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Abstract: The main objective of this study is to point out the importance of communication by cognitive authorities,
in this case of political elites, during the health crisis. Their rhetoric can have an enormous impact on the behaviour of
the general population. If these cognitive authorities recommend following the advice of health authorities, people
are more likely to follow the advice. This can come out as a crucial factor in preventing the spread of the virus during
any epidemics. A virus could be more predictable if human behaviour were predictable as well. Confirming the impact
of cognitive authorities on the general public’s behaviour during a health crisis might help us understand what needs
to be done differently by those political elites if there will be any other health crisis in the future.
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1 Introduction

“Trust in our public health system which is perfect for
this type of crisis,”* said prime minister of Spain Pe-
dro Sanchez after the confirmation of the first case of
COVID-19 in mainland Spain.

“We are encouraging the population to scrupulously
observe their health condition and restrict participa-
tion in the places with bigger concentration of people,
said his Slovak counterpart, then-prime minister Peter
Pellegrini ten days later, after the confirmation of the
same disease in Slovakia.

The approach of the political authorities in Spain
and Slovakia was different from the very beginning
of the crisis, caused by the new coronavirus known as
COVID-19. While Spanish authorities called for people
to trust the healthcare system, Slovak authorities asked
people to wear face masks or stay at home. Members of
the Slovak government themselves, whether the previ-
ous government of Peter Pellegrini, or the one of his
successor Igor Matovi¢, set an example for the Slovak
population. The photograph after the appointment of
the new government of Igor Matovi¢ on 21 March 2020
will go down in history; all politicians in the photo-
graph are wearing face masks. Obviously, several fac-

! Redaccion. (2020). ‘Sanchez pide “confianza” en el sistema sa-
nitario tras el primer caso de coronavirus en Catalufia’ Crénica
Global. 25.2.2020. Available at: https://cronicaglobal.elespanol.
com/politica/sanchez-pide-confianza-sistema-sanitario-caso-
coronavirus-cataluna_321734_102.html [Accessed: 6- Apr-2020]
2 Haj¢akova, D. (2020). ‘Na Slovensku potvrdili prvy pripad koro-
navirusu, od pondelka sa zakdZzu lety do Talianska, SME. 6.3.2020.
Available at: https://domov.sme.sk/c/22351714/na-slovensku-po-
tvrdili-pripad-koronavirusu.html [Accessed: 3-Apr-2020]

tors have an impact on the spread of pandemics, and
sometimes these factors differ from country to country.
Nevertheless, one of the most powerful factors is the hu-
man factor. The virus needs a host and the host needs to
be in contact with another potential host for the virus to
spread. It is possible to stop, or at least slow down, the
virus by measures which must be followed by humans.

Somebody has to communicate these measures
to the public. To persuade people, it must be some-
one trustworthy and credible. In the words of Patrick
Wilson, “somebody who knows something we don't
know” (Wilson, 1983, p. 10). This is how Wilson de-
fined cognitive authority, and political elites can be po-
tential cognitive authorities. Regarding the spread of
COVID-19, cognitive authorities in different countries
communicated the pandemics differently. While Span-
ish political elites started to perceive the situation as
being serious when 1,204 Spaniards were infected and
29 were dead, their Slovak counterparts did that from
the very beginning, after the confirmation of the first
case of COVID-19 in Slovakia. Following their cogni-
tive authorities’ communication, the population of these
two countries behaved differently. While Spaniards
continued in their daily routines like before, Slovaks
quarantined themselves voluntarily.

Spain is one of the worst hit countries, and in regard
to the numbers of infections the most hit country in
Europe. That makes Spain a perfect contrasting example
with Slovakia, the former Soviet bloc country with the
population used to follow the orders, where the restric-
tions were taken early. This paper argues that commu-
nication of the cognitive authorities, in this case, the
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prime ministers, is an important factor influencing the
spread of virus. To compare their communication, I an-
alysed the statements of the chosen cognitive authorities
published on the social media platforms which are im-
portant tools for spreading information today. I evalu-
ated the posts of prime ministers of Spain and Slovakia
according to their approach to the virus (whether they
encourage the public to be careful or to continue in
their daily routines as before). Finally, I matched the
evaluations of the posts with the numbers of confirmed
cases of COVID-19 in their country. Is there a correla-
tion between the cognitive authorities’ communication
and the spread of the virus? The research question is:
Can cognitive authorities influence the spread of the
virus during pandemics through influencing human
behaviour?

2 Theoretical background
2.1 Who is a cognitive authority?

For many voters, what their favourite politician says
must be true. We vote for our chosen politicians be-
cause we trust them enough to believe that what they
say is valid. In Wilson’s words, those politicians have
become our cognitive authorities because “they know
something we don’t know” (Wilson, 1983, p. 10). “Some
people know what they are talking about, others do not.
Those who do are my cognitive authorities” (Wilson,
1983, p. 10). Based on Wilson’s research, Rieh defined
cognitive authority as “a kind of influence. Those who
are cognitive authorities profoundly influence others’
thoughts” (Rieh, 2010, p. 1340). Wilson highlighted that
cognitive authority has something to do with credibility
(Wilson, 1983, p. 15). Credibility is an important factor
influencing the perception of newly gained information.
Many researchers have studied credibility from differ-
ent angles of view. For instance, according to O’Keefe,
“credibility (or, more carefully expressed, perceived
credibility) refers to the judgments made by a perceiver
(e.g., a message recipient) concerning the believability
of a communicator” (O’Keefe, 1990, (p. 130-131). Judg-
ments of credibility are not objective because people
decide what to believe and what not to believe. Rieh in
his paper defined credibility “as people’s assessment of
whether the information is trustworthy based on their
own expertise and knowledge” (Rieh, 2010, p. 1338).
Source credibility, which means the credibility of the
person or the institution spreading information, hence
the source, has been studied for decades. In their fa-
mous experiment published in 1951, Hovland and his
team at Yale University focused on the perception of
sources and the influence on the credibility of the com-
munication. They presented an identical message to two
groups, “one in which a communicator of a generally
trustworthy character was used, and the other in which
the communicator was generally regarded as untrust-

worthy” (Hovland, Janis & Kelley, 1953, p. 636). One of
the topics was building a practicable atomic-powered
submarine at that present time. While the high cred-
ibility source was Robert J. Oppenheimer, an Ameri-
can physicist credited as the father of the atomic bomb,
the low credibility source was Pravda, the then-official
newspaper of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
(Hovland, Janis & Kelley, 1953, p. 637).

The results showed that “although the communica-
tions being judged were identical, there was a marked
difference in the way the subjects responded to the high
credibility and low credibility sources” Not in the case
of information, because researchers did not notice a sig-
nificant difference in the number of facts and informa-
tion gathered from the text when attributed to the high
credibility source or low credibility source. “Significant
differences were obtained in the extent to which opin-
ion on an issue was changed by the attribution of the
material to different sources” (Hovland, Janis & Kelley,
1953, p. 641-642).

Since Hovland’s experiment, several scales have been
developed for measuring source credibility. Metzger
and Flanagin, when referring to those scales, high-
lighted those by McCroskey, Berlo et al., and Leathers.
“McCroskey’s scales assess five dimensions of source
credibility (character, competence, sociability, extrover-
sion, and composure), whereas the other scales include
only three dimensions; Berla et al. measure safety (i.e.,
friendliness, trustworthiness), qualification (i. e., exper-
tise), and dynamism; Leathers measures competence,
trustworthiness, and dynamism” (Flanagin & Metzger,
2000, p. 299). When using any method of measuring
trustworthiness, one of the crucial factors should be
group membership.

Indeed, group membership can make people ‘blind;
and this highly influences people when deciding whom
to trust. As a part of preservation, Goldman highlight-
ed peer disagreement as an area of social epistemol-
ogy which in a way refers to group membership, even
though not entirely. As Goldman asked when determin-
ing who is our peer (somebody on the same intellectual
level as ourselves), is it legitimate to rely on our previous
knowledge, compare it with new evidence, and then de-
cide whether we trust those people or not? “If one uses
same- mindedness as a criterion of trustworthiness,
doesn’t one run the risk of consulting those who share
the same biases, false theories, or bad company that
plague one’s own first-order belief set? Does this mean
that one should set aside one’s first-order beliefs in de-
ciding who are reliable sources of further evidence and
turn instead to high-order evidence about belief-form-
ing methods and sources?” (Goldman, 2010, p. 11). This
has proved essential when defining the role of cognitive
authority in the process of determining whom to trust,
and the impact of shared membership in a group with
this particular cognitive authority.



#QuédateEnCasa, because it's not just flu:

35

The impact of cognitive authorities’ communication on human behaviour during the pandemics

It is not only about the group membership itself, but
also about one’s established viewpoint, or one’s advo-
cated position. People tend to trust those whose opin-
ions they share, and whom they believe is somewhat
similar to them in their views on that particular issue.
McKenzie linked the concept of cognitive authority
with the positioning theory® proposed by Rom Harré
and Luk van Langenhove, according to which position-
ing is “the assignment of fluid parts or roles to speakers
in the discursive construction of personal stories that
make a person’s actions intelligible and relatively deter-
minate as social acts” (cited in McKenzie, 2003, p. 270).
Later McKenzie used Potter’s framework for analyzing
everyday fact construction and linked it with position-
ing, and the building up or undermining the authority
of information sources. In her research on pregnant
women, she found out that her subjects tended to trust
two different types of sources: “biomedical authorita-
tive knowledge and knowledge that derives its authority
through the lived experience of the information source”
(McKenzie, 2003, p.271). This shows that when people
don’t have the opportunity to live through the experi-
ence, they tend to believe those who have already ex-
perienced it.

But as her research shows later, actual experience is
not enough if the result does not follow one’s previous
information or view on that particular issue. McKenzie
calls it interest management, when someone describes
the source of information as biased, and hence, they
have a reason why they do not consider the source
trustworthy. The other important point is what one will
do once one gathers the information. As Wathen and
Burkell (McKenzie, 2003, p. 134) point out, it is possi-
ble that the received information, whether it is right or
wrong, would be limited to learning, which means that
a person will gather the knowledge, store it and maybe
later recall it. But they also pointed out that “in many
cases, however, there is a much larger impact. Informa-
tion can be passed on to others, it can be used to make
decisions, and it can affect attitudes and behaviors”

2.2 Mass media vs. social media

Cognitive authorities can share their opinions with
the public via several channels. Previously, the option
for spreading of information widely was mass media.
Thanks to mass media, information was able to reach
a wide population. Nowadays, the fame of mass media is
overshadowed by several social media platforms. Mass
media and social media are two different worlds; for
instance, when studying the credibility of mass media,
different reference objects can be examined. Schweiger

* McKenzie linked these two theories in her research about
discursive strategies of information seekers on interviews with
pregnant women expecting twins.

(2000) defined six levels of reference objects: presenter
(receiver is confronted with them, for example, a pre-
senter of TV news, author of political comment in
a magazine, etc.), actor (their statements are quoted in
the news, e.g. a statement of a prime minister regarding
budget), editorial units (complete programs or single
news items), media products (newspapers, TV or ra-
dio broadcasts, online news sites, etc.), subsystems of
media types (for instance, quality papers versus tabloid
press), media type (TV, radio, print) (Schweiger, 2000,
p. 39-41).

In the case of the pandemic caused by the new coro-
navirus COVID-19, just as in other important cases for
receivers of mass media content, journalists have been
following statements by political elites at regular press
conferences, which have been held every day (in Spain
as well as in Slovakia) to inform them about the particu-
lar details of the pandemic. Journalists have also been
following updates on new cases and deaths in statistics
provided by the ministry of health of the particular
country every day. Their information is published daily
by several mass media. Many of these outlets have a pay
wall and only subscribers have access to the stories pub-
lished by those mass media. This is where social media
enters the game.

Unlike mass media, social media is free to access,
free to publish content, free to receive and consume.
Create a profile and the user is ready to start browsing
and scrolling, looking for people they want to follow
and get to the information provided. For those who
are authorities, or want to become authorities, social
media is the easiest way to get the attention, and with
the attention, either glory or hatred. Politicians know
that. Karlstrom and Pettersson (2011) studied the social
media activity of every member of Parliament in Swe-
den and concluded:

Reputation is for politicians what a product is for
a company... Before social media there were fewer
venues for politicians to cultivate their image and
build their reputation, and most such channels were
mediated by journalists and content providers. The
introduction of social media in politics opens new ven-
ues for discussion and profiling, and these new venues
serve as a more direct channel to voters (Karlstrom,
& Pettersson, 2011, p. 1).

Politicians started using internet communication for
various reasons. As Tim Highfield pointed out in the
book Social Media and Everyday Politics, politicians
could use digital platforms for engaging with their vot-
ers and with issues, or also simply for broadcasting their
statements, press releases or speeches (Highfield, 2016,
p-123). To provide their statement and sometimes even
pure opinion is much easier via their social media ac-
counts because it is not edited by a journalist. In other
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words, the content published on social media by them-
selves or their teams is a pure statement without any
corrections, interventions, or having been taken out of
context by a journalist.

As well as general internet users, politicians can
choose between different social media to create a pro-
tile and use it to interact with their electorate. They
might consider one type of communication much more
effective. Highfield, in his research focusing on the poli-
ticians actively using social media, pointed out that Fa-
cebook provides space for more extended comments
than Twitter, which “may make it a better option for
making politicians’ contributions visible and encourage
interactions and responses” (Highfield, 2016, p. 124).
He also pointed out that “Facebook may be a stronger
option for an engagement, and for monitoring this
through centralized metrics around likes, shares and
comments on a politician’s or party’s page” (Highfield,
2016, p. 126). Twitter, by comparison, may be used as
a broadcast platform, where politicians might provide
links and updates without engaging in interactions with
others (Highfield, 2016, p. 125). On the other hand,
“Twitter, meanwhile, offers advantage of quick and con-
cise commentary and sharing information” (Highfield,
2016, p. 126).

When deciding which platform to use to engage
with the electorate, politicians might also think about
the popularity of the social media platform in their
country, or even about their target group. Larsson and
Kalsnes, when studying the social media activity of
every member of Parliament in Sweden and Norway;,
found that even though a larger part of the Scandina-
vian population uses Facebook than Twitter, Scandina-
vian politicians are more active on the latter. That might
indicate “potential online communicative mismatch
between those electing and those elected” (Kalsnes
& Larsson, 2014, p. 663). According to Larrson and
Kalsnes, Twitter is in Scandinavian countries linked to
elite, urban, media-savvy groups. “If Scandinavian poli-
ticians wish to engage more clearly with everyday vot-
ers and regular citizens, outside of metropolitan power
elites, they might be well served to look beyond Twitter
for their social media activities” (Kalsnes & Larsson,
2014, p. 663).

2.3 Behaviour change during health crisis

As mentioned before, politicians can use social media
with different aims. Except for publishing their press
releases or updates after important negotiations to show
their merits and credits, they have endless possibilities
to spread their opinions or appeals. That is exactly what
they were doing during the latest COVID-19 pandemic.
They appealed to the general public to behave in a man-
ner which is preferred in the crisis. As we know from
the theory of cognitive authorities, the impact of politi-

cal elites might be enormous on the behaviour of the
public, as people tend to follow the leads of those whom
they trust, and the way the public behaves is crucial for
the spread of the virus.

When Halstead studied parasitism from the per-
spective of human contribution, he underlined that
“human behaviour is often the decisive determinant
of emergence; further, a change in human behaviour
can be the single most powerful defence our species
has against the phenomenon of infectious disease
emergence” (Halstead, 1996, p. 22). The virus cannot
exist on its own; it needs a host, from which it needs
to spread to another potential host. The modern era
makes it easy for a virus to spread quickly throughout
the whole world, thanks to numerous modes of trans-
portation and travel, mass production and the export
meat, vegetables, or fruit across continents.

We know how to fight against many known viruses.
With AIDS, sexual behaviour needs to be changed. For
cholera, water has to be either boiled or chlorinated. For
yellow fever, we have a vaccine. For COVID-19 there are
no established preventions. But since it is a coronavirus
hand hygiene, sneezing in a tissue, and social distancing
might help in beating the pandemic or at least slow it
down. The question is: would people perform the hy-
giene steps and social distancing better if their cognitive
authorities told them to? Is the spread of the pandemic
of COVID-19 slower in countries where the political
elites supported the public in a behaviour change from
the beginning? How does the curve of coronavirus
spread look like in Slovakia and Spain, two countries
with different approaches by political elites?

3 Methodological approach

The research focused on two European countries,
both of them struggling with COVID-19. The first was
Spain, one of the hardest-hit European countries by
COVID-19. At the time of writing this study, Spain had
the biggest number of confirmed cases of COVID-19
in Europe and the second highest number in the world
after the USA. Spain has the second greatest number of
confirmed deaths caused by COVID-19 in Europe after
Italy in absolute numbers, but the highest mortality rate.
On the other hand, Slovakia is still one of the least hit
countries in the world, with confirmed cases counted
in the hundreds. Although the results are extremely
different, the measures taken by governments of both
countries are now very similar. The difference is in the
time of action. While Slovakia adopted strict measures
after confirming the first case of COVID-19, Spain did
so after confirming 1,204 infections and 29 deaths. But
it’s not only about the measures. It’s about communi-
cation, which was highlighted also by Halstead in his
study about the human factor in virus spreading.
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After choosing the countries, I identified political
elites who appeared to be potential cognitive authori-
ties regarding COVID-19. They needed to be political
elites representing parties with a wide electorate in their
countries to secure their impact on the general public;
they had to be faces of the struggle against the pandem-
ic, which means they had to be actively participating
in negotiations as well as in communication with the
general public via speeches or press conferences, they
had to be quoted by mainstream mass media in their
countries and they had to be active on social media to
get in touch with the public. Based on these presump-
tions, I identified the prime ministers of both coun-
tries as cognitive authorities eligible for this research. In
Spain, the prime minister is Pedro Sdnchez. In Slovakia,
the situation is more complicated because of the change
of cabinet during the studied period. At the beginning
of the pandemic in Slovakia, the prime minister was
Peter Pellegrini. On 21 March 2020, a new government
was appointed, and since then the prime minister has
been Igor Matovic. I realize it is not proven that these
political elites are cognitive authorities. I assume they
are because of their wide electorate, but for future refer-
ence this might be investigated properly.

The period in this study was different for both coun-
tries since the outbreak of the epidemic was not parallel.
I started collecting the data on the day of the first con-
firmed case in both countries. For Spain, the beginning
of the research starts on 25 February 2020, while for
Slovakia, it starts on 6 March 2020. I collected data for
a period of six weeks, because in Spain it took six weeks
for the virus to get to the peak and to stabilize. To be
precise, the peak in Spain was on 31 March, exactly five
weeks after confirming the first case, and the latter week
was a stabilizing phase.

Because of the limits of this research, it was not pos-
sible to analyse all mainstream media to find the quotes
by the studied cognitive authorities. On the other hand,
I don’t consider it crucial for research of this kind.
Firstly, the majority of media use the same quotes that
the cognitive authorities said during daily updates on
the press conferences. It would be too time-consuming
for little effect. Considering only online media, which
would be the easiest way, many of these platforms are
paid, which means their content is not open to all in-
ternet users. Paying for content does not apply to social
media, which is a perfect choice for studying the impact
of cognitive authorities on the behaviour of the public.

For this study, the best choices were Facebook and
Twitter. I decided to study both of them, because Span-
ish politicians are more active on Twitter, while Slovak
politicians use Facebook more often to interact with
their electorate. For instance, Slovak prime minister
Igor Matovic¢ has not been active on Twitter since 2016.
The former prime minister, Peter Pellegrini, has an ac-
tive Twitter account, but his updates are very scarce and

always in English, which not all Slovaks speak. When
Larrson and Kalsnes were studying the social media
activity of every member of Parliament in Sweden and
Norway, they pointed out that fan pages are more reli-
able sources for politicians on Facebook than their per-
sonal accounts. “Given the specialised features made
available by the Pages feature (through the Facebook
Insights service), our argument was that this delimi-
nation would give us some indication of the degree of
professionalisation evident among Swedish and Nor-
wegian politicians when dealing with social media”
(Kalsnes & Larsson, 2014, p. 655). In the case of Peter
Pellegrini, I studied his fan page, but in the case of Igor
Matovi¢ this was not possible since he uses his personal
account as his official one. Although Pedro Sanchez is
active on Facebook, I decided to study Twitter because
of its greater popularity among the Spanish population.
Moreover, all his tweets are also published on Facebook,
but he publishes more on Twitter because of retweeting
tweets of other Spanish politicians who are not active on
Facebook. This is the case for Spanish health minister
Salvador Illa, who is also a crucial figure in the com-
munication to the public about the COVID-19 crisis,
and his retweets are important on the prime minister’s
Twitter wall.

There are differences between these social media
platforms. For instance, the posts on Facebook are
much longer and the followers can interact deeply.
That is not easy on Twitter, where posts are limited to
280 signs. On the other hand, Twitter users who want
to publish a tweet longer than 280 signs can do that in
a so-called ‘thread, meaning they separate the tweet into
more comments. During the period of this study, the
Spanish prime minister used this option several times.
That is why I consider the difference between those two
social media platforms a lesser problem than the scar-
city of posts on either one of the social media platforms
by either of the Spanish or Slovak chosen cognitive au-
thorities.

After choosing the countries, period of time, cog-
nitive authorities, and platforms through which these
cognitive authorities spread their insights, I paired all
cognitive authorities’ posts on social media to the date
when they were published. I evaluated the statuses
on a scale from -1 to 1. The posts which encouraged
the public to be careful - for example, about wearing
face masks, social distancing, or home office - were
marked with 1. The posts about topics different than
COVID-19* were marked with 0. The posts which were
neutral which means they did not encourage to comply

* I decided to include Spanish PM’s tweets about the manifesta-
tion on the International Women Day even though the topic was
different because those tweets encouraged the public to continue
in their daily routine without taking measures to protect them-
selves against COVID-19.
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with the measurements, or even encouraged them to
continue in their daily routine as before, were marked
with -1.

Then, I prepared a graph showing the increase of
identified cases of COVID-19 in Slovakia and Spain.
For Spain, I used numbers published by the Health
Ministry of Spain on their official website®. For Slovakia,
I used numbers published by the government on a new
website created for information about COVID-196. At
first, I matched the evaluations of the prime ministers’
posts on social media platforms with the numbers of
confirmed cases of COVID-19 in their countries. On
this graph, the time the prime ministers reacted to the
epidemics is visible, and how long it took them to take
measures for combating the virus. If shifting the evalu-
ations of prime ministers’ communication within two
weeks (the approximate incubation period), you can see
what impact the cognitive authorities’ communication
had on the public’.

I finish it with a textual analysis of all the posts pub-
lished by the cognitive authorities (Facebook in the
case of Slovak cognitive authorities and Twitter in the
case of Spanish cognitive authorities). Using the on-
line software Online-Utility.org®, which provides utili-
ties for online operating systems, I selected the most
often used words in the cognitive authorities’ posts.
I counted how many times they mentioned covid19,
COVID, coronavirus, or virus. Then I tried to find out
what other topics - based on words used - dominated
in their communication during the period in which the
research was conducted. In the case of Slovak cognitive
authorities, I had to group words in one group because
of several different grammatical versions of the words.
For instance, based on whether the word is a subject, an
object, etc., in Slovak, you might use “koronavirusom,
koronavirusu, koronavirus, koronaviruse,” but it is still
the same word - coronavirus. Second, I also grouped
words with and without hashtags. This textual analysis
showed how frequently the cognitive authorities com-
municated the pandemics, how often they talked about
the safety measures taken, etc.

4 Results
4.1 Spain
On the day when the first case of COVID-19 was con-

firmed in mainland Spain, Spanish prime minister Pe-
dro Sanchez tweeted:

> https://www.mscbs.gob.es/profesionales/saludPublica/ccayes/
alertasActual/nCov-China/situacionActual.htm

¢ https://covid-19.nczisk.sk/sk/

7 Because of the incubation period, we can see the results of the
communication within approximately two weeks.

8 Available here: https://www.online-utility.org/

Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “Today, the in-
terministerial reunion about the coronavirus. This
afternoon the health minister is going to meet with
CCAA [Autonomous communities] to strengthen the
awareness and measures to early detection, follow-
ing the EU and WHO protocols. Full confidence in
SNS [Public health care system] and its professionals.”
25 Feb 2020, 1:32 PM. Tweet.

And then, for the next seven days, he did not men-
tion the epidemic at all, even though the numbers of
confirmed cases were rising. His tweets for those seven
days were about the negotiations with Catalonia, up-
coming elections in Basque country, the day of An-
dalusia, the day of the Balearian islands, and mainly
about gender-based violence. International Women’s
Day was approaching, and the socialist government of
Pedro Sanchez and his party PSOE identifies itself as
a “feminist government.” On the eighth day, he tweet-
ed condolences to the families of the first victims of
COVID-19, with the reassurance that the country has
a “great health care system and excellent professionals”
(Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). 4 Mar 2020, 8:26
PM. Tweet.) That was on 4 March. Four days later, on
International Women Day, he retweeted a tweet of his
party PSOE: “We went to the streets! Because equality is
freedom, and freedom is democracy. PSOE will always
fight with women!” (Sdnchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon).
8 Mar 2020. Tweet.). The observations in several Span-
ish cities, among them Madrid with 120,000 people
marching in the streets, took place on the twelfth day
after confirming the first case of COVID-19 in main-
land Spain.

After a couple of more reassuring tweets, the Span-
ish prime minister tweeted his first tweet asking the
public for cooperation and following the rules set up
by the health experts on the fourteenth day after con-
firming the first case of COVID-19 in mainland Spain.
He tweeted:

Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “Everybody can
help to overcome the coronavirus crisis by following
the recommendations of the experts. If we do what
they say, we can protect our health, the health of
our families and our fellow Spaniards. Those will
be tough weeks, but together we can overcome it if
everybody plays their role”10 Mar 2020, 10:21 PM.
Tweet.

He published this tweet on the day when there were
1,622 confirmed cases and 35 deaths in Spain. Three
days later, on 13 March, he announced that “tomorrow
we will declare the state of emergency,” which was fol-
lowed by the confinement of the majority of the Spanish
population (Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). 13 Mar
2020, 4:18 PM. Tweet.). The change in Pedro Sanchez’s
rhetoric and communication towards the public is
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visible in Appendix A with his selected tweets. With
the incubation period of approximately two weeks,
Spain registered the peak of daily rises of new cases of
COVID-19 on 31 March, exactly thirty-five days after
the prime minister’s first tweet asking for the coopera-
tion of the general public.

In Figure 1 we can see how with the increase of the
cases of COVID-19 in Spain the prime minister’s activ-
ity on social media regarding COVID-19 has risen. The
peak in the number of tweets about COVID-19 was on
the day when Spain registered 4,209 cases of the disease.
But, in the beginning, he did not communicate very
much about the health crisis through social media. Even
if he did, it was more or less praise of the Spanish health
care system and health professionals. When shifting the
number of cases within two weeks of the incubation
period after the change of communication of the prime
minister, it seems that the change in his communication
had come too late. The exponential curve of COVID-19
cases was unstoppable at that phase.

Table 1: Milestones selected from tweets about COVID-19
on Spanish prime minister Pedro Sinchez’s Twitter wall
(tweets as well as retweets).

“Full confidence in the health care system”
First death: “Our healthcare system is excellent.”
“We went to the streets.” International Women Day

A
B
C
D Thefirst tweet about following experts'recommendations
E Tomorrow declaration of the state of emergency

F “Stay at home to save lives.”

G “Staying at home is an act of patriotism.”

H  Asking the Congress for extending the state of emergency
I

Praise of health staff

During the period in which the research was con-
ducted, Spanish prime minister Pedro Sanchez pub-
lished 140 tweets. In all of them, he mentioned covid,
covid-19, coronavirus, or virus, seventy times, in that
he mentioned these exact words seventy times, but that
does not necessarily mean that the rest of the tweets
were not about the same topic. As I said earlier, on the
day of the first case confirmed in Spain, he published
one tweet about the pandemics, and the next seven
days he did not communicate it at all. When he started
communicating the topic after those seven days, he
highlighted the impressiveness of the Spanish health
care system and health professionals twice. During the
period in which the research was conducted, he men-
tioned the word “measure/measures” seventeen times,
but he never mentioned “the face mask/masks.” How-
ever, he used the hashtag #estevirusloparamosunidos
which means “we will fight this virus together” Since his
government identifies itself as a feminist government,
he tweeted quite frequently about the gender violence.

Table 2: Words used most frequently by the Spanish
prime minister Pedro Sanchez in his tweets during the
period in which the research was being conducted

Keyphrase  Phrases  Occurrences
Coronavirus #coronavirus, #covid19, #covid2019, 70
#covid_19, coronavirus, covid, virus

We will fight this virus  #estevirusloparamosunidos 54
together

Measures medida, medidas 29
State of alarm estado de alarma 12
(Gender) Violence #violenciamachista, 7

#violenciadegénero, violencia

Tweets about COVID-19 by Pedro Sanchez @ Confirmed cases of COVID-19
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Figure 1: Increase of the cases of COVID-19 in Spain matched with the number of Tweets about COVID-19 on Spanish prime minister

Pedro Sanchez’s Twitter wall (Tweets as well as Retweets).



40

#QuédateEnCasa, because it's not just flu:

The impact of cognitive authorities’communication on human behaviour during the pandemics

4.2 Slovakia

Slovak then-prime minister Peter Pellegrini asked in
a Facebook status for the cooperation and responsibility
of the general public on the same day the first case of
COVID-19 was confirmed in Slovakia. That day, 6 Feb-
ruary, he posted four Facebook statuses. The first status
was information about the coronavirus case in Slovakia;
the second one was a video with instructions about the
prevention; the third status was a video from his press
conference about COVID-19. The last status of that day
summarized several measures and recommendations,
for instance, a ban on visits to hospitals or social homes,
the cancellation of flights to and from Italy, and a rec-
ommendation for voluntary quarantine. These statuses
were followed almost every day by more and more rec-
ommendations, and also reports on measures taken to
slow down the spread of the virus. On the eighth day
after the confirmation of the first case of COVID-19
in Slovakia, on 14 March, Peter Pellegrini, along with
other Slovak political elites, started to wear face masks.
That might be defined as an act of demonstrating how
to behave during the health crisis. That day, he pub-
lished on Facebook his photo wearing a face mask with
the hashtag “a face mask is not a shame.”

In comparison with the exponential curve of COV-
ID-19 cases in Spain, the curve in Slovakia after six
weeks from the first confirmed case is still linear. Of
course, this might change with the increasing number
of tests, but for now, the behaviour of the public, fol-
lowing the example of the prime minister, appears to
have changed during the crisis and people follow rec-
ommendations of the health experts as communicated

by the prime minister. In Figure 2, Peter Pellegrini as
then-prime minister of Slovakia was highly active on
social media since the very beginning of the health cri-
sis in Slovakia. These data show that Peter Pellegrini was
more active on social media regarding COVID-19 than
his successor Igor Matovic.

After fifteen days since the first confirmed case of
COVID-19 in Slovakia, the government changed. Igor
Matovi¢ became the new prime minister of Slovakia.
Although his social media communication about the
health crisis is basically the same - asking the popula-
tion for cooperation and following the recommenda-
tions — his way of saying it is extremely different. As
mentioned earlier in the section on methodologies,
even though Igor Matovi¢ has a fan page on Facebook,
he is not active there. Instead, he is very active on his
personal account. His communication is less straight-
forward and more difficult to analyse than the com-
munication of Peter Pellegrini, who spoke very directly
about the disease, measures, and recommendations. In
the case of Igor Matovi¢, many posts were somewhere
between personal and official, and many of them were
either an attack on the former government or his cur-
rent colleagues, or complaints about how difficult it is
to manage the situation. The difference between the
rhetoric of Peter Pellegrini and Igor Matovic is visible
in Appendix B where selected statuses of both of the
prime ministers are highlighted.

Because of this, it is sometimes difficult to distin-
guish between personal statuses, and official statuses.
For instance, when communicating new measures, it is
clearly official, but when writing about meeting a Roma

Facebook posts about COVID-19 by Peter Pellegrini/lgor Matovi¢
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Figure 2: Increase of the cases of COVID-19 in Slovakia matched with the number of Facebook posts about COVID-19 on Slovak
prime ministers Peter Pellegrini and since 21 March Igor Matovi¢ on their Facebook wall.
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girl a couple of years ago, who used to live in the vil-
lage which is quarantined now because of COVID-19,
it is not clear whether it is a personal or official status,
since the rhetoric and way how he expresses himself,
is the same as in the cases of official information. For
this reason, I decided to count all the statuses in which
COVID- 19 was mentioned.

Table 3: Milestones selected from Facebook posts
about COVID-19 on Slovak prime ministers Peter Pel-
legrini and since 21 March Igor Matovi¢ on their Fa-
cebook wall.

A First case. First measures. Recommendation for voluntary quarantine.

B Tomorrow declaration of the state of emergency.

C Politicians wearing protective face masks.

D Thefirst day of Matovic's cabinet.

E Toughening of sanitation regulations.

F “Let’s be responsible.”

.G ___Quarantine of Romasettlements.
During the period in which the research was being con-
ducted, Peter Pellegrini was the prime minister of the
Slovak Republic for fifteen days. During these fifteen
days, he published fifty-seven posts on Facebook, in
which he mentioned “covid, covid19, coronavirus, or
virus,” sixty-two times. Besides that, the word “press
conference® was mentioned fourteen times, as he used
Facebook for publishing videos from his press confer-
ences. He mentioned the “measures” fourteen times
and presented the face masks as a necessity. He also
used a hashtag #ruskoniejehanba (A face mask is not
a shame) once. Besides the topic of pandemics, he wrote
posts about him leaving the office. Igor Matovic, from
the time of becoming the prime minister of the Slo-
vak Republic until the end of the period during which
the research was being conducted, published ninety-
eight posts on Facebook in which he mentioned the
words “covid, covid19, coronavirus, or virus,” twenty-
four times. Many of his Facebook posts were personal
since he uses the account not as a fan page, but it is his
personal account. He mentioned “measures” seventeen
times, and he also communicated the necessity of face
masks. Communicating the safety measures by cogni-
tive authorities is an important part of educating the
public about how to stay safe and healthy. Besides the
topic of the pandemics itself, he posted about Roma set-
tlements even though he touched the topic of pandem-
ics because his posts were about testing the inhabitants
of Roma settlements or spreading the virus there. He
was criticized by human rights activists for that.

Table 4: Words used most frequently by the Slovak
prime minister Peter Pellegrini in his Facebook posts
during the period in which the research was being
conducted (and the period in which he was the prime
minister).

Keyphrase Phrases Occurrences
Coronavirus #koronavirus, covid, covid 19, 62
korona, koronavirus, koronaviruse,
koronavirusom, koronavirusu
Measures opatrenia, opatreniach, opatreni 14
Press Conference tlacovej konferencii, tlacova 14
konferencia, tlacovu konferenciu
State of Alarm niidzovy stav 5

Table 5: Words used most frequently by the Slovak
prime minister Igor Matovi¢ in his Facebook posts dur-
ing the period in which the research was being conduct-
ed (and the period in which he was the prime minister).

Keyphrase  Phrases  Occurrences

(Roma) Settlement osadami, osade, osadu, osady, 33
osadach, osad

Coronavirus covid, covid 19, korona, koronavirus, 24
koronavirusu

Measures opatrenia, opatreniami, opatrenie, 17
opatreni

Quarantine karanténe, karantény 16

5 Discussion and future reference

Observing the curve of daily rises of new COVID-19
cases in Spain and Slovakia in Figure 3, the difference is
extreme. The Spanish curve is much more drastic than
the Slovak curve. While both prime ministers were call-
ing for the cooperation and responsible behaviour of the
general public during the six week observation period,
though in different ways of expressing themselves, the
crisis caused by COVID-19 is less severe in Slovakia
than in Spain. Spanish prime minister Pedro Sanchez
started with celebrating the Spanish health care system,
creating an image of an untouchable country where the
epidemics did not stand a chance to spread. In Slovakia,
on the other hand, the threat was communicated clearly.
Both Slovak prime ministers warned the public about
the danger which COVID-19 might bring. This paper
shows that how cognitive authorities communicate the
crisis has an enormous impact on how the general pub-
lic behaves in times of crisis. Since the behaviour of the
public is crucial to how a virus spreads, a change in the
communication of cognitive authorities might change
the spread of the virus by changing the behaviour of
the population.
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Figure 3: Comparison of the curve of COVID-19 cases in Spain and Slovakia.

I am well aware that the communication of cogni-
tive authorities is not the only factor influencing the
spread of epidemic even though as the results have
shown, it is an important one. Because of the limita-
tion of this study, I was not able to work with more
variables. Several other factors have a considerable
impact on pandemics. Sure, the difference is in taking
official measurements. Since Slovakia took measure-
ments sooner than Spain, the public basically did not
have many opportunities where to go. The shops, thea-
tres, cinemas, etc. were closed. Spanish public, on the
contrary, was allowed to continue in their daily routines
since the measures were not taken that soon. We might
also assume that the Slovak population follows the rules
because the rules are legally imposed since the official
measures in Slovakia were taken early. It would mean
that following the rules is not about cognitive but le-
gal authority. This is only partially true. For instance,
wearing protective masks was not legally imposed but
the Slovak population started wearing them at the be-
ginning of the crisis, just like the cognitive authorities.
Spanish population did not wear face masks from the
beginning of the crisis, and neither did their cognitive
authorities.

Other variables are the cultural and sociological
background of both countries, influenced also by his-
torical background. Spaniards are much more sociable
than Slovaks. Their daily life is based on interacting
with other people and in close contact. This is partially
based on the historical context. Slovaks as inhabitants
of the former totality regime tend to isolate themselves
and not trust anybody.

Sociodemographic factors might be considered as
well. The density of the population might have a big
impact on the spread of pandemics as well as the fact
whether the majority population lives in cities or vil-
lages. The financial factor, which means how well off
are the inhabitants, and whether their standard of living
allows them to travel a lot. Quality of the public health
system, education, and sanitation are crucial as well.
This paper aims to be a simplified model of how the
communication of cognitive authorities might influence
the pandemics by influencing human behaviour.

Regarding the words used by the cognitive authori-
ties in their posts published either on Twitter, or Fa-
cebook, the cardinal difference is in timing. While the
Slovak cognitive authorities started using the words
“covid, covid19, coronavirus, or virus,” from the be-
ginning of the epidemics in their country, their Span-
ish counterpart stayed quiet about the topic for the
next seven days from the day when the first case of
COVID-19 was confirmed in Spain. The other differ-
ence was in communicating the safety measures and
the necessity of wearing a face mask. The Slovak prime
ministers, both of them in the way of communication
typical of them, talked about the measures which had
been taken by the government and presented the neces-
sity of wearing a face mask. The Spanish prime minister
did not do that. In Table 6, we can see a number of posts
published by the cognitive authorities, and how many
times they used the words “covid, covid19, coronavirus,
or virus.”
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Table 6: Comparison of the number of posts published
on selected social media platforms by Spanish and Slo-
vak cognitive authorities and of how many times they
mentioned COVID-19.

Number

Cognitive Number  of characters ~ Number Coronavirus
authority of posts (including of words mentions
. ... S
Pedro 140 37,199 5,481 70

Sénchez
Peter 57 16473 2,300 62
Pellegrini
lgorMatovic | B 3053% h180 %
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Appendix A: Evaluation of daily tweets about COVID-19 on Spanish prime minister Pedro Sanchez’s Twitter wall
along with examples of the tweets (red is for negative sentiment, yellow for neutral sentiment, and green for positive
sentiment).

Dat: Evaluation of the Example of Tweets
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, WOt
25 Feb =1 Sénchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “Today, the interministerial reunion about the coronavirus. This afternoon the health minister is going
to meet with CCAA [Autonomous communities] to strengthen the awareness and measures to early detection, following the EU and WHO
protocols. Full confidence in SNS [Public health care system] and its professionals” 25 Feb 2020, 1:32 PM. Tweet.

4 Mar -1 Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “My condolences to the families of the coronavirus victims in the Basque Country and Valencia. |
am sending my solidarity to those who are infected. We have a great health care system and excellent professionals who work without
a break on early detection and treatment”4 Mar 2020, 8:26 PM. Tweet.

SMar N e
JSMar G
TMar N e
JSMar U
9 Mar -1 Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “This morning, | participated in the Monitoring commission of coronavirus. My admiration for health
care professionals, mainly in the communities of Madrid, the Basque Country, and La Rioja, where they are giving a lot of effort. Their
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, workis a reflection of our solid national health care system.”9 Mar 2020, 9:51 AM. Tweet.
10 Mar 1 Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “Everybody can help to overcome the coronavirus crisis by following the recommendations of the
experts. If we do what they say, we can protect our health, the health of our families and our fellow Spaniards. Those will be tough
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, weeks, but together we can overcome it if everybody plays their role’ 10 Mar 2020, 10:21PM. Tweet,
_TTMar O e
12 Mar 1 Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “We are standing in front of an unprecedented health crisis. The Health Ministry has recommended
e e ery 2UTONOMOUS COMMunities to take measures of social distanding.”12 Mar 2020, 7:11PM.Tweet,
13 Mar 1 Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “The victory depends on every citizen. Heroism is to wash your hands, stay at home and protect
yourselves to protect society. It will take weeks but we will destroy COVID-19 together with the social discipline when every one of us will
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, fulfil their tasks.”13 Mar 2020, 438 PM. Tweet,
JJaMar R O e
JJ5Mar O e
J6Mar EERS O e
LT Mar 1 [Fconomicinjectionforthoseinmeed
18 Mar 1 Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “While there will be a vaccine for COVID-19, we are the vaccine. Everybody who stays at home and
—— follows the recommendations s helping to save lives and soften the curve. Every one of uss saving lives." 18 Mar 2020, 12:05 PM. Tweet.
JJoMar B oo
_0Mar S OO e
LM 1 Dedaationofstateofemergency
22 Mar 1 Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “l ask you for responsibility and discipline. Irresponsibility costs us lives. Staying at home is today an

act of patriotism and solidarity.” 22 Mar 2020, 5:31 PM. Tweet.
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Dat Evaluation of the Example of Tweets
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, OOt
,,,,, L
2k B oo
L. OO e
VAo 1 [xtensionofstateofemergencyuntil April 25th
L. O e
CSher B oot

7 Apr 1 Sanchez, Pedro. (sanchezcastejon). “The health personnel is a cornerstone of the healthcare system which is crucial for us these days. The

misery which we are living in has to make us aware of the need to protect it and strengthen it. More public health means more collective
protection.”7 Apr 2020, 11:57 AM. Tweet.
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Appendix B: Evaluation of daily Facebook posts about COVID-19 on Slovak prime ministers Peter Pellegrini and
since 21 March Igor Matovi¢ on their Facebook wall along with examples of the Facebook posts (red is for negative
sentiment, yellow for neutral sentiment, and green for positive sentiment).

Dat: Evaluation of the Examples of statuses
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, SANSeS
6 Mar 1 Pellegrini, Peter."CORONAVIRUS IN SLOVAKIA — CENTRAL EMERGENCY COUNCIL HAS
TAKEN SEVERAL DECISIONS. This morning the first case of coronavirus infection was identified in Slovakia. The Central Emergency Council
has taken several decisions: 1. ban on visits to hospitals, social homes, and prisons with immediate effect. 2. starting on Monday, all
flights from and to Italy will be cancelled. 3. it is recommended to the Slovak citizens to quarantine themselves voluntarily and to not to
attend public events, shopping malls, or mass. At the same time, | want to calm down the public; there is no reason to panic. But in this
........stationfortheinterestof your own health, it besttostay at home 6 Mar2020. Facebook.
TMar L —
CBMar R
Mar
oM T
11 Mar 1 Pellegrini, Peter. “DECLARATION OF STATE OF EMERGENCY IN SLOVAKIA. We don't
overestimate, either underestimate the situation. Based on the development of the situation regarding coronavirus, we decided on
today’s government meeting to declare the state of emergency in Slovakia starting tomorrow at 6 am. Tomorrow the Central Emergency
Council will talk about two crucial issues: 1. closing of all schools for 14 days, 2. obligatory quarantine for all people coming from abroad.
. |wilinform you aboutthe outcomes of the meeting."11 Mar 2020. Facebook.
JMaMar 1 Dedaration of extraordinary situation” + Closing bars, restaurants, skiing centres, or intemational airports.
LGN
LMo R Video from a press conference on which politicians were wearing protective facemasks.
CMSMar 1 Decarationofstateofemergency
NGRS
17 Mar 1 Pellegrini, Peter. “LET’S BE DISCIPLINED. The discipline of all of us is today a crucial condition to be successful in the fight with coronavirus.
We need also recipients of social benefits to be disciplined these days, who have to copy with all the hygienic measures while getting
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, their social benefitat post offices. In other cases, the police are ready to act quickly” 17 mar 2020. Facebook.
BRI
19 Mar 1

27 Mar 1 Matovic, lgor. “Seeing the results. From day to day, we increased the number of tests from 300 to 00 ... As a reward, | sat for a while
on the terrace at the Government to sunbathe a little bit . .. Do the same, you too P. S.: Together we will beat this skunk” 27 Mar 2020.
e TAOBDOOK.
28 Mar 1 Matovi¢, Igor. “We have toughened the hygienic measures significantly. . . obligatory face masks, after entering a place it’s obligatory to

disinfect your hands or gloves, 2 metres social distancing when standing in a line and one client for every 25 square metres of sales area
and we opened more services — gardening, gardening equipment, eye optics,

MOT and EC, computer and telephone service, lawyers, notaries, key services, garbage yards, textiles and haberdashery, sale and service
of bicycles, shops with building materials, installation and wiring materials, hardware — and materials for painting.

29 Mar 1
C30Mar 1
RMar 1
""" pr 1
C2Mpr 1 Matovic Igor. "WEHAVETOTOUGHEN THE MEASURES, EVEN MORE, SORRYFOR

THAT The measure, which we have already approved, helped us to become the third-best country in the world regarding the protection
against corona! That's why, if we won't slack off and we will toughen even more in our “blackout”, which means switching off/slowing
down of Slovakia . .. we will beat the skunk. Yes, it will cost more of our freedom, there will be tears and missing ... but we will save
hundreds or thousands of lives of our family members and friends.” 2 Apr 2020. Facebook.
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Matovic, Igor. “The situation is grave, please, don't be a fool! ... That is the heading of today’s press conference at 15:30. | believe that
after publishing the information, the repeated delirium of our coalition partners about opening the shops or schools right after Easter
will stop along with simplifying the disease COVID-19 as the flu. | believe that they will understand how extremely irresponsible they
are if they devalue the restrictions during the Easter holiday with their thoughtless speech and distancing from the valid government
resolution. This is not a playground, we are at war with an extremely dangerous enemy and any demoralisation of the team and attacks
on your own people are in the interest of evil, which is standing opposite to us.”8 Apr 2020. Facebook.

Matovic, lgor. “Early lifting of restrictive measures could lead to “deadly resurrection” of infections, the director of WHO doctor Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus warned. According to him, the countries should be cautious regarding the lifting of measures, although several of
them are fighting with economic impacts of pandemics.” 11 Apr 2020. Facebook.

Matovic, Igor. “I feel like a beaten dog. In the last week, even the last goof “hit me” just because | am repeating bfff ... the [Roma]
settlements might explode, so we shouldn’t rush into lifting the measures. Today we know that it was not just my bad foreboding and

| was, unfortunately, right about the settlements. So far 16 settlements are positive, and there are 900 more to test. A fire is burning,
which extension we can not measure. People of God, please, be extremely careful and do not slack off in your responsibility, keeping

the hygienic measures, minimising contacts and social distancing from people you love. | know that | am not a messenger of good news
and today those are in, who say what people want to hear. [ will not do that, sorry. | promised you to tell the truth and | consider it even
more important in today’s situation. By far we haven't jumped over it, we have to endure and we will make it even though it will be very
difficult” 14 Apr 2020. Facebook.
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