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The World Health Organization (WHO) is leading and coordinating the
global effort to respond to the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) outbreak,
however, it is also fighting a second “disease"—al(ll)infodemic. An infodemic is
an overabundance of information, of which some is accurate and some is not,
making it hard for people to find trustworthy and reliable guidance to make
informed decisions. This adds to the natural difficulties in making decisions
and adhering to* reconimendations, and may increase distress and the risks
for common mental health disorders. Studies during the COVID-19 outbreak
alrezidy show that the high prevalence of mental health problems, especially
anxiety, and depression among the general population, is positively associated
with frequent social media exposure.

In the age of social media, the infodemic phenomenon is amplified,
information spreads faster and further than the science, leading even faster to
information overload, including misinformation* and myths. The COVID-19
pandemic is characterized by inconsistent, ambiguous, contradicting messages
and absence of clear, actionable, credible, and inclusive information from
authorities that people trust, leaving space for other actors to fill the void*
irresponsibly. Politicians, officials, media, celebrities, and even heads of state,
have been elevating disinformation®, posing a risk to global health and safety.
It is therefore important to understand what sources of information and modes
of communication are trusted and popular among the population and how
communicators can tap into* them to make sure their communication strategy
is most effective.

Health communication is an essential tool for achieving public health
objectives, including facilitating and supporting behavior change and eliminating
health discrepancies. Effective risk communication is crucial for enhancing
understanding of health threats and to support the public in making informed
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decisions for mitigating* the risks. Poor communication is often a factor in
(2)

enabling public concerns to escalate and groups to become polarized*. “The

public” may be accused of ignoring scientifically sounded and sensible advice
and “those in charge” may be perceived as untrustworthy and secretive®.

Due to excess demand for trustworthy and timely information about
COVID-19, WHO has established the Information Network for Epidemics (EPI-
WIN), Which defined “simplifying knowledge” as one of the strategic areas of
work to respond to the infodemic—the challenge being to translate the
knowledge into actionable and behavioral change messages. In this pandemic,
massive and fast behavioral change is critical with the need to provide the
public with actionable information for health protection, while taking into
consideration the needs of vulnerable populations. Experience from previous
pandemics may be helpful in understanding human behavior in public health
crises, but many things have changed including the virus and its spread, the
ways people collect and search for information and the ways authorities such
as WHO communicate with the public via social media. In addition, pandemics
like COVID-19 are unique in the sense that face to face interactions are limited
and people have to rely on remote platforms like social media and news outlets
to gain information.

Thus, there is a need for enhanced communication guidelines and strategies
that cut through the infodemic by better understanding human behaviors and
motivations and that are: (1) accessible; (2) reliable; (3) useful; (4) actionable; (5)
acceptable; (6) inclusive; (7) consistent; (8) understandable, and (9) promote

sustainable behavior change to mitigate the impact of the virus.

Decades of research show that individuals and societies can only prosper
in environments that foster basic psychological needs, such as autonomy and
competence. Evidence from the Self Determination Theory [SDT]* shows
that by maximizing one’s experience of autonomy (meaning, volition, choice),
competence (feeling effective and mastery), and relatedness (feeling cared for
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by others, trusted and understood), the control of health-related behaviors is
likely to be internalized, and behavior change is likely to be maintained.

Developing a sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness are critical
for self-regulating and sustaining behaviors that improve health and well-being.
This means that environments and contexts that foster autonomy, confidence,
and trust are likely to enhance adherence and improve health outcomes.

Previous research has shown a positive effect of meeting these psychological
needs (autonomy, competence and relatedness) on mental health (fewer
depressive symptoms), physical health and quality of life, including increased
physical activity, reduced smoking, and improved adherence to prescribed
medications. We are not aware of previous literature in health communication
that has applied the SDT framework and integrated concepts from psychology,
philosophy and human computer interaction.

The COVID-19 pandemic requires long-term strategies and sustainable
behavior changes. Engaging the public and enhancing intrinsic motivation* is
imperative for these changes to be sustainable and foster well-being.

(Porat, Talya, et al. “Public Health and Risk Communication During Covid-19— Enhancing Psychological
Needs to Promote Sustainable Behavior Change,” Frontiers in Public Health, vol. 8, October 2020,
www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health/articles/10.3389/fpubh.2020.573397/full & ., HZEH b ,)
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