
 

Coronavirus: a growing number of people are
avoiding news
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Question: Do you find yourself actively avoiding news (base: total sample wave 1
= 2823, sample wave 2 = 2291, sample wave 3 =1973.). Credit: Reuters
Institute/University of Oxford, Author provided

When the coronavirus pandemic really started to take hold in the UK in
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March, news consumption increased, as in many other countries. But,
since then, our research shows that an increasing share of the UK
population is switching off from the news.

The proportion of people who say they often or always avoid news
increased from 15% in mid-April 2020 to 22% in mid-May. If we
include those who say they sometimes actively avoid news, then the
share reaches 59%. The vast majority of these who often or always avoid
news, told us that they actively avoid news about coronavirus (87%).

When asked about the main reasons behind news avoidance, the
majority of those who always or often avoid news (66%) told us that
they do so because of the negative effect it has on their mood. One
respondent told us: "The news currently makes me feel incredibly
stressed", while another said: "I am bombarded with negative news".
Other prominent reasons people gave for avoiding news were a sense of
overload (33%), or a lack of trust in news (32%). Only 5% said they
avoid news because they are not interested in it.

What the survey tells us

The findings are based on a panel survey designed by the Reuters
Institute for the Study of Journalism at the University of Oxford. The
survey of 1,973 respondents was conducted by YouGov and is
representative of the UK population. The purpose of the wider project is
to collect survey data over ten waves on how people navigate news and
information during the coronavirus pandemic. More details about the
project and its methodology can be found on the project's website.
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https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/infodemic-how-people-six-countries-access-and-rate-news-and-information-about-coronavirus
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/initial-surge-news-use-around-coronavirus-uk-has-been-followed-significant-increase-news-avoidance
https://phys.org/tags/news/
https://phys.org/tags/survey+data/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/UK-COVID-19-news-and-information-project


 

  

Do you find yourself actively trying to avoid news these days (Q1, 2017: base:
male = 960, female 1013). Credit: Reuters Institute/University of Oxford,

3/6



 

Author provided

While we did not find differences in news avoidance between groups
with different levels of education, income or political orientation, we
find that women are more likely to actively avoid news than men (26%
to 18%).

As a previous study has suggested, part of the reason for women being
more likely to avoid news is due to the unequal distribution of caretaking
responsibilities. During the pandemic where caretaking and
homeschooling responsibilities have increased, the existing inequalities
in household responsibilities have likely increased as well, adding
another burden in existing gender inequalities in news consumption.

Why it matters

An effective communication strategy is not only reliant on the quality of
the messages but also on the wide reach of the message. Active news
avoidance could limit the effectiveness of COVID-19 communication
strategies. As the lockdown gradually eases, the knowledge of—and
adherence to—detailed guidelines on how to visit indoor public spaces or
to how safely meet with high-risk individuals will be essential when it
comes to keeping the number of new infections low. The new guidelines
are more detailed than the lockdown guidelines and as a result they
demand higher attention from the public.

Apart from the effectiveness of COVID-19 communication strategies,
news avoidance is important from a democratic perspective. During this
deep health, economic and social crisis, it is crucial for the public to
follow news and developments to be able to attribute credit or blame to
policymakers.
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https://phys.org/tags/political+orientation/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1461670X.2018.1528882
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-37941191
https://phys.org/tags/new+guidelines/


 

News avoidance is further important for the future of independent news
organisations. The COVID-19 pandemic means that the news media
industry, which was already experiencing a large disruptive crisis, faces
even deeper problems. While we are in the middle of a recession, the
advertising market is shrinking, while print circulation is decreasing.

  
 

  

Reasons given by people who said they often/always avoid news (base=364).
Credit: Reuters Institute/University of Oxford, Author provided

Is this new for the UK?

The increase in news avoidance follows a Brexit-related increase in
avoidance the UK that we reported last year. In a survey fielded in early
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https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/risj-review/what-will-coronavirus-pandemic-mean-business-news
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/risj-review/what-will-coronavirus-pandemic-mean-business-news
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2020/may/21/uk-national-newspaper-print-sales-plunge-amid-coronavirus-lockdown
http://www.digitalnewsreport.org/survey/2017/news-avoidance-2017/


 

2017, around half of the sample (48%) said they never avoid news,
placing the UK as one of the countries with the lowest levels of news
avoidance across 36 countries.

When we repeated this question in early 2019, the share of those who
never actively avoided news was 36%, placing the UK above average in
our survey sample of 38 countries. UK respondents cited the Brexit
negotiation as their main reason behind their avoidance. As one
respondent said then: "Although I do watch the political news avidly, I
made a new resolution to stop as it has a negative effect on my mood as I
feel powerless to change anything."

Now in our latest survey, only 20% of the population in the UK say they
never avoid news. This highlights a steady increase in news avoidance
over the years partly due to core developments such as the Brexit
negotiations and COVID-19 that negatively affected the mood of parts
of the audience.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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