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Foreword 

Founded in 2014, The Buchanan Institute is a University of Edinburgh-based 

student-led think-tank that empowers students with the ability to develop policy that 

will solve real-world problems. By conducting policy research on specific issues, 

Buchanan’s members aim to turn diverse ideas into comprehensive action.  

The Scottish historian George Buchanan, whose name inspired ours, believed that 

the source of all political power is with the people. Motivated by his doctrine, every 

year we offer an Academic Year Research Programme which mentors students through 

the policymaking and report-writing processes by means of weekly training sessions 

and continued support. 

We hope that through the latest instalment of the Programme, we have helped 

nurture the next generation of young adults to engage with the public sphere, and to 

turn their passion for social change into actionable policy. 
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Executive Summary 
Since March 2020, almost 19 million people across the UK reported testing positive for 

Covid-19 (UK Gov, 2022), whilst the whole of the UK bears the impacts of continually changing 

lockdown restrictions. These impacts include increased uncertainty surrounding restrictions, 

alongside continued health, economic and social effects. The pandemic has rendered the public 

increasingly dependent on the UK government for information and guidance on how to live 

and act during the Covid-19 health crisis, arguably to an unprecedented degree. Uncertainty 

surrounding the science and how best to combat the spread of the virus and its wider impacts 

have made effective policy communication particularly difficult. This increase in government 

communication has exhibited itself through televised press conferences, at times occurring on 

a daily basis, government website updates, government TV adverts, and government posters 

and billboards. This policy communication from the government was also conveyed through 

secondary outlets such as televised news channels, online and print newspapers, radio news 

broadcasts and social media. However, approximately 48% of the UK public perceive that the 

UK government communication throughout the Covid-19 pandemic did not meet the needs of 

their community, highlighting a lack of clarity, credibility and empathy as sources for this 

insufficiency (Abrams et al., 2021). This paper confirms these findings through a mixture of 

both quantitative and qualitative research. To help address these issues, both the national 

government in Westminster and the devolved UK governments should reform their policy 

communication methods, focusing especially on improving the efficiency and clarity of policy 

communications. This can be achieved through implementing specific recommendations 

surrounding the content and delivery of government policy communication, with a particular 

focus on changing the language and timing of policy communications. 
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Key Recommendations 

Content 
1. The government’s policy communication must be targeted and specific to the issues at 

hand  

2. Governments must include actionable advice and examples of how their policies can be 

followed practically when they introduce the policies to the public  

3. The government should openly acknowledge potential areas of uncertainty when 

delivering policies and that policies may change in future 

4. The government must depoliticise their policy communications, addressing the science 

and reasoning behind their policies openly in the delivery process 

Delivery  
5. The government must use clear, concise and simple wording in their policy 

communications, avoiding technical jargon which leads to confusion  

6. The government must communicate policies in a timely manner ensuring that they are 

effective in time to combat the issues at hand. Timeliness can be assessed through 

whether governments react decisively and efficiently in response to developments in 

the policy sphere.  

7. The government must use multiple means of communication to disseminate policy, 

ensuring the widest possible audience is reached, and be clear as to how their policy 

communications can be accessed. 
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Introduction 
 

Effective policy communication  is defined by a population informed about government 

policy, understanding what, why and how policy is implemented. For effective policy 

communication to occur, it has to be sensitive to a variety of context-dependent variables, 

including cultural values, gender, religious beliefs and levels of literacy (Reddy and Gupta, 

2020). Effective policy communication within the context of a global pandemic is important 

because it minimises negative public perceptions and encourages protective behaviour (Bish 

et al., 2011). Despite the acknowledged importance of effective policy communication which 

underpins the fragile trust between authorities and public, a “communications crisis” has 

occurred (Nielsen et al., 2020). The Director-General of the WHO described the Covid-19 

pandemic as “an infodemic”, in reference to the risk posed by misinformation (Ghebreyesus, 

2020). This is characterised by populism, conspiracy theories and especially anti-vaccination 

activism (Tworek et al., 2020), which have obvious knock-on impacts for the government’s 

ability to tackle Covid-19. Therefore, effective policy communication also must navigate a 

hostile and chaotic environment of misinformation, swamped with anxiety, fear and panic. 

 

In the United Kingdom, the government has struggled to convince the majority of the public 

it is a reliable, trustworthy and dominant source of information, with a quarter saying the UK 

central government communication is not at all credible, and a fifth claiming it is apathetic 

with the public’s concerns (Abrams et al., 2021). At the onset of the outbreak, UK Prime 

Minister Boris Johnson acted complacent and overconfident in the UK’s ability to contain 

Covid-19 (Sanders, 2020), while messages cautioning individuals to stay at home were 

simultaneously sent over mobile text (indie_SAGE, 2020). Government communication 

surrounding the pandemic has been criticised for being unable to adequately transmit science 

and facts across to the public, being vague about the level of adherence demanded from the 

public, and generally conflicting information (Bermingham, 2020). This sentiment has been 

widely shared by the public, perhaps best reflected in Matt Lucas’ viral impersonation of Boris 

Johnson (Lucas, 2020). Some research has been conducted regarding British policy 

communication during Covid-19, but there is a dearth of literature for the Scottish context. 

Furthermore, existing work is predominantly quantitative; little work has been done to obtain 

specific qualitative data which can help inform improvements in policy communication. 

Qualitative data is especially important because it can provide a theoretical or conceptual 

understanding of the factors causing ineffective policy communication, through a grassroots 

perspective, compared to top-down. Our research has attempted to address this, with an 

emphasis on the Scottish situation. Although we employed surveys, one could argue we 

conducted somewhat qualitative research, because of the use of short answer questions, and a 

multitude of grading questions. 
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Research Methods 
 

This paper draws upon both primary and secondary research, incorporating a mixture of 

qualitative and quantitative research.  

Primary Research 
 

We collected primary data from those affected by the pandemic through an online survey. 

This data proved accessible given the far reaching impact of COVID-19. To guarantee the 

maximum number of responses, the survey consisted of short questions and rating scales, 

taking approximately 5 minutes for participants to complete. These questions were 

accompanied by optional questions requiring text-based responses for those participants who 

wished to elaborate further.  

Following the collection of background information on participation (including age, 

profession and where they spent the pandemic) to control for differences in how policy 

communications may be received and perceived, the survey enquired which communication 

streams are used by participants and with what frequency. The participants completed a scale 

ranking the efficiency and clarity of government communications. Following this stage of the 

survey, there were optional questions focusing on conflicting information and possible 

improvements to government communication and long-term impacts of these communications. 

Through this new primary data set, we hope that this paper makes a novel contribution 

regarding the UK’s response to COVID-19 government policy communication, a particular 

strength of this paper. In total, 30 sufficient responses were received. This therefore limits the 

extent to which interpretations of our data set may be representative of actual views, ans may 

also miss out some perspectives entirely. Nevertheless, 20 (67%) of these participants spent 

the pandemic in Scotland, with a further 30% spending the majority of the pandemic within 

England. Moreover, 60% of the respondents were students. Therefore, despite our small 

sample size, our data reflects experiences not only local to Scotland but to a wider UK 

geographic area.  

Based on stakeholder feedback, we decided to limit the scope of our research to England 

and Scotland, ensuring our research and recommendations are as targeted as possible. 

Stakeholders also noted that the participants of the survey were likely to be predominantly 

from the 18-25 age bracket, as was the case in practice (56% of respondents). Therefore, it 

must be noted that the data collected in this paper provides the greatest value when 

understanding the patterns and preferences surrounding policy communication of those aged 

18-25 in particular. Stakeholders also provided valuable feedback that our work adds to a 

limited set of research focusing on policy communication in times of crisis, another key 

strength of this paper.  

We have also tried to conduct interviews with academics, public health experts and 

politicians, reaching out to these stakeholders via email. However, we struggled to access 

experts, perhaps due to the involvement of many public health experts in advising government 

policy and the fact few are free to comment on their communication. It must also be noted the 
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government may exhibit bias towards the status quo. Whilst the struggle to access primary 

qualitative data is in part combated by written responses to our survey, these difficulties 

nevertheless mean this paper places greater emphasis on secondary research.  

Secondary Research 
 

Given continuing uncertainty surrounding the ongoing pandemic, Covid-19 policy 

communication from the government has continued throughout the research process for this 

paper. To combat bias which may arise from the ongoing nature of the pandemic, we kept our 

survey open for a month (February 2022), ensuring responses were guided by the same 

availability of background information and events in the pandemic. Moreover, a significant 

amount of new research has been released during the pandemic and is continuing to be 

released. Our researchers have ensured the relevancy of our paper through remaining up to 

date with new research and modifying recommendations accordingly, up until concluding the 

research in March 2022. In particular, research from the Reuters Institute proved fundamental 

in guiding our recommendations.  

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

Discussion • 11 

Discussion 
Broad principles for effective policy communication do exist, but utilising research tailored 

for each context is always more accurate. Therefore, this report builds on existing research to 

understand how effective government policy communication was during the Covid-19 

pandemic in Scotland and provides recommendations for improving policy communication. 

 

The discussion is split into three indicators which dictate effective policy communication, 

these are efficiency, clarity, and communication sources. These were suggested in both our 

primary research as well as existing literature, which is why this paper chose to analyse these 

variables. 

 

Efficiency 
Efficiency can be defined in a number of ways. For the purpose of this project, we defined 

communication as being efficient if you have the information (or are able to get it) when you 

need it.  

Due to the fast-spreading and rapidly changing nature of a pandemic, having efficient 

communication is incredibly important. Chan et al. (2021) found that, in a sample of 111 

countries, early government communication significantly reduced interest in certain 

conspiracy theories. They additionally found that the effect was stronger in Western nations; 

this supports the importance of tailoring communications advice to the region (Chan et al., 

2021). Though our own work did not look at conspiracy theories and misinformation, this 

provides important justification for why policy communication is so important, and how it can 

be improved. 

Experiences of efficiency were highly variable, but overall many people did not find 

government communication during Covid-19 to be particularly inefficient. As shown in fig. 1, 

the most frequent answer to the survey question “How efficiently do you think you received 

government policy regarding Covid-19?” was moderately efficient, whilst the mean result was 

slightly less than moderate efficiency. Overall, more people described communication as 

efficient (both “very” and “moderately”) than inefficient - 46% compared with 32%.  
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However, despite efficiency being good on average, there was large variability. In the survey, 

the standard deviation was 1.2, and every option was chosen by at least 7% of participants. 

Much of this variability came from confusions regarding Scotland’s relationship to the wider 

UK. Several comments on the survey referenced the Scottish Government’s daily briefings as 

being particularly useful in ensuring everyone was made aware of information and changes in 

a timely manner. In contrast, the government in Westminster, when mentioned, was seen as 

slow and inefficient. Several participants also noted that there had been conflicting 

communication between the Scottish and the British Governments, which caused confusion 

and led to further inefficiencies as citizens struggled to make sense of the different messages 

they were receiving. As one participant wrote, “I felt that the Scottish Government was clear, 

sharp and I felt they cared, whereas Westminster was a joke.”, whilst another said “For the 

Scottish Government it was very effective/efficient however the Westminster information was 

always confusing”. 

Further variability comes from demographic inequalities, discussed below in the 

“Communication Inequality” section. The variable experiences demonstrate that though 

governments have the capacity and ability for highly efficient communication (as was 

experienced by much of the population), large targeted improvements are still required in 

certain areas. 

 

Clarity 
 

In communicating serious issues, it’s important for the government to be as clear as 

possible in order to ensure most people, if not everyone, understands both the content and 
the intent of the message. As to help define clarity, we have again set up some boundaries 
based on previous research into communication-related subjects. We have established that a 

communication is clear if the information in it is easily understood. This means definitions 
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have to be stated clearly, rules and regulations have to be worded in such a way that no 
questions can arise surrounding their meaning, and any communication causing confusion 
should be avoided. Some questions to ask when thinking about clearness are “Was the 
communication you received actually helpful? Was there too much/too little? Were the words 
and phrases used easily understandable? Was it clear how it actually applied to your life? 

Was the information too vague?” The following section will outline our findings regarding 
these questions and what that means for government communication in health crises. 

Jill Rutter, in her short publication on the Institute for Government, largely attributed the 
many instances of general confusion surrounding regulations to the government’s 

communication strategies, rather than the clarity of the eventual rules and regulations-
related communications from the Scottish government (Rutter, 2020; Nielsen et al., 2020). 
Rather than critiquing the content of the messages, Rutter claims that general public 
confusion was a result of closed-door, behind the scenes briefings, leaks, and subsequent 
denials.  The mixed messaging when it came to specific regulations did not help with 
generating clear-to-follow instructions and preventing overall confusion, either. Rutter, for 
example, concludes that while the government warned people not to go to cafés, they didn’t 
order any major close-downs, making it difficult for people to see what was expected of 

them. Moreover, the bored expression of the Prime Minister in his TV addresses was seen as 
unhelpful in creating clear and followable regulations, as the public got the impression that if 
the PM was not taking the rules as seriously, neither should they (Rutter, 2020). 

Rutter is, however, not entirely negative when it comes to the government’s 
communication and does credit improvements made in the government's communication 
strategy. She concludes that especially during the second wave, Downing Street had 

developed a “battle rhythm”, specific formulas in which communication was broadcast. 
Rutter suggests a potential partial solution for improving communication clarity would be to 
make use of more detailed, and where possible, real-life examples. “People,” she states, “need 

to know precisely what this means for their individual circumstances. At the very least, they 
need to know when that detail will become clear enough to allow them to prepare and decide 

when to act” (Rutter, 2020). This advice also comes to the forth in Nielsen’s article on the UK 
government’s Covid-related communication strategies, where they call for NHS scientists to 
“demonstrably help people understand the crisis” by adding more clarity and authority to the 
government’s message (Nielsen et al., 2020). 

Regarding the clarity of the content of the government’s communication Nielsen et al. 
(2020) state that while an overall majority of the population understands what the 
government expects from them, there is a large minority that still struggles with grasping 
the content of the government’s regulations, meaning that the government has, in effect, 
failed to clearly communicate its implemented rules and regulations to the full extent of the 
population (Nielsen et al., 2020). This minority is growing as a result of growing information 

inequality. A correlation can be seen between the growing group of people finding the 
communication output unclear and the growing number of people using social media, rather 
than news outlets, as sources when it comes to Covid-related and Covid regulations-related 
information (Bermingham 2020). Much of the content they receive there has not been put 
out by the government and can therefore cause misinterpretation or even be wilfully 
misleading. 
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The moderate nature of Rutter’s critique when it comes to the clarity of Westminster’s an 

the devolved Holyrood government’s communications output is reflected in the results of the 
survey, which were relatively moderate too. With most answers on our clarity-related 
question ranging from “moderately unclear” to “moderately clear”, averaging out on a 3.2 on 
a scale of 5 (with 1 being the most efficient), those surveyed have not shown strong opinions 
on the clarity of the output. While more critical voices asked for the use of clearer, shorter 
sentences and bullet points to bring the message across, most Scottish information 
distribution was, in general, described as “straightforward” and clear. This forms a stark 

contrast with the UK Prime Minister’s TV broadcasts, which have been described as 
“inefficient”, reflecting the major points of critique uttered in both the Stutter and the 
Nielsen articles. This lack of clarity was mostly found to be an effect of the rules themselves 

rather than the government’s information output, or, as one surveyee put it strikingly, “I 
think it sometimes got confusing, but honestly I think the policies themselves were often the 
confusing bit.” 

Rutter, in her work, states that real-life examples can be of tremendous help in clearly 
communicating health crises. When thinking of how communication could have been 
presented more clearly, one surveyee echoed Rutter’s sentiment, answering that the 
government should “give examples of situations that people may be in and discuss what they 
should do in that situation”, reflecting Rutter’s call for clear, real-life examples. Another 

point of improvement could be found in the use of clear, evidence-based and fact-checkable 

evidence as a basis for policy changes. As one surveyee puts it: “I would have been reassured 
by more information on the grounds/ evidence base of these policy changes.” 

All in all, most critique seems to be with regard to the use (or lack thereof) of clear, real 
life examples and evidence-based data in getting the regulations across. Doing so would not 
only increase the clarity of the communication itself, but would also help exemplify how and 
when people should follow which regulations. Consistency, especially with regard to the 
actual rules and regulations, also seems to be a key factor. In this, the findings of our survey 

reflect the conclusions of the other research projects mentioned above. It should therefore be 
clear that the government, if it wants to improve its communication, should focus on clarity 
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Figure 2: Ratings of the clarity of government communication. 
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through real-life, evidence-based examples, and the overall consistency of both its 
communication and its regulations. 

 

Modes of Communication Used  
We deem it important to further understand how government communication regarding 

Covid-19 related rules and regulations was received and understood by the broader public in 
Scotland. We therefore also researched where the surveyees got their information from. As 

we found, people find information gathered from websites easier to process, as they can read 
at their own pace and clearer structures create more oversight. They also get a better idea of 
the actual regulations due to persistent government social media presence, as that ensures 
the communication is constantly present in their online (and, indirectly, offline) lives. 
Furthermore, they do at times misunderstand certain rules because they’ve been told through 
word-of-mouth, creating confusion in the process when it comes to specific implementations. 

Fridman et al.’s (2020) research on links between trust in sources of information, 
demographics and adherence to Covid-19 rules and restrictions has found that most people 
would rather turn to government sources for trustworthy communication on Covid-19 
related information (Fridman et al., 2020). This places significant responsibility on the 
shoulders of the government’s communicators, to offer clear, concise and efficient streams of 
information. Another major source of information, according to Fridman, was social media. 
This source has, however, been criticised both in our survey and in Fridman’s research for 
being susceptible to the spread of misinformation. One important finding from their research 

was that especially younger and non-white segments of the population would rather seek 
information on social media - an outcome supported by Yan Wang et al.’s (2021) research on 
government Twitter usage - leaving those segments of society open to misleading 

information (Fridman et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2021). According to Wang et al (2021), the 
efficient and clear use of Twitter as a social media platform for government communications 

could positively affect “perceived risk and increased appropriate response” concerning 
imminent health threats. On the other hand, unclear social media communication can lead to 
more people not understanding rules, as greater segments of the especially vulnerable parts 

of the population start to make use of social media as a primary source of information (Wang 
et al 2021).  

Thus, the effectiveness of government communication relies on who makes use of what 
media, and how much they trust that media source. For example, as relatively vulnerable 
parts of the population are using more social media, the government should utilise social 
media more to reach these groups (Fridman et al., 2020; Nielsen et al., 2020). Taking all this 
into account, we can state that the reception and understanding of policy depends not only 

on its clarity and efficiency per se, but also on the sources and methods of communication 
used, and on the demographics and location of those on the receiving end. In the case of the 
government’s health communication, this would, for example, mean the end-goal of reaching 
relatively vulnerable segments of the population would necessitate further government 
involvement on those platforms mostly used by those segments - social media. 

Combined with the results of the ‘clarity’ and ‘efficiency’ parts of our research, the results 
of our secondary research and our survey’s questions regarding media and source use can be 

used to determine the most effective communication strategies, reaching as many people as 
clearly and efficiently as possible.  



 
 

16 • Discussion 

 

As for primary sources, most surveyees (26.7%) made use of government websites for 
gathering information, even though those were rated relatively mediocre in comparison to 

other sources used (rated 3 out of 5). Especially in comparison to the higher ratings of 
Scottish government ads, both on the radio (which were rated best, with a 4.17 out of 5, and 
also gained appraisal in the clarity-related sections) and on television (which were rated 
relatively high with a 3.67 out of 5), the predominance of the government websites and the 
government broadcasts, aired on the BBC and other national news agencies, as a primary 
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source of information may be surprising. Especially when taking Fridman et al. (2020) into 
account, one would expect a heavier reliance on social media. An explanation could be found 
in the fact that most official government communication was distributed nation-wide 
through the BBC (Prime Minister’s live addresses), and that many people relied on 
government websites for further explanation and clearly stated rules and regulations.  

Conclusively, we can state the Scottish government has done a sufficient job in 
communicating and distributing information through its televised broadcasts and websites, 
although one can also claim the overall relatively mediocre ratings for Westminster’s 
government advertisements, social media, broadcasts and websites indicates space for 
improvement. 

We also investigated which sources of government communication ranked second when it 
came to the surveyees’ media usage (figure 4), in order to get a broader view of the media 
and modes of communication consumed. When it comes to these further sources of 

information regarding government communication output, official social media, unofficial 
social media and other unofficial sources of information were more popular. When asked 

which of these sources were most trusted, government sources, regardless of method (I.e. 
social media, television, radio) were deemed espescially trustworthy and rated highly. Other 
social media channels and other informal modes of information (word-of-mouth, or 
communication through an institution) were used somewhat more frequently than 
government sources, but were not deemed incredibly trustworthy, scoring about average on 

our survey question. The fact many people use these sources they find relatively less 
trustworthy suggests many feel more necessitated to do their own research. This correlates 
with some further results of the survey. As people got increasingly dissatisfied with the 

efficiency (averaging on 2.7 out of 5) and clarity (averaging on 3 out of 5) of the 
government's communication, people increasingly felt they had to find out what they can and 
cannot do themselves. One participant reported “there has been an increasing onus on people 

to do their own research on covid rules.” This could be taken as a failure of the government to 
keep up clear and consistent communication for everyone, leading to people taking on the 
task of gathering information on rules and regulations in their own hands. 

An important point should be added, however; many of the points of critique when it 
comes to clarity and efficiency were aimed at the Westminster government rather than the 
Scottish government. One participant states that the “Scottish government did decent, [while] 

Westminster had too many scandals and allowed journalists to ask questions about scandals 
during covid briefings” making its communication output “less about public health and more a 
netflix drama.” Another surveyee states that they “really appreciated the detailed, serious and 
cautious tone of the Scottish Government briefings and the respect for experts.” Thus, with 
Scottish radio and television ads being rated as highly as they were, and surveyees being as 
relatively positive about the Scottish communication output, we can conclude that one of the 

main points to work on for Scottish communication strategies may be visibility rather than 
clarity and efficiency. Since  Westminster’s communication output was far too often 
considered incomprehensible, ineffective or even “a joke”, increased visibility of regional 
health communication output may help get the point across.  

 

Communication Inequality In Times Of Covid 
In times of health crises, it’s important that the communication and information distributed 

by the government finds its way to everyone. Perceived information and communication 
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inequalities are therefore to be avoided. As was seen from the variable experiences in efficiency 

and clarity of communication, however, large inequalities exist in how government 

communication is received.  

A large cross-sectional survey in the USA found that White and older populations had better 

understanding and adherence to social-distancing measures, whilst non-White and younger 

populations did not (Fridman et al., 2020). Though the authors attributed this to different 

source preferences (with the former groups preferring government sources and the latter 

private sources), it is entirely possible that variable efficiency also plays a role. It is likely that 

the government sources were more efficient than private sources, which in turn led to 

improved understanding. 

The Reuters study mentioned earlier, which described Covid-19 as a “communication crisis”, 

also found high levels of inequality between demographic groups (Nielsen et al., 2020). Older 

people tended to access news and other communications more frequently than younger people, 

and men more than women. They also found that higher-income and better-educated 

households accessed news more frequently. This study does largely align with the results of 

the cross-sectional survey done in the USA, though it is important to bear in mind that this 

study looked at frequency rather than efficiency; our own research found no correlation 

between the frequency that people engaged with communication, and their efficiency rating 

(Fig. 5). This is not to say there is no link: our sample size was small, and predominantly 

students, so it is difficult to make inferences about the population as a whole. It is possible that 

certain factors, such as access to the internet, will impact both frequency of engagement and 

the efficiency experienced. 

 

Whilst inequality in communication is well documented, it is less clear to what extent this 

is linked to variable efficiency. It is entirely possible that inequality comes as a result of, or 

causes, different experiences of efficiency, but the data is inconclusive at present and further 

research is required.  
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There are several structural factors that may contribute to inequality in communications 

(either via variable efficiency or otherwise) - it is important to recognise that Covid-19 tended 

not to create new inequalities, but rather exacerbate existing ones (PHE, 2020). A major 

determinant is language: for people who don’t speak English, it will naturally be more 

challenging to both obtain and understand relevant information and communication. This is 

something that the government recognised as an issue and tried to improve upon between the 

first and second wave of Covid-19 (UK Gov, 2021). Though data does not exist on whether they 

successfully improved in this regard, the recognition of this as an issue is an important first 

step. Another important factor is access to communication channels - nearly 2/3rds of survey 

respondents primarily used the internet to access communications, but not everyone can easily 

access the internet. One survey in the Netherlands found that digital inequality during the 

Covid-19 pandemic tended to match with existing disadvantages (van Duersen, 2020). 
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Recommendations 
Our research and survey results highlight several policy recommendations which ought to 

be put forward. Overall, we wish to see both the regional Scottish government and the national 

UK government of Westminster actively pursue clear and efficient policy communication, in 

particular ensuring information presented is both non-contradictory and timely. We believe 

this is vital for ensuring the government’s policy aims are fulfilled, and therefore would argue 

these recommendations are in the government’s best interest. We have split our 

recommendations into two categories: Content: addressing the material included in 

governments’ policy communications, and Delivery, addressing the means by which the 

government disseminates their policy communications.  

Whilst our recommendations are specifically targeted at the Scottish government, given 

similarities and overlap in policy communication with the UK government, we also wish to see 

these changes implemented by the UK governments of Westminster and other devolved 

governments and ultimately believe they could lead to clearer and more efficient policy 

communication globally. The research has highlighted that, arguably, some of these changes 

are more pressing for Westminster than Holyrood.  

 

Content  
1. The government’s policy communication must be targeted and specific to the issues at 

hand  

2. Governments must include actionable advice and examples of how their policies can be 

followed practically when they introduce the policies to the public 

• For example, using real life examples of typical applications of the policy, or 

clear and repeated instructions. 

3. When communication on health crisis related issues, the government must openly 

acknowledge potential areas of uncertainty when delivering policies and that policies 

may change in future. They must: 

• Continue providing set review dates to avoid confusion.  

• Further increase the likelihood of the public engaging with and following the 

most up-to-date policy guidelines through alerting the public that policies are 

set to change. 

4. The government must depoliticise their policy communications, addressing the science 

and reasoning behind their policies openly during the delivery process  

• This is particularly important in the public health sphere, which is more guided 

by science than other policy spheres 

• Nevertheless, the government should always ensure transparency surrounding 

what guides their policy decisions  

Delivery 
5. The government must use clear, concise and simple wording in their policy 

communications, avoiding technical jargon which leads to confusion  

• Ensuring the information can be accessed by all audiences, both through linguistic 

choices alongside formatting choices 
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• This ought to be achieved through ensuring immediate availability of BSL and 

Braille policy communications 

6. The government must communicate policies in a timely manner ensuring that they are 

effective in time to combat the issues at hand  

• Timeliness can be assessed through whether governments react decisively and 

efficiently in response to developments in the policy sphere.  

• New government communications should be released at least fortnightly, with 

more frequent updates available to those who desire them 

7. The government must use multiple means of communication to disseminate policy, 

ensuring the widest possible audience is reached, and be clear as to how their policy 

communications can be accessed.  

• The widest audiences are reached through the government website and TV 

broadcasts, these avenues should be prioritised 

• However, diversifying the means of communication will guarantee this aim 
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Next Steps 
 

The most important next step is communicating our recommendations to relevant 

stakeholders. The principal gatekeeper is the Scottish Parliament, and as a secondary aim the 

British Government in Westminster. A productive way to achieve this may be through the 

University of Edinburgh; there are a number of academics directly advising the Scottish 

Government or involved in the policy-making process more widely, both in health policy and 

in policy communication. 

We have also identified a number of areas where further research would be valuable. 

Further qualitative work, such as interviews or focus groups, would be extremely useful both 

with experts as well as the general public. Additionally, more detailed quantitative work on 

demographics, comparing how different groups experienced the clarity, efficiency, or other 

aspects of communication, would be valuable data – this data does not yet exist for Scotland. 

One important area not discussed as part of this research, but very relevant to policy 

communication, is misinformation and disinformation. One way to take this research forward 

would be collaborate with the Misinformation research group of the 2021-2022 Buchanan 

Institute Research Programme, to combine our policy recommendations into a single set of 

suggestions for improving communication. A shared campaign to push for these changes would 

likely be more effective at shaping policy. 
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Conclusion 
Our research has highlighted several shortcomings in governmental policy communication. 

Firstly, our investigation into the efficiency of policy communication revealed a stark contrast 

between Scotland and Westminster's policy communication efficiency. The Scottish 

Government was seen as having provided clear and useful guidelines, whilst Westminster was 

perceived as slow and inefficient. It is because of this contrast, some felt confused and divided 

over which guidelines to follow.  

The findings for clarity were more nuanced, with the survey yielding most results from 

“moderately unclear” to “moderately clear”. Again, the issue of confusion arose again, and the 

behind-doors meetings, fallacious rumours circulated, and subsequent denials further 

obfuscated the clarity of policy communication. In addition, policy itself was sometimes 

contradictory, which further contributed to the confusion. Nevertheless, after the initial Covid-

19 outbreak, more effective communication was provided with a “battle rhythm” having 

established itself. 

The most common source of policy information was drawn from websites, and surveyees 

found them easier to access, understand and helped dispel information spread by word-of-

mouth. Government information concerning Covid-19 remains to be considered the most 

credible and trustworthy source of information. Otherwise, social media has also been relied 

upon heavily and remains popular, but this is concerning because it is especially susceptible to 

misinformation. The enduring usage of social media despite its vulnerability to misinformation 

indicates the failure of government policy communication, in terms of efficiency and clarity. 

Furthermore, inequality is a strongly embedded characteristic in government policy 

communication. This inequality occurs along ethnic, gender class and age denominators. Older, 

more educated people and men tend to access news more frequently. However, the relationship 

between inequality and efficiency and clarity is complex. It is possible low clarity induces 

members to engage in more frequent reading, or inequality occurs because of varying 

experiences of efficiency. As aforementioned, websites and social media continued to be the 

predominant source of information. Nevertheless, another source of inequality is the 

availability of internet access. 

To summarise, the results of our study were mostly nuanced, but there seems to be a 

consensus that information provided regarding Covid-19 was confusing, though the situation 

has improved over time. Inequality is also an issue, class divisions were significant, and those 

more educated were likely to be more informed. Considering this, the Scottish government 

needs to provide consistent and clear advice, providing real life examples of actions that could 

be taken, and prevent using confusing terminology. To combat inequality, multiple sources of 

communications should be used, so people do not have to rely on internet access for policy 

communication. 

In conclusion, our research has found that both Westminster’s and Holyrood’s 

communication strategies and contents were far from perfect. As climate change, urbanisation 

and globalisation make further future health crises more and more likely, both the national 

and the regional government should pay attention to the mistakes made during the Covid-19 

crisis to ensure future health crisis communication will be more clear, more efficient and more 

inclusive in its reach. 



 
 

24 • Bibliography 

Bibliography 
 

Abrams D, Hayon KD, Broadwood J, et al. (2021) People Perceive Local Government 

Communications Favourably. LSE. Available at: 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/government-communication-covid19/ 

(accessed 22 February 2022). 

Bermingham R (2020) Media, communications and COVID-19: What are experts concerned 

about? post.parliament.uk. 21 May. UK Parliament. Available at: 

https://post.parliament.uk/media-communications-and-covid-19-what-are-experts-

concerned-about/ (accessed 22 February 2022). 

Bish A, Michie S and Yardley L (2011) Principles of Effective Communication. gov.uk. 22 March. 

UK Government. Available at: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach

ment_data/file/215678/dh_125431.pdf (accessed 22 February 2022). 

Chan HF, Rizio SM, Skali A, et al. (2021) Early COVID-19 Government Communication 

Associated QAnon Conspiracy. Covid-19: Risk Communication and Blame. 31 August. 

Frontiers. DOI: https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.681975. 

Fridman I, Lucas N, Henke D, Zigler CK (2020) Association Between Public Knowledge About 

COVID-19, Trust in Information Sources, and Adherence to Social Distancing: Cross-

Sectional Survey. JMIR Public Health Surveill 2020, 6(3). 

Ghebreyesus TA (2020) Munich Security Conference. www.who.int. Munich, Bavaria: World 

Health Organisation. Available at: https://www.who.int/director-

general/speeches/detail/munich-security-conference (accessed 22 February 2022). 

indie_SAGE (2020) UK Government Messaging and its Association with Public. Independent 

SAGE. 13 November. indie_SAGE. Available at: https://www.independentsage.org/wp-

content/uploads/2020/11/Messaging-paper-FINAL-1-1.pdf (accessed 22 February 

2022). 

Lucas M (2020) https://twitter.com/realmattlucas/status/1259566662791106569. Twitter. 

Available at: https://twitter.com/RealMattLucas/status/1259566662791106569 

(accessed 22 February 2022). 

Lucas N, Henke D and Zigler CK (2020) Public knowledge about COVID-19 and trust in sources 

of information: What helps people to stay informed and adhere to recommended social 

distancing? (Preprint). JMIR Public Health and Surveillance 6(3). DOI: 10.2196/22060. 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/government-communication-covid19/
https://post.parliament.uk/media-communications-and-covid-19-what-are-experts-concerned-about/
https://post.parliament.uk/media-communications-and-covid-19-what-are-experts-concerned-about/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/215678/dh_125431.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/215678/dh_125431.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.681975
https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/munich-security-conference
https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/munich-security-conference
https://www.independentsage.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Messaging-paper-FINAL-1-1.pdf
https://www.independentsage.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Messaging-paper-FINAL-1-1.pdf
https://twitter.com/realmattlucas/status/1259566662791106569
https://twitter.com/RealMattLucas/status/1259566662791106569


 
 

Bibliography • 25 

Nielsen RK, Fletcher R, Kalogeroupoulos A, et al. (2020) Communications in the Coronavirus 

Crisis. Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism. 27 October. University of Oxford. 

Available at: 

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/communica

tions-coronavirus-crisis-lessons-second-

wave&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1646051365686387&usg=AOvVaw0CJ8DD4T1JagpE-

P30KkoM (accessed 10 February 2022). 

Public Health England (2020). Beyond the data: Understanding the impact of COVID-19 on 

BAME groups. Available at: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach

ment_data/file/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data

.pdf (accessed 7 March 2022).  

Reddy BV and Gupta A (2020) Importance of Communication during COVID-19. Journal of 

Family Medicine and Primary Care 9(8): 3793. DOI: 10.4103/jfmpc.jfmpc_719_20. 

Sanders KB (2020) British government communication during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic: 

learning from high reliability organizations. Church, Communication and Culture 5(3): 

356–377. DOI: 10.1080/23753234.2020.1824582. 

Tworek H, Beacock I and Ojo E (2020) Democratic Health Communications during Covid-19. 

Democracy2017. September. UBC: University of British Columbia. Available at: 

https://democracy2017.sites.olt.ubc.ca/files/2020/09/Democratic-Health-

Communication-during-Covid_FINAL.pdf (accessed 22 February 2022). 

UK Government (2021) Final report on progress to address COVID-19 health inequalities. 

Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/final-report-on-progress-

to-address-covid-19-health-inequalities/final-report-on-progress-to-address-covid-19-

health-inequalities (accessed 7 March 2022). 

UK Government (2022) Official UK Coronavirus Dashboard. UK Government. Available at: 

https://coronavirus.data.gov.uk/details/cases?areaType=overview&areaName=Unite

d%20Kingdom (accessed 28 February 2022). 

Van Duersen AJ (2020) Digital Inequality During a Pandemic: Quantitative Study of Differences 

in COVID-19–Related Internet Uses and Outcomes Among the General Population. J Med 

Internet Res, 22(8). 

 

 

  

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/communications-coronavirus-crisis-lessons-second-wave&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1646051365686387&usg=AOvVaw0CJ8DD4T1JagpE-P30KkoM
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/communications-coronavirus-crisis-lessons-second-wave&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1646051365686387&usg=AOvVaw0CJ8DD4T1JagpE-P30KkoM
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/communications-coronavirus-crisis-lessons-second-wave&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1646051365686387&usg=AOvVaw0CJ8DD4T1JagpE-P30KkoM
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/communications-coronavirus-crisis-lessons-second-wave&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1646051365686387&usg=AOvVaw0CJ8DD4T1JagpE-P30KkoM
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data.pdf
https://democracy2017.sites.olt.ubc.ca/files/2020/09/Democratic-Health-Communication-during-Covid_FINAL.pdf
https://democracy2017.sites.olt.ubc.ca/files/2020/09/Democratic-Health-Communication-during-Covid_FINAL.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/final-report-on-progress-to-address-covid-19-health-inequalities/final-report-on-progress-to-address-covid-19-health-inequalities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/final-report-on-progress-to-address-covid-19-health-inequalities/final-report-on-progress-to-address-covid-19-health-inequalities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/final-report-on-progress-to-address-covid-19-health-inequalities/final-report-on-progress-to-address-covid-19-health-inequalities
https://coronavirus.data.gov.uk/details/cases?areaType=overview&areaName=United%20Kingdom
https://coronavirus.data.gov.uk/details/cases?areaType=overview&areaName=United%20Kingdom


 
 

26 • Contact Details 

Contact Details 
 

Name: Policy Communication Team, The Buchanan Institute 

Email: policycommunications@buchananinst.org  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The Buchanan Institute 

The University of Edinburgh 

Old College, South Bridge, Edinburgh EH8 9YL 

Email: contact@buchananinst.org  

https://www.buchananinst.org 

mailto:policycommunications@buchananinst.org
mailto:contact@buchananinst.org
https://www.buchananinst.org/


 
 

Appendix: survey questions • 27 

Appendix: survey questions 
 
Page 1 

1. How old are you? 
• 18-21 
• 22-25 
• 26-30 

• 31-40 
• 41-50 
• 51-60 
• 61+ 

 

 
2. Where have you spent the majority of your time since March 2020? 

(england/scotland/NI/wales/other) (maybe ask about city/country?) 

 
 

3. Was this different to your usual place of residence? (if yes, specify where from same 
list)  

 

 
4. Is English your first language? (yes/no) 

 
 

5. What has your employment status been for the majority of time since March 2020? 

(multiple options) 
• Student 
• Key worker NHS 
• Key worker other 
• Working from home 

• Furlough 
• Unemployed  
• Other (text) 

 

Page 2 
6. What was your primary source of information regarding Covid-19 rules and 

restrictions? (single option from list) 
• Gov website 
• Gov TV broadcast 
• Gov TV adverts 
• Posters/billboards 
• Televised news 
• Online news websites (if so, which one mainly? - optional) 
• Print newspapers (if so, which one mainly? - optional) 
• Radio news broadcasts (if so, which one mainly? - optional) 

• Official Social Media posts 
• Other Social Media posts 
• Employer/place of education 
• Word of mouth 



 
 

28 • Appendix: survey questions 

• Other 
 
 

7. How else did you receive government communication regarding Covid-19? (select 
multiple, same list as above) 

• Gov website 
• Gov TV broadcast 
• Gov TV adverts 
• Posters/billboards 
• Televised news 

• Online news websites (if so, which one mainly? - optional) 
• Print newspapers (if so, which one mainly? - optional) 
• Radio news broadcasts (if so, which one mainly? - optional) 
• Official Social Media posts 

• Other Social Media posts 
• Employer/place of education 
• Word of mouth 
• Other 

 
 

8. How useful did you find each method of communication? (takes the options selected 
from above, rating 1-5 “extremely useful”-”not at all useful” + don’t know) 

 
 

9. How often did you typically engage with government communication? (single option) 
• Multiple times a day 
• Daily 

• Every other day 

• Weekly 
• Every other week 
• Monthly 
• Less than monthly 

• Never 
• I don’t know 

 
 
10 .How often would you ideally like to engage with government communication? (single 
option, same choices as above) 

• Multiple times a day 
• Daily 

• Every other day 
• Weekly 
• Every other week 

• Monthly 
• Less than monthly 
• Never 

Page 3 
 
Efficiency: A communication is efficient if you have it (or are able to get it) when you need 
it. 
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Some questions to ask when thinking about efficiency are “Was the communication sent out 
in a timely manner? Were you able to find the communication you were looking for? Do you 
feel like it was hard to get?” 
 
Clearness: A communication is clear if the information in it is easily understood.. Some 

questions to ask when thinking about clearness are “Was the communication you received 
actually helpful? Was there too much/too little? Were the words and phrases used easily 
understandable? Was it clear how it actually applied to your life? Was the information too 
vague?”  
 

 
11. How efficiently do you think you received government policy regarding Covid-19? 

(rating scale 1-5 “very efficiently”-”very inefficiently” + N.A. + don’t know) 
12. Would you like to expand on that? (optional, text) 

 
 

13. How clear did you find government communication about Covid-19 policies? (rating 
scale 1-5 “very clear”-”very unclear”+ N.A.) 

14. Would you like to expand on that? (optional, text) 
 
Page 4 

15. Did you receive any conflicting communication from the government and other 
sources? (yes/no) 

If so, please could you give more detail? (optional, text) 

 
 

16. What improvements to government policy communication would you suggest to make 

it more clear and/or efficient? (optional, text) 

 

Page 5 
17. Have any policies communicated by the government left a lasting impact in your 

memory, if so which? (optional question, textbox)  

 
 

18. Any additional comments about government communication regarding covid-19? 
(optional, text) 
 
 

19. If you would be willing to be contacted for any further interviews or focus groups, 
please leave your email address. (optional, text) 
 
End 
 

Consent 
You are being invited to take part in a research project. Before you decide whether or not to 
take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it 
will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully. Ask questions if 
anything is not clear or you would like more information. Take some time to decide whether 
or not to take part. 
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1. What is the purpose of this study? 
This survey is part of the Policy Communications research group under the Buchanan 
Institute. We are seeking to evaluate how the lessons from COVID-19 can be applied 

to future crises where policy must be communicated quickly and effectively. Data 
collected in this survey will be used to inform policy proposals advising how to 
overcome challenges to policy communication in the face of uncertainty. 

2. Do you have to take part? 
Participation is entirely voluntary. You may choose to participate as much as you feel 

comfortable with and you may withdraw at any time without being disadvantaged in 
any way. If you do decide to take part, you will be asked to complete the consent form 
below. You will still be free to withdraw at any time, without giving a reason. 

3. What will happen with your data? 

All data will be held anonymously and in compliance with current GDPR regulations. 
Researchers within the Policy Communications team will analyse the data collected to 
identify experiences of policy communications during Covid-19. Only processed data 
will be used in the published policy proposal and will be completely anonymous. 

 
 

4. What do I get out of taking part? 
You’ll be helping our team to identify ways in which the public believe policy was 
effectively communicated by the government and other outlets during the COVID-19 
crisis, and ways in which people would have liked to see it improve so we can propose 

policies to ensure successful policy communication in the future. You don’t have to 
answer all the questions and can leave at any time. 

5. What will happen when the research project ends? 

At the end of the study your original data will be destroyed. Only anonymised 

processed data will be included in the final published report. 
6. Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 

Yes. All data will be password-protected and stored on password-protected devices. 
7. Who is conducting the survey? 

This survey is organised and run by the Policy Communications team within the 
Buchanan Institute. 

8. Who reviewed the survey? 
This survey has been created in line with the Research Ethics of the University of 
Edinburgh School of Political Science and reviewed by The Buchanan Institute 

 
You can read more about the ethics policy followed at 
https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/research/ethics. If you have any questions or concerns, please 

contact the researchers at s1801608@ed.ac.uk, or get in touch at research@buchananinst.org 
 
 

 

Participation Consent Information 
 
I agree to take part in the above research project, and I have read the Participation 
Information on the previous page. 
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I understand this will include: 
- Anonymously answering a series of short questions regarding the Scottish government’s 
communications concerning the Covid-19 pandemic and its subsequent rules and restrictions 
 
The information will be used and processed for the following purposes: 

- To analyse the clearness and efficiency of the Scottish government’s communications 
regarding Covid-19 
- To be included in a policy proposal by the Buchanan Institute 
- All original sources will remain unidentifiable and anonymous 
 

I understand that any information I provide is confidential, and that no information that 
should lead to the identification will be disclosed in any reports of the project, or to any third 
party involved. No identifiable personal data will be published. The data will not be shared 
with any other organisation. 

 
I understand that participation is voluntary, that I can choose not to participate in parts of or 
all of the project and that I can withdraw at any stage of the project without being penalised 
in any way. 
 
I agree with the Buchanan Institute recording and processing this information about me. I 
understand that this information will be used only for the purposes set out in the Subject 
Information Sheet (previous page) and Participation Consent Information (this page). 
 

This survey should take approximately 5 minutes to complete, thank you for your time. 

 
CONSENT FORM 
 
I confirm that I have read the Subject Information Sheet and Participation Consent 

Information provided above. (YES/NO) 
 
I understand the data collected during this survey will be viewed and used by individuals 
from the Policy Communications team. (YES/NO) 

 
I confirm that I am over 18 years old. (YES/NO) 

  


