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Abstract
Defined by threat, urgency, and uncertainty, crises produce 
opportunities for government leaders to exploit and create 
meaning around their policy decisions in such unstable 
circumstances. In narrating their preferred policy solutions, 
one of the tools governments can use is relying on evidence-
based information. However, some studies have also stressed 
the importance of recovering emotional inputs when directing 
the public toward policy compliance. Based upon this premise, 
we first propose an original typology intersecting evidence/
emotions with loss/gain-framed narrative dimensions, enriching 
the analytical tools available to the Narrative Policy Framework 
(NPF), especially when it is applied to studying and interpreting 
the formulation of policy narratives in times of crisis. We then 
propose a set of expectations that are empirically tested against 
the narrative strategies concerning the vaccination campaign 
during the COVID-19 crisis in two European countries, Italy 
and France. By taking into account the official public statements 
of the executive leaders and health ministers, they have been 
analyzed through the Discourse Network Analyzer (DNA) 
software, incorporating our typology into the NPF coding 
scheme. The analysis shows that tracing leaders' policy narratives 
back to the evidence/emotion and gain/loss dimensions allows 
more nuanced differences to emerge that are not immediately 
observable by resorting to the NPF standard categories. Indeed, 
although the stories of vaccination against COVID-19 told in 
the two countries are broadly similar in terms of the characters 
and the moral of the story, and emotion-based narrative 
strategies prevail in both contexts, we observe a greater overall 
use of admonitions and scaring tactics in France than in Italy. 
Moreover, when looking at the evolution of strategies over time, 
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INTRODUCTION

In the context of crises, generally defined by high levels of urgency, uncertainty, and threat, leaders 
have a pivotal role in defining and making sense of what is happening. Especially in these conditions, 
they have the responsibility to tell their story convincingly to push for their preferred policy solutions 
to solve the critical situation. Leaders are compelled to make and communicate decisions amidst signif-
icant ambiguity, requiring frequent adjustments as the situation evolves and more information becomes 
available. This complexity makes consistent, evidence-based risk communication challenging yet essen-
tial for gaining public compliance.

How leaders create meaning around policy decisions and the behavioral expectations they set for 
citizens is vital to crisis management (Ansell et al., 2014). In situations marked by widespread anxiety, 
distress, and psychological fatigue, some studies emphasize the importance of narratives (i.e., organiz-
ing information through stories) and emotional appeals (e.g., fear, love, altruism, and civic sense) over 
mere scientific evidence (such as statistical data) in enhancing risk perception and persuading the public 
to follow governmental directives (Agranov et al., 2021; Betsch et al., 2011; Brewer et al., 2017).

Conversely, based on the psychological theory of prospect (Tversky & Khaneman, 1981), other schol-
ars have revisited the debate on the efficacy of gain-framed versus loss-framed messages, positing that 
loss-framed information is more effective in promoting policy compliance than gain-framed messages 
(Nan, 2012; Zhang et al., 2023).

To the best of our knowledge, integrating these two analytical dimensions (evidence-based vs. emotion-
based arguments and gain-framed vs. loss-framed messages) to analyze and classify how leaders construct 
their policy narratives in uncertain and ambiguous situations has not yet been explored. In effect, even if 
previous studies have, to a certain extent, connected some of these dimensions, they have mostly investi-
gated narratives from the recipients' side. Namely, most contributions have explored and tested the effects 
of narratives on public opinion, perception and trust of political leaders. For example, by focusing on the 
Italian case, Loner et al. (2023) conducts a descriptive analysis of which political leaders' images emerged 
among citizens during the pandemic. Alongside his work, also van der Meer et al. (2023) and Hegewald 
and Schraff's  (2024) contributions analyze the recipients' perspectives, by testing the relation between 
crisis-induced negative emotions and leaders support, as well as public opinion dynamics at the beginning 
of the pandemic. Meanwhile, other studies that have examined leaders' narrative styles during crises have 
done so primarily by looking at how they addressed and framed macro-issues (such as in the case of the 
pandemic, the role of science, see Loner et al., 2023) rather than policy solutions.

Building on this premise, this article proposes a typology of narrative strategies grounded on the 
two dichotomies “evidence-based vs. emotion-based arguments” and “gain-framed vs. loss-framed 
messages” for analyzing crisis leadership and policy communication, which we believe could enrich 
the analytical tools available to the Narrative Policy Framework (NPF), especially when it is applied 
to studying and interpreting policy narratives in times of crisis. First, we outline general expecta-
tions regarding the selection and combination of these strategies throughout crises to enhance public 
compliance with measures to counteract the crisis. Then, to empirically test these hypotheses and 
assess their contribution to the NPF analytical lenses, we examine leaders' policy narratives during 
the COVID-19 vaccination campaign in Italy and France. Indeed, as Boin and Lodge (2021) suggest, 
“the COVID-19 crisis provides a unique opportunity to compare and explore how national crisis 

the stability of gain-framed narratives in the Italian case seems 
less consistent with the progressively more intrusive nature of 
the policy solutions adopted by the government.

K E Y W O R D S
COVID-19, crisis leadership, policy narratives
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leaders responded to the same megacrisis, operating under very similar levels of uncertainty” (p. 
1132). To do that, utilizing the methodological tools of discourse network analysis, we have built 
and then analyzed an original dataset including official public statements from executive leaders and 
health ministers of the two countries.

The article is structured as follows: in Section 2, we outline our theoretical-analytical framework by 
bridging the literature on crisis leadership, risk perception and the Narrative Policy Framework, result-
ing in an original typology of narrative strategies and the deriving expectations. Section 3 illustrates the 
research design and methods, the case selection and the data. Empirical findings and their discussion 
are presented in Sections 4 and 5, followed by some concluding remarks and further research avenues 
in Section 6.

HOW DO L EA DERS M A K E SENSE OF A CR ISIS?

Since the 1980s, perturbations within and/or across policy subsystems have been considered as windows 
of opportunity (Kingdon, 1995) to be exploited to get to policy change. Such perturbations, shocks, and 
focusing events are more commonly labeled as crises. In traditional crisis management literature, crises 
are defined by three necessary conditions: threat, uncertainty, and urgency (Boin et al., 2018). Once 
these three conditions are experienced and perceived by a group, an organization, or a community, they 
affect their political and psychological mechanisms and, therefore, their behavior (Ansell et al., 2014). 
Along with these three conditions, crises are circumscribed by three dimensions (Ansell et al., 2010):

1.	 Political boundaries: a geographically delimited jurisdiction;
2.	 Functional boundaries: a policy subsystem;
3.	 Temporal boundaries: clear beginning and ending.

However, in the last two decades, the acknowledgement that crises may go beyond these three di-
mensions has dawned on crisis management scholars, introducing the concept of transboundary crises 
(Boin, 2009). In effect, crises may affect multiple jurisdictions, moving from the local to the national 
level and even reaching the supranational one. Crises rooted in a specific policy subsystem may expand 
to other subsystems. And crises may be a concatenation of events flowing one into the other, creating 
difficulties in delineating a clear beginning and end. Due to transboundary crises' intrinsic nature of 
being politically, functionally and temporally fluid, the conditions of threat, uncertainty and urgency 
deepen even more, creating challenging situations.

Being it a circumscribed or a transboundary crisis, it has to be somehow managed. Crisis manage-
ment consists precisely of trying to control the effects of an imminent threat at the strategic and oper-
ational levels (Boin et al., 2018). In a moment of high uncertainty, threat and urgency, people naturally 
look up to leaders to act (Boin et al., 2016; Boin & 't Hart, 2003). Crisis leadership literature conceptu-
alizes a set of functions that must be performed throughout a crisis: sense-making, decision-making, 
meaning-making, accountability, and learning.

In line with the aims of this paper, we focus only on the meaning-making task, that is, the formulation 
of “an authoritative definition of the situation” (Boin & Renaud, 2013, p. 41) “that provides guidance 
in times of a collective stress” (Boin et al., 2016, p. 86). During a crisis, people, whether citizens or the 
government, require leaders to give meaning to it: what is happening? How do we respond? What is the 
solution? Leaders have to craft crisis narratives that explain the causal relations between the events, that 
justify their actions, and empower them with responsibility, for which they will also be taken account-
able (positively or negatively). Moreover, in modern societies, leaders are not the only ones pushing 
forward their narrative: other political actors, the media, and citizens have the possibility of telling their 
stories (Boin et al., 2021). Therefore, it all depends on who has the most trustworthy, credible, and per-
suasive plot. So, which is the winning narrative strategy?
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Narrative strategies during crises through the lenses of the narrative policy 
framework

Leaders' ability to create meaning is critical for ensuring citizens' compliance, which refers to the alignment 
between the actions of the recipients and the expectations of the decision-makers (Étienne, 2010). This 
compliance is crucial in determining the success or failure of policies, especially when non-compliance 
poses unacceptable risks to the entire community (Edwards, 2006). In this context, crafting effective 
narrative strategies during crises is of paramount importance. How leaders frame problems and justify 
chosen solutions can significantly influence the acceptance and effectiveness of policy measures. These 
measures, aimed at guiding public behavior, can range from positive to negative incentives and even 
more coercive actions (Profeti & Toth, 2023).

The Narrative Policy Framework (NPF) emerged in the last decade as a theoretical and analytical 
framework for studying narratives in public policy analysis. It is based on five main assumptions ( Jones 
et al., 2014): (1) individuals and/or groups assign different meanings to public policies objects, and pro-
cesses; (2) policy realities are constructed through the variation of those meanings, however, bounded 
by certain factors (i.e., belief systems, norms, and ideologies); (3) narratives have a generalizable struc-
ture; (4) narratives simultaneously operate at the micro (individual), meso (coalition), and macro (in-
stitution) analytical levels; and (5) narratives are pivotal for the individual in processing information, 
communicating, and reasoning.

Based on these assumptions, narratives are defined through two dimensions, namely form and con-
tent ( Jones & Radaelli, 2015; Shanahan et al., 2018). On the one hand, the form of a narrative comprises 
its setting, characters, plot, and moral of the story. Such structural elements are the array of generaliz-
able categories which may be identified in any narrative. On the other hand, the content of a narrative 
is strictly related and dependent on the context in which it is constructed, as well as on the policy 
issue at hand. To reduce its variability, the NPF relies on two content-related categories: belief systems 
and narrative strategies. The conceptualization of belief systems goes back to the Advocacy Coalition 
Framework (Sabatier, 1998), acknowledging their tripartite structure and the role of policy-core beliefs 
as the glue of advocacy coalitions. If belief systems are directly linked to the content of a narrative, 
narrative strategies focus on the [strategic] use of such content. Within this context, policy narratives 
are defined as “the tactical portrayal and use of narrative elements to manipulate or otherwise control 
policy-related processes, involvement and outcome” ( Jones et al., 2014, p. 9).

As one of the elements of narratives' content, narrative strategies have attracted much attention in re-
cent years. Accordingly, studies have focused on the empirical identification of such strategies, as well as 
their implications for narratives' structure (Schaub, 2021; Schlaufer, 2018; Schlaufer et al., 2023; Williams 
& Kuzma, 2022). Until now, mainly three narrative strategies have been identified, namely the scope of the 
conflict, causal mechanisms, and the devil-angel shift (Shanahan et al., 2018). In a few words, the scope 
of the conflict refers to the strategic construction of policy narratives to either expand or contain policy 
issues; casual mechanisms imply the strategic arrangement of narrative elements to assign responsibility 
and blame for a policy problem; and the devil-angel shift recognizes the opposition between two narrators: 
Narrator A depicts herself as the hero of the story while describing Narrator B as the villain.

Recently, there have been many studies on how leaders in different countries formulated COVID-19 
frames and narratives during the first acute phase of the pandemic crisis and how they created meaning 
around policy decisions regarding non-pharmaceutical measures to contain the virus (see, among the 
others, Kneuer & Wallaschek, 2023; Loner et al., 2023; Montiel et al., 2021; Morgan, 2020; Schnabel 
et al., 2023). The NPF has also been used to analyze the effectiveness of meaning-making strategies 
that governments and their leaders in different parts of the world (and particularly in Europe) have 
used to narrate and justify their responses to the COVID-19 crisis (Kuhlmann & Blum, 2021; Mintrom 
et al., 2021; Mintrom & O'Connor, 2020). In this article, however, our aim is not to question the ef-
fectiveness of narratives but rather to enrich the NPF analytical framework with a dimension that we 
believe is crucial for studying leaders' strategies for ensuring citizen compliance during crises, namely 
risk perception.
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       |  5HOW TO TALK ABOUT CRISES?

How risky is it? A new dimension for analyzing leaders' narrative strategies 
during crises

Risk perception is a widely used dimension in crisis management studies. It plays a major role in 
motivating individuals to take action to avoid, mitigate, adapt to, or even ignore risks, whether in the 
context of natural disasters or health crises. Various hypotheses have been formulated in the literature 
about what triggers individuals' risk perception and consequent behavior.

On the one hand, Expected Utility Theories suggest that individual decisions can be predicted by 
assuming that people rationally assess the severity and likelihood of possible outcomes of choice alter-
natives. Even if subjectively and possibly through errors or biases, this assessment is based on available 
information and/or some kind of calculation dictated by expected costs and benefits (Gaube et al., 2019, 
p. 104). On the other hand, various studies have questioned whether risk perception derives exclusively 
from deliberate cognitive mechanisms, proposing that it is largely influenced by factors such as intu-
ition, emotions, and feelings. These act as heuristics that individuals rely on to make decisions, partic-
ularly in ambiguous or uncertain situations. The Risk-as-Feelings hypothesis, for example, postulates 
that emotional states exert a reciprocal influence on cognitive evaluations and that “responses to risky 
situations (including decision making) result in part from direct (i.e., not cortically mediated) emotional 
influences, including feelings such as worry, fear, dread, or anxiety” (Loewenstein et al., 2001, p. 270).

However, the mental models and other psychological mechanisms that individuals use to assess risk, 
while internalized through social and cultural learning, are also constantly modulated (strengthened, 
altered, reinforced, or weakened) by communication processes (Morgan et al., 2001). This includes the 
narratives leaders use to create meaning around the policies they want citizens to follow. During crises, 
both risk aversion and the perceived size of the risks (in terms of probability and severity) may influence 
people's behavior. Leaders should consider both factors when crafting their narratives. For a narrative 
to be persuasive, it must combine relevant factual content, an appeal to shared norms and identities, 
and an acknowledgement of the emotional dimensions linked to the crisis and risks (Boin et al., 2016).

Accordingly, some research has shown that narrative strategies based on anecdotes, emotional ap-
peals (such as hopes or fears), or appeals to civic sense, altruism, and social norms can sometimes 
have a greater impact on risk perception than evidence-based communication and statistical informa-
tion (Sjöberg, 2007; Tompkins et al., 2018). On the other hand, drawing on Prospect Theory (Tversky 
& Khaneman,  1981), the Gain-Loss Framework hypothesizes that when the same message content 
is framed in terms of gains or losses, the impact on recipients' behavior is different. People are gen-
erally more inclined to loss aversion and more sensitive to losses than to gains of the same magni-
tude (Rothman & Salovey, 1997). For example, several studies on restrictive measures and vaccination 
campaigns during the COVID-19 pandemic showed that negative/loss-framed messages led to higher 
compliance compared to positive/gain-framed ones (Gursoy et al., 2022; Prakash et al., 2022; Wang 
et al., 2023).

Based on these premises, this paper aims to tailor the analytical categories used in the analysis of risk 
perception from a policy perspective to identify and classify the narrative strategies that leaders may 
use to create meaning around policy measures during crises. Specifically, in line with the principles of 
crisis leadership and effective meaning-making, we focus on two key dimensions in the debate on risk 
perception and individuals' motivations for adopting certain behaviors. The first dimension is the type 
of argument conveyed in the institutional message. This can be anchored in statistical data or scientific 
evidence, or it can be driven by appeals, calls to civic sense, or other emotional overtones. The second 
dimension, drawing on the Gain-Loss Framework, is the framing of the message—whether it high-
lights the negative effects (losses) of non-compliant behavior or the benefits (gains) of compliance. This 
analytical scheme will be empirically tested using a specific crisis: the management of the COVID-19 
vaccination campaign.

Crossing the two dimensions above, we obtain four types of narrative strategies (Figure 1). Logical 
persuasion emphasizes the advantages of policy compliance through evidence-based arguments and 
information. For example, in the case of vaccination against COVID-19, this may be done with data 

 15410072, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/psj.12585 by A

rea Sistem
i D

ipart &
 D

oc, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [06/03/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



6  |      MASTROIANNI and PROFETI

on the reduced likelihood of being infected or contracting severe forms of the disease, but also with 
practical information on the material benefits gained through vaccination, for example, if a gov-
ernment has provided incentives. Admonition also relies on evidence-based information and logical 
arguments, but message framing is geared towards highlighting the negative consequences (losses) 
of non-compliance: for example, with the use of data on the greater likelihood of getting sick and 
developing severe forms of the disease, data on the higher proportion of non-vaccinated among in-
tensive care patients or the deceased, but also—as in the case of logical persuasion—with sharp and 
precise information on the possible consequences of non-vaccination on everyday life: restrictions 
on freedom of movement, on access to certain activities, and possibly fines if these are envisaged. 
The encouraging approach, instead, makes use of moral appeals, calls to a sense of civic duty, exemplary 
happy ending stories, or, more generally, positive emotions such as the hope of resuming a normal 
life or reuniting with loved ones, that for example may move those who do not perceive a strong in-
dividual health risk towards the desired behavior. Finally, scaring tactics are a kind of communication 
that aims at increasing the recipients' loss aversion by choosing a register that appeals to negative 
emotions such as fear or anxiety (e.g., with exemplary bad stories or images intended to generate fear 
or by highlighting health risks for loved ones).

These are, of course, “ideal types” of strategies that, on the empirical level, may manifest themselves 
in ways that cannot be clearly and exclusively ascribed to one of the four classes. However, on the an-
alytical level, this distinction is fruitful as it offers touchstones, which allow the comparison of how 
different governments and leaders shape their policy narratives by arguing through approximations of 
the different types.

It is also plausible that the narrative strategies outlined above do not remain stable throughout the 
course of a crisis. Instead, they may shift between the four typology cells, following sequences that 
depend on the crisis's evolution. For instance, the use of evidence-based strategies presupposes the 
availability of reliable information and data that can be communicated without fear of being disproven 
(Boin et al., 2016). In other words, anchoring meaning-making activities in evidence-based narratives 
requires a prior capacity to make sense of what is happening (Weick et al., 2005). Therefore, it is reason-
able to hypothesize that in the early stages of a crisis, especially one that is complex and creeping (Boin 
et al., 2020), decision-makers will rely more on emotion-based narrative strategies in the absence of 
solid causal theories. As they gain a better understanding of the situation, there will likely be an increase 
in the use of evidence-based strategies. Simultaneously, the decision to emphasize gains or losses may 
depend on the audience's propensity to comply. Indeed, it is expected that leaders will intensify their 
messages and exploit public loss aversion (even using scare tactics) during major crisis peaks or when 
adherence to crisis response measures is low.

However, in addition to managing the crisis, governments' messages must address all factors that 
make communication and policy measures acceptable to both the public and the policy subsystem, 
including the political parties in the governing majority. From this perspective, the type of narrative 
strategies and their sequence may depend on the characteristics of the target audience (e.g., beliefs, opin-
ions, and risk perception) or contingent factors such as the internal balance of the governing majority 
at a given time (e.g., differing views within the government). It may also depend on the profile of the 
decision-makers (e.g., whether key decision-makers include experts and scientists) or, not least, on the 
type of political narratives leaders use, that is, “the grand stories that political leaders tell directly to the 
public and the electorate” (Capano et al., 2023).

F I G U R E  1   Types of narrative strategies. Source: Authors' elaboration.
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       |  7HOW TO TALK ABOUT CRISES?

Based on these considerations and following deductive reasoning, we can formulate some expec-
tations about the factors that may condition the choice of one narrative strategy over another and the 
sequences that may mark the transition from one strategy to another:

1.	 Evidence-based strategies, including both logical persuasion and admonitions, will be preferred 
over emotion-based arguments only if and when sound information is available to decision-
makers. It is thus unlikely to find this kind of strategy in the early stages of a crisis, especially 
if the crisis problem is tough to decipher. In such cases, one is more likely to come across 
emotion-based narrative strategies.

2.	 Evidence-based strategies are more likely to be implemented when leaders have a scientific/technical 
background.

3.	 Since positive communication is usually perceived as more socially acceptable (van Buiten & 
Keren,  2009, p. 112), decision-makers will try to use narrative strategies anchored in gain-framed 
messages as much as possible. This is even more the case in times of crisis, when reassurance of the 
public is essential.

4.	 However, the propensity to use loss-framed messages may increase when gain-framed strategies are 
ineffective (i.e., when the target population's compliance remains low) or when the desired outcome 
needs to be accelerated.

R ESEA RCH DESIGN A ND METHODS

The typology presented above is intended to build a bridge between the NPF perspective and the literature 
that focuses on the functions of crisis leadership, with the aim of enriching the analysis of narrative 
strategies during crises with the dimension of risk perception. Indeed, although the NPF provides the 
necessary analytical tools for identifying the strategic use of narratives in conveying a message, current 
studies have principally considered only the narrative strategies illustrated in Section 2.1. Therefore, the 
inclusion of the aforementioned typology (logical persuasion, admonition, encouraging approach, and 
fear/scaring tactics) and its underlying assumptions regarding the prioritization of evidence/emotion-
based narratives and gain/loss-framed arguments in times of crisis may open a door in the policy 
process research community.

In the remainder of the article, we aim to empirically test the proposed conceptual framework and 
the related expectations by referring to a specific type of crisis, namely the COVID-19 vaccination 
campaign. The purpose of this empirical test is twofold: first, we want to analyze the ways in which 
government leaders made sense of the crisis through their narratives, primarily focusing on how they 
discounted the various factors related to risk perception when formulating their messages to citizens 
during the COVID-19 crisis vaccination campaign.

RQ1: How do government leaders make sense of crises through their narratives?

More specifically, we are interested in understanding the extent to which the narrative of the vacci-
nation issue and the solutions proposed by leaders drew on evidence-based information (as suggested 
by prominent international health organizations2) or rather on arguments aimed at activating the emo-
tional sphere of the recipients; and, on the other hand, whether the framing of the message was intended 
to highlight the possible gains associated with vaccination or, conversely, the losses resulting from non-
vaccination. In doing so, we aim to understand whether and to what extent the typology we propose 
adds analytical depth to the more established NPF categories used in the analysis of narrative strategies.

RQ2: To what extent do narratives rely on evidence-based information or emotion-based 
arguments?
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8  |      MASTROIANNI and PROFETI

RQ3: To what extent do narratives highlight the gains or losses connected to the policy 
solution?

Second, we also intend to test our expectations regarding the continuity or, conversely, the change of 
strategy as the vaccination campaign unfolds.

RQ4: To what extent and how do narrative strategies change in relation to the different 
phases of a crisis?

Indeed, as we noted earlier, we can expect leaders to intensify their messages and try to tickle the 
target audience's emotions (including by using scare tactics) in the event of major crisis peaks or when 
there is a low level of compliance towards crisis management measures. Moreover, in the early stages 
of a crisis, leaders may rely more on emotion-based narrative strategies due to the absence of reliable 
information.

Case selection

The empirical reconstruction and analysis of policy narratives focus on Italy and France. These two coun-
tries were chosen because they have both been similarly and consistently affected by the pandemic crisis 
in terms of the severity of infections and the waves of the virus. Consequently, the response to the crisis 
through the vaccination campaign held similar significance in both countries, as did the instrumental 
need to ensure compliance with vaccination among the target population. Additionally, compared to other 
European countries, Italy and France have gradually adopted the most intrusive policy instruments to 
increase COVID-19 vaccine uptake, such as health passes and some forms of compulsory vaccination, 
around the same time (Profeti & Toth, 2023; Ward et al., 2022).

In addition to these similarities, France and Italy also show some differences that are useful for test-
ing the possible influence of contextual factors on the choice of narrative strategies. On the one hand, 
a key difference between the two countries is the population's attitude towards vaccines. According to 
a survey carried out in 2015 as part of the Vaccine Confidence Project,3 the percentage of people who 
believed that vaccines were safe was 75% in Italy, against only 50% in France. A few years later, in 2018, 
the figure had risen in both countries (85% in Italy and 70% in France), but France remained one of the 
EU countries most skeptical about vaccines (European Commission, 2018).

The same trend can be observed with regard to vaccination against COVID-19: in June 2020, when 
the possibility of a vaccine against the SARS-Cov2 virus began to be envisaged, only 30% of the pop-
ulation in France said they would have been willing to get it (compared with 44% in Italy), while 11% 
outright rejected the hypothesis of vaccination (compared with 7.5% in Italy) (Lazarus et al., 2021). In 
the following months, vaccine acceptance gradually increased in both countries, but as of May 2021, it 
was still about ten percentage points lower in France than in Italy.4 French people's greater skepticism is 
also reflected in their perception of the risks associated with vaccination: the percentage of those who 
believe that the benefits of vaccination outweigh the risks—albeit quite relevant—is lower than in Italy, 
while the percentage of those who fear possible long-term side effects is higher.5 The French appear also 
more complacent than Italians: indeed, looking specifically at the reasons that led or might lead people 
to vaccinate, concern for personal health risk comes last in France, with the percentage of people who 
consider it very important almost half than in Italy.6

The two countries also differ in the contingent characteristics of incumbent governments during 
the vaccination campaign, as well as in the “nature” of political leadership. In Italy, the very beginning 
of the campaign (late December 2020 to early February 2021) was managed by the centre-left govern-
ment led by Giuseppe Conte and later by the wide-ranging government led by former ECB President 
Mario Draghi. In both cases, the Italian party with the highest support among those hostiles to vac-
cines, Fratelli d'Italia (FdI), stood in opposition. However, both majorities included parties (the 5-Star 
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       |  9HOW TO TALK ABOUT CRISES?

Movement in both cases, the League only in the second) that had been skeptical and somewhat ambiva-
lent about strengthening national vaccination policies in recent years (Casula & Toth, 2021). In France, 
vaccine skepticism is instead concentrated in the extreme right and extreme left opposition parties and 
their electoral constituencies (Ward et al., 2022).

Moreover, the two countries have different political systems: semi-presidential France and parlia-
mentary Italy. However, despite the lack of a direct election, the Italian Prime Minister has become the 
de facto national political leader in recent decades (Calise, 2016). In the case of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, it is actually Draghi and Macron (the French President) who are responsible for communicating 
with citizens, especially when crucial decisions are made on policies affecting the entire country, such 
as those concerning vaccination. Comparing the narrative strategies adopted by the leaders of the two 
countries thus allows us to focus on possible differences due to the system of institutional constraints 
(e.g., depending or not depending on the parliamentary majority) and the source of their legitimacy.

In addition to the political narratives of the two heads of the national executives, which are activated 
during the communication of key decisions or at the most topical moments of crisis, there is also the 
more “everyday” dimension of meaning-making, which is the narrative of the progress of the vaccina-
tion campaign and its results. In both countries, this function is performed by the Ministries of Health 
(Roberto Speranza in Italy and Olivier Véran in France), who are responsible for “ordinary” institu-
tional communication on the progress of the immunization drive, usually weekly. In order to explore 
whether and how meaning-making strategies are calibrated according to the different moments of the 
crisis, we will also consider this type of narrative in our analysis.

Data gathering

The reconstruction of policy narrative strategies and the selection of the discourses under examination 
have focused on three main phases of the vaccination campaign:

•	 Phase 1: the handling of the AstraZeneca blood clots affair and the launch of mass vaccination 
(February–May 2021). At this stage, the vaccination campaign had just begun. There was a great deal 
of uncertainty about the vaccines available and the appropriateness of the different vaccines for dif-
ferent age groups. In March and April, a number of cases of blood clots in people who had received 
a dose of AstraZeneca's vaccine added to the uncertainty and prompted national governments to 
reassure the public to avoid slowing down the vaccination campaign.

•	 Phase 2: the attempts to urge the completion of the full two-dose vaccination cycle in summer and au-
tumn 2021, especially in the run-up to the new Delta and Omicron variants, which led the two countries 
to introduce sanitary and vaccine passes. By this time, the mass vaccination campaign had already begun. 
The arrival of summer and the relative decline in the number of infections threatened to reduce the 
perceived risk of illness and people's willingness, especially young people, to be vaccinated. This posed a 
problem for governments as schools reopened in September. The emergence of new variants of the virus 
(Delta and Omicron) in the summer and autumn of 2021 made it necessary to accelerate the vaccination 
campaign, including to complete the vaccination cycle for those who had received only one dose.

•	 Phase 3: the fight against vaccine hesitancy and the campaign to promote the uptake of booster 
doses from December 2021 onwards. By December 2021, almost three-fourth of the population in 
both Italy and France had received a dose of vaccine (74.1% and 70.4% respectively). In both cases, 
the pace of new vaccinations was very slow. In both countries, more restrictive measures were being 
taken to overcome the resistance of the unvaccinated. In particular, in Italy, an enhanced vaccination 
card was introduced, and vaccination was made compulsory for the over-50s. The booster campaign 
for those who had already completed the vaccination cycle also began at this stage.

Given the aims of our paper and NPF's basic assumptions, we rely on qualitative and quantitative 
content analysis. We have built an original dataset comprising French and Italian government leaders 
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10  |      MASTROIANNI and PROFETI

and Health Ministers' speeches and press releases. In particular, official speeches to the Parliament and/
or to the citizens, press conferences and all other official speeches concerning the vaccination campaign 
made available through the institutional channels have been taken into account. The textual data has been 
retrieved following the three-phase timespan previously illustrated. The final dataset includes a total of 22 
documents (13 Italians and 9 French) available on the institutional websites of the two Presidencies and 
Health Ministries (refer to Table S1 in Appendix for the detailed list of documents). Coherently with our 
objectives, we decided to take the paragraph as our unit of analysis for the coding process. Therefore, each 
relevant paragraph has been coded following NPF analytical categories along with the proposed typology.

For a more straightforward coding mechanism and the sake of possible future research develop-
ments, the documents and their demographics (title, author, date, type, and source) have been imported 
into the Discourse Network Analyzer (DNA) software (Leifeld, 2022). Even if the software has embed-
ded the NPF coding scheme, we have decided to create another one to include an integer variable with 
our four narrative strategies. Therefore, our coding scheme comprises the following NPF structural 
elements: the setting (general/specialized), the narrator, the three main characters (hero, villain, and 
victim), and the moral of the story. Given our focus, we added another variable for the narrative strate-
gies, as well as one indicating the country (IT/FR). Only the statements of the aforementioned selected 
actors have been coded within documents containing the intervention of other actors.

Once all the documents have been coded, the final dataset comprises a total of 127 coded statements7 
(59 for the Italian case and 68 for the French one). The following section describes the results of our 
analysis by linking them to the theoretical framework built up in previous sections of the paper.

THE NA R R ATI V E STR ATEGIES OF COV ID -19 VACCINES IN 
ITA LY A ND FR A NCE

Our empirical effort stands on the analysis of narrative strategies during the COVID-19 crisis vaccina-
tion campaign in Italy and France. The four analytical categories proposed as narrative strategies rely on 
the interconnection between the strategic use of evidence-based vs. emotion-based, and of gain-framed 
vs. loss-framed narratives during crises. Moreover, having the NPF basic assumptions as our baseline, 
we differentiate the narratives according to their setting, therefore whether they were performed in a 
general vs. a specialized arena (i.e., addressed to the general public or a more targeted audience—for ex-
ample, communications to Parliament, or within specific venues, etc.). Based on the documents release 
date, we assigned each document to one of the selected phases (Phase 1: February to May 2021; Phase 2: 
Summer to Autumn 2021; Phase 3: December 2021 to January 2022). Before moving to the evolution of 
narrative strategies, the presence, distribution, and variation of NPF structural elements are discussed.

Since we had decided to focus on the Italian Executive leader and Health Minister, as well as their 
French counterparts, it is evident that the narrators of our stories are Mario Draghi, Roberto Speranza, 
Emmanuel Macron, and Olivier Véran. The distribution of statements remains quite balanced between the 
two government leaders, while the same does not occur for the Health Ministers. Accordingly, Speranza 
appears as the Narrator only 14 times, while Véran more than doubles that count (Table 1). This difference 
can be explained in that, although both Health Ministers held regular weekly press conferences to illustrate 

T A B L E  1   Distribution of coded statements by narrator.

Narrator Freq. Percent

Draghi, Mario 45 35.5

Macron, Emmanuel 38 29.9

Speranza, Roberto 14 11.0

Véran, Olivier 30 23.6

Tot. 127 100.0
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       |  11HOW TO TALK ABOUT CRISES?

the progress of the vaccination campaign, Véran often appeared alone at the appointment, fully managing 
the communication and answering journalists' questions, while Speranza usually shared the stage with 
Draghi himself, with other Ministers, with the Extraordinary Emergency Commissioner or with other 
health experts from the Technical Scientific Committee.

The characters of the stories are overall in line with what may be expected from a vaccination cam-
paign. Accordingly, in the overwhelming majority of cases and in both countries, vaccines are narrated 
as the heroes of the stories, along with restrictive measures, health staff, and—limited to Italy—science. 
Generally, the villains are less frequent in the narratives, appearing in 72 statements only. Among these, 
Coronavirus—and its variants—and no-vax people are the most prominent ones. The latter, however, 
feature much more frequently in the French narrative, while they carry a residual weight in Italy, similar 
to that of other categories to be stigmatized, such as those who jump the queue to get vaccinated or those 
who do not respect the distancing rules established during the pandemic (Figure 2). Finally, the victims are 
the least mentioned category (only 28 cases), but also the most coherent. In effect, in both countries, all the 
codified elements refer to “Coronavirus victims” in terms of citizens, patients, and students.

As for the moral of the story, hereby understood as the policy solution proposed by the Narrator, in the 
large majority of cases, it emerges to be the vaccination campaign in general. That is to say, no matter how 
the story is told, the moral is that vaccines, in general, are the solution. Less prominent but still having a 
considerable impact are restrictive policy solutions such as mandates and the application of the health pass, 
as well as the enforcement of other restrictions to counter the pandemic (i.e., the division in zones, the 
curfew, and the ban on gatherings). In this respect, however, some differences emerge between the two 
countries and the different phases of the vaccination campaign. As shown in Figure 3, the emphasis on 
restrictive measures as a solution to the problem is much more pronounced in France, particularly in the 
second phase, that is, in the summer of 2021, when Macron announced the introduction of the health pass. 
In Italy, on the other hand, although the same policy measure was actually introduced in the same period, 
the story being told does not end with a restriction-based moral but rather with the easing of restrictions 
for those who vaccinate. Restrictions as a policy solution return instead explicitly to the Italian narrative in 
the last phase, with the introduction of the vaccination pass and mandatory vaccination for the over-50s.

Moving to the core of our analysis, namely narrative strategies, and keeping in mind our analytical 
categorization, the differences between the two countries become more evident: first, while in France, 
there is a certain balance between gain-framed (logical persuasion + encouraging approach 47%) and 
loss-framed (admonition + scaring tactics 53%) strategies, in Italy gain-framed narratives are largely 
dominant, covering about three-fourth of the analyzed statements. Different is the case if we focus 
on the evidence-based/emotion-based dimension: although in both countries emotion-based strate-
gies prevail (encouraging approach + scaring tactics), and both make massive use of the encouraging 

F I G U R E  2   Heroes and Villains in the French and Italian narratives*. *For “heroes”: N FR = 52; N IT = 51. For 
“villains”: N FR = 46; N IT = 26.
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12  |      MASTROIANNI and PROFETI

approach, in France, the use of evidence-based strategies is much more limited, reaching just over 30% 
in total. The main difference between the two countries lies in the logical persuasion strategy used six 
times more in Italy than in France (Table 2).

The varying use of different types of strategies is particularly evident if we analyze the data differ-
entiating between the narrators (Figure 4). Although both leaders predominantly use emotion-based 
strategies, the latter are decidedly dominant in Macron's speeches, who compared to Draghi also shows 
a greater propensity towards loss-framed narratives. In contrast to the leaders, both Speranza and Véran 
use primarily evidence-based narrative strategies. However, even in this case, the French minister's use 
of loss-framed narratives (admonition + scaring tactics) is much more extensive.

The interpretation of these data must also be placed in context by looking at the different settings 
in which the narrators operate, which were obviously shaped by the differing characteristics of the two 

F I G U R E  3   The moral of the story by country and phase (N IT = 59; N FR = 68).

T A B L E  2   Narrative strategies in the two countries (absolute values in brackets).

Logical persuasion Admonition
Encouraging 
approach

Fear/Scaring 
tactics Tot.

FR 5.9% (4) 26.5% (18) 41.2% (28) 26.5% (18) 100.0% (68)

IT 37.3% (22) 6.8% (4) 37.3% (22) 18.6% (11) 100.0% (59)

F I G U R E  4   Narrative strategies by narrator*. *N Draghi = 45; N Macron = 38; N Speranza = 14; N Véran = 30.
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       |  13HOW TO TALK ABOUT CRISES?

political systems. Accordingly, in the Italian case, Prime Minister Draghi's communication is addressed 
both to the general public, in the various speeches and press conferences addressed to the population, 
and to more specific settings, first and foremost the Parliament, to which he reports on the progress of 
the campaign, and at which he must justify the policy measures he decides to undertake. Instead, as an-
ticipated, Minister Speranza plays a more circumscribed role, limited to general settings. The opposite is 
the case in France, where Macron—by virtue of his direct election—addresses the general public exclu-
sively, while the Health Minister divides his speeches between press conferences and communications 
to the National Assembly. Despite these differences, however, in both countries, messages addressed 
to the general public tend to rely more on an emotional register than on evidence-based arguments. In 
Italy, on the other hand, a balance of the four types of strategy is more evident in speeches addressed to 
specialized audiences, primarily the Parliament (Figure 5).

Finally, some interesting insights come from the distribution of narrative strategies in the different 
phases of the vaccination campaign. During Phase 1, when it was necessary to reassure citizens with 
respect to the AstraZeneca case and, more generally, regarding the benefits of vaccination, both in 
France and Italy, gained-framed strategies were at their peak. The main difference in this instance is that 
in France, arguments follow an almost exclusively emotional register, whereas in Italy, there is a certain 
balance between logical persuasion and an encouraging approach. In this respect, it is worth noting that 
while in Italy the use of evidence-based narrative strategies increases particularly between the second 
and third phases, that is, at a mature stage of the vaccination campaign, in France the greatest increase 
occurs between Phase 1 and Phase 2, coinciding with the introduction of ad hoc measures to promote 
vaccination, such as the health pass.

In both cases, however, loss-framed strategies gradually make their way into the later stages, as new 
vaccinations slowed down the pace, and it remained to convince the most reluctant citizens to get their 
jabs. This trend is apparent in France, where the last phase sees only narratives based on admonitions and 
scaring tactics, while in Italy, a certain balance between strategies remains, apart from the fading away of 
the encouraging approach (Figure 6). Although this difference may be related to the greater intensity (and 
duration) of the street protests and strikes against vaccines and government measures in France compared 
to Italy (Profeti & Toth, 2023), it is nevertheless noteworthy because it signals a certain discrepancy be-
tween the narrative strategies adopted by the Italian leaders and the “severity” of the policy instruments 
gradually adopted to promote the vaccination campaign. It is indeed worth remembering that during the 
third phase, Italy reached the peak of coercion for the non-vaccinated, that is, the over-50s vaccination 
mandate, whereas France would never reach similar levels of intrusiveness.

DISCUSSION

Let us now discuss the results of our empirical analysis in light of the concepts and expectations outlined 
in Sections 2 and 3.

F I G U R E  5   The setting of the narratives.
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14  |      MASTROIANNI and PROFETI

In empirically testing the proposed typology of leaders' narrative strategies, our first aim was to see 
if and to what extent it would contribute to the NPF approach, especially for the analysis of leaders' 
meaning-making functions during crises. To do this, we have integrated our conceptual framework with 
the established analytical categories of the NPF and examined similarities and differences in the narratives 
used by French and Italian leaders during the three crucial phases of the vaccination campaign against the 
COVID-19 crisis. The analysis showed that tracing leaders' policy narratives back to the evidence-emotion 
and gain-loss dimensions allows more nuanced differences to emerge that are not immediately observ-
able by resorting to the NPF standard categories: indeed, although the “stories” of vaccination against 
COVID-19 told in the two countries are broadly similar in terms of the characters and the moral of the 
story, the arguments and the tone in which they are told reveal interesting distinctions that partly confirm 
our expectations, allowing us to formulate some testable hypotheses for future studies.

First, we observed a greater overall use of loss-framing strategies in France than in Italy. Whereas 
in Italy, calls for vaccination are mainly framed in terms of the benefits of compliance, in France, mes-
sages highlighting the risks of non-compliance are more frequent.8 This result is consistent with our 
expectation that narrative strategies based on loss aversion mechanisms, which tend to be harsher and 
less socially acceptable, are more likely to be used when the target population appears more reluctant to 
adopt the behavior required by the government; thus, in our case, when there is a more skeptical attitude 
to vaccination and a lower perception of the risk associated with the disease.

On the other hand, the policy narratives of the two executive leaders, Draghi and Macron, show 
some differences, with the former relying more on evidence-based strategies than the latter. This may 
be due, as discussed in the previous sections, to the different nature of their leadership within the 
respective political systems and the consequent different settings to which their communication was 
aimed (Macron's speeches are always addressed to the general public, while Draghi's communication 
bifurcates between appeals to the public and reports to Parliament). However, one can also hypothesize, 
in line with our expectation n.2 and what has been suggested by Capano et al. (2023), that this difference 
in policy narratives has also to do with the different backgrounds of the two leaders and the different 
nature of their “political” narratives: appointed by the Italian President of the Republic Mattarella as a 
technician to break the political deadlock following the fall of the Conte 2 government, Draghi distin-
guished himself as a task-oriented leader, strongly focused on problem-solving (Capano & Sandri, 2022) 
and characterized by a very low-key communication style, limited to “telling the facts” in a handful of 
organized events, with no use of social media (Criscitiello, 2021; Ventura, 2022). Instead, despite being 
dubbed as the classic product of French technocracy (Perottino & Guasti, 2020), Macron usually adopts 

F I G U R E  6   Narrative strategies by country and phase (N IT = 59; N FR = 68).
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a communicative style aimed at disintermediation, appealing directly to the French people with long 
and abstract discourses and trying to establish a fusion with the audience by frequently using wewords 
(Labbé & Savoy,  2021). The empirical analysis that we have carried out does not provide sufficient 
evidence to confirm or deny the validity of this hypothesis (a task that was beyond our scope), but it is 
certainly a topic that deserves to be explored in future comparative research.

A second objective that accompanied the attempt to test our typology empirically was to understand 
whether the narrative strategies chosen by leaders in a given context remained stable over time or 
whether, as expected, they followed certain sequences based on the evolution of the crisis and/or other 
contingent factors. The analysis confirmed some of our expectations. For instance, in both countries, 
in the first phase of the campaign, leaders' narrative strategies were more focused on emphasizing the 
gains from vaccination and employed more reassuring tones (presumably, to achieve public compli-
ance), especially after the Astrazeneca affair had increased risk concerns in terms of adverse effects. 
Conversely, loss-framed narratives only began to emerge midway through the vaccination campaign, 
when the target became the citizens most unwilling to get their jab and new virus variants were making 
their way into Europe.

The analysis also revealed that the use of evidence-based narratives has been actually less widespread 
overall than the use of emotion-based communication. This result confirms our expectations due to 
the crisis-related peculiarities, such as the heightened level of uncertainty and the lack of available 
information. Although one would think that governments provide citizens with transparent, under-
standable, balanced and evidence-based communication to improve their risk perception and reduce 
non-compliance, in an uncertain crisis context, where the available causal theories and solutions are 
not free of ambiguity, communication and meaning-making strategies based on purely evidence-based 
arguments may appear less effective and probably riskier for leaders (Forgas,  2023; van der Meer 
et al., 2023). This is especially true when issues of political consensus are at stake. However, unlike what 
we expected, in our empirical case, the use of emotion-driven narrative strategies was actually prevalent 
in both countries well beyond the first phase of the vaccination campaign, with the exception of the last 
stage in the Italian case.

On the one hand, this result could be justified by the peculiar nature of the crisis under study: the 
COVID-19 vaccination campaign had to deal with the evolution of the virus, which was in many ways 
unexpected, and with the need to adapt the available vaccines “on the run”, with constant experimen-
tation. This objectively limited decision-makers' ability to make sense of proposed policies based on 
indisputable evidence. However, an analysis of the data according to the type of storyteller reveals a 
difference between the communication of the top executive and that of the health ministers, that is, 
between the communication of key decisions at critical moments and what could be called “ordinary” 
communication: in the former, the use of emotional strategies is more pronounced, whereas in the latter, 
evidence-based stories predominate. Also, this empirical result is suitable for testing in future research 
on institutional policy communication during crises.

A final difference between the two countries that emerged from the analysis concerns the coherence 
of the narratives (and narrative strategies) with the policy solutions implemented in the different phases 
of the vaccination campaign. While in France, there is a certain alignment between the content of lead-
ers' policy narratives (the moral of the story), the narrative strategies, and the progressive tightening of 
the policy measures addressed to the non-vaccinated (health and vaccination pass), in Italy, this was not 
the case. Even though Italy has gone further than France in the scale of intrusiveness, going so far as 
to envisage compulsory vaccination for the over-50s at the beginning of 2022, the policy narratives ac-
companying decisions maintain a constant—and relevant—gain-framed component, with a particularly 
limited recourse to scaring tactics when compared to the French ones.

In our view, this difference can plausibly be attributed to the strong polarization of the debate on 
vaccines not only in public opinion but also and foremost within the government majority in Italy, 
which may have discouraged leaders (who rely on parliamentary support) from using punitive tones 
when justifying policy choices. This, like the previous ones, is a research question that we propose and 
will need to test in future research: how much do salience and polarization around responses to a crisis 
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among majority parties condition the narrative strategies of leaders? And how much can the political-
institutional setting influence the nature of meaning-making during a crisis? These are questions that 
our article did not set out to answer. However, we believe they can enrich the debate both within the 
NPF and in the literature on crisis leadership more generally.

CONCLUDING R EM A R K S

In conclusion, the comparative analysis of the narrative strategies adopted in the two countries during 
the COVID-19 crisis vaccination campaign has shown that leaders' choice of how to narrate policy 
decisions in times of crisis is driven both by instrumental considerations (e.g., the relatively limited use 
of evidence-based arguments in situations of ambiguity and uncertainty, and the postponement of the 
use of loss-framed strategies in the latter stages of the crisis), as well as factors related to the perceived 
legitimacy of the choices made, such as the forces that make up the governing majority, or the coherence 
between the policy and the political narratives of the leaders.

In this respect, the analysis showed the added value of the original typology of narrative strategies 
proposed for the analysis of crisis leadership and communication, which, in our opinion, can transcend 
the scope of vaccination policies: empirically, tracing leaders' policy narratives during crises back to the 
evidence-emotion and gain-loss dimensions allows substantive differences to emerge that are not im-
mediately observable by resorting to the standard categories of the Narrative Policy Framework; analyt-
ically, it has the potential of making a more explicit connection between leaders' narrative choices during 
crises and the problem of the target group's compliance with crisis management policy proposals, pay-
ing attention to the link between communication choices and audience's potential perception of risk.

In effect, even if the role of emotions in crisis situations has been explored by recent policy process 
research (Fullerton et al., 2023; Fullerton & Weible, 2024; Guo et al., 2024; Hämpke et al., 2022; Lemor 
& Montpetit, 2024; Pierce, 2021; Pierce et al., 2024), and by NPF scholars (Vogeler et al., 2021), studies 
have predominantly focused on policy solutions recipients (Hegewald & Schraff, 2024; Loner, 2023; 
van der Meer et al., 2023), rather than producers. Our typology and expectations precisely contribute to 
this line of research by enhancing the analytical tools of the NPF and advancing an original approach 
to investigate leaders' narrative strategies in times of crisis empirically.

We recognize that our work has some limitations. First, we tested our typology on an “ideal” case, 
the COVID-19 crisis, with similar degrees of threat, urgency and uncertainty at all levels. This had 
the advantage of allowing an in-depth analysis of leaders' narrative strategies under very similar con-
ditions. Further research could test our typology on different types of crises (such as climate-related 
disasters or the increasingly common migration crises), taking into account the specificities of critical 
situations that have a differentiated impact on territories and segments of the population. Secondly, 
the analysis carried out was limited to official speeches by the two countries' leaders, without taking 
into account interviews with traditional media or communication on social networks. Expanding 
empirical data to said sources may produce further expectations from our typology based on lead-
ers' communication channels. Thirdly, future analysis of the effectiveness of the strategies adopted 
by leaders in terms of the behavior of the target population, a key issue in the academic and non-
academic debate, will contribute to the application of our typology and the development of further 
expectations.

Nevertheless, we believe that the study carried out and the typological proposal put forward can con-
tribute to studies on crisis leadership and communication, and to the current debate on the Narrative 
Policy Framework, insofar as it represents a first step towards future research in these domains.
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