
 
 

Messaging Guidance: Coronavirus  
 
All crisis communication scenarios introduce a variety of complications in the progressive 
messaging ecosystem but what they have in common is that they are moments when narrative 
suddenly focuses on one emerging reality. The emergence of the coronavirus is such a moment 
when there is potential for narrative retrenchment, or transformation, because of the intensity of 
attention and the systemic cognitive dissonance the pandemic triggers. This is particularly 
exaggerated in this case because we are dealing with dual emergencies - a public health crisis 
and an economic one. The public health emergency is here and likely to get much worse, and 
the economic crisis is on its tail. As for the economic crisis, the incidence and contours of it will 
depend on a number of factors, but the terms of the public debate are already being set 
everywhere from the kitchen table to social media to the national press.  
 
Challenges in this moment 

 
● Crises are conservative driving frames: It is well documented that crisis 

language tends to trigger very conservative instincts including authoritarian 
impulses and flight and fright instincts that easily devolve into individualism and 
scapegoating. 

● Contagious diseases often fuel scapegoating and xenophobia.  This is already 
happening.  This is particularly acute in this case given the trans-border 
transmission nature of the spread story. 

● Partisanship frames could dangerously/unnecessarily limit the possible public 
consciousness moment.  The divided moment we live in risks there becoming 
two alternate reality stories of the pandemic.  

● Quarantines and social isolation can undermine organizing as well as story 
creation/telling.  

Narrative context  
 

● Interconnectedness/government/community values are frames which can 
become ascendant not only because individual and community health are 



thought of largely as public goods but the lived experience of a pandemic can 
make clear to all that interconnectedness is a reality.  

● Blame will fall on the President with or without partisan effort. It is well known 
that in crises, presidents disproportionately benefit or are blamed and, unlike in 
times of war or terrorist attack, there tends to be little or no rally around the flag 
effect in botched national health or natural disasters.  George Bush’s handling of 
Katrina played a significant role in the collapse of public faith in his leadership 

● Good facts for us: While the cross border nature of the crisis plays against us 
narratively, the disproportionate impact on vulnerable people, the poor state of 
public health system and Trump’s gutting of reality-based decision making inside 
the federal government all help make our larger case. 

● People are turning to local and state governments for help.  Many already have 
supplanted the feds as a trusted source and opportunities to move important 
policy for impacted people are emerging rapidly. Examples, such as the City of 
Detroit turning the water back on for those with unpaid bills, offer opportunities 
we can lift up. 

● Lived experience stories (think Obamacare defense fight or Hurricane Katrina) 
can really drive public narrative if we do the hard work. 

Formula for messaging 

Name positive values: We seek interconnectedness. Now is the time for unity. The pandemic 
clearly shows us that all of our fates are linked. The transmission of the virus, and ultimately its 
containment, depends on each of us making a decision to protect the most vulnerable in our 
communities.  

Name systemic barriers: Every narrative has a villain or a causation that explains why things 
are the way they are. Examples for this moment include:  

- Strategic racism in which some elected officials seek to blame those they deem 
different because of the color of their skin or where they were born. Donald 
Trump calling this a “foreign virus” is code for how he and others use xenophobia 
to divide us.  

- An economy built to benefit the rich. The people who pay the price are those who 
struggle to get by. 

- A public health system so broken it denies medical care to the sick who can’t 
afford to pay or force families to have to choose between paying for care for a 
sick loved one or putting food on the table. 

Emphasize facts and lived experience: Misinformation and contradictory messages from the 
Trump administration have confused the American public and increased the anxiety and distrust 
among people already anxious about this unknown virus. The more knowledgeable people feel 
about the pandemic and its spread, the greater their sense of control in this evolving situation. 
Lived experience is key to understanding how these facts play out for all of us. Consider the 



images and stories we heard and read about in 2005 when Hurricane Katrina destroyed parts of 
New Orleans. The scenes of desperate Americans waving towels and T-shirts from rooftops or 
the squalid overcrowded conditions in the Superdome laid bare the chaos and ineptitude of the 
Bush administration’s handling of that disaster.  

Close with solutions and hope: At a moment in time when people feel helpless about the 
inevitable spread of the coronavirus and worried by the increasing numbers of infection rates, 
closures of schools and businesses, and the looming threat of a recession, hope can come in 
the form of solutions to advocate for.  

Key among them is that government at all levels must respond to this crisis with an agenda that 
ensures all families and communities have what they need to protect their health and their 
livelihoods. What that looks like: 

● Cash income to all families (no matter their work status, immigration status) to ensure 
people have their basic needs met and keep local economies going.  

● Adequate paid sick time for everyone so families can get healthy and limit the spread of 
the virus.  

● Emergency funds to all child care providers so emergency child care remains available 
to all who need it and to keep child care providers out of bankruptcy. 

● Liberate other safety net programs to help people struggling-food assistance, UI, 
Medicaid, Medicare and CHIP, TANF, Child Care, social security and others.  

● Worker and family protections. No worker can get fired or lose their job for staying home 
to protect their health and the health of people around them in the workplace. No worker 
can get fired for blowing the whistle on practices of their employer that put people at risk.  

● Suspend immigration enforcement. Overturn public charge, suspend E-verify and 
provide immigrants basic access to safety net programs and health care testing. There’s 
also stopping any enforcement at health care facilities and ensuring detained immigrants 
are released or cared for. Additionally, immigrants should be included in all other 
supports to families in need.  

● Suspend evictions and foreclosures so families can maintain the safety and security of 
home for the duration of the pandemic and economic crisis. 

Messaging example 

A moment like this reminds us that most of us want and need pretty similar things 
including to go through our lives in good health and to get quick, effective, 
compassionate care including basic things like tests when we are sick. But some 
politicians have been attacking publicly funded health care in order to give tax cuts to 
billionaires and CEOs and seem more interested in blaming immigrants and low-income 
people than prioritizing all of us together.  That puts us all at risk, no matter our skin 
color, country of origin, gender or income.  
 



When our priorities are upside down, putting the interests of the most privileged ahead of 
the rest of us we end up as we are now in a situation where millions of workers can’t self 
quarantine because they can’t miss a paycheck. Millions of children depend on schools 
staying open so they can get two decent meals. Millions of immigrants (documented and 
undocumented) are too afraid to get treated for illnesses because they fear being caught 
up on in our hostile, punitive immigration system. Millions more can’t get treated for 
illnesses because they have no health insurance.  
 
Our government response at all levels must be swift and must be entirely focused on 
shoring up the economic and health foundation for ordinary families. And this is the 
beginning of rewriting the rules of our economy and our government that ensures 
everyone can thrive and has real power without discrimination.  

 

Links to helpful advice and examples: 

Messaging Guidance from Anat Shenker Osario: 
https://communitychangeaction.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/COVID-19-Messaging-Gui
de-.pdf 

CDC Guidance on Coronavirus: https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/index.html 

Opportunity Agenda Message Guidance: https://www.opportunityagenda.org/talking-coronavirus 
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