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Abstract 
The UK Government has produced an array of televised information adverts or ‘campaigns’ 
to increase public awareness of COVID-19 and promote compliance with its subsequent 
policy. Research has shown that compliance with public health policy is influenced by fearful 
visual-verbal campaign messaging strategies, and that emotive representations of ‘risk’ are 
generally perceived to be more effective than non-emotive discourse. However, how the 
Government has semiotically constructed and utilised fear within their COVID-19 
campaigns to nudge public compliance remains unexplored. Preliminary analysis of 
seventeen COVID-19 adverts revealed four sequential phases to the Government’s pandemic 
response: responsibility, management, mitigation, and reflection. An in-depth Multimodal 
Critical Discourse Analysis of four selected adverts (one screenshot per advert, per phase), 
revealed that fear was constructed using less conventional meaning potentials in favour of 
more implicit multimodal semiotic interactions. By portraying a ‘good’ pandemic subject as 
one who makes ‘moral’ and ‘rational’ decisions to comply with COVID-19 policy, pre-existing 
societal inequalities which might hinder compliance, particularly for the socioeconomically 
disadvantaged groups of society, were reduced and problematised. This raises ethical 
concerns over notions of ‘expertise’ and the ‘rationalising’ of ‘irrational’ lifestyles. Future 
research should further explore multimodal nudges in public health campaigns to hold 
producers accountable. 
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1.  Introduction 
Will  you sti l l  say that the means do not matter? 

—Mahatma Ghandi,  Non-violent Resistance 

Considerable global effort has gone into controlling the spread of the 
Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) through non-pharmaceutical 
interventions (NPIs), such as lockdowns and face coverings, under the pretext 
of limiting transmission, protecting bodies, and alleviating pressures on 
healthcare systems (Harris, 2020). England’s own response has sought to 
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promote compliance with NPIs via delineating behaviours deemed ‘essential’ 
and ‘non-essential’, partly through televised Government information adverts, 
or ‘campaigns’ (Sidley, 2021). By the end of 2020, the Government had spent 
over £160 million on advertisement (a 238% increase from 2019) (Fletcher, 
2021), producing over triple the number of televised adverts in March–April 
2020 alone compared to March–April 2019 (ASA, 2020), which has had an 
apparent effect on conformity (De Coninck et al., 2020).  

Television adverts instantiate multimodal discourses, meaning they have 
the capacity to use and combine diverse semiotic modes (e.g., imagery, 
language, colour), to construct meaning (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 
However, most campaigns have focused on emotional connotations of COVID-
19, like death and anxiety (Basch et al., 2020), whereas empirical 
epidemiological discourse has received little interest, raising the question of 
how informative these campaigns really are (Venuleo et al., 2020). Indeed, 
Dias and Deluchey (2020) criticise the rhetoric used within the COVID-19 
information campaigns for semiotically inciting a civil war between those who 
can comply with COVID-19 policy (who are celebrated as moral paragons) 
against those who cannot (labelled ‘daring and uncaring’) (see Howard, 2021). 

1.1  Neoliberal Construction of Risk 

Within these adverts, several ‘nudge’ interventions have reportedly been 
interwoven, including fear and peer pressure, to encourage compliance with 
NPIs (Dodsworth, 2021; Sidley, 2021). This, however, was intentional as 
SAGE (2020) advised the Government to use ‘persuasion’ and ‘coercion’ via 
‘hard-hitting emotional messaging’ to achieve behavioural change (pp. 1–2). 
This ‘nudging’, or ‘choice architecture’ (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009) utilises 
insights from behavioural psychology to ‘nudge’ our decision-making (e.g., 
through fearful rhetoric; Dodsworth, 2021). Such tactics could be considered 
‘a form of governmentality which uses subtle semiotic techniques to secure 
voluntary compliance with policy goals’ (Mulderrig, 2018, p. 39). Thus, nudge 
theory is based on the idea that by understanding how people think and 
behave, we can nudge them to make decisions which are considered best for 
them, for others, and for society in general. This semiotic construction of risk, 
however, seeks to ‘create a space for fear’ (Massumi, 1993), by, for example, 
evoking a sense of danger and potential loss (Mulderrig, 2018). Concurringly, 
Bakioğlu et al. (2020) found a positive correlation between fear of COVID-19 
and feelings of uncertainty. Thus, the degree to which one can volunteer in 
nudge-induced behaviours, and engage in autonomous decision making, is 
debatable (Fage-Butler, 2020). Indeed, Leggett (2014) suggests that nudging 
may present a threat to democracy and accountability by removing the 
discursive spaces within which to stimulate rational deliberation (see also 
Mulderrig, 2018). Nudging, therefore, may also weaken a person’s right to 
informed consent. 

This blending of the medical and political is consistent with a neoliberal 
governmentality perspective of risk (Lupton, 2006). Neoliberalism, as a 
political philosophy (rather than political/economical system), is concerned 
with governing ontological individualism (i.e., reducing collective phenomena, 
like discrimination and well-being); responsibilisation (blame); and 
disentangling the ‘deserving’ from the ‘undeserving’ (Adams et al., 2019; 
Brown, 2019). COVID-19 information campaigns thus have a biopedagogical 
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communicative function (Lupton, 2015), by encouraging the public to be risk-
knowledgeable and responsible choice-makers in the face of a threat 
(O’Malley, 2012). Risk avoidance could thus come to mean a ‘moral duty’ 
whereby ‘good’ citizens assume responsibility for complying with expert 
advice and ‘voluntarily’ self-regulate (Lupton, 2006, 2013). In fact, public 
shaming, (non-COVID) deaths and illnesses, and police abuse of power have 
all been rated as morally acceptable when perceived as COVID-19 control 
measures as opposed to efforts unrelated to COVID-19 (Graso et al., 2021).  

However, the notion that COVID-19 policy should be both designed and 
enforced indiscriminately is dangerous as it risks the Government trivialising 
those most socially and economically deprived (Patel et al., 2020). For 
example, people of low-socio-economic status are more likely to live in 
overcrowded accommodation, have poorer housing conditions, have limited 
access to outdoor space, and are often employed in occupations which are 
unable to work from home (all of which can exacerbate poor health), yet were 
expected to behave in the exact same way as people of high-socio-economic 
status (Patel et al., 2020). As a technique of persuasion then, COVID-19 
information campaigns endeavour to motivate a generalised behavioural 
change by using multimodal means to leverage the primitive nudge 
functionality of risk perception: the greater the perceived risk, the more fear 
can be amplified (Durner, 2018). 

1.2  Neoliberal Construction of Fear 

Harper et al. (2020), for instance, found that as fear of COVID-19 increases, 
so too does conformity, and they allude to using functional fear to nudge 
people toward complying with NPIs (see also Bughin et al., 2020; Degerman 
et al., 2020). From this perspective, the discourse of fear seemingly compels 
individuals to behave in accordance with the fear appeal’s protective 
instructions (Durner, 2018), aligning with a neoliberal governmentality 
perspective of risk (van Nguyen & Gruba, 2019). However, lockdown 
measures have not been universally followed, as shown by the high number of 
police-issued fines (NPCC, 2021). This line of thinking thus reveals a shared, 
albeit potentially incorrect, assumption that conformity increases 
monotonically with fear (Ruiter et al., 2014).  

Extreme fear appeals, for instance, have been noted to lead to fatalism and 
a demotivation to act (Lawson et al., 2016). Limiting COVID-related news and 
Government messaging intake, for example, have been identified as coping 
mechanisms for frontline healthcare workers to reduce stress (Aughterson et 
al., 2021). Therefore, fear appeals could lead to health-defeating behaviours 
and thus prove counterproductive as a public health intervention (e.g., Kok et 
al., 2018; Montemurro, 2020; Peters et al., 2013; Sasaki et al., 2020; Slavin et 
al., 2007). Fear of COVID-19, for instance, has meant that many who needed 
medical care did not always access services until they reached a crisis point 
(NHS Providers, 2020), partly due to fear of contracting/transmitting COVID-
19, wanting to avoid burdening the NHS, and/or because of reduced referrals 
(Baggio et al., 2021; Singh & Newby, 2020). This then indicates a generalised 
avoidance of health care services which has seemingly led to a greater backlog 
of people with more complex medical and psychological needs (Adlan et al., 
2020; Kwok et al., 2020; Santi et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2020). Using fear in 
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public health campaigns is thus an ethically dubious public health 
intervention (Lupton, 2015).  

Moreover, though such fear-provoking efforts might be construed as public 
safeguarding, it runs the risk of stigmatising ‘non-conforming citizens’ as 
producers of risk, which may normalise de-humanising objectification (López, 
2020). Indeed, lives which have been disproportionately impacted by COVID-
19 policy have been righteously defended on this socially realised perception 
that doing so saves other lives ‘worth’ preserving (Dias & Deluchey, 2020). For 
example, social groups negatively affected by COVID-19 restrictions (such as 
increased unemployment, lost income, and poverty) have typically been low-
income, younger, single parent (primarily female), and Black, Asian, and 
ethnic minority households (JRF, 2021; ONS, 2021a, 2021b). These same 
groups, however, also make up a large proportion of ‘frontline key workers’ 
(e.g., groceries, social care, transport, utilities, and education) (ONS, 2019, 
2020a, 2020b). This then implies that the bodies most exposed to the 
collateral damage of COVID-19 policy are ‘preferably’ the bodies of 
populations considered ‘subordinate’ (Dias & Deluchey, 2020). The pandemic 
has thus seemingly exposed how the hierarchization and disposability of 
bodies considered subordinate is tolerated and, potentially, encouraged 
through neoliberal fear-inducing nudges (Dias & Deluchey, 2020).  

Similar neoliberal biopolitical tactics are observable in the Brexit (fear) 
campaigns. For example, Abbas (2020) argues that Brexit was constructed on 
fears relating to national security and immigration, which presented a 
politically fashioned ideological dilemma (see also Lennon & Kilby, 2021). The 
solution, according to neoliberal governance, would be a ‘calculation’ in which 
individuals weigh the costs and benefits of pursuing various strategies to 
address a known ‘risk’ (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982). However, both ‘leavers’ 
and ‘remainers’ used fearful sinking ship analogies to nudge such calculations 
(Lennon & Kilby, 2021).  

Seen in this light, risk (and fear of said risk) is formulated discursively, 
external to the self, regardless of individual risk-profiles, and regardless of 
functionality. For example, Millroth and Frey (2021) found a weak correlation 
between participant demographics (e.g., age, income, education) and fear of 
COVID-19, whereas perceived vulnerability, social isolation, and increased 
consumption of COVID-related news have been noted to significantly predict 
heightened COVID-related fear, depression, and anxiety (Boyraz et al., 2020; 
Bu et al., 2020). Moreover, even individuals who have tested positive for anti-
SARS-Cov-2 antibodies have been shown to self-report similar levels of fear 
and risk avoidance behaviour compared to those without antibodies (Baggio et 
al., 2021). Indeed, fear of COVID-19 has become so pervasive that there are 
now multiple COVID-specific psychometric scales being used, including (but 
not limited to): the Coronavirus Anxiety Scale, Obsession with COVID-19 
Scale, Fear of COVID-19 Scale, COVID Stress Scales, and the Perception of 
COVID Threat questionnaire (see Ransing et al., 2020 for a review). This then 
suggests that there is a socially shared fearful perception of COVID-19 
regardless of clinical vulnerability. Thus, although fear can be considered an 
evolutionary response to a perceived threat, fearful representations are 
socially constructed. However, how the UK Government has semiotically 
represented the ‘risk’ of COVID-19 within their televised information 
campaigns and nudged viewers to comply with its subsequent policy remains 
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empirically unexplored, and thus their role in the production of fear remains 
unaccountable. 

1.3  Current Study 

It is pertinent, therefore, that the COVID-19 information campaigns are 
understood in the broader context of health communication and 
governmentality. Thus far, current studies have been limited to theoretical 
debates of morality, and to quantitative analyses of (functional) fear. These 
approaches are insensitive to the different modes of image-text rhetoric used 
within the COVID-19 information campaigns which epistemologically 
undermines their complex interplay. Following on from similar research 
(Brookes & Harvey, 2016; Gbadegesin & Onanuga, 2018; Gibson et al., 2015; 
Hansen et al., 2018; Ho, 2019; Ma & Stahl, 2017; Mulderrig, 2018), the 
current study will pursue an in-depth qualitative analysis to better evaluate 
the role of neoliberal nudging in COVID-19 fear appeals from a multimodal 
critical discourse perspective. Due to the simultaneous discursive nature of 
picture and text, visual–verbal speech acts in televised Government COVID-19 
information adverts will be explored for their representation of fear. 

2.  Methodology 

2.1  Data Sample 

Television adverts were included for analysis if they addressed the COVID-
19 pandemic and were produced by the current UK Government. Adverts 
produced by bodies outside central government were excluded to ensure only 
Government-initiated material about COVID-19 and subsequent policy were 
involved. These televised adverts were sourced from YouTube as it can serve 
as a convenient ‘database’ to retrieve archival (television) data (Proulx & 
Shepatin, 2012). Data saturation was reflexive in nature (Braun & Clarke, 
2019), as Government rhetoric is likely to change throughout a pandemic 
(Gislason, 2013). Consequently, seventeen potential adverts were collated 
(released 20 March 2020–20 February 2021). 

In a first step, the authors took static screenshots of each advert - 80 in 
total (3–5 per advert depending on advert length) - and conducted a ‘pilot’ 
analysis assessing the type of argument contained in each. Rather than taking 
screenshots at regular intervals, key narrative moments (in terms of discourse 
of fear) were chosen instead (McKenna et al., 2017). Preliminary analysis 
revealed semantic differences in political prioritisation. For instance, from 
initially protecting the NHS to the eventual reopening of society. Four 
different sequential ‘phases’ (Department of Health and Social Care, 2020) to 
Government fear campaigns were identified: responsibility, management, 
mitigation, and reflection. Each advert was analysed within the context of 
their respective phase which helped delineate the pragmatic politics behind 
each advert and thus the construction and utilisation of fear in situ (e.g., 
Mulderrig, 2018). Out of this large corpus, one advert was selected from each 
phase (4 in total, see Appendix for full list of chosen adverts) for a more in-
depth analysis paying attention to variance regarding represented visual-
verbal content. Afterwards, one screenshot from each of these 4 adverts were 
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selected for the final analysis dependent on their content and overall 
ideological representation of their respective phase. 

2.2  Analytical Method 

Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA) focuses on how the 
interplay between different social semiotic resources create meaning (Kress & 
van Leeuwen, 2006). The way producers construct adverts, therefore, is not 
meaningless, but dependent on their objectives and values (Hansen et al., 
2018). Adverts, as multimodal artifacts in the public sphere, can thus be 
understood as nudging fearful and moralised perceptions of COVID-19 and 
subsequent ‘risk’. Adopting a MCDA method helps capture rhetorical 
constructions of meaning (Lennon & Kilby, 2021). 

Adverts were coded inductively from a social constructivist epistemological 
stance, with a relativist focus on both semantic and latent constructions (van 
Dijk, 2012). This open coding avoids taking hegemonic public health 
arguments for given and allows for ethical discussions beyond strategic 
intervention (Hansen et al., 2018). This is important because contemporary 
health discourse receives little scrutiny (e.g., Brookes & Harvey, 2016). Data 
was coded according to Kilby and Lennon’s (2021) recommended structure for 
unpacking multimodal features. Specifically, the codes were organised into 
five meta-functions: composition, colour, represented participants (RP), 
perspective and angles, and textual components (Kilby & Lennon, 2021). 

2.3  Ethical Considerations 

The study was ethically approved by the University of Derby. The research 
complied with the BPS Code of Ethics (2018) and their guidance for internet-
mediated research (BPS, 2017).  

3.  Analysis and Discussion 
The chosen adverts span March 2020–February 2021. Each presented the 

context of their respective time as a threat, but depictions varied depending on 
the (bio)politics of the time. As such, the basis for compliance with NPIs was 
differentially constructed throughout to nudge semiotically-produced notions 
of utilitarian decision making. However, whilst fear was not necessarily 
explicit in each advert, implicit semiotic interactions were able to construct 
new meanings in a likely attempt to nudge social judgements using pre-
existing fears without necessarily referencing them directly. These multimodal 
signifiers will be explored presently. Whether such constructions were 
efficacious in motivating behavioural change is not the focus of the analysis, 
but rather the meaning potentials conveyed. Note that due to space 
constraints, only the meta-functions considered most relevant to the 
construction of fear will be addressed in each screenshot.  
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3.1  Phase 1: Responsibility 

 

Figure 1. Professor Chris Whitty (‘Stay Home, Protect the NHS, Save Lives’) 

Composition 

The Government and NHS logos together connotatively signify a 
biopolitical discourse (Brookes & Harvey, 2016). Both logos are positioned at 
the top of the image, signifying a sense of ideological superiority by being 
‘above’ the rest (i.e., the desired ideology is govern-health) (Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2006). Previously in the advert, the RP is identified as Professor 
Chris Whitty suggesting that who he ‘represents’ has symbolic importance. 
Here, Professor Whitty is positioned between the two logos, possibly 
portraying him as a mediator. Moreover, being both centrally positioned and 
compositionally ‘big’, Whitty is framed as being highly salient, likely to focus 
the viewer’s attention (Kopytowska, 2020).  

Structurally, a Symbolic Attributive Process is at work because symbolism 
is being attributed ‘onto’ Whitty (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). For example, 
his shirt and tie (associated with credibility), and notched lapel (associated 
with business), on his dark suit jacket (associated with authority) represent 
stereotypically ‘expert’ Possessive Attributes (PA) (Ceballos et al., 2020; 
Lightstone et al., 2011; Maran et al., 2021). Moreover, ticks are often used in 
the UK as a sign of ‘correctness’ and approval, whereas crosses have opposite 
connotations (Worthington & van Oers, 2017). This may reinforce the 
(bio)pedagogical function of the adverts. This suggests that meaning has been 
constructed using ‘the multifunctional nature of signs’ (Valsiner, 2001, p. 92), 
to potentially nudge an ‘educational’ (as opposed to authoritarian) 
interpretation of what the rules mean. 

Colour 

The blue background has cultural and contextual significance by echoing 
the blue in the NHS logo (Brookes & Harvey, 2016). The blue is also 
modulated, being brightest ‘around’ Whitty, framing him as an angelic-like 
figure, which could portray him as a protective or guiding symbol (Kuczok, 
2020). The modality (which is concerned with textual ‘accuracy’ and 
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‘credibility’) of the image is low, as it is merely a blue background, meaning 
the priority is on symbolism over realism (Yao & Zhuo, 2018). This then 
reaffirms the pragmatic meaning potentials mentioned regarding 
protecting/controlling (public) health and heralding Whitty as a ‘mouthpiece’ 
for superior beings (namely, the Government and NHS). Furthermore, green 
is ideationally associated with safety (e.g., first-aid equipment), whereas red is 
typically used to sign danger (e.g., fire protection) (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
2002). These ideational associations likely aid viewers’ (bio)pedagogical 
interpretation regarding ‘safe and unsafe’ behaviour.  

Perspective and Angles 

The frontal angle signifies a sense of involvement by perspectivally 
incorporating the viewer ‘into’ the scene (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). This 
immersion informs viewers that they are expected to take an active role in 
protecting both themselves and others (and in the wider context, the NHS). 
The viewer is also subjectively positioned at eye-level with Whitty, which 
simulates a sense of equal power, potentially countering the authoritarian 
complex of being ‘lorded over’ (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). However, the 
‘expert breast pocket shot’, which shares visual similarities with, for example, 
an interview, redefines how viewers may interpret this power exchange as the 
viewer is positioned as a subordinate/uneducated person (Brunsdon & 
Morley, 2005). It also denotes a sense of connection between Whitty and the 
viewer rather than representing a disengaged RP (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
2006). With no possible chance of deliberation, Whitty has power over the 
viewer regardless of this semiotically constructed equilibrium.  

Textual Components 

The on-screen text acts as an ‘illustration’ for what Whitty says, thus 
creating a direct link between the visual and verbal symbolism (Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2006). Semantically, the language signifies a demand goods-and-
services speech act – or speech ‘function’ (Halliday, 1985) – as the producers 
are demanding an obedient response. That is, the text has been syntactically 
arranged to form a command, meaning that the ‘expected’ response is for 
viewers to undertake whatever service they have been asked to do (Kress & 
van Leeuwen, 2006) – in this case, comply with NPIs. As such, the first two 
could be interpreted as conditional imperatives as the viewer is afforded 
‘exceptions’ to the rules (e.g., ‘necessary’, ‘try’), whereas the third could be 
interpreted as an unconditional imperative as the use of negation (‘Do not’) 
demands the specific avoidance of ‘others’ (Kaufmann & Schwager, 2009). In 
conjunction with the red cross, avoiding others is thus signified to be an 
aversive behaviour (i.e., for personal benefit) rather than a prosocial ‘green 
ticked’ behaviour which protects other people. As such, ‘risk’ is being 
constructed as a threat to the individual as opposed to others. 

Multimodal Implications 

The image is not explicitly threatening per se. However, by attributing 
stereotypical PAs and drawing the viewer’s attention through compositional 
salience, Whitty is portrayed as an expert worth the viewer’s time and trust. 
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Through implication, self-regulation was depicted as the solution despite no 
evidence being provided, instead relying on a familiar (bio)pedagogical format 
to nudge viewer judgement. By presenting health governance as a supposedly 
superior ideology to strive for (thus contextualising the scene within a 
biopolitical discourse), the producers were able to demand compliance with 
self-regulation through the imperative mood and by portraying ‘others’ as a 
potential threat. These semiotic interactions likely nudged viewers toward 
compliance by trusting Whitty’s judgement to fear others.  

3.2  Phase 2: Management 

 

Figure 2. Participant opens window shutter (‘Enjoy Summer Safely’) 

Composition 

At the time, bookshops were either closed or subject to restrictions (Cabinet 
Office, 2021). Thus, this choice of (commercial) location portrays a supposed 
return to (economic) normality (Hunter, 2016). The location, within the 
context, and with prior knowledge regarding ‘allowed’ and ‘disallowed’ 
behaviours, suggests that it is ‘safe’ to go outside once more. The vector 
formed by the RP’s left arm connects the RP (the ‘Actor’) with the window 
shutter (the ‘Goal’), depicting a Unidirectional Transactional Action (Kress & 
van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 74). This narrative structure signifies the active 
transaction of reopening shops, and by extension, of society. It also presents 
an ‘ordinary’ person as being responsible for reopening, not a government 
agent or healthcare practitioner. This is typified by the RP’s ‘casual wear’ PAs 
(Eriksson, 2015). This could reflect the burden of public responsibility noted 
previously, thus depicting self-regulation as successfully suppressing the 
virus, which paradoxically associates the reopening of society (i.e., freedom) 
with this suppressive conditionality (Arminjon & Marion-Veyron, 2021). It 
also implies that ‘ordinary’ bodies should be exposed to the virus for the 
benefit of the (market) community. 

The eyeline vector from the RP (the ‘Reacter’) is directed toward a 
‘Phenomenon’ which the viewer cannot see, thus making a Non-Transactional 
Reaction (NTR) (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 75). One could argue that the 
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direction of the glance forms a Transactional Reaction (TR) with the 
Phenomenon being the window shutter; however, because the RP is facing 
away from the viewer, the visual meanings could suggest that the restricted 
field is less ‘aimed at’ anyone or anything but represents a more metaphorical 
meaning (Moustafa, 2018). For example, facing to the right is often associated 
with power, but also with looking ‘toward’ the future (Champagne, 2016; 
Mendonça et al., 2020). This could portray ordinary citizens as having the 
power to reopen society. Further, looking ‘toward’ the future, toward an 
unfamiliar ‘New’ (which polarises with the left side, or the familiar ‘Given’) 
(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 209), could signify a metaphorical nudge 
away from the Given familiarity of pre-COVID society and toward a ‘New 
normal’ where individuals are responsible for keeping not just themselves 
safe, but society also.  

Represented Participants 

Unlike Whitty, the RP here is not the object, but subject of the image and of 
the viewer’s scrutiny. The viewer is an invisible onlooker, in quiet and 
impersonal contemplation of the RP and their actions. This kind of image is 
an ‘offer’ as it ‘offers’ the RP as an item of information (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
2006, p. 119). It erects a barrier between the viewer and the RP, who is 
believed to not know that they are being looked at. The fact that the RP is 
almost facing away further emphasises that the viewer should focus more on 
the RP’s actions and who they are represented to ‘be’, such as a ‘self-regulator’ 
(Ly & Jung, 2015). Earlier in the advert, the viewer is shown another RP put 
on a face mask, which may have primed the viewer (Busch et al., 2020), 
because, even though the RP here is depicted as being alone, she is still 
wearing a face mask. This normalises using them in shops (‘even when alone’) 
and associates their use with the reopening of society. 

Textual Components 

The ‘OPEN’ sign is positioned in the foreground, whereas the ‘CLOSED’ 
sign on the door and the ‘SOCIAL DISTANCING’ sign on the wall are both in 
the background and compositionally ‘smaller’, signifying that the former is 
more salient than the latter two. Moreover, the letters were capitalised, 
symbolising shouting, graphologically assigning emphasis and drawing 
attention (Serafini & Clausen, 2012). Further, ‘OPEN’ is coloured red, which 
can also attract viewer attention and, according to Bellizzi and Hite (1992), 
entice consumers to enter a particular store. The focus is thus on the explicit 
reopening of society. As all three are declaratives, which can imply a ‘changed’ 
reality (e.g., society is opening), the producers may be presenting this New 
reality as truth (Gbadegesin & Onanuga, 2018).  

Multimodal Implications 

The supposed success of self-regulation is demonstrated through narrative 
structures signifying an ‘ordinary’ citizen having the power to actively reopen 
society. By metaphorically looking toward a New normal, the RP is 
normalising NPIs, particularly face masks, in non-essential activities even 
when alone. This semiotically reinforces the maintenance of self-regulation 
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and the manageability of COVID-19. However, unlike the previous advert, the 
RP does not demand the viewer’s attention, nor obedience, but is ‘offered’ as 
an exemplar. Such exemplary behaviour is further offered through literal signs 
which compositionally prioritise the reopening of the shop over social 
distancing. However, as it is included, it serves as an implicit nudge. Overall, 
though not explicitly fearful, the semiotic interplay manages to use people’s 
existing fears to continue to nudge compliance. 

3.3  Phase 3: Mitigation 

 

Figure 3. Participant exhaling ‘COVID-19 aerosols’ (left) and wearing a face mask (right) 
(‘Hands. Face. Space.’) 

Composition 

The central vertical line frames the scene as a contrasting ‘right and wrong’ 
constructed reality (Hullman & Diakopoulos, 2011). The left side represents 
the Given (i.e., no mask, closed window in Winter) whilst the right side 
presents the New (i.e., mask and ventilation). The blue mist (representing 
exhaled COVID-19 aerosols) in the left image is somewhat ‘consciously’ 
moving toward the female RP, arguably anthropomorphically alluding to a 
predator seeking its prey (Delbaere et al., 2011). Moreover, the bidirectional 
TR between the two RPs (as both are looking at one another) creates an 
empathic link between them for the viewer (Hu & Luo, 2016). This is further 
reinforced through the male RP’s happy facial expression (Hu & Luo, 2016). 
The male RP is thus portrayed as putting someone they supposedly care about 
‘at risk’. 

In the right image, the ‘mist’ is less salient, barely visible, but is instead 
signified to be ‘moving’ toward the open window, suggesting that mitigation is 
possible and attributable to mask wearing/ventilation. Further, the NTR 
contrasts the constructed empathy in the left image, as the eye-line vector 
emanating from the male RP points to a Phenomenon which the viewer 
cannot see, potentially signifying that the danger to the female RP has been 
removed. This may lessen the viewer’s anxiety and signify that they ‘can’ 
protect others (Ho, 2019). 
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Like before, the producers make use of (bio)pedagogical signs to construct 
meaning via a red cross and green tick. These marks are positioned in the top-
left of their respective image which signifies a Given-Ideal (Nikolaou, 2017). 
That is, the viewers are presumed to know what the implied producers (the 
Government) consider (un)desired behaviour. As such, because a face mask 
and open window are featured only in the right image, this indicates that such 
mitigatory behaviours are not only ‘correct’, but in conjunction with the NTR, 
is the ‘safest’ option also.  

Colour 

Like the previous advert, but contrastingly with the first, the current image 
attempts to imitate a realistic situation, which is reflected by the high 
naturalistic modality (i.e., somewhat less than full colour saturation) (Kress & 
van Leeuwen, 2006). The ‘COVID mist’, despite constituting an abstract 
‘entity’, maintains similar modality with the rest of the scene (though, more 
transparent), which suggests that it is being portrayed as a natural part of the 
environment (Ibrahim, 2021). Its ‘realistic’ construction reaffirms the notion 
that COVID-19 is a present, real, threat which viewers can ‘interact’ with and 
subsequently mitigate against. The image thus depicts COVID-19 using less 
scientifically ‘accurate’ modality in favour of characterising it as a palpable 
entity (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).  

Represented Participants 

Like the previous advert, the image is set up as an ‘offer’ whereby viewers 
are shown ‘(in)correct’ behaviours. Intriguingly, the left scene is shot at a 
medium-close distance whilst the right at a medium distance. Both shots 
seemingly immerse the viewer ‘within’ the car with the RPs (Biggio, 2020). 
This use of relational distancing in the former positions the viewer ‘closer’ to 
the threat, which is likely quite fear-evoking, whereas the latter somewhat 
prevents full immersion as the viewer is positioned ‘further’ away, or at the 
distance of the ‘stranger’ (Hu & Luo, 2016). This may nudge viewers into 
accepting the purported relative ease, and supposed efficacy, of mask wearing, 
ventilation and social distancing in mitigating risk.  

Multimodal Implications 

Once more, the advert signifies self-regulation as ‘correct’. Through 
Westernised ‘storytelling’ (e.g., reading left-right) and (bio)pedagogical (e.g., 
green tick) conventions, the producers were able to construct a naturalistic 
reality in which the same RP is presented as either morally reprehensible or 
morally celebrated. The former is portrayed as directly putting people ‘at risk’, 
signified by the presence of an abstract COVID ‘entity’ and TR structure. 
Whereas in the latter, this entity is shown to be easily mitigated against by the 
introduction of NPIs which ‘removes’ the risk to others (implied via a NTR). 
As such, mitigation, and by implication safety of others, is represented as a 
personal choice. Consequently, where viewers were once explicitly told to 
avoid others for fear of personal-risk, and then were encouraged to venture 
outside due to the successful suppression of risk, viewers are now being 
depicted as a potential threat to others. 
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3.4  Phase 4: Reflection 

 

Figure 4. COVID-19 Patient (‘Look Them in the Eye’) 

Colour 

The lighting has relatively high naturalistic modality, signifying an 
‘accurate’ depiction of a COVID-19 patient. The scale of ‘value’ (i.e., the grey 
scale), however, has been manipulated to partially hide the RP’s face (also 
known as ‘Rembrandt’s lighting’) (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). This lighting 
effect is often used in cinematography to construct a serious mood and 
sometimes evoke a sense of impending doom (Landau, 2014). Furthermore, 
the partial light on the left side of the RP’s face forms a tilted triangle 
(popularised by Rembrandt) which is seemingly directing the viewer’s gaze to 
the RP. Triangles represent mechanical, technological order as it is a shape 
not found in nature, which attracts meanings of progress and power, like the 
Pyramids (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). The lighting could thus imply that 
the New normal (represented by the technological triangular lighting) can 
‘shine a light on’ or ‘overpower’ the Given darkness. 

Represented Participants 

Like with Whitty, the RP here creates direct eye-contact with the viewer, 
‘demanding’ their attention (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). The RP’s 
dishevelled look, such as her messy hair and weathered expression, 
symbolises an informality and fatigue, which reinforces the supposed ‘realism’ 
of the situation (Damayanti & Febrianti, 2020). This is further reinforced by 
the (stereotypical) representation of illness via the oxygen mask and hospital 
gown PAs (King & Watson, 2005). As no perspectival barrier has been erected 
between the viewer and the RP, and because of the health-related signifiers, 
the producers are seemingly trying to nudge an empathic response from the 
viewers. The close camera shot reinforces such a response as it signifies a close 
personal distance ‘between’ the viewer and the RP. That is, the viewer is 
positioned at a distance from the RP which is primarily reserved for intimate 
others. The proximity thus constructs a close-like relationship with the RP. 
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Textual Components 

The identifying process (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) informs the viewer 
that ‘Lorna’ is a ‘COVID-19 patient’. The emphasis is thus placed on the RP’s 
health status as she is identified as, and reduced to, a patient. The RP’s name 
is positioned above her patient ‘status’ signifying that her name is the Ideal 
information whereas her status is the Real information (i.e., her status is used 
to ground the viewer in ‘reality’) (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). However, the 
white used for ‘COVID-19 Patient’ is duller (not maximal value) than ‘Lorna’. 
Moreover, ‘Lorna’ is in bolder text than ‘COVID-19 Patient’. Such 
graphological differences signify that the RP’s name is more salient (Dada & 
Ogunrinde, 2020), possibly because drawing attention to her name helps 
humanise the RP, creating an empathic link. 

The inclusive pronouns ‘we’ and ‘our’ construct a close relationship 
between speaker and listener (Chou, 2020). Inclusive pronouns may increase 
the likelihood that other people ‘join in the rallying call’ and voice their 
concerns, possibly leading to a social conformity effect (i.e., it leads to more 
people voicing their concern for an overburdened NHS which thus puts 
greater pressure on conformity/obedience and greater disdain for those who 
dissent) (Weiss et al., 2018). Moreover, ‘owe’ has honourable connotations 
(Blandeau, 2017). Meaning, complying with NPIs to help ‘protect’ the NHS 
(and repay ‘our’ supposed debt to the NHS) is thus the ‘honourable’ thing to 
do. 

Multimodal Implications 

The producers created an eerie tone by selectively highlighting only one 
side of the RP’s face. Moreover, by framing the RP (through health-related 
signs, naturalistic lighting, and lexical salience) as vulnerable, and through 
constructing a subjective intimate relationship between the viewer and the RP, 
the viewer is being nudged toward an empathic response. This is likely to 
further nudge viewers toward self-reflection in which, within the wider 
context of the ‘look them in the eye’ advert discourse, the viewer is asked to 
consider whether they, individually, are doing ‘enough’ to repay their 
supposed debt to the NHS. The constructed inclusivity (‘we’, ‘our’) by 
implication condemns dissent and subsumes all bodies into a national debt to 
which the only appropriate honourable response is to protect the NHS at all 
costs. 

4.  General Discussion 
At the start of the campaign, health governance – which involved the 

explicit avoidance of ‘others’ – was presented as an ‘expertly’ recommended 
ideology to strive for by demanding viewers to be ‘responsible’. As cases fell, 
supposedly due to the success of self-regulation, ‘ordinary’ citizens were 
portrayed as having the power (and freedom) to actively, and safely, reopen 
society by managing their own behaviour. However, when cases started rising 
again, mitigation was depicted as a more salient ideology through Westernised 
‘storytelling’ conventions, such as by presenting a ‘realistic’ world in which a 
person’s decision making either ‘puts’ others at risk or protects them. When 
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cases continued to rise though, this was attributed to a failure in ‘rational’ and 
‘moral’ decision making, resulting in the viewer’s ‘loyalty’ to the NHS (acting 
as a politically usurped symbol of compliance) being questioned. 

Whilst the rules themselves have been made explicit, e.g., stay-at-home 
mandates, the Government has used a combination of explicit and implicit 
fear-evoking semiotic interactions within their COVID-19 information 
campaigns to ‘nudge’ compliance. That is, fear was evoked using less 
conventional depictions (e.g., a weapon), instead focusing on pragmatic 
representations, like the NHS being under pressure. To portray infection 
control as a matter of risk by making an individual’s actions responsible for it, 
diverse social groups were subsumed into the public fold vis-à-vis pandemic 
control and homogenised to make individual bodies more complicit and 
manageable. In essence, individuality and diversity were filtered, indicating 
that the kind of ‘subject’ (Foucault, 2017) desired under this neoliberal form of 
governance is one who can withstand the ensuing pandemic fallout. The 
Government has thus semiotically encouraged ‘good’ pandemic citizenship via 
the adoption of a self-regulatory, risk-conscious ‘pandemic subject’ (Maunula, 
2017). 

Although one could argue that such an approach aims to promote the 
similarities between people rather than their differences (e.g., Harper et al., 
2020), it reduces and problematises pre-existing societal inequalities to such 
an extent that the most marginalised groups are blamed for lockdown failures 
(Dias & Deluchey, 2020). The Government has thus arguably prioritised 
intervening with those considered to be a risk rather than those at risk. 
Consequently, compliance via ‘contractual’ obligation (to freedom) has been 
rhetorically rebranded by the Government as ‘intelligent’ risk-aversion. The 
socioeconomic disparity in the regulation of COVID-19 control behaviour 
implies that the strategies are generated by, and for, the socioeconomically 
privileged. That is, panoptical strategies for contagion surveillance and 
classification of bodies considered subordinate (Foucault, 2003) were 
developed, not under the pretence of public health, but rather to maintain the 
neoliberal status quo (Mattioni et al., 2021). This ideology reinforces the 
individualistic belief that illness can be removed if the public behave in a 
certain way, thus ignoring significant underlying social factors which drive 
illness, like poverty and economic inequality (Patel et al., 2020). 

This biopolitical approach, however, raises concerns about the ethicality of 
‘expertise’ since it legitimises policy makers pathologising citizens’ every-day 
behaviours as inherently irrational and in need of ‘rationalising’ correction 
(Wilkins, 2013). Socially realised fears of COVID-19 have thus created a public 
space for ‘experts’ to dictate what they consider ‘essential’ and ‘non-essential’ 
behaviours/lifestyles. By implication, dissenters are pathologized as immoral 
and dangerous, as implied within the adverts. Such views have significant 
implications on how society perceives and governs its citizenry (Lemke, 2016). 
Indeed, mere fear of the potential for COVID-19 infection has become a 
matter of law, such is the extent of public fear of COVID-19. However, by 
introducing policy which has been purposively designed to nudge viewers 
toward behaviours considered ‘in their best interest’, rather than engage in the 
pluralistic debate about the efficacy, plausibility, and ethicality of NPIs, as well 
as the human cost of fear, the Government has instead problematised those 
who have been disproportionately affected by COVID-19 policy. Non-
conformity has thus been represented as an ‘irrational’ choice. A choice which 
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contrasts with the paternalistic expertise of, primarily, middle class social 
elites, rather than – at least in part – because of the structural inequalities 
present within the UK. Such an endorsement therefore restricts the possibility 
of human resistance, thus removing an opportunity for those affected to speak 
out. 

The scope of the current study was limited, however, and so not all meaning 
potentials were addressed. For example, the rainbow in advert two, which 
ideologically represents the NHS, as well as an interpersonal sense of 
‘community’ (arguably [mis]appropriating the rainbow’s association with the 
LGBT+ community), and the lexically constructed tenor in advert four (i.e., 
not mentioning the RP’s surname, nor including a title prefix, e.g. ‘Ms.’), 
amongst others. Moreover, the study was restricted to only four screenshots 
out of a large corpus. Thus, there is potential for the current study to extend 
its scope and consider these adverts - and collective phases - more holistically, 
which could allow for a more thorough exploration of the sequential 
constructions of governmentally produced fear. 

Overall, nudging in COVID-19 information adverts is, as shown, 
multimodal and pragmatic, indicating that such fear-provoking tactics are at 
times difficult to identify. By framing COVID-dissent to be synonymous with a 
personal failure in rational and moral decision making, the Government has 
disseminated a punitive fear-inducing discourse on the naturalisation of 
ongoing societal inequality under the guise of a utilitarian-esque normality. 
Such a depiction fails to acknowledge, however, that some people are exempt 
from, or unable to comply with, certain policies. Therefore, some, including 
already marginalised groups, are implicated to be ‘immoral’ and ‘irrational’ 
decision makers. The Government’s insistence on utilitarian-framed 
restrictions of freedom have thus far refused to acknowledge that what 
ultimately matters in pandemic control is not simply the will to comply, but 
the practicality – and ethicality – to do so. Future MCDA research concerned 
with public health would benefit from considering these increasingly present 
psychological techniques of health governance, particularly when they take 
hold of public life, to hold the legitimacy and ethical ramifications of 
governmental policy accountable. 
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Appendix 
List of the four adverts selected for analysis: 
 

Phase 1: 
The Telegraph (2020, March 25). Stay home, save lives' government advert urges Britons to 
protect NHS. YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_cK02XwUogM 

 
Phase 2: 

Department of Health and Social Care (2020, July 6). Enjoy summer safely. YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jiYx2L3yTuo 
 

Phase 3: 
Department of Health and Social Care (2020, December 5). Hands. Face. Space. | Sliding 
Doors. YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=saLX0R_wVKg 

 
Phase 4: 

Department of Health and Social Care (2021, February 2). Stay At Home | Stop the Spread. 
YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g1VRA9rMmFY 


