., re-
evaluation of work/life balance and enriched familial relationships).

2 Considering that individuals have the potential to become key actors
in promoting compliance to regulations and norms across their rela-
tives, colleagues and friends, it is important that people with lead-
ership roles in formal groups are empowered and encouraged to share
messages with their colleagues, prepared following the suggestions
above. Similarly, individuals should be encouraged to share these
messages across their informal social circles and be involved in
motivating other group members to follow public health regulations
and norms.

Whatever happens, we (really) are all in this together.
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