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Abstract: Behavioral public administration theory suggests that seemingly irrelevant word
choice manipulations can influence behavior. We contend that the power of words has
frequently been overlooked in the COVID-19 crisis. Given that most decisions mobilize
System 1 cognition, words can be an important tool in pursuing socially-desirable outcomes.
Beyond their substantive content, words choice matters because language operates largely via
automatic processes. Based on findings from this literature, words can be harnessed to induce
behavioral change aligned with public health objectives. We elucidate several mechanisms
through which these effects are likely to occur and suggests concrete applications to the

COVID-19 crisis.
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Harnessing the power of words to address the COVID-19 crisis

In addressing the COVID-19 crisis, all types of policy tools should be explored. The
most critical measures on the frontline are medical, i.e. monitoring, treatment, and vaccine
administration. However, citizens can also play an important role in affecting the dynamics of
the crisis by changing their behaviors. To this end, individuals have been asked to stay at
home, respect social distancing and adopt proper hygiene practices (WHO, 2020). Social
scientists can contribute to the frontline of behavior change by leveraging insights from
experimental studies to inform effective behavior change strategies (Grimmelikhuijsen et al.,
2017; Cepiku et al., 2021). They can also increase social welfare by helping caregivers to
“care with words” (Draper et al., 2013). Our contribution aims to enhance the measures that
policymakers and healthcare providers can leverage by addressing a very simple behavioral
lever that is often overlooked: the words that are used in public communications and in
interpersonal communications.

While social science has contributed a number of insights applicable to inducing
behavior change, we raise the considerable potential of word choice. Although we do not
advocate for relying only on word choice as a means to change behavior,' we seek to
highlight the latent potential of words as a tool for behavior change, and cite evidence
suggesting that much can be gained if the power of words is harnessed and channeled in the
right direction. Deliberate reasoning based on the homo economicus perspective (System 2
thinking) is not always the best guide for designing health-related communications. Instead,

we raise evidence suggesting that it can be more effective to consider homo heuristicus by

! Most governmental approaches include strong command-and-control and economic (dis)incentive-based
instruments (Tummers, 2019; Friedson et al., 2021; see Aoki, 2021 for an interesting discussion comparing stay-

at-home request versus order with financial penalties in Japan).



designing messages that activate and channel automatic processes (System 1 thinking) in
human beings towards desirable directions (Gigerenzer & Brighton, 2009; Kahneman, 2011).
Indeed, although word choice cannot serve as a substitute for more standard coercive
approaches, it can complement them. Even if average effect sizes are small, population-wide
aggregate effects could be substantial. Simply said, given its potential cost-effectiveness,
word choice deserves the attention of public health authorities and others crafting messages
regarding COVID-19.

Words and frames can function to construct social reality. They have a behavioral
power that can be harnessed and channeled to reach socially-desirable outcomes such as the
adoption of new behaviors and habits, but they can also serve to justify the unjustifiable
(Farrow et al., 2021; Zavattaro et al., 2021). Kahneman and Tversky (1984) made a
groundbreaking contribution when they showed that people react differently to identical
health-related policy options to address a disease when these options are presented in different
frames. Given that some biases and heuristics (e.g., status quo bias, loss aversion) are
triggered by the choice of words used, words can serve as a low-cost nudge to change
perceptions and behaviors (Farrow et al., 2018; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). As many
institutions and healthcare practitioners communicate important messages to the public in the
context of COVID-19, we believe that a more systematic appreciation for the relative
effectiveness of words in changing behaviors is warranted.

It is worth observing that words do not constitute a unique strategy by which public
organizations can effectively communicate with the public to pursue better health outcomes.
Other means include pictures, short videos, numbers, games, etc. We focus on words for
several reasons. First, words can be considered as a basic unit of analysis or action. They are
used in other strategies in combination with other elements. For instance, short videos (and

sometimes pictures) are frequently accompanied by words. Second, words are pervasive



across communication settings, especially in messages that are developed and delivered on a
regular or daily basis (e.g., COVID-19 daily reports). In these circumstances, words are
sometimes used without much reflection regarding the differential impacts that alternative
words may have. In light of the empirical evidence on the importance of word choice in
determining perceptions and behavior, inviting public health professionals to reflect more on
the words they use to deliver their messages is warranted. Third, the words employed by
governments or those in positions of authority are likely to be repeated by others, causing
chain reactions. Fourth, words can be easily modified without incurring high costs. This
property is particularly important in times of heavy budgetary constraints.

A behavioral perspective suggests that public administration practices can leverage
words in ways that generate behavior change beyond what is predicted by the conventional
rational model of decision-making. We first overview the behavioral theory of public
administration that predicts that subtle seemingly irrelevant wording manipulations can
substantially influence behavior. We then elucidate three easy-to-use techniques that can be
used in the context of managing the COVID-19 crisis. Special attention is given to the

application of these mechanisms to important aspects of the current public health crisis.

THE RELEVANCE OF WORDS IN BEHAVIORAL PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION

In his seminal work, Herbert Simon (1976) emphasized the need to connect the fields of
psychology and public administration. Literature on a behavioral theory of public
administration only emerged much later, in the early 2010s (Kasdan, 2020; Tummers, 2020;
see also Ford, 2021 for a humanity-based public administration view). Grimmelikhuijsen et al.
(2017) define behavioral public administration as the interdisciplinary analysis of public
administration from the micro-level perspective of individual behavior and attitudes by

drawing on recent advances from psychology and behavioral sciences. A basic tenet of this



theory posits that the behavior of public servants and other constituents frequently deviates
from predictions issuing from the homo economicus model. This rational view of human
behavior, manifested in principal-agent models, has dominated the field of economics and
policy design and has generated significant advances in a theoretical understanding of
behavior.

For many years, reliance on this model of decision-making led the scientific literature
to overlook evidence that people frequently make decisions in environments where the
theoretical conditions of the theory are not satisfied and that they often use mental heuristics
in doing so. A behavioral theory of public administration posits that alternative models such
as homo heuristicus or homo behavioralis (Gigerenzer and Brighton, 2009) are most effective
in explaining and even predicting human behaviors. An understanding of human biases can
lead to better-designed interventions and generate substantial improvements in the
effectiveness of public administration practices. The growing literature in this field has
focused more on reporting and documenting the existence of behavioral biases in public
administration settings (Battaglio et al., 2019; Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2017) and less on
designing behaviorally informed solutions (Bhanot and Linos, 2020). For instance, although
public servants seek to make objective decisions, evidence suggests that they are not exempt
from framing effects (e.g., Bellardinelli et al., 2018; Banuri et al., 2019). Several well-
publicized results have recently supported the relevance of a behavioral theory of public
administration and led to the establishment of influential behavioral insights units in many
national governments (Mukherjee and Giest, 2020). Among these findings, the manipulation
of framing and wording in various contexts such as tax collection (Hallsworth et al., 2017) or
police recruitment (Linos, 2018) have proven particularly promising.

Our main proposition extends this line of reasoning by arguing that words matter in

public communication. Although words are not their sole tool, public administrators



nevertheless employ words in many of their interventions and should be aware of the extent to
which selecting some words over other ones can advance the pursuit of socially desirable
goals (Farrow et al., 2018). In what follows, we develop three simple word-related strategies

that can be taken advantage of to a greater extent in the management of the COVID-19 crisis.

CHANGING BEHAVIOR BY APPROPRIATELY NAMING THE SITUATION

In every community, explicit rules and implicit conventions determine the names or
labels that will be used (Webel, 2020). Evidence has shown that perceptions of risk and
danger and attendant reactions are highly influenced by the words that are used to describe a
given situation. Research has found that hurricanes with feminine names result in significantly
more deaths than those with masculine names, perhaps of gender-related stereotypes that
“lead to lower perceived risk and consequently less preparedness” (Jung et al., 2014). An
immediate potential application related to COVID-19 is whether the virus has been
determined to be a feminine or masculine noun in various languages (e.g., French, Italian,
Spanish). Indeed, a potential implication of this choice is that it could subconsciously
influence perceptions of the severity of the virus and the subsequent precautions taken.

Another element that policymakers to devote more attention to in establishing naming
conventions is processing fluency of alternative names. For instance, pharmaceutical
companies invest heavily in naming drugs, with a notable preference for names with X, Y and
Z, because drugs with names using these letters have been shown to influence their perceived
qualities in the mind of doctors and end users (Mc Neil, 2003; Collier, 2014). Interestingly,
disfluency may increase people’s awareness to risks in the health domain (e.g., Song &
Schwarz, 2009; Dohle & Siegrist, 2014). Song and Schwarz (2009) found that participants
evaluated food additives with disfluent, difficult-to-pronounce names as more hazardous than

food additives with fluent, easy-to-pronounce names. A natural application of these findings



to the COVID-19 crisis is to consider how naming the virus, the vaccines or the words use to
characterize the situation itself can be used to increase people’s awareness about risk and
possibly improve their preparedness. For instance, the virus was initially named by scientists
as the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2).

In the same vein, are ‘stay-at-home’ orders, ‘lockdowns,” and ‘shelter-in-place’ orders
equally as effective? When implemented in early phase, appropriate surveys could provide a
rigorous comparison of people’s reactions to alternative formulations and have the potential to
yield highly useful insights for policymakers. Moreover, once it is already in widespread use,
changing a naming convention is very difficult, notably due to lock-in effects. Another lesson
from fluency theory is that familiar things and words require less effort to process and this
ease unconsciously signals truth (Reber & Schwarz, 1999). An example of this applied to the
COVID-19 crisis is short and simple message used in United Kingdom: “stay at home, protect
the NHS, save lives”. Evidence has shown that repeated exposure to messages such as health
advice increases its familiarity but also its perceived veracity. The emphasis put on fluency
should not negate the other behavioral dimensions of words and names, such as avoiding the

use of names can be harming and stigmatizing (Fukuda et al., 2015).

EXPLOITING THE AFFECTIVE POWER OF WORDS

Words are not neutral vehicles. Evidence demonstrates that the relative success or
failure of a policy instrument in various domains depends not only on its expressive function
and pecuniary incentives, but additionally on the vocabulary that is used to describe it (Farrow
etal., 2018; Clot et al., 2017; Tan & Low, 2011). Individuals’ willingness to pay a given
amount or to change behavior has been shown to differ according to the labels used to

describe the amount of the payment (e.g., tax versus offset) or the incentives (payment versus



compensation), notably due to the affective reactions that alternative words evoke (Sussman
& Olivola, 2011; Clot & Grolleau, 2017).

Beyond their formal accuracy, words can also have informal connotations. As vehicles
for expression, they can also foster negative emotions such fear and despair (e.g., being stuck
at home) or positive emotions such as understanding and hope (e.g., staying safe at home),
with the attendant behavioral consequences. To avoid the detrimental effects of eliciting
negative affect, experts have advised against the use of emotionally loaded words, e.g. the “10
words leaders should avoid when discussing coronavirus with their employees” (Murphy,
2020).

Concretely, several countries have encouraged people to respect “social distancing”,
by staying 6-10 feet away from others. Although this choice may have been well-intentioned,
the behavioral science literature suggests that it may not be optimal for at least three reasons.
First, it may have engendered confusion regarding the behavior that is sought, that is
“physical distancing” rather than “social distancing”. Second, “social distancing” is likely to
entail some negative social effects beyond physical distancing, such as discouraging people
from exchanging greetings at a reasonable distance. Third, “social distancing” may
inadvertently create a fertile ground for other health-related problems (Holt-Lunstad et al.,
2010). We do not argue that most people have adopted a kind of “social fast”, but the term
‘social distancing’ “does not differentiate between social activities that maintain physical
distance while fostering social connectivity” (Allen et al., 2020). The WHO changed its
original position and has instead begun using the term “physical distancing” to encourage
people to remain socially connected (Gale, 2020).

Weible et al. (2020) has emphasized that emotionally charged language can recall
cultural and historical contexts that can be put to strategical use. For instance, in the UK,

Boris Johnson referred to COVID-19 as the “invisible killer” that “threatens”, linking fear



with the unprecedented and uncontrollable to legitimize drastic reductions in personal
freedom. In contrast, the Prime Minister in Sweden described the virus as “testing our
country, our society and us as human beings”, a language that fosters hope and invokes a
social response motivated by solidarity. COVID- 19- related research has also found support
for the advantages of appealing to citizens’ prosocial motivations and empathy as means for
promoting physical distancing (Pedersen & Favero, 2020). This literature has found that
words that refer to prosocial issues and empathy rather than self-interest can be effective in

reaching this goal (see Grant & Hoffman, 2011 for an example on hand washing).

WORDS AS IDENTITY MARKERS AND GENERATORS OF SPONTANEOUS
ASSOCIATIONS

Beyond their semantic meaning words can evoke spontaneous associations and bear
on identity constructs. The UK motto “Save the NHL” [National Health System] can serve as
an identity marker and invite empowerment. Although these spontaneous associations do not
necessarily correspond to an objective reality, they have nevertheless been shown to influence
judgement and behavior. Even minor or arbitrary similarities between people can foster
identity-based affects that have the capacity to influence a cascade of behaviors (Farrow et al.,
2018). Importantly, the associations and identity concerns evoked are not always aligned with
socially and ethically desirable goals.

For instance, qualifying the COVID-19 as the “Wuhan virus” or even “the Chinese
virus” as done by several American officials and media outlets is likely to activate identity-
related interpretations and the accompanying dynamics of in-group favoritism and out-group
prejudice and stigmatization. These effects were evidenced by a subsequent increase in
xenophobic incidents and a degradation of US-China relations (Zavattaro et al., 2021).

According to Webel (2020) “in addition to inflaming racism, emphasizing the foreign or



external origins of a disease [e.g., the Indian variant] influences how people understand their
own risk of disease and whether they change their behavior”. The Iranian Prime minister Ali
Khameneli, used such a conflict-related framing by claiming that the virus “comes from the
US” and could even be “manipulated” by the US, allowing the government to legitimize its
limited ability to deal with the pandemic and to link anxiety related to COVID-19 to anxieties
related to geopolitical conflict (Weible et al., 2020).

The COVID-19-related discourse of many public officials is replete with war-related
terms and metaphors. Understanding how such terms can be effective in uniting people and
encouraging them to change their behavior by complying with public health advice is
important. Nevertheless, the use of military metaphors and analogies in addressing a sanitary
crisis has been described as “ironic, unfortunate, and unnecessary” (Nie et al. 2016).
Additionally, analogies may create blind spots in critical evaluation (Peckham, 2019). The
respective aims of healing and war are in conflict. Military metaphors can inadvertently
further stigmatize patients and subliminally endorse the legitimacy of war and violence in
social and political life. War metaphors implicitly equate individuals with “soldiers” from
whom total obedience (rather than awareness, civic duty and solidarity) is required. The
“enemy” can moreover encompass more than the virus itself (e.g., infected individuals,
foreigners) and legitimize authoritarian abuses. Furthermore, the use of war metaphors can be
unnecessary especially when more positive alternatives (e.g., fight or war versus challenge or
journey) are available and underutilized (Nie et al. 2016). For instance, a long-forgotten word
was revived during the COVID-19 crisis in Denmark that helped it to flatten the curve and lift

popular sentiment (Johanson, 2020).
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CONCLUSION

While words do not, on their own, provide a solution to every public policy issue, it is
clear that word choice can have impacts on behavior. Especially in contexts where lives may
be at stake, it is important for policymakers and healthcare providers to appreciate that no
word is neutral in its behavioral implications, and that trade-offs are therefore inherent in
every message communicated. In addition to their descriptive content, they have connotations
and a performative function that can shape reality. Given that most behaviors are governed by
automatic processes, words should be considered not only for their objective meaning, but
also for the potential affective and other behavioral significance. As such, word choice in
public communications constitutes a low-cost nudge with first order effects. Language can
even become more relevant after a lockdown phase - for example, once systems "open up”,
there might be more- and less-effective words to encourage compliance with public health
best practices, for example, wearing masks.

Rather than leaving to chance or to other factors such as historical practice or
manipulation the word choice in the management of the COVID-19 crisis, we advocate to
devote more attention to the used words. Although top public administrators and
policymakers recognize the power of words, we encourage them to consider word choice and
the communication of public policies as a crucial step in the policy implementation cycle,
especially in the context of COVID-19 crisis management. Further context-specific research
and increasing the literacy of public communicators in this arena will be critical in order to
better leverage the power of words in public administration.

Moreover, word choice cannot be reduced to a one-size-fits-all decision and requires
to consider various subgroups and to adapt accordingly messaging. Citizens are
heterogeneous and the same words can affect different individuals in different ways. Citizens

differ, for example in their political views. As a result, the same message from a Republican
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or Democratic politician could have very different, if not opposite, consequences depending
on its audience. Regarding environmental perceptions, for instance, Schuldt et al (2011, see
Farrow et al., 2018 for more details) found that ‘global warming’ was a more affectively-
laden expression than ‘climate change’ for Republicans, as compared to Democrats. This
political heterogeneity must be considered in order to refine and tailor the words used in
addressing specific groups, but also in selecting the most appropriate messengers for a
particular message and audience.

As a general principle, we argue that a tailored approach that takes into consideration
individual heterogeneity is preferable, although its use should be validated by a cost-benefit
analysis given the assumed higher costs involved. One way to analyze and address this
heterogeneity is proposed by Li (2020) who distinguished different types of citizens and posit
that considering their informational needs can improve the coproduction of health outcomes.
The author distinguished between Type | and Type Il individuals, who tend to use System 1
and System 2 cognition, respectively (Kahneman, 2011). Consequently, governments do not
need to design particular strategies to communicate to Type Il individuals because these
individuals actively seek and consume additional information in order to make well-informed
COVID-19 related decisions. Type I individuals, however, tend to pay more attention to the
credibility of information received than to the availability of specific types of information in
making of COVID-19-related decisions. In this framework, the (positive or negative) power
of words can be increased in the case of Type I individuals, especially in low-trust
environments. Li (2020) also suggested that in low-trust settings, credibility and
trustworthiness can be increased by relying on credible intermediaries. These insights suggest
that selecting the “right words” may not be enough if they are not relayed by credible

messengers. Nevertheless, we also admit that in some circumstances, a one-size-fits-all
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approach could be justified if the gains from addressing the citizen heterogeneity by adopting
a tailored approach do not compensate the incurred costs.

Taken together, the research collected here indicates that weighing the pros and the
cons of specific word choices by conducting rapid and simple experiments has the potential to
provide decision makers with valuable insights regarding the possible effects of word choice

on the public policy outcomes they seek to achieve.
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