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Abstract
Given the different levels of pandemic severity in Germany and Italy, the paper investigates the
differences in information behavior, and its consequences, between German and Italian young
adults during the COVID-19 pandemic, especially in the first and second waves of infections in the
two countries. In particular, the issue of crisis management through institutional communication,
the development of information behavior and information consumption throughout the year 2020
are analyzed through a questionnaire-based case study considering the constructs topic fatigue,
trust in government sources and vaccination hesitancy. The paper reveals that there are
considerable differences in time spent looking for information, with Italian respondents generally
spending more time in these activities. Surprisingly, Italian respondents seem to place more trust
in their government and institutions than Germans do. Vaccination hesitancy is estimated as higher
in Germany than in Italy. People who feel less informed are also less likely to get a vaccination
when offered the possibility, moreover, the perception of risk of infection plays a major role in
vaccination acceptance. From the point of view of public management, findings of this work
highlight the knowledge of citizens’ information behavior and habits as relevant to the design of
communication campaigns to address health crises.
Keywords: COVID-19, Information Behavior, Trust, Government, Vaccination Hesitancy, Topic
Fatigue, Young Adults, Crisis Management, Institutional Communication.

1. INTRODUCTION

By March 2021, countries all over the globe have struggled to contain the COVID-19 pandemic for
more than a year. The novel Coronavirus (COVID-19) first emerged in December 2019, and, in the
following months, spread globally. By the end of 2020, it had spread to almost every single country
on earth and killed close to 2 million people – a number that would keep rising to more than 3.5
million by May 2021, with no end in sight (Dong, Du, & Gardner, 2020).
The pandemic has had a massive effect on the world we live in today. It has changed the way
people work (Bick, Blandin, & Mertens, 2020; Kramer & Kramer, 2020), the way people spend their
free time (Cellini, Canale, Mioni, & Costa, 2020; Droit-Volet et al., 2020) and the way people interact
with each other (Bhat et al., 2020). Not only that, but the pandemic, and the restrictions put in place
to fight it, have also caused many challenges to psychological and mental health (Bäuerle et al.,
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2020; Khan et al., 2020; Petzold, Plag, & Ströhle, 2020; Thome, Coogan, Fischer, Tucha, &
Faltraco, 2020). According to Farooq et al. (2021), the pandemic has amplified the influence of
information reporting on human behavior. This is due to people having to react to a new, uncertain
health situation by gathering new information that, globally, encouraged people to adopt preventive
measures such as self-isolation, avoiding public places, good hygienic care and face mask wearing
(K. Wang et al., 2021; World Health Organization, 2021) for long time (Rai, 2020). International
organizations, governments, public agencies and local authorities used various media (like mass
media, print media and digital & social media) to reach out to the public, mobilize them and convey
measures against the extraordinary situation in order to manage the crisis.
Particularly, due to an unprecedented major part of the population working from home (Naidoo,
2020), social media has, for many, become the main source of information during the crisis (Bick
et al., 2020; Farooq et al., 2021). The research into this topic implies that the enormous amount of
information generated about COVID-19 on social media has overwhelmed users with a strong
impact on their lifestyle (Islam, Mahmood, Sadiq, Usman, & Yousaf, 2020).
According to Soroya (Soroya, Farooq, Mahmood, Isoaho, & Zara, 2021), Google Trends reports
showed a substantial increase of interest in COVID-19, starting from February 2020. According to
an initiative under art direction by Cairo (Schema Design, 2020), however, prior to March 2020,
most searches were queries for general information such as “What is Coronavirus?”; from the
beginning of March, searches evolved towards questions such as “What are symptoms of
Coronavirus?” and “How to behave with...”, among others. In other words, COVID-19 has also
changed the way people gather information and process them in order to react to a situation;
according to Tang et al. (2021), however, little is known about individuals’ information consumption.
This aspect is crucial to guide governments in managing the unprecedented outbreak of a serious
disease, to align citizen participation with the proper behaviors to reduce the spread of infection.
Particularly, the work of Husnayain et al. (2020) on this topic demonstrated that the volume of online
research about COVID-19 correlates significantly with the number of new infections in individual
countries (Husnayain, Fuad, & Su, 2020). Thus, there likely exists a correlation between information
consumption and level of pandemic severity (as measured in number of COVID-19-related deaths
per million inhabitants). Awareness of this relationship may be useful for public management.
However, it has not yet been explored by academia.
This paper focuses its research on the target group of young people (under 35 years old) who are
less easy to reach via traditional communication channels. Young people, moreover, have been
affected especially harshly by the restrictions placed on everyday life (Manivannan, Jogalekar,
Kavitha, Maran, & Gangadaran, 2021). Consequently, they have been found to show the most
severe cases of pandemic fatigue (Lilleholt, Zettler, Betsch, & Böhm, 2020) – a concept that will be
introduced in detail in section 2.3. Therefore, this study will focus on young people, specifically
students aged 35 and under, as the subject of our research.
Given the above, this paper aims to answer the following research question:
How does the severity of the ongoing pandemic influence the information
behavior of young people, in Germany and Italy, in the perspective of crisis
management?
Thereby, the two countries stand for different levels of severity of the pandemic, as these
two countries represent two extremes of ‘COVID-19 related mortality rates within Europe
(Dong et al., 2020).
In more detail, the following sub-research questions will be investigated with the aim to
highlight salient information for govern of pandemic crisis by public agencies:
• How does the severity of the crisis and the mortality it causes affect respondents’ time
spent for information search on pandemic related subjects?
• How does the severity of the crisis affect the trust placed in official government sources?
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•

What role do the level of severity in corresponding country, respondents’ risk perception
and information behavior play in the willingness of vaccination against COVID-19?

The COVID-19 pandemic is unprecedented in its severity and the way it has affected not only
people of a few countries or continents, but rather the whole of humanity all over the globe.
Accordingly, this study wants to answer the research questions in two cohorts of respondents, from
Germany and Italy respectively, in order to understand how the differences of the countries,
particularly in relation to the level of severity of the outbreaks of COVID-19, might influence
information behavior. Consequently, the following section describes the background about the topic
and the third one illustrates the methodology employed - whose results are reported in the fourth
section. In the fifth section, we elaborate on the limitations of the survey before discussing the
results in the sixth section. Lastly, the conclusion can be found in section seven.

2. BACKGROUND

2.1 Institutional Communication and Crisis Management
The COVID-19 crisis, floating between lockdown impositions and the need for affordable
information to reduce infection rates, led to an unprecedented increase in the use of information
channels (such as media, broadcasts and web newspapers) by the population. Accordingly, as of
early February 2020, the risk of being inundated with fake news from unreliable sources posed a
serious problem in managing the pandemic crisis, threatening to exacerbate the danger of the virus
and posing even greater problems for governments. As a result, health care facilities and public
agencies around the world acted as providers of information aimed at educating citizens about best
practices, reasons for personal restraints, concerns, and correct behaviors to better combat the
spread of infections. In this sense, it is important to analyze the role of communication in health
crisis by examining how the population understands institutional proposals and constraints. To this
end, communication with citizens becomes a lever for the effectiveness of public interventions
(Osborne & Strokosch, 2013).
With an unprecedented large portion of the population working from home (Naidoo, 2020) and
extremely high social media use (Bick et al., 2020; Farooq et al., 2021), it was incumbent upon the
government to quickly implement innovative and unconventional communication strategies capable
of reaching these (mostly younger and rather technology-oriented) segments for a co-productive
system (Cepiku & Giordano, 2014). The management of the COVID-19 pandemic required rapid
intervention aimed at educating people without causing panic (Cowper, 2020). Smith (2006),
referring to the first SARS crisis, noted the lack of evidence of the relative role of the media,
government or other entities in intensifying public debate about the risk of an epidemic and
reassurance about its solutions. Different strategies were carried out: China, for instance, took an
authoritarian approach to downplay the severity of the outbreak in its early stages. Other countries
behaved differently, in line with the WHO strategies for Risk Communication and Communication
Engagement (RCCE). These guidelines (World Health Organization, 2020) helped to combat the
effects of an excessive amount of information about a problem (which can lead to difficulties in
identifying the right solution), strengthen loyalty in response, and increase the likelihood of
improving health literacy (Viola, Toma, Manta, & Benvenuto, 2021).
Accordingly, worldwide and supranational organizations took various actions to address the
COVID-19 outbreak, including public access to disease data and transparency of government
responses to the pandemic (Gao, Zhang, Wu, & Wang, 2020). Comfort, Kapucu, Ko, Menoni, and
Siciliano (2020) noted that collective awareness, amplified by timely, valid communication, enables
coordinated actions needed to bring the crisis under control. In this context of “information hunger”
of citizens, the world of social platforms has exploded so much in the population that it encourages
public institutions to use social networks to promote debate on the pandemic, in order to mitigate
the risk of fake news as well as encouraging multiple points of view in crisis management (Viola et
al., 2021). Nevertheless, the constant overload of (often conflicting) information through different
channels at all times of the day seemed to discourage some people from trusting institutional
channels and national newspapers with verified sources more than news disseminated through
International Journal of Business Research and Management (IJBRM), Volume (12) : Issue (5) : 2021
ISSN: 2180-2165, https://www.cscjournals.org/journals/IJBRM/description.php

265

Peer Kieweg, Stefanie Schöberl & Gabriele Palozzi

social networks. This fact, as we can see in the following subsections, has implications for the
communication themes of “topic fatigue” (Kuhlmann, Schumann, & Wolling, 2014) and “rallyaround-the-flag-effect” (Chowanietz, 2011; Lee, 1977). From the very beginning, one of the most
troubling concerns for public agencies related to the COVID-19 emergency has been the risk of
misinformation and the resulting potential to engage only with affected communities (World Health
Organization, 2020). Accordingly, given that home and hospital treatment depends on the structural
capacity of the health care system to respond to the number of severe cases that occur, prevention
strategies aimed at raising citizens’ awareness of the risks of contracting the virus (Rosa, Marolla,
& Benvenuto, 2020) have been crucial to pandemic management. However, Bennett and Pfetsch
(2018) highlighted two relevant issues with these communication policy-based prevention
strategies: i) the proliferation of social and digital media, which has increased the dispersion of
institutional sources (Dahlgreen, 2005), ii) the fragmentation of the public that has led to an “inability
to communicate across differences” (Waisbord, 2016), including adolescents. In addition, recent
studies have shown that it is difficult to prevent infection rates through Internet sources (HernándezGarcía & Giménez-Júlvez, 2020), because of the difficulty in providing high-quality and affordable
information. Accordingly, Chundakkadan and Ravindran (2020) demonstrated that a higher flow of
information about COVID-19 resulted in a lower the rate of reported positive cases. Their findings
suggest that the inclusion of institutional Internet-based communication channels is an important
factor in enriching diverse audiences in the fight against the pandemic crisis. This means that public
health agencies should begin to adapt risk communication strategies to meet the challenges of a
dynamic news environment. (Kott & Limaye, 2016)
In this scenario, perceived knowledge plays an important role in risk perception. Zhu, Wei, and
Zhao (2016) stated that people with higher perceived knowledge are more likely to perceive higher
risks. Schäfer (2020), however, focusing on the social media sphere, argued that many posts on
social network only increase perceived knowledge, which is very different from actual knowledge.
In addition, the most educated people tend to adopt best practices for crisis management at the
individual level; in particular, health literacy plays an important role in health protection (Kickbusch,
2001; Kim, Kim, & Lee, 2005; Nutbeam, 2000; van der Heide et al., 2013), and, recently studied,
also with the willingness to get vaccination(K. Wang et al., 2021). Young people in particular have
recently become more alert and concerned about public issues, including health. This is mainly due
to the ability to absorb good information and knowledge, which depends more on education than
age (Benvenuto, Avram, Sambati, Avram, & Viola, 2020). Accordingly, Viola et al. (2021) hope for
further studies on institutional communication strategies, because since the beginning of the
emergency, public institutions, both at the central and local levels, have been a key player in crisis
management, especially in the implementation of health and social policies to prevent the
spreading of the virus.
Against this background, this study aims to contribute to the debate on crisis management through
communication strategies by starting from the analysis of young people’s information consumption
during the two main pandemic waives. Since information flow seems to influence the rate of
contagion (Chundakkadan & Ravindran, 2020), we focus on two populations (with similar
sociodemographic characteristics) from Italy and Germany, where the severity of pandemic was
very different.
2.2 The Italian and German Context
Many countries have successfully reduced their COVID-19 infection rate early (e.g. Germany and
Austria (Bilinski & Emanuel, 2020; Stafford, 2020; Villani, McKee, Cascini, Ricciardi, & Boccia,
2020)) while others have been overwhelmed (e.g. Spain and Italy (Del Buono, Iannaccone, Camilli,
Del Buono, & Aspromonte, 2020; Indolfi & Spaccarotella, 2020; The Lancet Public Health, 2020)).
The reasons for these differences are complex, but are generally attributed to the speed and
magnitude of governmental intervention and how communities have received, perceived, and acted
on the information provided by public agencies (Hyland-Wood, Gardner, Leask, & Ecker, 2021).
Italy has had one of the worst responses to the COVID-19 outbreak globally, with deaths per capita
being a lot higher there than in most other European countries. As of 30.05.2021, per 1 million
Italians, 2,090 had died because of COVID-19 (Dong et al., 2020). In comparison, in the same time
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frame, Germany only suffered 1,067 deaths per 1 million, and other European countries such as
France (1,634), Austria (1,197), Spain (1,703) and Switzerland (1,265) have, thus far, also been
more successful in dealing with the pandemic (Dong et al., 2020). Thus, a comparison of a German
and Italian sample stands for a comparison of two countries within Europe, which are at two
opposite ends of a severity-scale, i.e. having a very high vs. a very low level of severity, measured
in deaths in connection with COVID-19.
The following figures 1 and 2 show the level of infections and deaths, in total and per month, in
Germany and Italy. It is easy to note that, for a similar rate of infection, the death rate in Italy is
much higher than that in Germany in both waves of the pandemic (Feb-Mar 2020 and Oct-Dec
2020). Especially the spike in COVID-19 related deaths in Italy during March and April 2020, as
visible in figure 2, is an important difference between the two countries that is part of the basis for
the research in this paper.

FIGURE 1: Total deaths and infections per month in Italy vs. Germany (own elaboration). Data from Dong et
al., 2020.

FIGURE 2: New monthly deaths and infections in Italy vs. Germany (o Own elaboration). Data from Dong et
al., 2020.

This paper could not understand the clinical reasons for the presented results but wants to research
if there are any connections between the infection rate and the way people inform themselves
during a crisis situation. Moreover, focusing on the comparison of perceived threats posed by
COVID-19 among Central European countries, other works reveal that German and Italian citizens
feel a lesser and higher threat from the pandemic respectively (Perrotta et al., 2021). This makes
the two countries particularly interesting candidates for comparison. Accordingly, the effective
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communication during a public health crisis would be defined as “an interactive process of
exchange of information and opinion among individuals, groups, and institutions. It involves multiple
messages about the nature of risk and other messages, not strictly about risk, that express
concerns, opinions or reactions to risk messages or legal and institutional arrangements for risk
management” (National Research Council, 1989). Television and printed news media must now
compete with a vast array of easily accessible social media, online news and opinion sources
(Hyland-Wood et al., 2021). In particular, social media is highly engaging and encourages users to
share contents (Dobson, Robards, & Carah, 2018). In recent years, the use of social media
platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Weibo, WeChat) from government and entities (e.g.,
UN and WHO) for crisis communications (e.g., natural disasters, weather events, and
criminal/terrorist events) has increased (Q. Chen et al., 2020; Guo, Lu, Kuang, & Wang, 2020).
Governmental use of social media during crises may bring benefits such as improving people’s
crisis awareness and understanding, facilitating emotional relief as well as controlling crisis rumors.
On the other hand, however, internet-based sources also have the ability to negatively impact
people’s wellbeing, both in terms of physical and mental health (Farooq et al., 2021). They do so
by fostering information-overload and cyberchondria (which are both negatively correlated to selfisolation intention). Moreover, misinformation about COVID-19 is prevalent in social media as the
pandemic unfolds, and the associated risks are extremely high. Misleading information about the
pandemic has been widely disseminated in digital spaces, and in some cases, even promoted by
public figures, including celebrities and politicians (Ayoub, Yang, & Zhou, 2021). Accordingly, the
use of social media as an information source has been widely criticized. Lay people tend to share
subjective opinions and, occasionally, even misinformation - which at times can be challenging to
distinguish from valid evidence-backed information (Del Vicario et al., 2016).
2.3 Topic Fatigue
All the previous issues lay the foundation for another phenomenon called topic fatigue. First
introduced by Kuhlmann, Schumann and Wolling in 2014, topic fatigue is defined as “the cognition
that recipients do no longer want to hear nor see anything about a topic” (Kuhlmann et al., 2014).
Topic fatigue has been the focus of many recent scientific works (Lilleholt et al., 2020; Meichtry,
Sugden, & Barnett, 2020; Michie, West, & Harvey, 2020; Zhao et al., 2020) and, over the course of
the pandemic, even received a new name for these extraordinary times: pandemic fatigue.
Schumann finds that one of the potential outcomes of topic fatigue is “mistrust in media systems
and journalists” (Schumann, 2018) as well as the fostering of “political alienation”(Schumann,
2018). As already mentioned, social media has become the main information source (Bick et al.,
2020) during the pandemic - causing an information overload, which could potentially elicit
psychological ill-being caused by the use of social media (Maier, Laumer, Eckhardt, & Weitzel,
2015; Maier, Laumer, Weinert, & Weitzel, 2015). As a consequence, according to Liu et al. (2021),
perceived pandemic information overload on social media increases social media fatigue and fear
of COVID-19, which in turn influences people's intention to leave social media, due to psychological
discomfort (Koole, Van Dillen, & Sheppes, 2011). Interestingly, there exists a gap in literature
concerning the influence of the severity of, and mortality caused by, the pandemic on topic fatigue.
Do participants lose interest quicker if they are more exposed to the virus? This paper aims to
investigate this by comparing the information behavior of respondents from Italy and Germany.
2.4 Rally-around-the-flag Effect
The “rally-around-the-flag” phenomenon first introduced by Mueller in 1973 refers to the oftenobserved effect that, in times of crisis, people often place more trust in their government and are,
for example, more likely to reelect their current president (Chowanietz, 2011; Lee, 1977). These
crises are, however, usually of military nature. The pandemic, while not an event of military nature,
has been assumed to have a similar effect (Baekgaard, Christensen, Madsen, & Mikkelsen, 2020;
Devine, Gaskell, Jennings, & Stoker, 2020; Hegewald & Schraff, 2020; Sibley et al., 2020). In fact,
the opposite may also be true: How and with what measures a government tries to fight the
pandemic and keep its citizens safe could negatively affect the people’s trust in their government if
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the government and its representatives do not appear to fully embrace the measures themselves
(Broadbent, 2020). The duration of the crisis also plays a critical role in this. Accordingly, Rieger
and Wang found that, among other things, “a smaller number of deaths [caused by COVID-19]
increase the trust in governments” (Rieger & Wang, 2020). Moreover, some scholars (Castro &
Guccio, 2020; Lovari, 2020) found Italians generally have little trust in their politicians and
institutions. Based on the mentioned theories and authors, we could draw two possible conclusions:
either, the lower impact of pandemic in Germany has led its citizens to place more trust in their
government. Or, on the contrary, the worse crisis in Italy has led to a more pronounced rally-aroundthe-flag effect, resulting in a higher level of trust in the national government in Italy compared to
Germany. To investigate this phenomenon in the two surveyed countries and make the results as
reliable as possible, this research has to consider that the base-levels of trust in their respective
governments are already different between citizens of Germany and Italy. This will be also
investigated in this paper by comparing the results of respondents from the two countries; this
research aims to find out if the rally-around-the-flag effect is present and if it is stronger than the
increase in trust caused by good crisis management.
2.5 Vaccine Hesitancy and Information
According to Khubchandani et al. (Khubchandani et al., 2021), individuals living in rural areas, with
lower incomes and lower levels of education, were more likely to be hesitant about getting
immunized with a COVID-19 vaccine (vaccine hesitancy). Vaccine hesitant people were more
distrustful of scientific expertise and health and government authorities: these individuals were less
likely to consume, and trust, information from ‘traditional’ sources (i.e. newspapers, television,
radio, and government agencies) and were somewhat more likely to obtain information from social
media channels, which is consistent with global trends about reporting on social media as an
instrumental platform for anti-vaccine messaging. (Kata, 2012; Tangherlini et al., 2016)
Jun, Yoo & Lee demonstrate the human behavioral changes and impacts on public awareness of
COVID-19. They found a correlation between a higher level of information among a country’s
citizens and a better ability to fight the virus, especially through vaccination (2021); Wang et al.
found that “the primary care sector should also be engaged in health education to increase
vaccination coverage” (K. Wang et al., 2021). Kourlaba et al. found that a “higher knowledge score
regarding symptoms, transmission routes and prevention and control measures against COVID-19
was significantly associated with higher willingness of respondents to get vaccinated” (Kourlaba et
al., 2021).
These findings indicate, in order to effectively fight the pandemic through vaccinations, a country
has to make sure to inform its citizens sufficiently. This will help increase the acceptance and
willingness of the population to get a vaccination when offered the possibility. How this willingness
is influenced by the pandemic situation in a country, based on the severity as well as the perception
of risks its citizens have, will also be evaluated in this work. There could be inferences between the
time spent looking for information and the development of trust in official sources; this aspect should
be considered as critical in order to provide an outlook about how effectively fighting the pandemic
in the future through the correct general information of citizens.
2.6 Hypotheses
Based on the insights from the previous sections, the following three hypotheses are developed to
evaluate the occurrence and validity of the described phenomena as well as to answer the
proposed research questions:
H1: People in a country with a higher severity / mortality rate for people infected with
COVID-19 inform themselves more about the virus than people living in a country
with a lower severity.
H2: The trust in official government sources is lower in a country with a higher
severity / mortality rate for people infected with COVID-19 than in a country with a
lower severity.
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H3: The willingness to be vaccinated is influenced by the severity of the crisis as well
as the perception of the risk of the crisis by the respondents.
To further dive into hypothesis 3, we have devised 3 sub-hypotheses which more clearly define the
correlations this paper investigates:
SH1: The better people feel informed about the virus, the higher is their willingness to
get vaccinated when possible.
SH2: The higher the severity and mortality caused by the virus is in a country, the
higher is the willingness of its citizens to get vaccinated.
SH3: People who are more afraid of getting ill themselves or of relatives getting ill are
more willing to be vaccinated if this is possible.
The hypotheses, and sub-hypotheses, will be answered through comparing the results between
the two countries.

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1 Survey Design
In order to answer the previously introduced research question, the authors ran a quantitative online
survey (Shehata, 2020; Yin, 2014) aimed at discovering the information consumption among the
young German and Italian population in relation to the severity of the pandemic in the two countries
following the two waves of infections in 2020. Two questionnaires were used, both featured the
same questions, with the only difference being the language in which the survey was designed and
distributed. The German part was distributed through the mailing-list at the University of Applied
Sciences in Neu-Ulm and students were also asked to share the survey with friends and fellow
students. Therefore, respondents were mostly students at the mentioned university. The survey
had 92 respondents, of which 67 finished the survey completely. The second, Italian sample
consisted mostly of students and former students from the Tor Vergata University of Rome. It was
also distributed through official channels as well as word of mouth by the students. In total, 70
students took part in the Italian survey, with 55 of them finishing it. The surveys were open for
answers from 8 to 23 December 2020 in both Germany and Italy.
While the language may have been different, the contents and (translated) wordings were identical
in both samples. Both included 10 questions, 6 of which were demographic questions, with the
remaining questions all being relevant to answer the proposed hypotheses and research question.
The four relevant questions, however, were not simple polar questions offering the answers yes
and no, but were rather complex rating questions including a multitude of different statements as
well as sub-questions. The whole questionnaire is presented in the appendix. The four relevant
questions, as well as the corresponding variables we designed to evaluate the proposed
hypotheses and answer the research questions are listed in table 1.
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TABLE 1: Questions relevant to the hypotheses.

Similarly to the work done by Rieger and Wang (2020), we used a balanced 5-point Likert Scale
for the answering options, except for question 4, where we ask for the respondents’ selfassessment of information behavior with compulsion to a tendency (rather much or rather little).
With the above questions, the study investigated the time respondents spent informing themselves
about COVID-19 (and how that time had changed over the course of the pandemic), the channels
they use and how much they trust them as well as their agreement, or disagreement with a
multitude of statements, designed to allow the authors to look for correlations between, for example,
the fear of being infected and the willingness to receive vaccination when offered the possibility.
3.2 Structure of Respondents
On average, the respondents of the Italian sample were older than those of the German sample the most frequently occurring age range being 25-29 years old - as opposed to 20-24 for the
German participants. Most likely caused by the higher age average, the highest level of education
completed was higher among the Italian respondents. Most of them (36%) had achieved a Master’s
degree. Among German participants, the most frequent degree is the high school diploma
(“Abitur”), with 58% having achieved it.
Most respondents are female in both of the two samples: 70% of German respondents, 57% of
Italians respondents. This is in line with other studies (Perrotta et al., 2021), which also had a
disproportionately high percentage, about 67%, of female respondents. As demonstrated by other
works as well, women appear to be more willing to be informed and interested in health-related
issues, especially if concerning to digital technologies and innovation implementation (Bender et
al., 2014; Xie, Nacioglu, & Or, 2018). As a consequence, women are more inclined to share their
experiences (Kanstrup, Bertelsen, & Nøhr, 2015; Ryan & Sysko, 2007) which explains the higher
portion of female respondents in many surveys.
3.3 Analysis Procedure
SPSS software is used for the analysis, with different procedures depending on the hypotheses
considered and the underlying data: To test hypothesis 1 and the third sub-hypothesis of hypothesis
3, cross tables are created as they are able to reveal stated differences between Italy and Germany.
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Their significances are calculated on the basis of Chi-square. Mean comparisons with T-tests are
carried out to test hypothesis 2 and the second sub-hypothesis of hypothesis 3. Lastly, Pearson’s
correlation coefficients are conducted to prove the first and third sub-hypothesis of hypothesis 3.
The condition for performing T-tests and correlation analyses that the underlying data are metric is
fulfilled because the involved questions are based on a balanced Likert scale allowing an
interpretation of being interval scaled (Halme, Joro, & Koivu, 2002). Furthermore, a multiple
variance analysis is undertaken to finally clarify which of the factors tested in connection with the
third hypothesis is ultimately more relevant for the vaccination decision: the country (Italy vs.
Germany) and thus the severity of the pandemic or the level of feeling well-informed.

4. RESULTS

4.1 Hypothesis 1
Hypothesis 1 is tested in two steps. First, the results of the individual estimation of the current daily
average of news consumption about COVID-19 are compared between Italy and Germany:
The results are very similar. In both samples, by far the largest proportion of respondents (I: 51.1%;
G: 50.0%) informed themselves for “5 to 20 minutes” per day. The second-highest share is
attributed to the category “less than 5 minutes” a day (I: 23.4%; G: 34.8%). Only a minority spends
more than 20 minutes a day with news consumption about COVID-19 in both countries. According
to this analysis, there are no significant differences in information behavior between Italy and
Germany. However, we should keep in mind that the proposed answer category “5 to 20 minutes”
per day includes a relatively broad range: It makes a difference whether someone spends 5 or 20
minutes a day looking for information.
On closer inspection, however, differences do emerge in the course of the year 2020: Participants
were also asked to rate their information behavior for each month of 2020, offering a 4 point Likert
scale, with answering options ranging from “1=inform myself a lot” to “4=don’t inform myself at all”.
This forced-choice scale (based on 4 scores instead of 5) was intended to ensure that participants
must at least tend to assess their information behavior without presenting an answer option that
makes respondents too comfortable.
To achieve a clearer presentation of the data, the possible answering categories have been
combined into two options: “inform myself much”, made up of the options “inform myself a lot” and
“inform myself rather much”, and “don’t inform myself much”, made up of the remaining two. The
results of participants informing themselves “much” are displayed in figure 3. It is apparent that
Italian participants tend to always inform themselves more than the German participants, especially
during the respective beginning of the first and second wave. During the peaks of the two waves,
in March and November / December, information behavior is almost identical. The related Chisquare tests show significant (p < 0.05) differences in information behavior between the two
countries in June and in the period August to October.

FIGURE 3: Participants informing themselves “much” per month.
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Based on this data, hypothesis 1 can be partially proven: While Italian participants did not inform
themselves more at all times, there are considerable and significant differences during the summer
months (despite July) where infection rates were rather low.
4.2 Hypothesis 2
To evaluate hypothesis 2, the survey includes one question asking participants to indicate the
trustworthiness of different channels on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from “1=very trustworthy” to
“5=not trustworthy at all”. Among other channels, respondents assessed the trustworthiness of
“websites/posts/tweets from government sources”. As already mentioned, the scale allows the
calculation of means and thus also a check of significance using a T-test.
Surprisingly, the Italian respondents trust information from their government even more than the
German participants do. The mean trustworthiness of government sources as an information
source in Italy is 1.53 and thus relatively close to the best possible value of trustworthiness, which
is 1. The trust in government sources, with a mean of 1.91, is also relatively high in Germany but
significantly lower (p=0.02) in comparison.
As a result, not only must hypothesis 2 be rejected, but the opposite is found to be true: The Italian
respondents, living in a country with higher COVID-19 mortality rates than Germany, indicate that
they trust their government sources even more than the German respondents
4.3 Hypothesis 3
To investigate the correlation between respondents‘ willingness to get a vaccination and other
factors, the survey includes a number of statements. Respondents are asked to indicate their
agreement – or disagreement – with these statements on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from
“1=totally agree” to “5=totally disagree“. Then, correlations between different statements are
calculated.
SH1 assumes a correlation between the feeling of being well-informed about COVID-19 and the
vaccination willingness. The existence of this correlation turns out to be true: In Germany the
Pearson’s correlation coefficient is 0.26, which indicates a rather moderate strength (Cohen, 1988),
but it is significant (p=0.03). In Italy, the correlation is of higher strength (0.36) and even of higher
significance (p=0.01) at the same time. As the correlation is significant in both countries, this subhypothesis can be confirmed.
According to SH2, the vaccination willingness is expected to be higher in Italy than in Germany.
The average agreement to the statement “I will get vaccinated when I get the possibility to do so”
in Italy, still based on the above-mentioned 5-point scale, is 2.13, thus close to the level “rather
agree”. In Germany, however, the corresponding value of 2.95 indicates a higher level of
vaccination skepticism and is close to the scale value “undecided”. Additionally, the difference of
these mean values is highly significant with p = 0.002. Therefore, SH2 can be verified as well.
The last sub-hypothesis assumes that there is a connection between a person’s concern that
he/she himself/herself or a close person could become seriously ill and his/her vaccination
willingness. Interestingly, the connection between fear of the disease and vaccination willingness
is completely different in both countries: There is absolutely no connection between the fear of
becoming ill oneself and vaccination willingness in Germany. In contrast, there is a significant
correlation in Italy: Pearson’s correlation coefficient is 0.3 (moderate strength) with a p-value of
0.04. We might assume that the non-existence of an impact of the fear of becoming ill in Germany
is because the fear itself is lower or almost absent there because mortality rates are much lower
than in Italy. In fact, the cross table making a comparison of the assessment of the statement “I’m
afraid that I myself might become seriously ill” between Germany and Italy shows a corresponding
tendency. In figure 4, the table is displayed in the form of a diagram :
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FIGURE 4: Assessment of the statement “I’m afraid that I myself might become seriously ill”, Proportions of
mentions in Germany vs. Italy.

Obviously, the fear of getting seriously ill with COVID-19 is much more pronounced in Italy than in
Germany, where 42% are rather carefree in this regard. The related Phi-value is 0.24 and thus
represents a moderate connection. The Chi-square independence test provides a significance level
of p=0.08, which is hard on the border of being significant. Nevertheless, this correlation between
fear of getting ill and the country could partly explain the different impact of the fear on the
vaccination willingness.
The correlation between the fear that people close to oneself could become seriously ill in Italy is
even stronger, given a value for Pearson’s coefficient of 0.43 and a higher significance (p=0.003).
However, there is again no significant correlation in Germany, but at least higher than in the context
of fear that oneself could become seriously ill. In contrast to the findings above, there are no
differences noteworthy referring to the statement “I’m afraid that people close to me might become
seriously ill” between Italy and Germany. While 47% of the Italian respondents totally agree with
this statement, 44% of the Germans do. Nonetheless, this variable does not affect the vaccination
willingness in both countries, but only in Italy. Overall, the results lead to the conclusion that SH3
is verified only for Italy and must be rejected for Germany.
In summary, the question arises, which of the analyzed factors are most important, or at least more
important than others, for the willingness of getting vaccinated. For this purpose, a multi-factor
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variance analysis is conducted with the vaccination willingness as the dependent variable. The
output table is shown in table 2:

TABLE 2: Results of multi-factor variance anlysis: Tests of between-subject effects with dependent variable
"Vaccination willingness".

Of the factors presented here, only two factors were able to make a significant explanatory
contribution to vaccination willingness: The country, i.e. Italy or Germany on the one hand and the
level of informedness (feeling of being well-informed) on the other hand. It has been already shown
that the more a person has the feeling of being well-informed, the more he/she is willing to get
vaccinated. Above that, respondents in Italy show a higher willingness to get vaccinated than the
German sample. The model itself is obviously highly significant (p=0.002). As a whole, the model
shows an eta square of 0.22 which corresponds to an effect size of 0.42, representing a strong
effect according to Cohen (Cohen, 1988). The factors “country” and “level of informedness”, are
both significant and thus have an impact on the vaccination willingness. However, the partial eta
squared values, show that the impact of the level of informedness is higher (0.094) than that of the
country (0.040). Following Cohen, the level of informedness even has a strong effect on the
vaccination willingness, while the effect by the country is moderate.
4.4 Summary of Results
In table 3, we compiled all results to grant an easy overview of the previously proposed hypotheses
as well as the corresponding findings.
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TABLE 3: Summary of all findings.

5. DISCUSSION

Based on the conducted research, all hypotheses and sub-hypothesis could be evaluated through
the work of this paper. This allows this paper to answer the proposed research question: How does
the severity of the ongoing pandemic influence the information behavior of young people
aged 18 to 35 in Germany and Italy in comparison?
Accordingly, findings of this study can be summarized as follows: The severity of the pandemic in
a given country does influence the information behavior of its citizens. Hypothesis 1 proved that,
while not consistently so, information behavior over the course of the year 2020 was higher among
Italian respondents at most times. This means that the severity of pandemic and feelings of fear
about it have influenced the information consumption. Additionally, figure 3 illustrated that the
information behavior of the two groups seemed to decline over time and did not reach a new high
when a new record of infections was set in November and December (in Italy and Germany
respectively). This correlates with the idea of topic fatigue introduced by Schumann (2018).
Respondents are tired of hearing about the virus and the pandemic. Similar results have been
found by scholars such as Lilleholt in Denmark (Lilleholt et al., 2020), Zhao et al. in the US (Zhao
et al., 2020) and Petherick et al. worldwide (Petherick et al., 2021). Accordingly, these results can
be useful in crisis management by highlighting that an effective institutional communication strategy
should take into account that people tend to decrease its attention about a topic; thus, it can be
suggestable for health institution to modify the channels and ways (Comfort et al., 2020) through
which they communicate to citizens.
Hypothesis 2, however, had to be refuted entirely. German respondents did not place more trust in
their government. In fact, the trust Italians placed in their government was significantly higher. This
is a clear indication for a rally-around-the-flag effect in Italy and confirms findings by other scholars
(Baekgaard et al., 2020; Devine et al., 2020; Hegewald & Schraff, 2020; Sibley et al., 2020). Even
though Lovari found that Italy “suffers from a general lack of trust in public institutions” (Lovari,
2020), findings of the study demonstrated Italian respondents trusted their government more than
Germans. While other works also found a general lack of trust in public institutions by Italians,
(Castro & Guccio, 2020), they also demonstrated that the Italian public placed a lot of trust in
governmental experts during the COVID-19 pandemic. These results are in line with another study
by Falcone et al. which found that, during the pandemic, about 75% of Italians trusted public
institutions (Falcone et al., 2020). In the authors’ words: “A pandemic like COVID-19 creates the
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preconditions for a collective case of necessary trust in public authorities, or institutional trust by
force majeure: not in the sense that we are being manipulated by some hidden power, as some
conspiracy theorists may be prone to believe, but because the very nature of the health crisis leaves
us with no other option than to put our trust in public authorities (that is why we emphasize a need,
a necessity for trust)” (Falcone et al., 2020, p. 13). Therefore, Italian citizens have no other option
than to trust the relevant public institutions as a way to deal with the crisis in the form of an “civilalliance”. (Falcone & Castelfranchi, 2001).
This finding shows that in crisis period, especially at its beginning, citizens are more willing to follow
suggestions and advice from eminent institutional experts than simple rules provided by public
agencies. This communication advantage should be adequately exploited by Governs in crisis
management and in reducing risks for communities.
Going by the theory of the rally-around-the-flag effect, a more severe crisis leads to more trust in
the government, which could be an explanation for the difference between Italy and Germany. The
crisis in Germany was not as severe, therefore the government did not “earn” higher trust among
its citizens. The Italian respondents do not seem to blame the government for the COVID-19
situation, but rather welcome the strict measures imposed by their government. This is also
supported by the “Prevention Paradox” referred to by Rose in 2001 (Rose, 1985). By conducting a
case study about a vaccine, the author found that through the successful vaccination of a
population against a given disease, the awareness of that disease decreases, while the awareness
of the risks associated with the vaccination itself increases. This vaccination evaluated by Rose
could be compared to the restrictions put in place to fight the pandemic. An individual does not see
its benefits but focuses instead on the restrictions directly affecting his or her everyday life.
Similarly, an individual doesn’t see immediately the positive effect of vaccinations, but rather hears
about the associated risks – even if they are much less grave. As virologist Drosten put it: “there is
no glory in prevention”. (Drosten, 2020).
However, there are of course other possible explanations for the result: the demographic of the
surveyed Italian respondents, for example, which mostly live in the centre of Italy, where the
pandemic was less severe than in the north of the country (Dong et al., 2020). This could influence
the trust in government. Accordingly, a definitive answer for how and why the findings differ so
much cannot be given and further scholarly research into the different possible causes would be
valuable.
Lastly, concerning the hypothesis 3, the first two sub-hypotheses could be confirmed. Those who
considered themselves to be well-informed about the pandemic were more likely to get a
vaccination when offered the possibility. This matches the findings of Malik et al. (Malik, McFadden,
Elharake, & Omer, 2020), who linked vaccination acceptance to higher education. This result shows
the need for crisis management through communication campaigns designed to inform and
educate people on health issues. Knowledge of the scientific advantages and disadvantages of a
vaccine (or other public safety measure) among all segments of the population forms the basis for
citizen participation in managing health crises in a coproduction system. (Osborne, Radnor, &
Strokosch, 2016).
Moreover, the percentage of people willing to get the vaccination was considerably higher in Italy
than in Germany. This can be attributed to the higher risk of infection and bigger worry that the
Italians have about getting infected with COVID-19 (as visible in figure 4). This difference in
vaccination acceptance matches the findings by Barello, Nania, Dellafiore, Graffigna, and Caruso
(2020), who found vaccination acceptance among university students in Italy to be around 86.1%,
while two studies by Neumann-Böhme et al. as well as Lazarus et al. placed the vaccination
acceptance in Germany at 70% (Neumann-Böhme et al., 2020) and 68.4% (Lazarus et al., 2021)
respectively. The German studies were conducted among the whole population, however. Still,
they also found Italian vaccination acceptance in general to be higher, at 77.3% (Neumann-Böhme
et al., 2020) and 70.8% (Lazarus et al., 2021) respectively, for the general population. The role that
fear of an, possibly deadly, infection plays in vaccination acceptance was also investigated by
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Sallam (Sallam, 2021), who found that vaccination acceptance was highest in countries with worse
outbreaks of COVID-19 as well as worse health care systems. The three countries with the highest
vaccination acceptance were Ecuador with 97.0% acceptance (Sarasty, Carpio, Hudson, GuerreroOchoa, & Borja, 2020), Malaysia with 94.3% (Wong, Alias, Wong, Lee, & AbuBakar, 2020) and
Indonesia with 93.3% (Harapan et al., 2020). Furthermore, studies (Murphy et al., 2021) showed
that gender influences vaccination willingness, more precisely: Men are more willing to get
vaccinated than women. This correlation can also be found in this study, because the average
willingness to vaccinate by the male participants, with a mean of 2.3 on the agreement scale
(1=“totally agree” to 5=“totally disagree“) is higher than that of the females, who are rather
undecided, given a mean of 2.8 (p=0.059). This tendency is present in both countries, but the
willingness to get vaccinated of both genders is higher in Italy. The third sub-hypothesis couldn’t
be answered quite as clearly. While Italians who were worried about getting themselves or about
related persons getting ill were more likely to get vaccinated, this worry did not seem to influence
the German respondents’ attitude towards vaccination in either way.
Especially the results for the third hypothesis carry with them a lot of valuable information about
how to better deal with the COVID-19 pandemic. Most importantly, information is key. Citizens of a
country need to feel that they are well-informed about the virus, so that they are more likely to
accept a vaccination when made the offer. Going forward, the vaccination against COVID-19 is the
most important tool to fight the pandemic and make a return to unrestricted everyday lives possible.
Information is one key part to get there. Future research might focus on the channels with which
the surveyed population can best be reached, to ensure that all people have easy access to the
information needed to make an informed decision about their personal vaccination. Governments
must invest heavily in informing their citizens in order to increase vaccination acceptance amongst
the general public.

6. CONCLUSION

Before diving into the conclusion, however, we should keep in mind that the findings in this paper
are not without limitations. The respondents in both samples consisted of two relatively
homogenous groups of mostly students. These students mostly studied at the same university and
had the same general age, which makes this paper unfit for drawing conclusions about the general
public. Also, the number of participants in the two groups of respondents is limited to a relatively
small sample size. While this does not pose a problem for the validity of the results, as other works
have shown (Bailey et al., 2021; Ong et al., 2020; Shehata, 2020), it further limits the possibility of
generalization. Nevertheless, the statistical evidence in this work proves its reliability. Finally, only
two countries were analyzed by this research, meaning that the influence of political, geographical,
or cultural differences cannot be excluded with absolute certainty. While comparing just two
countries is not uncommon (J. Chen et al., 2020; C. Wang et al., 2020), this must be kept in mind
when trying to apply the findings to other situations and / or countries.
Notwithstanding these limitations, this manuscript shows a clear correlation between the severity
of the COVID-19 pandemic in a given country and the information behavior of its young adult
citizens. Thus, the findings should prove useful in assisting public agencies with crisis management
Particularly, the main findings of this study can be summarized as follows:
•
•

•

The severity of the pandemic in a country directly influences the level of information
consumption of its citizens; the higher the perception of COVID-19 health related risks, the
higher the time spent by young people (aged 18 to 35) informing themselves.
A health crisis, just like a military one, creates a condition of necessity; thus, in pandemic
times, especially when the level of pandemic severity increased and the ability to manage
it grew uncertain, young people tended to place more trust in institutional “experts” about
the virus, which are published through institutional channels.
In general, German and Italian respondents behave similarly; differences in information
consumption and government trust between the two countries can be justified by the
severity of the pandemic.
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•

Young people who are more informed and educated tend to be more willing to get the
vaccination against COVID-19.

These findings can be of great use to both scholars and practitioners in designing communication
campaigns aimed at engaging young adults in the fight against the spread of the pandemic and its
management. Particularly the study fosters the debate about relevance of institutional information
in uncertain times. The COVID-19 health crisis causes a condition of necessity, which pushes
people to place more trust in institutional information channels (Jun et al., 2021). The study
recognizes that institutional information is a fundamental factor in guiding a country's citizens to
correct behavior that will help combat the pandemic in particular and public emergencies in general.
As highlighted in this manuscript, the effectiveness of tangible answers provided by public agencies
to health crises (e.g. lockdown decisions, social distancing, mask wearing, vaccination campaigns,
etc.) also depends on how, and via which channel they are communicated and how many difficulties
there are in fully understanding them (Hyland-Wood et al., 2021). In this way, institutional
communication becomes a vehicle for educating citizens and creating a culture which is recognized
as a key driver of success for both private/public and profit/non-profit organizations. (Dorda &
Shtëmbari, 2020)
Thus, the paper highlights the relevance of the “social-networking” field of marketing and
communication as a lever for the effectiveness of public interventions (Osborne & Strokosch, 2013)
in crisis management. After all, what is marketing if not the ability to enrich and inform a target
audience? This is exactly what governments and public policies are expected to do to increase the
effectiveness of public health interventions, such as citizen vaccination acceptance, which is a vital
step on the path back to a normal pre-pandemic life. Particularly, due to an unprecedented major
part of the population working from home (Naidoo, 2020) with extremely high social media usage
(Bick et al., 2020; Farooq et al., 2021), it would have been desirable that the government
implements innovative and unconventional communication strategies capable of reaching those
segments of the population (mostly younger and technology oriented) that tend to use nontraditional information channels. Public organizations should therefore continue to invest time and
resources in building a culture among citizens to address the COVID-19 pandemic.
Following the debate triggered by the work of Cristofaro et al. (Cristofaro, Giardino, & Leoni, 2021),
this paper expands on the IJBRM’s journey of evaluating global management mainstreams in terms
of public issues. The study seeks to sketch recommendations for policymakers and public
managers to encourage the provision of guidelines and practices aimed at educating and informing
diverse groups of people during extraordinary times. Particularly, the importance of marketing and
communication is clearly highlighted in this paper, in their interferences for the co-creation of public
value (Osborne et al., 2016). Accordingly, this work could contribute to the IJBRM debate by adding
a new dimension to the repertoire of published articles: Communication issues in public crisis
management, discussed in terms of the current public health crisis caused by COVID-19 and its
global implications.
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