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Introduction

Four sections:
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1. Understanding the role of group processes

2. Importance of pre-incident information

3. Key principles for major incident management

4. Applying key principles to COVID-19 response



Outdated assumptions 

• People will need to take action to help themselves and others 

• Compliance and cooperation will be key to incident outcomes

• Traditional assumptions about ‘panic’ are now outdated

• People typically behave in a helpful and cooperative way
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Outdated assumptions

• Assumptions about irrationality lead to neglect of communication strategies, 

in favour of ‘control’.

• Involves limited communication and failure to respect public needs

• Issues with control strategies:

• May create disorder rather than preventing it

• Control strategies hinder public ability to take recommended actions.

• Need to update planning and guidance accordingly.
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Group processes

• People will want to take action to help themselves and others

• London bombings July 2005:

• ‘Panic’ or selfish behaviour extremely rare

• People cooperated with others

• People were willing to put themselves at risk to help others

• Replicated across a wide variety of different incidents

• Various theoretical approaches applied
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Group processes

• Social identity approach: people have personal and social identities

• Social identities are based on group memberships

• Social identities affect interaction with own group and other groups

• Shared fate leads to shared identity

• Shared identity facilitates:

• Development of shared norms

• Motivation to work together to achieve shared goals
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Group processes

• Responder management affects social identity.

• Social identity affects public behaviour and incident outcomes.

• Legitimacy is key to facilitating shared social identity.

‘Control’                  

Illegitimate

Reduced compliance
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Group processes

• CBRN incidents = unfamiliar, ambiguous, novel

• Necessary actions (i.e. decontamination) also frightening

• Threat may not be obvious

• Key principles to establish shared identity and improve outcomes
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Pre-incident information

• Provides information, fosters shared norms

• REMOVE for hazardous materials incidents

• How to protect self and others

• Evaluated using:

• Focus groups

• Survey with 1,000 people

• Improved knowledge and confidence
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Pre-incident information

• Policy makers should work closely with members of the public

• Pre-incident information should:

• Describe the actions people can take

• Explain why such actions are effective

• Be provided across multiple platforms

• Public are prepared, forms the basis for shared norms
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Promoting willingness

• Communicate openly and honestly about nature of the threat.

• Public can make rational decisions.

• Withholding information = illegitimate, hinders social identity.

• Public may unite to challenge responder authority.
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Promoting willingness

• Communicate what actions people should take, and why

• High threat, no recommended actions = counterproductive

• Honest communication increases legitimacy and identification = increased 

compliance
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Promoting ability

• Next step: help people to undertake recommended actions quickly and 

efficiently.

• Provide practical information about actions that people need to take.

• Uncertainty and ambiguity enhance need for clear practical instructions

• Lack of information = confusion, delays, poorer outcomes
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Promoting motivation to work together

• People are more likely to work together if they identify with each other.

• Shared identity results in:

• The internalisation of shared goals (e.g. decontamination)

• A sense of collective agency

• Motivation to help and cooperate with others.
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Promoting motivation to work together

• Effective management is 

crucial.

• Effective management 

promotes:

1. Willingness to work 

together

2. Ability to work together
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Respecting public needs

Functional need Groups who may be affected

Physical Children, older adults, those with a 

physical impairment, pregnant 

women, those with a cognitive 

impairment

Communication Children, older adults, those with 

visual or hearing impairment, foreign-

language speakers, those with a 

cognitive impairment

Pre-existing health needs Children, older adults, those with a 

pre-existing health condition

Social and cultural needs Members of different cultural or 

religious groups
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Respecting public needs

• Responders should treat each individual as an expert in 

their own needs

Respect
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Respecting public needs

• Responders should treat each individual as an expert in 

their own needs

Respect Legitimacy
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Respecting public needs

• Responders should treat each individual as an expert in 

their own needs

Respect Legitimacy Compliance
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Recommendations
1. Provide information about actions people can take, and why these are 

effective – pre-incident and during incident
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Recommendations
1. Provide information about actions people can take, and why these are 

effective – pre-incident and during incident

2. Communicate openly and honestly about the nature of the threat
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Recommendations
1. Provide information about actions people can take, and why these are 

effective – pre-incident and during incident

2. Communicate openly and honestly about the nature of the threat

3. Provide practical information about how to undertake recommended 

actions
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Recommendations
1. Provide information about actions people can take, and why these are 

effective – pre-incident and during incident

2. Communicate openly and honestly about the nature of the threat

3. Provide practical information about how to undertake recommended 

actions

4. Demonstrate respect for public needs
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Application to COVID-19

• Government prioritised communication:

• Daily briefing

• Regular updates on the situation

• Reinforced actions that people should take

• Explained why actions were effective

• We were ‘all in it together’

• Trust in Government high

• Shared identity = high compliance
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Application to COVID-19

• ‘Stay alert’ message – ambiguous, unclear

• Reduced public understanding, trust, and compliance

• Dominic Cummings – ‘one rule for them, one rule for us’

• Undermined shared identity
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Summary

• Public response based on responder and authority management – not pre-

determined
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27

Legitimate management

Shared identity



Summary

• Public response based on responder and authority management – not pre-

determined
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Legitimate management

Shared identity

Compliance



Thank you

Thank you for listening!

Behavioural Science and Insights Unit weekly literature report, collating 

key literature relating to COVID-19: please email 

covid19.Behaviouralscience@phe.gov.uk if you would like to receive 

the report.
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