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”You know, maybe
we underinvested

in research on 
human behavior...”
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WHY RESEARCH OM HUMAN BEHAVIOR?

The reciepe for success:

1. Behavioral change: 

Distancing and vaccinations

2. Speed

3. Communication
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WHAT IS GOOD COMMUNICATION?
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1. EMPOWER CITIZENS
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WHO COMPLIED?
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WHO COMPLIED?
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2. BE TRANSPARENT
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DISCLOSE UNCERTAINTY

Gustafson & Rice: Citizens do not react negatively – and, 

often, positively - when communication acknowledges...

1. ”Known unknowns”

2. ”Unknown unknowns”

3. Probabilities

Helps sustain trust when negative events occur
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DISCLOSE THE BAD STUFF
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THE ALTERNATIVE MAY BE WORSE



MICHAEL BANG PETERSEN

PROFESSORAARHUS UNIVERSITY

DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

AN EXPERIMENT ON TRANSPARENCY

Experiment on vaccine communication (more than 6.800 Danes and Americans)

Information about a new COVID-vaccine, COVACID, and its effectiveness and side-effects

Transparent Negative 

Communication

Vague Reassuring

Communication

Vaccine acceptance Reduces Reduces

Trust in authorities Increases Reduces
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THE COMMUNICATION CHALLENGE

Empower people with clear advice

&

Uphold trust by disclosing

the uncertainty and the trade-offs
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WHEN COMMUNICATION FAILS...

INFECTIONS GO UP
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”PANDEMIC FATIGUE”

Source:

Jørgensen et al., under review
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”PANDEMIC FATIGUE”

Source:

Jørgensen et al., under review
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THE EFFECTS OF FATIGUE: POLARIZATION

1. Lowered trust in the government

2. Lowered trust in pandemic management

3. Increased belief in conspiracy theories

4. Increased support for public protests
Source:

Jørgensen et al., under review
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ARE MANDATES A SUBSTITUTE
FOR GOOD COMMUNICATION?
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THE SHORT ANSWER: ”NO”

Legimate force is designed to deter a minority of free-

riders who rationally choose to exploit a cooperative

majority (e.g., as exemplified by the criminal law)

Legitimate use of force is premised on succesful

communication – or polarization increases further

Source:

Andersen et al., 2021
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COMMUNICATION IN A CRISIS

1. Research on human behavior and effective

communication is essential in a crisis

2. Good crisis communication entails:

1. Providing clear and empowering advice

2. Disclosing uncertainty and trade-offs

3. When communication fails, crisis management suffers

and polarization erupt

4. The use of force can never replace good communication
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