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Abstract: During the outbreak of COVID-19 in Italy, people often failed to adopt behaviors that
could have stopped, or at least slowed down, the spread of this deadly disease. We offer cognitive
explanations for these decisions, based on some of the most common heuristics and biases that are
known to influence human judgment and decision-making, especially under conditions of high
uncertainty. Our analysis concludes with the following recommendations: policymakers can and
should take advantage of this established science, in order to communicate more effectively and
increase the likelihood that people choose responsible actions in a public health crisis.
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1. Introduction

In January 2020, Italian media and journalists informed the public about the alarming
spread of a mysterious lethal virus, of the SARS family, in Wuhan (China). Within only a
few weeks of this declaration, the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) spread outside of
China, causing thousands of deaths. The World Health Organization (WHO) declared the
COVID-19 outbreak a public health emergency of international concern and a pandemic,
on 30 January and 11 March, respectively.

Right after the alarming news broke, during the month of January 2020, the expected
response from governors, politicians, and public health experts would have been to react
as in any other life-threatening circumstance. Surprisingly, the general response instead
was a widespread under-evaluation of the risk; reporters, scientists and experts reassured
people that COVID-19 was no more dangerous than a common seasonal flu and that there
was nothing to worry about [1–5]. Even in February, when there were already a significant
number of victims in Italy (on 29 February there were already 1128 infected people and
29 deaths.), governors’ decisions to lock down the most-hit areas were slow. Information
provided to citizens on the actual danger of the disease and the level of control over the
spreading of the infection remained extremely unclear and contradictory until the first
week of March 2020 [6,7]. In addition, the recommendations about safety measures to
adopt, to prevent infection, such as hand washing, face coverings, quarantine, and social
distancing [8] were confirmed and disconfirmed several times; wearing a mask, for example,
was sometimes considered extremely important and mandatory, other times useless and
even dangerous [9–11]. This lack of clarity produced a huge degree of uncertainty among
Italians and a lack of trust towards the main sources of information. Citizens did not know
whom or what to believe.
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Research in judgment and decision-making has shown that, to deal with uncer-
tainty, individuals adopt cognitive strategies, or heuristics, in order to simplify the en-
vironment [12]. More specifically, heuristics are automatic mental shortcuts, used by
humans, to make decisions quickly, when information is complex or incomplete. Some-
times heuristics result in good decisions. Other times, they lead to systematic errors, named
cognitive biases.

In this manuscript, we first examine the main heuristics and cognitive biases that
could explain some of the most common behaviors of Italians during COVID-19 that were
problematic from a public health standpoint, such as going to crowded discotheques and
bars, refusing to wear a mask and, in general, to respect the safety measures necessary for
the control of the spreading of the infection [13–16]. We then provide solutions to help
people engage in more desirable preventive public health behaviors.

2. Heuristics and Cognitive Biases during the COVID-19 Pandemic

A key account of how lay people judge risks in uncertain situations is the availabil-
ity heuristic [12]. It is a mental shortcut that leads individuals to erroneously judge the
probability of a given event, based on how easy it is to recall that event from their mem-
ory. The easier it is to recall an event, the more that event will be estimated as frequent.
This short-cut in our thinking explains why people typically overestimate the frequency
of memorable events, even those that are, in reality, extremely rare, such as plane crashes,
being killed by a terrorist, or being attacked by a shark [17,18]. Sensational events, such as
these, are more often reported in the media, and thus they are easy to recall from our mem-
ory. Consequently, people tend to overestimate their probability, and therefore over-react;
for example, avoiding travel by plane, to visit a city where there was a terroristic attack in
the past, or to avoid swimming in the ocean.

Based on the availability heuristic, when media and politicians announced the risk of
the spreading of a deadly viral disease, Italians reacted with an erroneous under-estimation
of the danger. Their memory, indeed, is full of episodes in which journalists, and media in
general, spread alarmism for no reason. People today know well that the goal of journalists
is not merely to provide information, but to gain the greatest number of readers and viewers,
which is often achieved by playing to our emotions [19,20]. In other words, Italians are
habituated to the fact that the media sensationalize events and, thus, they do not trust them
anymore, even when it would be better to believe them.

As media, politicians are no longer trusted by Italians [21]. A recent survey by the
research institute Demos [22] showed that 85% of Italians do not trust their own parliament,
believing that politicians are mostly driven by personal interest (e.g., to achieve political
power or be reelected), rather than by a genuine interest in the general public good [23].
Consequently, citizens have under-evaluated or even completely ignored politicians’ rec-
ommendations and policies about the containment of COVID-19.

The availability heuristic is not the only cognitive strategy that can explain the reaction
of Italians to COVID-19. Many other heuristics and cognitive biases may have significantly
contributed to it. For example, research shows that one way to cope with uncertainty is to
imitate others’ behavior [24]. This tendency to believe or do something simply because most
people believe it or do it is known as the bandwagon fallacy (also called common belief,
consent heuristic, or imitation bias). The psychologist who discovered this phenomenon
is Solomon Asch [24]. In his experiment, Asch asked a group of participants to say aloud
whether two lines had the same length. In reality, all but one of the participants were actors,
who were responding according to precise instructions, provided by the experimenter.
Asch observed that the judgment of the non-actor participant was strongly affected by
the judgments of the actors, even when their judgments about the length of the lines
were clearly wrong. The reasons behind this irrational behavior are twofold, as follows:
the preference of individuals to conform to others and the tendency of individuals to derive
information from others. The bandwagon effect has been replicated in many different
domains [25] and seems to be strongest when individuals are unfamiliar with a certain
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event or when they have limited possibilities to process the information [26]. Given the
high levels of uncertainty that comes with the outbreak of a novel disease, people imitated
the behavior of others, such as going outside, gathering with family and friends, or refusing
to wear masks. This form of social influence is particularly strong among young people.
For example, Steinberg and Monahan [27] showed that younger people (between 10 and
14 years old and between 18 and 30 years old) are less resistant to peer influence. During the
COVID-19 outbreak in Italy, young individuals maintained their regular daily routines and
social contacts, even when schools and colleges were closed because of the magnitude of the
emergency (e.g., hosting house parties, group gathering at parks, travelling, etc.) [28,29].

Another relevant bias is confirmation bias, a general tendency to attribute greater impor-
tance to information that confirms, rather than contradicts, our hypotheses. The confirmation
bias was first investigated by English psychologist Peter Wason [30], with a reasoning task
known as the four-card selection task. In this task, participants were shown four cards, each
having a letter on one side and a number on the other side. The cards showed A, D, 4, and 7,
respectively. The researcher informed participants that the cards were made according to
the following rule: “if a card has the vowel A on one side, it must have the number 4 on the
other side”. Participants had to select the two cards that needed to be turned over, in order to
determine whether the rule was true or false. The correct solution consists of turning over
card A and card 7. The rule can be determined as false if there is a number other than 4
on the back of card A, and if there is the vowel A on the back of card 7. However, Wason
observed that the majority of people instead turned over cards A and 4. In other words,
rather than check the card that could have falsified their hypothesis, they simply attempted
to confirm it, not realizing that such a confirmation did not actually determine whether the
rule was true or false [31,32]. Extending this finding to decision-making behavior during
the COVID-19 outbreak, people might have erroneously focused their attention more on
information that confirmed what they already believed (e.g., that COVID-19 was similar
to the common seasonal flu, that journalists disseminate panic and anxiety for personal
interest), rather than on new evidence that supported a different conclusion (e.g., the higher
transmission rate and number of deaths compared to a common flu).

Related to confirmation bias is the ostrich effect (although we should note that os-
triches do not, in fact, bury their heads in the sand to hide from danger: https://www.
sciencefocus.com/nature/do-ostriches-really-bury-their-head-in-the-sand/, accessed on
15 November 2021), which refers to the tendency to ignore negative information by “bury-
ing one’s head in the sand”. Our natural predisposition to avoid unpleasant situations
and psychological discomfort may lead us to ignore problems, rather than coping with
the anxiety that comes with them. For example, people sometimes intentionally avoid
medical screenings for fear of receiving bad news about their health. The ostrich effect is a
very common cognitive bias in financial situations. Investors tend to check, for example,
their portfolios more often when markets are going well, rather than when markets are
performing poorly [33]. Galai and Sade [34] even found that individuals who were faced
with uncertain investments preferred an investment where the risk was unreported, over an
investment with a similar risk–return profile for which the risks were frequently reported.
As uncertainty increased, so increased the premium that investors were willing to pay for
‘the bliss of ignorance’. Extending the knowledge on the ostrich effect to the COVID-19
outbreak, it is easy to see how it might have been possible for Italians to ignore the risk of
the disease. It may appear, in its most extreme form, in the so called “COVID deniers”, who
maintain that COVID-19 does not actually exist, possibly as a way to avoid psychological
discomfort [35].

Another cognitive mechanism that might have been activated is the illusion of control;
that is, people’s tendency to overestimate their ability to control events, where there is
actually little or no control at all [36]. For example, people driving at high speed tend to
believe that they have the ability to keep the risk of getting involved in an accident under
control. As another example, gamblers in casinos throw the dice harder when they need
high numbers, and softer when they need low numbers [37,38]. A further illustration of
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the illusion of control comes from research on smokers, as follows: only 15% of occasional
smokers believe that they will ever become heavy smokers, but 43% of occasional smokers
do, in fact, become heavy smokers, within five years [39]. In line with the above findings,
during COVID-19, individuals might have erroneously believed that they could keep the
risk of contracting the infection under control, and this cognitive distortion might have
produced the behavioral response to refuse the recommended public health measures to
contain the spreading of the virus.

Two very closely related biases are illusory superiority and the optimism bias (also
known as unrealistic optimism). Illusory superiority is the tendency to believe that one
has superior qualities and abilities compared to other people [40]. For example, a large
majority of people believe their driving skills are above average [41,42]. Optimism bias is
the tendency to believe that we are less likely to experience a negative event, compared
to others [43]. For example, individuals driving without a seatbelt tend to believe that
they are less likely to have an injury, compared to other individuals driving without a
seatbelt [44]. According to this illusory superiority, Italians in the coronavirus outbreak
could have erroneously believed that their ability to contain and fight the disease was
higher than the ability of the Chinese or other countries to do so. According to the optimism
bias, Italians might have considered it less likely for the virus to hit Italy, compared to other
countries, or for themselves to catch the disease, compared to other people. Our claim is in
line with a study conducted in the United States, showing that during the first week of the
COVID-19 pandemic, individuals perceived themselves at lower risk of infection than the
average person [45].

Another influence on people’s response to COVID-19 might have been the status quo
bias, which is the tendency to prefer the current state of things over alternative options [46].
For example, when faced with various decision-making problems, participants tended
to remain with the pre-existing baseline, rather than selecting a new, potentially better,
option [47]. There is, by now, a large body of research showing that the status quo bias
heavily affects human decision-making, across many domains, from ordering the same
meals at restaurants, to renewing the same insurance and service providers, rather than risk
choosing an unfamiliar, but potentially better, alternative [48]. During COVID-19, the status
quo bias might have contributed to people’s resistance to change and their maintaining the
same life habits and routines (e.g., shaking hands, going shopping without face coverings,
traveling, eating at restaurants with family and friends, celebrating birthdays and weddings
with big parties), rather than observing the new social distancing suggestion and stay-at-
home order.

A further bias that might explain the behavioral response of Italians during the coron-
avirus disease pandemic is rationalization, which consists of justifying one’s unacceptable
or irrational behavior in a logical way so that it appears rational and right [49]. A typical
example is the tendency to explain an irrational purchase (i.e., something unnecessary and
very expensive) in a rational way, in order to reduce buyer’s remorse. During the COVID-19
outbreak, individuals who were refusing to observe the restrictions introduced, to help
stop the spread of the coronavirus, tried to explain their actions in a logical way, saying,
for example, that they had essential tasks to do outside, that they could not postpone their
very important trips, that being in company with friends and family was healthier than
isolating themselves, and so on.

In addition to the above cognitive mechanisms, the reactance bias, which is our ten-
dency to go in the opposite direction when we perceive our freedom as limited, might have
contributed to the low willingness of Italians to adopt the imposed safety measures for the
containment of COVID-19. More specifically, psychological reactance is the unpleasant feel-
ing that individuals have when they perceive that their freedom is threatened by someone
or something. As a response, they tend to go in the opposite direction, to re-establish their
behavioral freedom [50,51]. Brehm and Sensenig [50] discovered psychological reactance
in a game that required cooperation among participants. One of these participants was
actually a confederate of the researchers and was instructed to pass a note to another partic-
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ipant. In one condition, this note suggested a preference among a list of possible courses of
actions. In another condition, the note imposed a particular course of action. It was observed
that about 70% of participants accepted what was suggested, whereas only about 40% of
participants accepted what was imposed. During the COVID-19 outbreak, the numerous
impositions (i.e., wearing face coverings, social distancing, stay-at-home ordering) coming
from authorities, politicians, scientists and public health experts produced a motivation to
push back these orders, in an attempt to re-establish one’s own freedom. As a consequence,
people not only did not adopt the recommendations about the prevention and control of
COVID-19, but suddenly started to crave activities that they were not very interested in be-
fore. Interestingly, we observed that certain forbidden activities that were not very exciting
for some people before COVID-19 suddenly became highly desirable. For example, people
who never had the habit to run, became extremely interested in running, simply because
running was one of the forbidden activities. In the same way, people who were never
interested in going shopping started had a desire to go shopping. Like in Dostoevsky’s
mind game, where his brother could not stop thinking about a white bear simply because
he was told not to think of a white bear [52], it is plausible that Italians, placed in front of a
series of limitations, started to think more often of (and desire to engage in) those activities
that were prohibited [53].

Finally, the exponential growth bias could be the reason for the general under-
evaluation of both the risks associated to COVID-19 and the potential benefits from the
adoption of preventive behaviors. It seems that people struggle to understand exponential
growth, represented by either numbers or graphs [54]. More specifically, Wagenaar and
Sagaria [54] presented participants with samples of a hypothetical growth process, over the
past 5 years, and asked them to make their intuitive prediction for the next year(s). Partici-
pants systematically provided estimates below the numbers that would have fit the correct
mathematical model. Individuals, thus, systematically under-estimated exponential growth
processes. This bias explains, for example, why people tend to underestimate the long-term
benefits of investments or of a retirement plan. In the case of COVID-19, an inability to
understand exponential growth translates into an inability to understand how many indi-
viduals can be affected by one positive patient, and how many infections could be avoided
if one person adheres to COVID-19 preventive behaviors. The under-evaluation of these
effects might leave people with a low motivation to engage in preventive behaviors. Our
assumption is in line with Banerjee et al.’s work [55], conducted in Germany, U.S.A., France,
and Spain, showing that the exponential growth prediction bias, that is, the systematic
underestimation of the future number of COVID-19 cases, given the actual data on the
disease growth, is a significant predictor of compliance with safety measures, such as
wearing masks and practicing social distancing.

3. Solutions

In light of the high levels of uncertainty during the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the activation of heuristics and biases explains very well why many Italians were
acting in ways that were not in their own interest or in the interest of their community.

Given the alarming spread of the coronavirus and the growing number of victims
that it is still affecting, but also with regards to future pandemics, it appears crucial to
help people think more rationally [56]. A first public health intervention to help people
behave more logically is to teach them the particular way in which the human mind works,
showing with practical examples how people’s thinking and behavior deviates from formal
rationality. Raising people’s awareness of the fact that their mind tricks them in many im-
portant ways is already a big step towards better decision-making. For example, in medical
decision-making, it has been shown that explicit instructions aimed at improving clinicians’
awareness of cognitive biases, significantly reduces diagnostic errors [57]. Policymakers
could realize such educational interventions through campaigns, messages, advertisements,
videos and appropriate training sessions, specifically designed to improve lay people’s
awareness and understanding of the most common cognitive biases. Previous research
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has shown that even a single training session, presented either as an interactive computer
game or an educational video, reduced many biases, in both the short and long-term and
in different contexts [58].

A second intervention would be to make use of nudges that lead people towards
better decisions [59]. The effectiveness of nudging for improving health behaviors has been
shown in prior literature. Even small alterations in the decision-making environment (also
known as “choice architecture”) significantly promotes optimal health decisions, such as
a higher willingness to participate in a diabetes intervention [60], to get a vaccine [61,62],
to use sunscreen [63], or to eat more vegetables [64]. For example, in a self-service cafeteria,
it has been observed that simply changing the position of vegetables, so they can be easily
reachable, and positioning the more calorie-dense food in a difficult-to-reach location,
leads diners to buy healthier meals [64]. Based on these findings, a possible intervention
to improve the use of masks and hand washing, during the current pandemic, could be
to place free disposable masks and hand sanitizers in grocery stores, malls, offices, and
public places, so that it is easy for citizens to adhere to COVID-19 preventive behaviors.
Unfortunately, quite the opposite happened in Italy, where the government imposed the
use of masks, but masks were not widely available in pharmacies or stores and, when
available, they were not sold at a reasonable price [65–68].

A further intervention could consist of exploiting the very biases we described above,
in order to boost compliance with preventive behavior. For example, highlighting examples
of many other people wearing masks could activate the bandwagon fallacy and lead to
imitations of this desirable behavior. Another example could be to highlight examples
of people who got heavily infected after not wearing masks, which could activate the
availability heuristic and lead to more people wearing masks.

Another way to help people act more rationally and, thus, to increase their willingness
to adhere to COVID-19 preventive behaviors is the use of clear and effective communication,
which takes into consideration the limitations of human cognition [69]. In particular,
communication should avoid information and choice overload [70–73]. Communication
should be simple, and it should illustrate what people should do and not do, in a way
that it is easy to understand for everyone. Giving people too much information and too
many choices can lead to the effect of people avoiding making decisions altogether, if they
become overwhelmed by the complexity [74–79].

Messages should be built taking into account not only our cognitive limitations in
processing a large amount of information, but also the fact that many individuals are low
in numeracy, which is the ability to comprehend and use basic probability and numerical
concepts [80,81]. Research findings showed that numeracy is related to rational decision-
making. In particular, individuals low in numeracy are more susceptible to certain cognitive
biases and make worse health decisions when these decisions imply the understanding
of basic mathematical concepts [82]. Interestingly, Gurmankin et al. [83] observed that
individuals low in numeracy trusted verbal risk information more than numeric risk
information from physicians.

Given these limitations, as well as the fact that people struggle to understand expo-
nential growth [54,55], any information about risks (such as transmission rate, number of
infected people, number of deaths) should be presented in a way that does not require high
numerical ability to be understood, nor high predictive exponential growth abilities. As an
alternative strategy, research recently conducted in Ireland showed that messages high-
lighting the risk of COVID-19 transmission to identifiably vulnerable people (such as an
elderly person, someone with a previous health condition, or a worker in healthcare) were
more effective in promoting social distancing than messages highlighting the exponential
transmission rate of COVID-19 [84]. The cognitive bias activated in this case refers to the
higher willingness of individuals to help specific identifiable victims, rather than victims
that are described statistically [85].

When statistics are communicated, it is essential that their meaning for both the
individual and the population are properly explained. Importantly, information should
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always be represented in terms of frequencies (5 out of 10 people are affected), rather than
probabilities (50% of people are affected). An abundance of research has shown that
frequency formats dramatically enhance people’s performance on probabilistic tasks [86,87].
There are two main reasons why frequencies are easier to process than probabilities, one
evolutionary and one computational [88]. From an evolutionary perspective, natural
frequencies have always been the way in which humans have experienced numerical
information in the visible and tangible world, whereas probabilities are an abstract concept.
Probabilistic reasoning is, therefore, a relatively recent achievement in human history.
From a computational point of view, frequencies involve operations with whole numbers,
rather than with fractions, which makes them simpler and easier to process.

Moreover, communication should take into account individual differences in decision-
making. For example, decision-makers can be distinguished as maximizers or satisficers;
the former spend substantial time and effort analyzing all information available in order to
make the best choice; the latter instead evaluate a smaller amount of information, spending
less time and effort, to find a good enough option [89–91]. Interestingly, it seems that
maximizers and satisficers differ in the way they weigh desirability and feasibility in their
decision-making [92]. Desirability is the benefit derived from a given option, whereas
feasibility refers to the difficulty of obtaining that option. Research findings show that maxi-
mizers focus more on desirability than feasibility aspects [93] and, thus, they tend to choose
options that are highly desirable, even if difficult to reach (e.g., a beautiful vacation desti-
nation, even though it is very far). On the contrary, satisficers consider feasibility as more
important than desirability and, thus, prefer options that are more feasible, even though
less desirable (e.g., a closer vacation destination that it is good enough). Based on these
findings, public health policymakers should generate messages, campaigns and advertise-
ments that speak to both maximizers and satisficers, by highlighting both the desirability
of adopting the suggested preventive behaviors (e.g., how many lives can be saved) as
well as the feasibility of adhering to such behaviors (e.g., how easy it is to adhere to
preventive behaviors).

Finally, communication should be transparent and avoid misinformation, for at least
two important reasons. Transparency and truthfulness are key elements in establishing
trust among the interlocutors. As a direct consequence, trust in the government would in-
crease individuals’ willingness to cooperate with official guidelines, to fight the COVID-19
pandemic. In addition, though, a transparent and truthful communication reduces uncer-
tainty and, with that, the need for people to use heuristics, rather than a more rational
decision process.

Unfortunately, misinformation is now a big concern of public interest. It is spread
in society, either inadvertently or purposely, by media, politicians, governments, rumors,
and even corporations. The most dangerous aspect of misinformation is that, once dis-
seminated, it is very difficult to correct [94]. Research showed that interventions aimed
at rectifying misinformation are mostly ineffective. For example, in 1998, in the United
Kingdom, the false belief was spread about a link between childhood vaccines and autism.
Even after years of corrective campaigns, showing the lack of evidence of such a link,
many continued to reject vaccines for their children [95]. Because erroneous beliefs persist
even after expensive corrective actions, avoiding misinformation is very important when
messages about the pandemic are given to the public. For example, the incorrect infor-
mation provided by public health experts and scientists at the beginning of the epidemic,
that COVID-19 was nothing more than a common flu, persisted for months, even as the
number of deaths and infected people were clearly showing the invalidity of such a claim.
In conclusion, as recently stated in the Lancet [96], “There may be no way to prevent a
COVID-19 pandemic in this globalized time, but verified information is the most effective
prevention against the disease of panic”.

The present manuscript focused on Italians’ response to the COVID-19 emergency.
However, similar considerations could be extended to irrational decisions made in any
other country, as cognitive biases are notoriously culture independent [97].
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