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SHIFTS IN ATTITUDES & ACTIONS
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KEY OUTTAKES:
• This situation reveals people’s sentiment towards institutions
• Covid initially underscored the deep fissures of distrust in Australia for the Federal government.
• Vague vs vivid messaging
• People were driven online to search for answers. Non-abstract language is key

• Decisive action has driven a dramatic shift in sentiment
• Transparency and action have lifted public perception of government
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DISTRUST INITIALLY A CONCERN FOR GOVERNMENT
The COVID-19 pandemic initially revealed deep fissures of distrust in
Australia.
As part of their ongoing work, leading Market Researchers Roy Morgan measure both
trust and distrust in key public political leaders. The initial research results were
confronting for the Australian Government.
In the midst of the COVID crisis, Scott Morrison had a ‘Net Distrust Score’, placing him in
the company of other prominent political leaders including Home Affairs Minister Peter
Dutton, US President Donald Trump and former National Party Leader Barnaby Joyce,
who also have ‘Net Distrust Scores’ .
When asked, Australians gave the following reasons for distrusting political leaders: they
are “dishonest/don’t tell the truth/dodgy”, “they focus on their own interest/have their
own agenda/selfish” and they are “not community-minded”.

With those citing these perceptions of Scott Morrison greatly outweighing those who
view him as “Honest/genuine”, “Community-minded/focused on public interest” or
“Sensible/Knowledgeable”, his net position is one of distrust.
“This would be a concerning result for a nation’s leader at any point,” says Michelle
Levine, Roy Morgan CEO, “but now, when the entire country is looking for guidance, it
poses a danger that must be acknowledged and addressed.”

Source: Roy Morgan
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CONFUSION DRIVES
PEOPLE ONLINE

Centrelink Search Volume

A series of government announcements with wide ranging impacts
drives people online to understand how they’re impacted.
Following government announcements of a coronavirus supplement
search volumes for ‘Centrelink’ saw a dramatic increase. With media
and citizens alike both analysing how it would impact them, many
turned online for answers.
We also saw this replicated in search volumes for ‘super’ and
‘superannuation’ following an announcement that those in financial
hardship could draw from their super. (*note an earlier spike on the 4th
March was due to Super Saturday in the States).

‘Super’ Search Volume

This behaviour indicates that in times of crisis people are often
corroborating multiple information sources (government, official sites,
and other media sites) to understand the impacts to themselves.

Source: Google Trends
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VAGUE VS VIVID MESSAGING
Think about clear, actionable messaging.
A recent post from a UX researcher explains how people
understand content. During a crisis, abstract terms will
not resonate as clearly with customers.
“Vague messages like ‘Practice social distancing’ will
have far less impact than concrete, specific messages
like ‘Stay at home. Get groceries once per week.’”
This has clear implications for brand communications,
whether owned or paid during this period.

Source: Reddit.
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DECISIVE ACTION HAS DRIVEN A
DRAMATIC SHIFT IN SENTIMENT
Newly released research from Roy Morgan illustrates that despite initial
feelings of distrust and confusion, more decisive action and clear,
transparent communications from the Australian Government have driven a
dramatic turnaround in approvals.
In data released April 7, nearly two-thirds of Australians (65%) now say the
Australian Government is handling COVID-19 well, up a massive 22% in only
one week.
In contrast, the number of Australians who disagree that the Australian
Government is handling the Coronavirus well has greatly reduced to 29%
(down 20%).
This dramatic shift could reflect the evolving comms strategy from the
government, including:
• Decisive and clear action in new announcements, such as dramatically
reducing group situations from 10 to 2 people.
• Increased transparency including sharing publicly the COVID-19
modelling that has been informing government decision making.
Source: Roy Morgan
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OUR RECOMMENDATIONS
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KEY OUTTAKES:
• The importance of clarity, consistency, trust.
• How you act now will influence how you are perceived post
• People expect brands to respond, but must be in line with your position
• Rapidly (re)define your role

• Positivity & the demonstration of how you are helping is key
• Greatest belief in government and brands working together
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CLARITY, TRANSPARENCY, TRUST
Two key recommendations for government
COMMUNICATE CLEARLY & CONSISTENLY
• Clear communication: the biggest source of confusion for many during the COVID-19 crisis has
been mixed, confusing and changing messages from government. In a rapidly changing
environment, government recommendations can shift quickly. While this is the case, it is important
government bodies aim for simple, concise language, and clear actionable recommendations to
reassure community and make the recommended actions easy to take.
• Consistent messaging: where possible, whole government agreement and a consistent response
across jurisdictions is ideal. This ensures consistent messaging across the board, minimising confusion.
Where responses differ in terms of jurisdictions, ensure your own messaging remains as clear and
consistent as possible.
BUILD TRUST
Trust is key, particularly in times of crisis.
The top five traits of political leaders people trust (according to Roy Morgan research) are:
Honest/genuine, Community-minded/focus on public interest, Sensible/knowledgeable, Competent
and Integrity/sincerity.

Where possible, practice these values in your comms. Be authentic, be transparent, be people first.

Source: Roy Morgan
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RAPIDLY DEFINING YOUR POSITION
FUNCTIONAL

“What do we need to tell
our consumers to keep
serving them best?”

1. Essential Services &
Supplies
• Active & essential roles
• Under pressure
• Continue to serve

3. Restricted Behaviours &
Industries
• Encourage pro-social
behaviours
• Damage limitation

HELPING

“How can we keep spirits
up without being tactless
or tasteless?”

“How can we hang in
there and help end this
crisis?”

HURTING

2. Entertainment &
Comfort
• Inform, reassure,
entertain
• Public morale & spirit

4. Discretionary Luxury
• Shift focus
• Get tone right
• Focus on future

“What else can we do
to help?”

EMOTIONAL
Source: WARC.
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ESSENTIAL SERVICES & SUPPLIES: PLAYING A DIRECT ROLE IN THE
COVID-19 RESPONSE
Where brands provide key national services, clarity is key.
Communication takes on the reassuring role of a public service
announcement.
Directness is fine: if regular services are suspended, or you need people
to stop calling for the greater good, tell them that.
Doing so in a branded, positive way is also fine, and often better people want trust and reassurance, and brand messages may cutthrough more powerfully.
In times of disrupted supply chains and potential shortages, introducing
your brand or communicating availability is important - but it shouldn’t
feel opportunistic.
Use the brand as a powerful way to amplify what you need to say.

Source: WARC.
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PEOPLE EXPECT BRANDS TO RESPOND
The vast majority of consumers do not think brands need to stop advertising during the
Covid-19 outbreak, although they do expect companies to think about their tone and
messaging, and communicate around values.
A new survey of more than 35,000 consumers globally by Kantar found that just 8%
thought brands should stop advertising. However, there is a clear expectation that
companies should play their part, with 78% of consumers believing brands should help
them in their daily lives, but 74% cautioning that companies should not exploit the
situation.

There is a high level of agreement that brands should use a reassuring tone, offer a
positive perspective and communicate brand values.
Only 30% want to see brands offering discounts and promotions, while 19% want to see
them setting up call centres to help with customer queries. This suggests consumers
understand the difficult position many companies find themselves in.

Source: Kantar COVID-19 barometer report March 2020 .
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PEOPLE WANT HELP & POSITIVITY
Q: “How should brands respond?”
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new daily lives

Should inform
Should NOT exploit
about their efforts
the coronavirus
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situation
promote the brand

Source: Kantar COVID-19 barometer report March 2020 .
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PEOPLE TRUST A COMBINED BRAND/GOVERNMENT APPROACH
The effort to tackle the novel coronavirus outbreak will be more
effective if governments and business work together, rather than
government alone, according to research from Edelman.

Twice as many people believe brands working with
government will be more effective than government alone

Across the 10 markets surveyed, one-fifth (20%) believe government
alone can most effectively tackle the virus. However, this rises to nearly
one-half (45%) when government and business work together as a
team.
Businesses should support government efforts rather than lead them. In
none of the 10 markets did more than 8% of consumers say business
alone is most effective.
One way brands can support the work of governments is by sharing
key information. By taking a proactive role, brands can gain trust and
respect, something that may last even when the outbreak ends.
However, to be effective, brands need to be continually listening to
the customer and deliver real action rather than just words.

Source: WARC.
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BEST & BAD PRACTICE
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SINGAPORE: CLEAR
COMMUNICATION CUTS THROUGH
Clear Comms: Two communications lessons we can learn from how Singapore has
managed the Coronavirus crisis.
Singapore’s response to the coronavirus has been held up by many around the
world as a model.
There are two key steps that Singapore took that can help guide how other
governments respond into the future:
Strong and regular communication on what people can do to minimise risk
•

Explicit messages about social distancing

•

Whole of government involvement, including making health officials the face of the response

•

A clear direct public awareness campaign that included cartoons

Organised leadership
•

Clearly define roles and get the messaging right so it can be delivered by every – and any –
member of the team.

Source: https://theconversation.com/why-singapores-coronavirus-response-worked-and-what-we-can-all-learn-134024
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NZ: DECISIVE ACTION BUILDS TRUST
Jacinda Ardern is most trustworthy political leader, according to Australians
In their most recent research, Roy Morgan asked Australia ‘Which government
leaders do you trust. List as many as you can think of?’ New Zealand Prime Minister
Jacinda Ardern ranked at the top of the list.
Roy Morgan CEO Michele Levine says the New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda
Ardern’s trust has been built on taking decisive actions in many challenging
situations since becoming Prime Minister, including COVID-19:
“New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern has demonstrated impressive leadership since
taking New Zealand’s top job in responding with empathy to the Christchurch mosque
shootings a year ago and the tragedy caused by the eruption of White Island last year. Most
recently, Ardern’s decisive leadership was demonstrated with New Zealand becoming the first
country to impose harsh restriction on all foreign nationals from entering the country in
response to the global COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic.
In contrast our own Prime Minister Scott Morrison faced a ‘wall of criticism’ for his handling of
the Summer bushfire crisis and this has continued for many with his handling of the COVID-19
coronavirus pandemic.”

Source: Roy Morgan
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USA: INCONSISTENT MESSAGING
CREATES CONFUSION
Inconsistent messaging from the ‘leader of the free world’
From dismissing the threat entirely to overstating his government’s
capacity to defeat the virus, Donald Trump’s response to COVID-19 has
been erratic and inconsistent.
The President’s statements indicating that he hoped to scale back
coronavirus restrictions to revive the economy alarmed both public
health experts and many elected leaders. Experts warned that
restrictions needed to stay in place much longer to avoid more deaths.
And those working on the front lines in medicine expressed alarm at the
prospect of emergency rooms becoming overwhelmed.
Anthony S. Fauci, one of the nation’s top infectious disease experts and
a member of the White House’s coronavirus task force, has warned that
between 100,000 and 200,000 Americans could die and that millions will
be infected. In a press conference on March 29, the president said that
the country would be doing well if it “can hold” the number of deaths
“down to 100,000.”

Source: https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/politics/trump-coronavirus-statements/
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JAPAN: INACTION DRIVES CRITICISM
Social media criticism for Shinzo Abe
Facing calls to declare a coronavirus state of emergency, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe instead offered people cloth masks – two per household.

His announcement came only one day after experts warned Japan was on the brink of a
medical crisis.
The announcement was met with heavy criticism across social media, particularly Twitter
which sent Abe and mask references trending.
This latest incident is just one sign of the growing frustration with Abe’s handling of the crisis.
Critics have slammed his initial response, saying it was much too slow, with claims that he
played down the threat in the hope that Tokyo 2020 could still go ahead.
The prime minister was also heavily criticised when his wife, Akie, attended a crowded,
traditional cherry-blossom viewing party, despite calls to stay at home. Abe defended her,
saying it was a private gathering at a restaurant.
Though still small compared with outbreaks in the United States, Europe and China,
coronavirus infections are on the rise in Japan.

Source: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-japan-masks/on-brink-of-coronaviruscrisis-japan-pm-offers-masks-gets-social-media-roasting-idUSKBN21K0CQ
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