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Abstract: Human behaviour has been critical in shaping the COVID-19 pandemic,
and the actions of individuals, groups, nation states and international bodies have all
had a role to play in curbing its spread. This means that insights from the
behavioural, social and health sciences have been and will continue to be invaluable
throughout the course of the pandemic. The behavioural, social and health science
communities responded rapidly to the crisis by sharing insights from the existing
literature and, importantly, by mobilizing swiftly to collect new, directly applicable
evidence to guide policy and assist individuals, communities and governments in
managing the pandemic. At the same time, behavioural, social and health scientists
have faced the challenge of balancing the urgent need for evidence to guide policy
with the need to communicate uncertainties responsibly. In this talk, I will discuss
how the pandemic reshaped how human behavioural research is carried out and
communicated, as well as the challenges in bridging the gap between science,
policy and the general public in a time of crisis.

Abstract: Uncertainty is a fundamental part of humanity and all communicative
processes but is especially relevant to health communication because of the
life-and-death consequences of such uncertainty. It became increasingly irrelevant
with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic because of the high levels of uncertainty
originally associated with the novel coronavirus and appropriate responses to it. The
public expected higher levels of certainty in communication from science and
medicine than were possible considering the lack of information available during
the early days of the crisis. This uncertainty impacted political responses and
tensions as well as international/intercultural communication about the virus and its
causes, evolutions, and treatment. Much misinformation, disinformation, panic, and
dysfunctional health behaviors ensued. Health communication theory and research
helps scholars understand the political and scientific dilemmas underlying
communicative dimensions of the pandemic and how to address these dilemmas.
Dr. Thompson’s latest book, Health Communication Theory, coedited with Dr. Peter
Schulz, will be discussed to provide framing for the conversation, as will numerous
COVID-19 articles from the journal she edits, Health Communication.
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Abstract: How should scientists and risk assessors communicate with each other, the
media, the public, and policy makers about what is known and what remains
uncertain about how exposures to hazards, from pollution to COVID-19, affect
human death risks? Today, frightening headlines, authoritative pronouncements,
and dramatic infographics publicize numbers of deaths attributed to various
hazards. The truth is often less clear. Important qualifications, uncertainties, and
assumptions are often buried deeply in technical papers, if they are stated at all.
Sensational claims about exposure-related deaths often turn out to be mistaken, but
corrections receive little or no attention from media, policy makers, and interest
groups who helped spread the original sensational claims. Recent progress in
technical methods for quantifying and communicating what is known about how
reducing exposure affects health risks and uncertainties make it possible to better
describe and explain both what is known and what remains uncertain about human
health effects of interventions and policies that reduce exposures. This talk describes
progress in more accurate communication about deaths caused by exposures to
hazards, including air pollution and COVID-19, and discusses how recent advances in
quantitative risk assessment, causal analysis, and risk communication can better
inform public opinion and policy deliberations.

