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Abstract—The Covid epidemic is a disaster that happens
once every hundred years. Therefore, many problems that the
authorities as well as the professionals do not know how to re-
act during this epidemic including the crisis communication. In
the early stages, when there was no consensus on how to com-
municate on the issue of Covid-19 disease, governments had
different options for their communication campaigns. This
study explores the impact of cultural factors on the choice of
government communication campaigns during the pandemic
using content analysis and discourse analysis techniques. The
results of the study show that in the beginning cultural factors
can lead to different choices in government propaganda cam-
paigns on online platforms. However, over time, these cam-
paigns gradually became similar, although cultural differences
persisted.

Index Terms—culture, Covid-19, government communica-
tion, individualism/collectivism, power distance.

I. INTRODUCTION

Covid-19 pandemic is one of the global problems which
impacts all countries all around the world. As this is a new
virus to humanity, there was no standardization in dealing
with it. Some countries chose the strict reaction with face-
mask mandatory and lockdown the whole city, some other
countries chose the non-interfering methods and left the de-
cision to individuals. For example, for those who have close
contact with a Covid patient, nations in the East such as
China and VN required mandatory quarantine at a public
center or a hotel while many countries in the West recom-
mended self- quarantine at home.

Many observations pointed out the pattern “West versus
East"

cultural difference between the responses of various
countries, especially in the early stage of this pandemic,
when this disease is an unknown risk. Marion, Tobias and
Yong-Yueh (2018) [1] stated the way different governments
in different areas responses to uncertainty risk of Covid-19
reflected their own cultural characteristics. For instance,
these authors said that the swift and widespread actions of
the Taiwan government and people is a sign of the high
level of institutional collectivism in that country while the
individualism in Sweden makes this country choose a softer
approach. When examining the response of the VN govern-
ment, Kris, Sarah & Azad (2021) [2] explained the success
of this country in controlling the pandemic so far is due to
the “whole country” approach, when everyone worked to-
gether to fight Covid-19. In the study of Moon and Sanchez-
Rodriguez (2021), the Koreans with a higher social hierar-
chy mindset had more personal acceptability toward govern-

113

ment policies related to this pandemic than their Spanish
counterparts.

This paper aims to understand how culture affects the
government’s response regarding communication when
dealing with uncertainty, with the comparison of two coun-
tries belonging to two cultural divides: Vietnam (VN) repre-
sented for the East and the United Kingdom (UK) repre-
sented for the West. The results would contribute scholar-
ship on the integration between the relation of pandemic re-
sponse and culture when dealing with uncertainty risk. Fur-
thermore, this study will inform policy makers about a coun-
try's cultural attributes in building the national image and
communication with a global audience.

II. LiteraTURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

A. Literature Review

There have been many studies stated these variants in
governmental responses are due to the cultural differences
between communities (Velamoor & Persad, 2020 [3]; Airhi-
henbuwa et al., 2020 [4]; Darwin et al, 2021 [5]; Wang,
Bandera & Yan, 2021 [6]). For example, Velamoor & Per-
sad, (2020) suggested that countries with a strong political
culture of command-and-control governance (Singapore,
South Korea, China, Russia, North Korea), tend to use the
strategies that apply for all populations, no matter if they
like it or not. Meanwhile, in many countries in the West
(USA, UK, Canada), with the cultural emphasis on individu-
alism, the protective measures are more flexible, which can
apply for citizens from diverse backgrounds. Atalay & Sol-
mazer (2021) [7] pointed out that countries like the Nether-
lands, Sweden, and the UK with the culture of having high
trust in individuals, had issued the social distancing regula-
tions replying on the voluntary of their citizens while coun-
tries with the culture of having lower trust in the willingness
of their citizens, such as Italy, Spain, and France had more
strict strategies, which somewhat forced the people restrict
their mobility. Meanwhile, the governmental responses in
Germany were consistent and calculated, showing the high
uncertainty avoidance culture of this country and the re-
sponse of Sweden (Marion, Tobias and Yong-Yueh, 2018).
Another author, Verma (2020) [8] also drew the relevance
between the Chinese government's support for other coun-
tries in Covid-19 after receiving the help from others with
the tradition of repaying the kindness here.

Culture matters not only the institutional and individual
response to a pandemic, but also the outcomes. Wang, Ban-
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dera & Yan (2021) found the statistical relation between In-
dividualism vs Collectivism (IDV) and death rate. The coun-
tries with higher IDV had higher regional mortality rate,
which suggests the contribution of the “freedom” mindset
but only focused on their own health, not of the others. Be-
sides that, Gelfand et al (2020) stated the growth rates of
COVID-19 is considerably slower in the countries with high
collectivism (eg. Hong Kong, Taiwan, and South Korea).
Other studies (Biddlestone, Green and Douglas, 2020 [9];
Im, Wang, Chen, 2021 [10]; Gokmen, Baskici & Ercil, 2021
[11]) also found vertical individualism has a negative rela-
tionship while horizontal collectivism has positive correla-
tion with the willingness to engage in prevention measures
of individuals in Covid-19. However, other research also
stated that the responsible parties for the outcomes of Covid-
19 are not just individual features but also the effectiveness
of policies and the medical system (Lupu, Maha & Viorica,
2020) [12], national interpersonal distance preferences
(Gokmen, Turen, Erdem & Tokmak, 2020) [13], socioeco-
nomic factors, medical, environmental, and influenza-like
illness factor (Cao et al, 2020) [14].

Regarding culture, although there is no unique frame for
culture, (Cecilia, 2020) [15], culture is widely considered as
an ecosystem of values, beliefs, and symbols in a commu-
nity that will affect the behaviour of people of that culture
(Peacock, 1981) [16]. Majority of scholars in the field agree
that culture consists of three elements: (1) patterns of
thought; (2) patterns of behavior and artifacts; (3) skills and
knowledge for using these artifacts (Qingxue, 2003) [17]. In
which, the culture value, which is defined as “shared con-
ceptions of what is good and desirable in the culture, the
cultural ideals” (Schwartz, 2011) [18] were examined in
many studies, including those related to Covid-19 as it could
help to explain the ways social actors conduct their behav-
iors. For example, the cultural values used to understand the
reasons and effects of imposing various variants of social
distancing measures and the expectation on voluntary be-
havior (Atalay & Solmazer, 2021).

When looking at the cultural patterns, many scholars
pointed out the noticeable difference between Western and
Eastern cultures, in the cultural values and orientations
(Yang et al, 2019 [19]; Thomas et al, 2019 [20]; Jia & Kret-
tenauer, 2017 [21]). With the note that these difference is
base on the major views shared by the most influential
group of people, (Qingxue, 2003) stated 4 main differences
between two cultural patterns: (1) High-context Versus
Low-context Communication;(2) Individualism Versus Col-
lectivism; (3) Equality Versus Hierarchy; (4) Assertiveness
Versus Interpersonal Harmony. Another distinction is Hofst-
ede's model which divides culture into 6 different dimen-
sions: individualism/collectivism, power distance, uncer-
tainty avoidance, masculinity/femininity, long term orienta-
tion and indulgence. It can be seen that there are two similar
characteristics between two approaches, including Individu-
alism Versus Collectivism and Equality Versus Hierarchy.
In their article, Marion, Tobias and Yong-Yueh (2018) sug-
gested that the distinction in strategies of different nations
could lie in the cultural values of them. For example, the in-
fluence of Confucianism in the East Asian countries makes
the government tend to rely on hierarchy and thus citizens
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have more acceptance from the citizens for the protective
measures while the individualism in the West encourages a
different approach.

Meanwhile, there are many studies pointing out the im-
portance of media and communications in the pandemic.
Anwar, Malik, Raees, & Anwar (2020) [22] argues that the
media is the main source of getting information about
Covid-19 for the citizens of many countries. It also helped
the Center For Disease Control And Prevention (CDC) and
the World Health Organization (WHO) provided quickly
and widespread information for public health. Yan, Tang,
Gabriele & Wu, (2016) [23] also the correlation between the
media reports and behavior changes toward the 2009 A/
HINI1 influenza epidemic in China. The UK COVID-19
news and information project [24] found out that the UK
public, who are well- informed about COVID-19 tend to fol-
low government guidelines and take precautionary measures
if needed. These studies also stated that the miscommunica-
tion also brings negative consequences on citizens such as
fear, psychological stress and anxiety. In which, government
communication is considered as important lessons as it
would help the nations deal with uncertainty risk and health
communication in the future. The role of government com-
munication has been examined in various countries, such as
the United Arab Emirates (Radwan & Mousa, 2020) [25];
United States (Kim & Kreps, 2020) [26]; UK (Karen, 2020)
[27]; VN (Kris, Sarah & Azad, 2021).

As Covid-19 is a global pandemic, there has been many
published articles investigated different factors influence the
institutional reactions to this unknown disease (Gokmen,
Baskici & Ercil, 2021; Kapoor & Tagat, 2021 [28]; Marion,
Tobias and Yong-Yueh, 2018). However, most of these
studies focus on the policies and lack of articles comparing
the difference of governmental communication about Covid-
19 through the lens of culture, although mass media and
communication have significant impacts on the behaviour of
people in a country. There has been no studies comparing
the Eastern—Western cultural differences reflected on two
different approaches by government communication over
time. To fill that gaps in literature review, this article aims to
seek the answer for two research question

Research question 1: How the government communica-
tion of these East and West cultures have changed over the
time?

Research question 2: How do those differences in cultural
values affect the government communication about the
SARS- CoV-2 virus?

To answer the research question 2, there are a couple of
hypotheses developed as below

B. Hypothesis development

Although there are many characteristics of a national cul-
ture, this study will focus on two only: Individualism Versus
Collectivism (IND and COL) and Equality Versus Hierarchy
(power distance). The reasons, first of all, IND and COL are
considered as the key cultural characteristics that explain the
difference of different cultures (Triandis, 2001) [29]. Sec-
ondly, this cultural dimension also helps to explain why
some governments use the strict preventive measures to pro-
tect the big population and why some other nations use the
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mild methods to protect the rights of their individual citi-
zens. The reason for using the power distance affects the de-
cision to use technological solutions intervention for tracing,
tracking and monitoring in Covid-19 (TSI), (Gupta, Shoja &
Mikalef, 2021) [30]. The TSI could be considered as an im-
portant factor in the governmental responses to this pan-
demic.

Previous studies (Qingxue, 2003); Marion, Tobias and
Yong- Yueh, 2018; Velamoor & Persad, 2020) explained
that the difference between two cultural value with Eastern
culture has a high level of institutional collectivism, while
the Western culture has a high level of individualism, lead to
difference reactions of the institution. Collectivism is de-
fined as the tendency to place the need and interest of a
group higher than those of individuals while individualism
has the opposite meaning (Trubisky, Ting-Toomey & Lin,
1991) [31]. There are many articles examining the reflection
of individualism and collectivism by words on books
(Twenge, Campbell, & Gentile, 2012) [32], social media
(Pezzuti & Leonhardt, 2020) [33], advertisement (Pineda et
al, 2015) [34]. According to a multinational survey (Hofst-
ede-insights, 2021a) [35], UK is considered as a country that
highly values individualism with an 89 score in individual-
ism. Meanwhile, according to this company, VN only has a
20 score of individualism, which means this country is
highly collectivism (Hofstede-insights, 2021b) [36]. Regard-
ing government communication, it’s estimated that the UK
would show more individualism and less collectivism than
VN. Therefore, there are two hypotheses were developed:

Hypothesis la: UK government communication men-
tioned more individualism words than VN

Hypothesis 1b: UK government communication men-
tioned less collectivism words than VN

Another difference between the UK and VN is power dis-
tance

(PD), which implies the inequality in a society, regarding
the distribution of power in society. The country with high
PD would have the expectation that citizens will have a
more accepting attitude to the institutional actions although
the individuals might not have the preference of following
these directions. VN scores 70 in the PD dimension, which
means that people tend to accept an order from the govern-
ment (Hofstede-insights, 2021b). Meanwhile, the UK scored
only 35 in PD, which means people would not easily accept
the orders from higher hierarchy positions. Regarding TSI,
COVID-19 has forced authorities to use different strategies
to mitigate the COVID-19 such as locking down, social dis-
tancing, contact tracing and self-quarantine. These solutions
interfered with some part of the daily life of the subjects.
For example, the contact tracing would reveal who, where,
and when that person had close contact with others. The
locking down, social distancing and self-quarantine have
limited the movement of people. Therefore, it’s expected
that countries with high PD experienced little to no resis-
tance from people in doing these TSI and government com-
munication would mention more about them. Meanwhile,
countries with low PD would not use the TSI often as they
get strong reactions from their citizens. Therefore, there are
two hypotheses for the PD of two countries, UK and VN:

Hypothesis 2: VN government communication mentioned
more about TSI than UK.

III. METHODOLOGY

For analysing the government communication of VN, the
published information related to Covid-19 posted on the
English site of VN government portal (http://chinhphu.vn/
portal/page/portal/English) was collected. The chosen time
frame was one year, from April 2020 to April 2021. The
English site was chosen for the comparison purpose with the
UK site. Besides that, an English-language Vietnamese
Government portal is chosen as this study aim to examine
the propaganda that Vietnamese government to the interna-
tional audiences as well as the Vietnamese living abroad.

On the UK counterpart, information in the News and
Communication session, with the task Coronavirus (Covid-
19) on the official website of the UK government (https://
www.gov.uk/) were crawled. The time frame is similar to
the information on VN government website.

The reason for chosing this time range is because there
were three waves of Covid-19 in that time in VN, in which
the latter is bigger than the previous one. Regarding to UK,
this period also has many important events related to Covid-
19 such as the UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson got Covid,
The UK passes 100,000 coronavirus deaths.; UK human
COVID-19 vaccine trials start; UK Prime Minister Boris
Johnson confirms that the UK’s easing of lockdown will go
ahead as planned on the 12th April.

The tool for getting information is OutWit Hub, which is
a tool for extracting information from a Web page. The au-
thor created many “scrapers” which define which part of the
information on the website should be collected in the code
source. After the “scrapers” was tested for effectiveness, it
would be used for automatically collecting all the articles
published on those websites in the defined time frame.

For data analysing, for answering Hypothesis 1, consider-
ing this article analyse written words in English, this study
used the list of words developed by Twenge, Campbell, &
Gentile, (2012). Base on its uniqueness, the top 10 individu-
alistic words were chosen: “sole”, “individual”, “personal”,
“unique”, “unique*”, “self’, “independen®”, “oneself”,
“soloist”, “identity”. The top 10 collectivism words were
chosen: “commun*”, “unit*”, “team*”, “collecti*”, “vil-
lage”, “group”, “everyone”, “family”, “share”, “union”.

For answering Hypothesis 2, words related to TSI, includ-
ing locking down/lockdown, social distancing/social dis-
tance, contact tracing/tracing and self-quarantine are used in
analysing articles posted on these websites.

IV. REesuLrs

A. Descriptive Statistics

VNese government portal published 1073 articles related
to the information about Covid-19. There were three waves
of Covid-19 in VN:

(1) 29 July 2020 to 23 August 2020,

(2) 26 January 2021 to 26 February 2021, (3) from 30
April 2021.

It can be seen from the chart that in the beginning, the
government issued a lot of information about this pandemic.
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However, this number was decreasing over the time and sta-
ble at 5-6 articles about this sickness although there was a
new wavev of vCovid-19. Interest in this topic in govern-
ment communication over the time. The reason for this phe-
nomenon is suggested as COVID fatigue (a term describing
the sense of exhaustion from the audience to be exposed to
the information related to this pandemic for too long and too
often so that they don’t want to hear about it again). Another
reason for that decrease is that the coronavirus is not new in-
formation after one year and it is replaced by the more up-
dated topics.

B. Statistical Analyse

Meanwhile, the UK government website also revealed a
similar pattern with the total number of articles related to
coronavirus in April 2020 is 1.5 times higher than in March
2020 and 3 times higher than in April 2020. Although in
January 2021, there was a Covid-19 wave in UK, In March,
2020, there were several actions by the UK government to
control and suppress the coronavirus (COVID-19) variant,
to encourage the citizens to take vaccines, to provide practi-
cal sport for disabled children and so on.

25

Fig. 1 The articles related to Covid-19 that was published on the VN
government portal
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Fig. 2 The articles related to Covid-19 that was published on the UK
government portal

The decrease in the number of published information re-
lated to Covid-19 on both websites showed that although
two countries had two different approaches to Covid-19 in
the early stage, the amount of information all decreased al-
though there have been many waves of Covid-19 in both
countries in that period of time. Both of the two countries
showed the decrease of interest in the information of this
sickness over the time. It could be explained as at the begin-
ning of this pandemic, most nations did not know much
about this virus so the government needed to provide lots of
information about this virus. This finding is similar to the
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study of (Pearman et al) [37] on media coverage of COVID-
19 of 102 mainstream newspapers in seven regions from
Dec 30, 2019 to Nov 1, 2020, which showed the decline in
not just the number of published articles.
Therefore, the answer for research question 1 is that in
general, both countries in two cultures showed a decreasing.
TABLE I

THE RESULT OF INDEPENDENT SAMPLES TEST OF THE INDIVIDUALISTIC
WORDS AND COLLECTIVISM WORDS BETWEEN UK AND VN

| N | Sig. [Sig. (2-tailed)) Mean
Individualistic Words
VN 1073 .000 .000 0.000932
UK 1265 0.062451
Collectivism words
VN 1073 .000 152 0.122088
UK 1265 0.097233

Regarding the reflection of IND and COL, the articles are
analysed by computer for the presence of the IND and COL
words. For individualism words, they are “sole”, “individ-
ual”, “personal”, “unique”, “unique*”, “self’, “indepen-
den*”, “oneself”, “soloist”, “identity”. For comparison pur-
poses, the Independent Samples T-Test is used for each total
presence of words related to individualism and collectivism
in two samples to see if there are statistical differences be-
tween them. It can be seen in the analysis that there is a sta-
tistical significant difference between Individualistic Words
of the articles published on the websites of two govern-
ments. In particular, the mean of UK in this variant is higher
than in VN, therefore, the articles of UK showed more indi-
vidualism in this case. Therefore, Hypothesis la is sup-
ported.

Meanwhile, in the variant Collectivism words, there is no
statistical significant difference between UK and VN. Hy-
pothesis 1b is not supported in this case.

TABLE II
THE RESULT OF INDEPENDENT SAMPLES TEST OF THE PD WORDS
BETWEEN
UK AND VN
| N | Sig. | Sig. (2-tailed) | Mean
Power Distance Words
VN 1073 .0.001576 0.109782 0.4
UK 1265 0.6

It’s expected that if Hypothesis la is supported then Hy-
pothesis 1b is also supported. However, this finding, the UK
government showed the same collectivism words in the gov-
ernment communication with VN. In a previous study of
(Jiang & Wei & Zhang, 2021) [39], the authors suggested
that although individualism and collectivism's cultural di-
mension could impact the outcomes of government re-
sponses to the coronavirus pandemic, the quality of govern-
ment works can change the direction. Another possibility is
that the UK Government had promoted collectivism to the
citizens in later communication (University of Kent,
2020) [40].

Regarding the PD, the articles were analysed for the
words: “lock* down”, “social distanc*”, “contact trac*”
and“quarantine”. For comparison purposes, the Indepen-
dent Samples T-Test also is used.
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Because Sig. (2-tailed) = 0.109782 > 0.05, therefore,
there is no statistically significant difference between UK
and VN in this cultural dimension. Therefore, the hypothe-
sis 2 “VN government communication mentioned more
about TSI than UK” is not supported.

This result contradicts with the expectation that the coun-
try with high PD like VN should mention more about the
technological intervention to mitigate the COVID-19.
However, this finding is aligned with the statements that
VN has been one of the successful countries in controlling
this pandemic (Kris, Sarah & Azad, 2021; Pham et al, 2021
[41]). Therefore, this country would use less intervention
technologies to force the citizens to limit their mobilities.

V. DiscussioN AND LIMITATIONS

A. Practical implications

When comparing two countries represented for two dif-
ferent cultural directions, the West and the East, this study
found that although these cultures share the same decreasing
interest with Covid-19 information over the time, the differ-
ence between two cultures is not much different. Although
the nation with high individualism such as the UK showed
the tendency of caring about individuals, it also moved more
in the direction of promoting collectivism to its citizens dur-
ing the pandemic. The reason for it could be that the collec-
tivism mindset has proven its effectiveness in the early stage
of pandemic. Besides that, as the country represented for the
Easten culture, VN, has been quite successful in isolating
the coronavirus, it allows the government of this country to
mention the same amount of intervention technologies with
the country with high PD like UK. This result implies that
the govermatal responses in Covid-19 are influenced by
many other factors, not just cultural values and the direc-
tions for the reactions are similar between two differences in
culture over the time.

B.  Regional hybridity and the impact of globalisation on

Vietham's response to COVID-19

Vietnamese culture combined various values from neigh-
bour countries for many decades. Luong (2016) by his obse-
vations, pointed that the cultural hybridity of the postmodern
era is rooted in the West’s particular historical and cultural
trajectories does not work well in the society like Vietnam
due to its own historical development. This cultural hybrid-
ity lead to the similarities as well as the diffirencies between
two countries, representing for the East and the West toward
one global health crisis. The unique cultural characteristics
of Vietnam can be seen in the slogan in the Covid-19, which
is "fighting the epidemic like fighting the enemy", "getting
the people as the root".

Second, as Vietnam used the quarantine to control various
disease before such as MERS-CoV, A/H5N1 bird flu, it’s
natural for the government chosing this approach at first
rather than living with the virus. Secondly, the Eatern cul-
ture value the collectivisim, therefore, the well-being of ma-
jority is put before the individuals.

The third consideration is the political landscape of Viet-
nam. As a communist country, Vietnam share the same ap-
proach with China, with the emphasis is “the state of Viet-

nam is a state of the people, by the people and for the peo-
ple”. Going along with this motto is the guidelines and poli-
cies in Covid-19 that put people at the center, as the goal
and driving force of socio-economic development, demon-
strate the superiority of the socialist regime.

C. Limitations

Although this study is a unique attempt to understand
government communication in Covid-19 pandemic through
a cultural lens, it also has many limitations. First of all, re-
garding the theoretical aspects, it just examined the differ-
ence in two cultural dimensions. Therefore, the effects of
other dimensions are unknown and need more investigation.
Another limitation is there many other cross-cultural models
which could be used in such a study. A wider range of these
models are needed for comparison of all the possible aspects
of a national culture. Secondly, the data is just collected in
one recent year time frame. If the data is collected from the
beginning of the pandemic to present, it would provide a
more complete picture of the government communication
over the time. Besides that, this study focuses only on the
news provided by the government while the government
communication in the pandemic includes many activities, in
various channels. More investigation in other forms of gov-
ernment communication should be conducted in the future
to understand the whole landscape of this field. Finally,
there is a lack of considering other information communica-
tion technologies (ICTs) such as the apps developed by the
government or social media. It could be the main source of
information about preventive measures for citizens. Explor-
ing the intersection of ICTs and government activities could
insight the movement of these information and its impacts
on human behaviours.

D. Further directions

This study showed the importance of further cross-cul-
tural research in governmental responses to Covid-19 pan-
demic, especially the change of these actions over the time
and the comparison between different nations in the latter
stage of this pandemic to answer the questions such as: How
can we see the whole view of the governmental responses to
the pandemic? What are the role of other factors in the inter-
section with cultural values of each country? If the reactions
to the pandemic are standardized for all the countries? If we
could use the good practice responses in dealing with the
unknown risk in the future? The results could contribute to
the knowledge for risk communication from the institutional
levels.
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