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ABSTRACT 
 
Media Habits and Covid-19. Using Audio-Diaries Technique to Explore “Official” 
Information Consumption 
 
Through this article we aimed to investigate how individuals selected, consumed, interpreted and 

absorbed media content during the COVID-19 lockdown in Italy, more specifically, the transition 

from phase 1 to phase 2. We assumed that being familiar with a condition, by getting information 

from media, might influence individuals' risk perception and predict how certain circumstances 

might affect their lives. Regarding the methodology, we used two complementary techniques: 

audio diaries and semi-structured interviews. The data collection was carried out during the first 

days of phase 2 (which started on May 4th 2020) and each participant – 11 female and 6 male, 

between 28 and 45 years old and living in the northern part of Italy – was asked to register one 

audio per day for a week (7-13 May). Using this technique proved to be fruitful as we received 

detailed descriptions of the lives of certain individuals during a period of uncertainty: their hopes, 

desires, fears, emotions alongside precise observations on their media diet, ro The article 

presents an exploratory analysis of the (im)mobilities emerged during  
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Media Habits and Covid-19. Using Audio-Diaries Technique
WR�([SORUH�´2FLDOµ�,QIRUPDWLRQ�&RQVXPSWLRQ1

Veronica Moretti, Anwesha Chakraborty2 

1. Introduction: media landscape during Covid-19 pandemic

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has transformed the ways in which scientists are communicating data using 
various platforms, with a volume of information made readily available unlike in any previous health crisis (Kupfersch-
PLGW���������6FKRODUV�KDYH�QRWHG�WKH�VSHHG�DW�ZKLFK�VFLHQWLÀF�OLWHUDWXUH�LV�EHLQJ�JHQHUDWHG�RQ�WKLV�LVVXH��+DJKDQL�et al, 
2020). With increasing infections and deaths globally, and with unprecedented nationwide closures of economic and 
social activities across the globe, the media coverage on the pandemic has surged as well, as has misinformation, inclu-
GLQJ��FRQVSLUDF\�WKHRULHV�VXFK�DV�%LOO�*DWHV�KDG�DSSDUHQWO\�FUHDWHG�WKH�YLUXV��%DOO�DQG�0D[PHQ��������RU�WKDW�WKH�YLUXV�
KDG�RULJLQDWHG�LQ�D�&KLQHVH�ODERUDWRU\��6KDUPD���������IDNH�QHZV�VXFK�DV�&RYLG�V\PSWRPV�ZHUH�FDXVHG�E\��*�QHWZRUNV�
(Easton, 2020); and a plethora of bogus miracle cure claims (Izugbara, Obiyan, 2020). Previous pandemics such as HIV 
RU�+�1��VDZ�VLPLODU�FRQVSLUDF\�WKHRULHV�DQG�SUROLIHUDWLRQ�RI�XQVFLHQWLÀF�FXUHV��ZKLFK�JR�RQ�WR�VKRZ�WKDW�KLVWRU\�LQGHHG�
repeats itself (Izugbara, Obiyan, 2020; Sharma, 2020).

:RUOG�+HDOWK�2UJDQL]DWLRQ��:+2��'LUHFWRU�*HQHUDO�7HGURV�$GKDQRP�*KHEUH\HVXV�KDG�DOUHDG\�PHQWLRQHG�LQ�)H-
EUXDU\�WKDW�´:H·UH�QRW�MXVW�ÀJKWLQJ�DQ�HSLGHPLF��ZH·UH�ÀJKWLQJ�DQ�LQIRGHPLF�µ��6KLORK�9LGRQ���������7KH�:+2�DOVR�UH-
OHDVHG�D�´6LWXDWLRQ�5HSRUWµ�LQ�HDUO\�)HEUXDU\������KLJKOLJKWLQJ�WKLV�SUREOHP�DQG�XQGHUOLQLQJ�WKH�XUJHQF\�RI�SURSHU�ULVN�
and health communication during this period with evidence-based information. The report mentions: «The 2019-nCoV 
outbreak and response has been accompanied by a massive ‘infodemic’ – an over-abundance of information – some 
DFFXUDWH�DQG�VRPH�QRW�²�WKDW�PDNHV�LW�KDUG�IRU�SHRSOH�WR�ÀQG�WUXVWZRUWK\�VRXUFHV�DQG�UHOLDEOH�JXLGDQFH�ZKHQ�WKH\�QHHG�
it.» (WHO 2020, p.2). Venturini (2019, p.2) has pointed out that «the notion of ‘fake news’ is misleading because it sup-
poses that malicious pieces of news are manufactured, while reliable ones correspond directly to reality, denying the very 
HVVHQFH�RI�MRXUQDOLVWLF�PHGLDWLRQ�LQ�LWV�HරRUWV�WR�VHOHFW��FRPELQH��WUDQVODWH�DQG�SUHVHQW�GLරHUHQW�SLHFHV�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
in a news store». A recent article in the journal Psychological Medicine which studied consumption of social media (mis)
information during the Covid-19 outbreak has, in fact, shown that unregulated social media usage can even prove to be 
a health risk, as the research carried out by Allington and others (2020) found a negative relationship between health 
protective behaviours during the pandemic and use of social media as a source of information. This underlines the fact 
WKDW�QRW�RQO\�LV�DEXQGDQFH�RI�PLVLQIRUPDWLRQ�FRQIXVLQJ��EXW�LW�FDQ�DFWXDOO\�XQGHUPLQH�WKH�ÀJKW�DJDLQVW�WKH�VSUHDG�RI�
the virus.

Since WHO’s February report, the infodemic has only grown further; especially when we look at the Italian context 
where the outbreak started on February 21, 2020, and the number of infections and victims rose rapidly over the next 
one and a half months, while at the same time, Covid-19 occupied the news space almost entirely globally. In the same 
period, news from Italy, which had been the epicenter of the pandemic in March 2020, made headlines daily across the 
world.  It is in this context, with the prevailing uncertainty and constant abundance of information that we decided to 
FDUU\�RXW�WKLV�VKRUW�H[SORUDWRU\�VWXG\��:H�ZHUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKLV�SHULRG�RI�WUDQVLWLRQ�VWDUWLQJ�IURP�0D\����
2020 (just as Italy completed phase 1 of nationwide lockdown and entered phase 2 of partial relaxation of lockdown 
measures); and in how Italian citizens (and residents) were experiencing a new form of uncertainty of what they might 
expect from the future. To trace their understanding of this period in transition, we decided to employ the method of 
collecting personal audio-diaries which would help us capture the experiences, emotions and nuances of selected in-
dividuals in this particular historical moment of the pandemic in Italy, which is the aim of this study. Audio-diaries also 
proved to be a strategic choice for the period with which we were dealing, as individuals (non-family members and 
non-partners) were still not allowed to meet and greet physically. Under these circumstances when the challenge on 
gathering ethnographic data was immense, these personal diaries sent via the messaging app WhatsApp or via email 
allowed the participants to communicate with us. In the next section, we explain in detail why and how we employed 
this method for the study and then provide a description of the process by which we recruited participants, gathered 
WHVWLPRQLHV�DQG�FRGHG�WKH�GDWD��6XEVHTXHQWO\��ZH�GHVFULEH�WKH�PDLQ�ÀQGLQJV�REWDLQHG�IURP�WKH�FROOHFWHG�GDWD�

2. Note on the audio-diary approach

Diaries are often viewed as a personal dispositif capable of collecting the most intimate thoughts and experiences of the 
narrator. As MacFarlane (1970, p. 4) suggested «Often a ‘diary’ is nothing more than some personal observations scrib-
bled in the margins of an almanack». 

:LWKLQ�VRFLDO�UHVHDUFK��GLDULHV�KDYH�EHHQ�XVHG�LQ�GLරHUHQW�FRQWH[WV��,Q�HWKQRJUDSKLF�UHVHDUFK��ÀHOGQRWHV�FDQ�SUR-

1 Paper ricevuto 03/07/2020. Data restituzione paper revisionato 02/09/2020. Data pubblicazione 23/09/2020.
2 University of Bologna. Corresponding author Veronica Moretti. (veronica.moretti4@unibo.it) 
While this article is the result of several discussions between the authors, Veronica Moretti has written the sections 2, 3, 4.3 and 4.4., while Anwesha 
Chakraborty has written the sections 1, 4.1., 4.2. and 5.
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YLGH�LPSRUWDQW�LQVLJKWV�LQ�UHSRUWLQJ�KRZ�LQGLYLGXDOV�DQG�FRPPXQLWLHV�GHYHORS�UHODWLRQVKLSV�DQG�OLYH�LQ�´WKHLUµ�ZRUOG��
In clinical research, diaries can help to overcome memory problems. A research conducted by Parkin and colleagues 
(2004) shows the way in which diaries can help people with multiple sclerosis in tracking and reporting their symptoms. 
Additionally, historical researchers can use diaries as an extra source of data or as a primary source of evidence. Diaries 
are particularly suited to a naturalistic approach as they facilitate «the examination of reported events and experiences 
in their natural, spontaneous context» (Bolger et al., 2003, p. 580). Keeping a diary permits a process of constant com-
parison and allows intimate access to the experience being researched. Hislop and colleagues (2005, p. 72) argue that 
«seen through the frame of reference of the respondents, diaries provide insights into the roles and relationships, and 
life events and transitions which impact on everyday life».

With the development and widespread use of technology, audio can substitute pieces of paper. Audio messages 
form a part of everyday life today. However, audio-diary, unlike written diaries, are not commonly used in contemporary 
qualitative research. Among some of the main researches that have used this technique in gathering data, we mention 
Bernays and colleagues (2014) who analysed how hope is (re)created in people living with HIV in Serbia; Worth’s research 
(2009) which reported the process and path on how visually impaired young people in Britain move to adulthood ; and 
WKH�UHVHDUFK�FRQGXFWHG�E\�*LEVRQ�et al �������RQ�\RXQJ�&DQDGLDQV�VXරHULQJ�IURP�'XFKHQQH�PXVFXODU�G\VWURSK\��8QOLNH�
written diaries, audios allow both individuals to provide data and researchers to collect information in real time thereby 
UHGXFLQJ�WKH�HරRUW�LQ�GRLQJ�LW�EHFDXVH�WKH\�DUH�´KDQGV�IUHHµ��

Based on these premises, for our research we decided to use the audio-diary technique during the present Coro-
navirus pandemic. There were several reasons which prompted us to select this approach. First, the audio-diary can be 
considered as a SHUVRQDO�WHVWLPRQ\�RI�VX૽HULQJ��7KH�HVFDODWLRQ�RI�&RYLG�LQ�,WDO\�SURYHG�WR�EH�PRUH�VHYHUH�DQG�ÀHUFH�
than in many other European countries. A report produced jointly by the National Institute of Statistics (Italian acronym: 
ISTAT) and the Italian National Institute of Health (Italian acronym: ISS) provided an integrated reading of epidemiolo-
gical data on the spread of the Covid-19 epidemic and on deaths. As mentioned in the report, if we consider the period 
from February 20 to March 31, deaths had increased from 26,218 to 49,351 (23,133 more deaths in a span of little over 
a month). A combined analysis of ISTAT daily mortality data with the ISS’s Integrated Surveillance data showed that the 
´GLUHFWµ�PRUWDOLW\�DWWULEXWDEOH�WR�&RYLG����LQ�LQGLYLGXDOV�ZLWK�FRQÀUPHG�GLDJQRVLV��LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�TXDUWHU�RI������ZDV�DERXW�
13,700 deaths. 

,QGLYLGXDO�VWRULHV�RI�VXරHULQJ�DUH�QRW�UHFRUGHG�PHUHO\�WKURXJK�QXPEHUV��7KHUH�DUH�LQGHOLEOH�TXDOLWDWLYH�QDUUDWLYHV�
that are intertwined with the experience of individual subjects as the Italian sociologist Migliorati tells us, in what we 
FRXOG�FDOO�KLV�´DXWR�HWKQRJUDSK\µ��ZLWK�WKH�ERRN�Un sociologo nella zona rossa (2020). This leads to the second reason 
why keeping track of events and feelings can be useful. Audio-diary might sustain people in keeping alive the historical 
path that we are experiencing with the passage of time. In other words, an audio diary can be a powerful tool in creating 
an archive for posterity�DQG�SUHVHUYLQJ�WKH�´&RYLG�PHPRU\µ��

The third reason why the use of audio-diaries can be suitable during the pandemic is because they represent the un-
certainty of the period. Particularly during the moment of transition (from phase 1 to phase 2) Italians were experiencing 
a new form of uncertainty of what they might expect from the future. Many certainties collapsed, generating a sense of 
bewilderment among the people. But at the same time, new resources were called upon, and people learnt to quickly 
assimilate the new rules of lockdown and infection management (from widespread use of masks and social distancing 
to the restriction of a variety of civil liberties). 

Lastly, audio diaries can be understood as a way in which individuals perceive and interpret a situation. This aspect is 
deeply connected with the research purpose, which is to investigate how individuals interpret and absorb media content. 
,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�PHQWLRQ�WKDW�PHGLD�DUH�QRZ�YLHZHG�DV�D�VRUW�RI�-DQXV��SRSXODU�DPRQJ�SROLWLFLDQV�WR�ÀOWHU�WKH�´ULJKWµ�
LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�EHKDYLRXU��EXW�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�QHJDWLYHO\�XVHG�DV�D�FHVVSRRO�RI�´ZURQJµ�IDFWV�DQG�IDNH�QHZV��

3. Methodological framework

Through this article we aimed to investigate how individuals selected, consumed, interpreted and absorbed media con-
tent during the pandemic. Our assumption was that being familiar with a condition and getting information from the 
PHGLD�PLJKW�LQÁXHQFH�LQGLYLGXDOV·�ULVN�SHUFHSWLRQ�DQG�SUHGLFW�KRZ�FHUWDLQ�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�PLJKW�DරHFW�WKHLU�OLYHV��%DVHG�
on our own readings and observations, we formulated the following questions which aided the research design: 

1) What kind of media are the research participants predominantly using to consume information: traditional mass 
media such as newspapers, TV and radio? Social media? A mix of both?

2) Are they feeling a sense of fatigue due to the abundance of information? 
3) Who, according to them, are the experts that they are turning to for certainty in these uncertain times: Politicians? 

Scientists? Public administrators? International and supranational organizations such as WHO and EU?
4) How do (and if) people recognize fake news on the Internet? Can this process alleviate their risk perception about 

the impact of Covid-19?

Regarding the methodology, we used the aforementioned audio-diaries technique. In the initial phase, 18 subjects 
were involved in the project. Among these participants, one did not send any audio and was therefore excluded from 
the analysis of the material. 15 participants completed the task, sending all the audio-diaries for one week; 2 participants 
did not complete the 7 sessions but we decided to keep their testimonies.
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The participants, 11 female and 6 male, are between 28 and 45 years old and live in the northern part of Italy. Since 
this is an exploratory study, a non-probabilistic sample, or grab sampling, was obtained. The data collection was carried 
RXW�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�GD\V�RI�SKDVH����ZKLFK�VWDUWHG�RQ�0D\����������DQG�HDFK�SDUWLFLSDQW�ZDV�DVNHG�WR�UHJLVWHU�RQH�DXGLR�
per day for a week (7-13 May). This timeline was established to evaluate the initial impacts with respect to the transfor-
PDWLRQV�IURP�WKH�ÀUVW�SKDVH�

Before beginning to register the vocal messages, the participants were given instructions on our expectations on the 
DXGLR�GLDULHV�E\�RරHULQJ�WKHPDWLF�LGHDV��+RZHYHU��DOO�VXEMHFWV�LQYROYHG�KDG�IXOO�IUHHGRP�RQ�WKH�GXUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�DXGLR��LQ�
deciding the content they wanted to share and in the delivery (they were free to send their audios at the end of the day 
or to send all of them at the end of the period under investigation).

As the researchers were not being able to meet the subjects face-to-face in advance to provide them with formal 
HTXLSPHQW��WKH�UHVSRQGHQWV�ZHUH�DVNHG�WR�FUHDWH�DXGLR�ZLWK�WKHLU�RZQ�GHYLFHV��0RVW�XVHG�ZDV�WKH�´YRLFH�PHPRµ�IXQ-
ction on the smartphone; some sent the audio directly through WhatsApp and in one case a professional microphone 
was used. The participants were free to register in English or in Italian, according to their preferences. The duration of 
WKH�DXGLR�GLDULHV�YDULHG�ZLGHO\��UDQJLQJ�IURP�D�PLQLPXP�RI������PLQXWHV�WR�D�PD[LPXP�RI����PLQXWHV��UHÁHFWLQJ�WKH�
SDUWLFLSDQWV·�IUHHGRP�DQG�ZLOOLQJQHVV�WR�VKDUH�DV�PXFK�RU�DV�OLWWOH�DV�WKH\�IHOW�ÀW�

To understand and interpret our data we transcribed verbatim the information that emerged from audio-diaries, and 
then translated those that were in Italian to the English language for the purposes of this article. During the transcription 
process, the added value of audio diaries emerged when compared to written documents, since «Pauses, silences, over-
laps, laughter, applause, tone and volume are just some features that are transcribed in an attempt to capture not only 
the content of talk, but also the way in which it is produced» (Acton, 2003, p. 51). The categories emerged through our 
analysis well be discussed in the next session.

3.1 Ethics

At the beginning of the research, we explained to each participant that their audio diaries would only be handled by the 
UHVHDUFK�WHDP�DQG�VLQJOH�HQWULHV�ZRXOG�EH�DQRQ\PL]HG��6DUJHDQW�DQG�*URVV���������

:H�FODULÀHG�WKDW�VLQFH�WKH�XVH�RI�DXGLR�GLDULHV�KDV�DOVR�SURYRNHG�HWKLFDO�FRQFHUQV��WKH\�PLJKW�FDXVH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�
VRPH�GLVWUHVV�EHFDXVH�WKH�DFW�RI�UHFRUGLQJ�DQG�UHÁHFWLQJ�RQ�HYHQWV�FRXOG�SURPSW�DQ�HPRWLRQDO�FULVLV��6P\WK��������

4. Findings

As mentioned earlier, at the beginning of the data gathering process, we provided the respondents a broad set of open 
questions which could be grouped under the following four thematic areas: media sources; experts; data fatigue; risk 
SHUFHSWLRQ��,Q�WKLV�VHFWLRQ��ZH�SUHVHQW�WKH�ÀQGLQJV�RI�WKH�DQDO\VLV�RI�GDWD�ZKLFK�ZDV�SHUIRUPHG�XVLQJ�WKHVH�WKHPHV�DV�
the initial codes and the questions connected to each thematic area as further codes. Alongside information on these 
themes, many personal information and observations were produced. As it will be shown in the paragraphs relating to 
data analysis, the information consumed during the day was inevitably bound to and by people’s daily lives. A large 
margin of freedom was left to the subjects in terms of how they were to maintain the diaries and to send the recordings.

4.1. Media sources 

Communication studies literature considers traditional media, including newspapers, television and radio, as institutions 
SURYLGLQJ�IUDPHZRUN�ZLWKLQ�ZKLFK�SROLWLFDO�DFWRUV�RSHUDWH��%HQQHWW�DQG�3IHWVFK���������5HVHDUFK�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�JUDQWV�PDVV�
media with important roles of gatekeeping that decides which issue and which actors gain public attention (Schulz, 2017) 
and agenda setting which determines what objects and their attributes gain salience in the public mind (McCombs and 
*KDQHP���������)XUWKHUPRUH��WKH�PHGLD�KDV�WKH�SRZHU�DQG�DJHQF\�WR�IUDPH�LVVXHV�LQ�QHZV�UHSRUWV�ZKLFK�FDQ�LQÁXHQFH�
how the audience perceives such reports (Scheufele, Tewksbury, 2007). With social media and social networks, the cate-
gory of audience has undergone a sea change where this group can now produce and consume such frames (Bennett, 
Pfetsch, 2018), thereby breaking down the paradigmatic relation between the sender and receiver, while leading to a 
proliferation of voices (Dahlgren, 2005) often inaudible to each other. In recent years, a trend has been observed that the 
SXEOLF�KDV�LQFUHDVLQJO\�VWDUWHG�WXUQLQJ�WR�RQOLQH�PHGLD�HQYLURQPHQWV�WR�UHWULHYH�VFLHQWLÀF�LQIRUPDWLRQ��%URVVDUG��������
Brossard, Scheufele, 2013). However, researchers have also shown how people perceive traditional media to be more 
UHOLDEOH�IRU�FULVLV�LQIRUPDWLRQ��$XVWLQ��/LX��-LQ��������

�,Q�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�RXU�SUHVHQW�VWXG\��LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�PHQWLRQ�WKH�ZRUN�RI�´2EVHUYD�6FLHQFH�LQ�6RFLHW\µ�ZKLFK�FDU-
ried out surveys on Italian citizens’ perceptions of the pandemic. These surveys also tracked the kind of media that the 
SRSXODWLRQ�ZDV�WXQLQJ�LQ�WR�REWDLQ�LQIRUPDWLRQ��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�ÀJXUHV�RI�DXWKRULW\�WKH\�WUXVWHG�IRU�VXFK�GDWD��7KHVH�HDUO\�
UHVXOWV��IURP�0DUFK�DQG�$SULO��ZHUH�SXEOLVKHG�RQ�WKH�EORJ�´3XEOLF�8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�6FLHQFHµ��WKH�RFLDO�EORJ�RI�WKH�
journal bearing the same name), which said that an overwhelming two-third majority of respondents mainly referred to 
traditional news outlets such as TV and radio news. There was also a substantial percentage of people obtaining infor-
mation mainly from institutional web sources, like Health ministry, the Civil Protection Department, or local institutions 
(at 14,7%) (Bucchi, Saracino, 2020). Social media contacts were the preferred news source only for about 4% of the re-
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spondents and had declined since the early days of the pandemic. This is not surprising as TV continues to be the main 
source of information among Italians (Mazzoli et al., 2018).  Many among our respondents received information about 
the pandemic during the period under study from telegiornali (TV news). Social media was the other major source, with 
Facebook being the most popular option. However, several respondents mentioned that they followed pages of tradi-
tional media outlets such as newspapers and TV channels on social media. For example, Participant 10 said: 

«How do I select sources […] My sources come purely from social media as I said yesterday. There are various social 
PHGLD�WKDW�,�IROORZ�>¬@�,�YLVLW�QDWLRQDO�7*�VLWHV��HVSHFLDOO\�7*���7*��DQG�7*���,�FKHFN�WKHVH�GDLO\�>¬@�VHYHUDO�WLPHV�D�GD\�
[…] but very quickly» (May 8).

There were some who said they did not have a TV at home and/or preferred to read news and detailed analysis as 
opposed to watching videos. As Participant 9 observed:

«I do not have a TV, and I do not enjoy very much watching videos. So, most of the news […] well actually quite all of the 
news I get are in written forms […] so from newspapers, blogs and things like that. Usually I use the website of the Ita-
lian newspaper Repubblica as kind of main source of information about generic news about what’s going on and then 
another newspaper website which I visit often is Il Post […] While when I want to read some more political commentary 
or social commentary I use another social network, which is called Mastodon. This is a decentralized social network and 

there I follow a lot of like, more kind of, political magazines and things like that» (May 7).

Participant 13 mentioned a return to traditional media outlets in this period to gather information: 

«I would say that since the start of the emergency I have been informed much more through traditional media outlets 
than before […] I listen to TV news much more often» (May 7).

Participant 14 was more critical of Italian news reporting, and especially Italian TV news, saying that:

«I know how news are narrated in Italian and I sincerely don’t like my news to be dramatic. I see that there is far more 
SOXUDOLVP�LQ�6RXWK�$PHULFDQ�MRXUQDOLVP��QRW�KHUH��<RX�FRXOG�ÀQG�DOWHUQDWLYH�QHZV��DOWHUQDWLYH�VSDFH�RQ�VDPH�PDWWHUV�
but it would mean going down on to what your social media feed is giving you. And I have a lot of contacts who share, 
\RX�NQRZ��DUWLFOHV�IURP�SDJHV�WKDW�DUH�VSHFLÀF�>¬@�VRPH�FLUFOHV�XVXDOO\�OHIW�PLQGHG�FLUFOHV��7KHVH�DUH�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WH[WV�
to be read, but I always keep in mind that they are political commentary rather than news» (May 8).

Because of the peculiarity of this period, which were the initial days of Phase 2, several respondents mentioned in 
their audio-diaries that there were a number of days when they just preferred to be out in nature, go out for walks, or 
PHHW�WKHLU�SDUWQHUV�ZKLFK�WKH\�ZHUH�ÀQDOO\�DOORZHG�WR�GR��2Q�PDQ\�RFFDVLRQV��PXOWLSOH�UHVSRQGHQWV�VDLG�WKDW�WKH\�KDG�
not consulted any media sources and preferred to distance themselves from news on the pandemic.

Finally, yet another theme that emerged from discussion of media sources is how people tended to obtain news 
about their immediate surroundings: the municipality, the city or the region they live in. Only two participants, 14 and 
17, discussed at length about the pandemic situation from other parts of the world and said that they were reading 
articles in multiple languages. The focus on the local as opposed to the global was summed up well in the testimony of 
Participant 1:

«In this week I realized that I am truly ignorant, I am not one who inquiries about events, especially worldwide. I look at 
PRUH�ORFDO�WKLQJV��,�DP�D�OLWWOH�PRUH�VHOÀVK��%XW�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��,�ZDQW�WR�MXVWLI\�P\VHOI�EHFDXVH�ÀQGLQJ�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
on the internet is not easy» (May 13).

�����7KH�´H[SHUW�XQFHUWDLQW\µ

,Q�ULVN�VRFLHW\�VWXGLHV��H[SHUWV�DUH�DFFRUGHG�D�FUXFLDO�UROH��*LGGHQV��������S������GHÀQHV�H[SHUW�NQRZOHGJH�ªDV�WKRVH�
V\VWHPV�ZKRVH�WHFKQLFDO�DQG�SURIHVVLRQDO�FRPSHWHQFH�LQÁXHQFHV�RXU�GDLO\�DFWLRQV«��([SHUWV�DUH�WKHUHIRUH�WKH�SURIHVVLR-
QDOV�²�RI�VFLHQFH��SROLWLFV��FXOWXUH�²�ZKR�ZH�FDQ�UHO\�RQ�WR�JXLGH�RXU�GDLO\�GHFLVLRQV�DQG�RSLQLRQV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�*LGGHQV��
WKH�GLVDJJUHJDWLRQ�DQG�FRPSOH[LÀFDWLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�V\VWHPV��FRPELQHG�ZLWK�WKH�ORVV�RI�RQWRORJLFDO�VHFXULW\��IRUFH�FLWL]HQV�
to place their trust in expert systems. During the early stages of the pandemic, numerous experts appeared on the scene: 
KHDOWK�SURIHVVLRQDOV��SROLWLFLDQV��MRXUQDOLVWV�DQG�YDULRXV�PHGLD�ÀJXUHV��3DUDSKUDVLQJ�%HFN���������WKH�SRRU�FRPSXWDELOLW\�
of the consequences produced by the Covid-19 crisis combined with multiple experts triggered a change in the ratio-
nality of science. Various media channels also gave voice to a wide range of individuals thereby creating confusion as to 
whose narrative would achieve salience. It was not possible to determine an information monopoly because none of the 
experts was able to quantify the threat in progress and detect its danger (at least in a very early stage). For this reason, 
ZH�FDQ�FDOO�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�IURP�3KDVH���WR�3KDVH���DV�D�SHULRG�RI�´H[SHUW�XQFHUWDLQW\µ�

Most participants expressed trust in medical professionals who were the frontline workers during the crisis. This 
period witnessed a real politicization of medicine thanks to the use of numerous metaphors (Sontag, 1978) linked to the 
work of health professionals (hero doctors, combative nurses, survivors, the war against the virus and so on). Many of 
the interviewees considered the information deriving from the health system to be reliable and trustworthy. At the same 
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WLPH��YHU\�IHZ�KHOG�WKH�SROLWLFDO�FODVV�LQ�KLJK�HVWHHP��ZLWK�WKH�QRWDEOH�H[FHSWLRQ�RI�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�*LXVHSSH�&RQWH��ZKR�
was ubiquitous across media platforms.

Talking about a friend who is a statistician, participant 14 mentioned that,
 

«He won’t accept that anyone other than a biologist, a virologist, a statistician or a mathematician talks about this curve 
WKDW�KDV�WR�EH�ÁDWWHQHG«��0D\�����

Participant 7 explained further: 

«I trust information that comes from friends who are doctors, nurses…who have been exactly in the frontline» (May 7).

Participant 4 had a similar tone in describing the role of medical professionals in this period: 

«Maximum respect for those who work in the medical sector, they brought the country forward from a crazy mess» 
(May 11).

7KH�SROLWLFDO�FODVV�FXW�D�VRUU\�ÀJXUH�DW� OHDVW� LQ�WKH�RSLQLRQ�RI�PRVW�SDUWLFLSDQWV��3ROLWLFDO�ELFNHULQJ�DQG�SROHPLFV�
among political parties were noted by several respondents, which also led to unfavourable opinion regarding this group 
of people.  However, not every participant was equally enthusiastic about the communication from doctors; nor were si-
milarly dismissive about political communication. Two such responses stood out among the audio-diaries that we recei-
YHG��)RU�H[DPSOH��3DUWLFLSDQW����ZDV�FULWLFDO�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�IURP�5REHUWR�%XULRQL��D�YLURORJLVW�DW�WKH�6DQ�5DරDHOH�
KRVSLWDO�LQ�0LODQ�ZKR�HPHUJHG�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�ÀJXUHV�RI�VFLHQWLÀF�H[SHUWLVH�GXULQJ�WKH�SDQGHPLF�LQ�,WDO\��+H�H[SODLQHG�

ª,Q�IDFW��WKHUH�ZDV�%XULRQL�ZKR�D�ZKLOH�EDFN�VDLG�WKDW�WKH�YLUXV�ZDV�D�VLPSOH�LQÁXHQ]D�>¬@�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�QRW�FDXVH�GDPD-
ge to our country […] and therefore he minimized the risk. And then with the passage of a few days, a few weeks, things 
changed drastically and there was an escalation of terror» (May 13).

On the other hand, Participant 13 had profuse praise reserved for the political communication during this period, 
especially the press conferences of Conte:

«Today there was a press conference of Conte where he presented the new measures regarding the new decree for 
economic support […] I listened to all of it. I also listened to the other ministers and I think that many other people have 

done it too ... in this sense, in this period, institutional communication has been strong and authoritative» (May 13).

Conte who was perpetually present in media coverage in the early period of the pandemic through his public ad-
GUHVVHV�DQG�LQWHUYLHZV�HPHUJHG�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�WUXVWHG�ÀJXUHV�GXULQJ�WKH�HPHUJHQF\��DQ�DWWULEXWH�VKDUHG�E\�PDQ\�RI�RXU�
respondents. Participant 8 stated that: 

«I am happy that we don’t have the previous government managing this pandemic» (May 9).

3DUWLFLSDQW���IXUWKHU�H[SODLQHG�ZK\�&RQWH�LV�SUREDEO\�D�PRUH�WUXVWZRUWK\�ÀJXUH�WKDQ�RWKHU�SROLWLFLDQV�

«Everything considered, I am quite happy that we have Conte as the Prime Minister and not someone who has a deeper 
kind of political career. I think in a way Conte was good in trusting science, trusting scientists and doctors in a kind of 

humble way, maybe» (May 11).

Finally, with respect to the discussion on expertise, it was interesting to note a general sense of apathy towards the 
World Health Organization and its communication during the emergency, a feeling that was shared by almost all the 
participants of the study. Participant 10 went on to say that:

ª,�WKLQN�WKDW�WKH�:+2�GRHV�QRW�KDYH�VXFLHQW�SRZHU��WR�EH�DEOH�WR�ZHLJK�LQ�WKH�SKDVH�EHIRUH�DQG�QRZ�LQ�SKDVH����
Because of this, it is not taken into consideration by the various national political bodies. Even at the European level» 
(May 10).

It would of course be interesting to study how much international organizations with expert knowledge such as 
WHO have been crucial in formulating national policies, but at least according to our respondents, they had little to no 
UROH�LQ�VKDSLQJ�WKHLU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�SDQGHPLF��7KH�SDUWLFLSDQWV·�WHVWLPRQLHV�DERXW�DXWKRULW\�ÀJXUHV�FRUUHVSRQGHG�
well with Bucchi and Saracino’s survey (2020), which showed that Italians were more supportive of national actors at 
the helm of handling the pandemic such as the Civil Protection Department and the national government (along with 
the Prime Minister). The same survey noted that two-thirds of Italians judged the European Union’s role during the 
pandemic negatively. Support for WHO’s role in communication of the pandemic was not rated highly either. Some of 
WKHVH�UHVXOWV�ZHUH�DOVR�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�D�SROO�FRQGXFWHG�E\�PDUNHW�UHVHDUFKHU�(PJ�$FTXD��ZKLFK�VKRZHG�WKDW�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�
*LXVHSSH�&RQWH·V�DSSURYDO�UDWLQJV�JUHZ�E\�RYHU�WHQ�SHUFHQWDJH�SRLQWV�WR�����LQ�$SULO�IURP�WKH�VWDUW�RI�WKH�SDQGHPLF��
ZKLOH�WUXVW�LQ�WKH�(8�UHGXFHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�DFURVV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�VSHFWUXP��3LDQWRQL���������
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�����'DWD�IDWLJXH��WKH�´FRYLG�H[KDXVWLRQµ

It is comprehensive information about a situation that enables individuals to have expectations and to predict what cer-
WDLQ�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�PLJKW�EULQJ�LQ�WKHLU�OLYHV��*RරPDQ���������%HLQJ�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�D�FRQGLWLRQ�FRQWULEXWHV�WR�UHLQIRUFH�RXU�
´RQWRORJLFDO�VHFXULW\µ��D�VHQVH�RI�FRQWLQXLW\�DQG�RUGHU�LQ�HYHQWV��/DLQJ���������'XULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�PRQWKV�RI�WKH�SDQGHPLF��
individuals were exposed to an enormous amount of information, often contradictory to one another, which resulted in 
general confusion and overall data fatigue. 

This third thematic axis refers to the impact of data in terms of being overawed and hyper-interested at the same 
WLPH��,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W��WKH�XVH�RI�DXGLR�GLDU\�VKRZHG�LWV�SRWHQWLDO�LQ�WUDFNLQJ�WKH�GLරHUHQW�IHHOLQJV�RI�RXU�SDUWLFLSDQWV��,I�
at the beginning we witnessed a bulimic search for information (from the number of infections to that of deaths), with 
WKH�SDVVDJH�RI�WLPH�WKH�HQHUJLHV�ZHUH�´UDWLRQDOL]HGµ�GXH�WR�D�UHDO�´FRYLG�H[KDXVWLRQµ��7KHVH�DVSHFWV�ZHUH�VXPPHG�XS�
eloquently by Participant 16: 

«Initially when this surreal situation started, I paid close attention to all the news and looked at all the news. I was 
curious and interested in understanding what was happening in Italy and in the world. Above all I kept in mind the 
numbers (the healed, the infected, the deceased). Then slowly I loosened my grip precisely because the more I went on 
and the more I realized that this information could be misleading since we are bombarded with all this information day 

DQG�QLJKW�DQG�LW�LV�GLFXOW�WR�HVWDEOLVK�ZKHUH�WKH�WUXWK�LV«��0D\����

The aspect of data fatigue also occurred due to the complex and varied formulation of the information provided to 
citizens. In fact, there has often been a lack of coordination between the various sources due to the profound uncertainty 
of the phenomenon, as reported by Participant 3 

«The few things I saw were very confusing because we are talking about this restart of the decree that still has to 
FRPH�RXW�LQ�WKHRU\�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�ZH�GR�QRW�NQRZ�YHU\�ZHOO�ZKDW�ZH�ZLOO�IDFH�RQ�0D\����EHFDXVH�WKHUH�DUH�FRQÁLFWLQJ�
opinions. We have not understood so much […] restaurants and bars also reopening also as regards hairdressers it is 
not clear, I did not understand if it is something that pertains to the region or not. There were several news items and 
several articles, however, since the actual decree has not yet been published, we are all a bit […] everyone talks a little 

about everything in general but there is certainly nothing. So, there is little to say in short» (May 13).

Also Participant 15 stated that:

«In fact, starting from February there was an overexposure of this issue at the media level. So how to say […] TV, the 
press, have immediately emphasized this theme by overshadowing all the others […]  consequently also in social media. 
So this, let’s say, information tsunami has not done anything but often confuse citizens» (May 12).

A central aspect in considering the growing data fatigue regards fake news and the various theories spread by some 
media. Byford in his Conspiracy Theories: A Critical Introduction (2011) explains how some social and psychological fac-
tors might contribute to the persistence of some conspiracy theories in modern society. A recent study of Freeman and 
colleagues (2020) shows that in England there has been a substantial endorsement of conspiracy beliefs about the novel 
FRURQDYLUXV��'XULQJ�WKH�SDQGHPLF��ZH�KDYH�EHHQ�H[SRVHG�WR�GLරHUHQW�DVVXPSWLRQV�UHJDUGLQJ�VXFK�DV�´WKH�YLUXV�ZDV�
PDGH�LQ�D�ODERUDWRU\µ��´WKDW�GHDWK�DQG�LQIHFWLRQ�ÀJXUHV�ZHUH�EHLQJ�PDQLSXODWHG�E\�WKH�DXWKRULWLHVµ�DQG�´WKDW�V\PSWRPV�
ZHUH�OLQNHG�WR��*�UDGLDWLRQµ��

We had asked our respondents for their strategies to recognize fake news about the novel coronavirus. These were 
some of their responses:

ª�������DUWLFOHV�GLරHUHQW�IURP�HDFK�RWKHU�DQG�IDNH�QHZV�FDQ�EH�UHFRJQL]HG�YHU\�ZHOO�EHFDXVH�LQ�SDUW�LW� LV�DOZD\V�LQ�
controversy […] when a news starts in controversy in my opinion it is a fake news and in fact I let it go, I don’t even read 
it all. There is a lot of confusion in my opinion» (Participant 1, May 9).

«I recognize fake news with my sensations, I say it without modesty. With intelligence and common sense. And I try to 
learn more about the topic» (Participant 15, May 7).

«I don’t feel confused because I try to follow the evolution of the virus. It would be necessary to clean up these fake 
news […] the information is there anyway. However, the information is not virgin but is piloted […] the fake news I re-

cognize from who writes it, shares it, how it is presented» (Participant 5, May 12).

4.4. Risk perception

7KH�IRXUWK�DQG�ÀQDO�WKHPDWLF�D[LV�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�ULVN�DQG�XQFHUWDLQW\�OLQNHG�WR�WKH�IXWXUH�WKDW�WKH�SDQGHPLF�
has introduced in our lives. The concept of risk has a long tradition within sociological writings (Luhmann, 1996; Beck, 
������*LGGHQV��������=LQQ���������$V�-DVDQRර��������SRLQWHG�RXW��ULVN�LV�SDUW�RI�WKH�PRGHUQ�KXPDQ�FRQGLWLRQ��ZRYHQ�LQWR�
the very fabric of progress. The problem we urgently face is how to live democratically and at peace with the knowledge 
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WKDW�RXU�VRFLHWLHV�DUH�LQHYLWDEO\�´DW�ULVNµ��$V�=LQQ��������QRWHG��WKRVH�XVLQJ�UDWLRQDO�VWUDWHJLHV�WR�PDQDJH�ULVN�DQG�XQFHU-
tainty seek to identify the best course of action by weighing in pros and cons and by calculation. The recent outbreak of 
FRURQDYLUXV�KDV�SXW�LQWR�VSRWOLJKW�D�ODUJH�SDUW�RI�RXU�FHUWDLQWLHV�E\�UDGLFDOO\�FKDQJLQJ�RXU�GDLO\�OLIH�DQG�DරHFWLQJ�ZKDW�
6DUWUH�ZRXOG�GHÀQH�DV�RXU�RZQ�QDWXUH�RI�IUHH�FKRLFHV�DQG�DFWLRQV�

«The only certainty is what we have experienced in this period, without knowing it we have faced trauma. Our days have 
changed, our fears and the sense of precariousness of life have emerged. We looked inside, we changed the way we 
work and communicate» (Participant 16, May 13).

If Covid-19 has managed to put many of our activities on standby, the same cannot be said for other existing dise-
ases:

«The problem with Covid is that the pandemic has destroyed the daily routine but life goes on, and with life I also mean 
problems and diseases. The idiot who fails to go for an aperitif outside does not understand that cancer patients can-
not go for chemo. And this is something that hammers in my head. The disease continues, it has not stopped with the 

pandemic. We should pause for a moment and think that despite this situation we are very lucky» (Participant 4, May 9).

The risk perception during this period was worsened due to media reports about reopening. During our research, 
as showed by the diaries kept over the week, several respondents mentioned the reporting of the crowding at Milan’s 
Navigli area during aperitif hours on May 8, which was widely criticised as terrible behaviour. Participant 9 summarised 
the need for proper information as a crucial aspect of going forward:

«And yes in this moment I would really like to have more precise, more detailed information on how these things 
actually working. I think at this point in Italy after two months we should have much more news, much more reliable 
news on what has happened in the past months and how to face the next months […] I feel like I don’t have that kind 

of information and I don’t even know where to retrieve it» (May 11).

As Lyotard noted in 1984, de-traditionalization and crisis of narratives increase the sense of uncertainty of people. 
7UDGLWLRQV��UHOLJLRQ�DQG�SROLWLFV�DUH�QRW�DEOH�WR�GLUHFW�SHRSOH·V�FKRLFHV�DV�WKH\�GLG�LQ�WKH�SDVW��*LGGHQV�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�WKLV�
sense of continuous narrative – what he calls biographical continuity – entails the stability of «self’s existence and con-
ÀGHQFH�RI�LWV�VRFLDO�LQWHUDFWLRQ«��&KHUQREURY��������S��������NHHSLQJ�D�SDUWLFXODU�QDUUDWLYH�JRLQJ��7KH�SUHVHQW�SDQGHPLF�
has altered the way of maintaining a stable biographical continuity among individuals and societies reinforcing percep-
tion of loneliness and impotence.

5. Conclusion

7KH�DUWLFOH�DLPHG�WR�SURYLGH�VQDSVKRWV�RI�GDLO\�OLYHV�RI�D�VHW�RI�UHVSRQGHQWV��LGHQWLÀHG�WKURXJK�JUDE�VDPSOLQJ��OLYLQJ�LQ�
QRUWKHUQ�,WDO\��GXULQJ�WKH�&RYLG����RXWEUHDN�RI�������0RUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\��WKH�IRFXV�ZDV�WR�WUDFN�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV·�DWWLWXGH�
in a period of transition between Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the nationwide lockdown, with respect to four aspects: media 
sources to gather information; the understanding of expert; the feeling of data fatigue; and the perception of risk in the 
present and the future.  Although not a representative sample, some interesting trends could be observed from the au-
dio-diaries which are not in contrast with what emerged from the aforementioned survey of Bucchi and Saracino, espe-
cially regarding the role of experts, namely, the Prime Minister’s crisis management and less trust in WHO and EU. Tradi-
tional media outlets, especially TV and newspapers continued to play an important role in the lives of our respondents, 
with many following these channels online using their social media pages. Several respondents were generally positive 
towards the news that they gathered from their friends (who they said they trusted to not share fake news). At the same 
time, the abundance of information led to Covid-related news fatigue. However, the seeming lack of reliable information 
also persisted leading to elevated risk perception. The continued disruption of daily life only made matters worse. 

Using this technique proved to be fruitful as we received detailed descriptions of the lives of certain individuals 
during a period of uncertainty: their hopes, desires, fears, emotions alongside precise observations on the four larger 
WKHPHV�DGGUHVVHG�LQ�WKH�UHVHDUFK��7KLV�VWXG\�LQWHQGV�WR�EHDU�WHVWLPRQ\�WR�D�SHULRG�ZKLFK�GLVUXSWHG��DV�*LGGHQV�FDOOHG�
it, the biographical continuity of people. As it tried to show, the media-diet in this period was also responsible for such 
a disruption.
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