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ABSTRACT 

Recently in 2020, Covid-19 updates have filled the news almost every day in almost every country. However, globally 
people are not getting the same presentation of the information. Each country has a culture and background that con-
tributes to how they perceive the news and its production. Two countries where citizens had similar response time to 
Covid-19, and similar restrictions ,but still had different responses to Covid-19 are Japan and the United States of 
America. Part of this is attributed to the differences in societal norms and the background of these two countries. For 
example, “Observers have pointed out that while it is a more common sight in several East Asian societies than else-
where in the world, mask‐wearing is particularly widespread and normalized in Japan, where masks have been com-
monly worn outside medical or industrial settings” (Burgess, A., & Horii, M., 2012). However, through this study it 
will be revealed how Japanese and American news outlets affect their citizens perception of Covid-19 and how they 
take the virus seriously. Japan is undoubtly a more cautious country and does do a better job at preparing it's citizens 
through the news.  

Introduction 

Recently in 2020, Covid-19 updates have filled the news almost every day in almost every country. However, globally 
people are not getting the same presentation of the information. Each country has a culture and background that con-
tributes to how they perceive the news and its production. Two countries where citizens had similar response times to 
Covid-19, and similar restrictions, but still had different responses to Covid-19 are Japan and the United States of 
America. Part of this is attributed to the differences in societal norms and the background of these two countries. For 
example, “Observers have pointed out that while it is a more common sight in several East Asian societies than else-
where in the world, mask‐wearing is particularly widespread and normalized in Japan, where masks have been com-
monly worn outside medical or industrial settings” (Burgess, A., & Horii, M., 2012).  

In the United States of America, wearing a mask is not a common practice outside of medical and industrial 
settings. Along with that information on March 24, 2020, psychologist and former professor, Dr, Marisa Franco posted 
findings that “A recent poll found that 56 percent of Americans see coronavirus as a real threat — down 10 percent 
since last month.'' This shows that the coronavirus is not being seen as the threat that it is in America and that could 
have a correlation with how the information is being presented to Americans. Japan in contrast has as Kaori Muto an 
active professor in the Department of Public Policy, in The Institute of Medical Sciences at the University of Tokyo 
has researched.“ more than 80 percent of the participants implemented social distancing measures, and most Japanese 
citizens seem to be exhibiting some behavioral change to prevent coronavirus infections. However, this also means 
that about 20 percent may not be conducting sufficient prevention measures.” It’s interesting to think about how the 
news can affect counties so much that it can correlate to people's actions during a pandemic. This leads to the question 
of specifically how do Japan and America differ in their reporting of Covid-19 and how that affects its citizens’ re-
sponse to the Covid-19 pandemic? Furthermore, the citizens’ view of the government does affect how they view the 
news reported and how they interpret the reporting. In terms of Japan, “Roughly half (53%) believe most politicians 
are corrupt. And only around a third (35%) say elected officials care what ordinary people think”(Bruce Stokes, & 
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Kat Devlin 2018). It’s easy to see they have issues with their government and have some negative views of their 
government’s decisions. However, Americans thoughts about their government are even more pessimistic with “ Only 
17% of Americans today say they can trust the government in Washington to do what is right “just about always” 
(3%) or “most of the time” (14%)” (pew research, 2019). The way citizens view the news and how the news gets 
reported correlates with their government views, especially when reporting on a pandemic where the government is a 
primary source of the guidelines and information. Given the information that The United States of America and Japan 
differ in their societal normalities, and differ in their view of the government leads to the understanding that Japan and 
America most likely differ in how they report Covid-19..There is also a gap in this field of research in analyzing how 
health communication can affect a pandemic and how much countries can differ. In order to analyze and address this 
gap in research, it’s important to understand what good health communication looks like especially when it’s a global 
pandemic that affects everyone. Therefore, when analyzing Japanese and the United States news articles and their 
health communication it's important to look at how the internet has affected health communication. It's also crucial to 
understand and be able to analyze health communication objectively and how health communication is perceived. The 
purpose of this research will lead to more people being able to analyze and understand whether or not they are receiv-
ing good health communication and the dangerous correlations that can come from receiving inadequate health com-
munication. The research will also address the importance of health communication during a pandemic and how there 
needs to be some global cooperation when there is a global pandemic. 
  

Literature Review  
 
The basic information that Vaughan, E. with the Department of Psychology and Social Behavior, University of Cali-
fornia, & Tinker, T with Booz Allen Hamilton, McLean, VA. given in their 2009, research the paper provides the 
basis of this research. The paper stresses the importance of health communication to vulnerable populations and gives 
objective pandemic health communication qualities. An example of the qualities they give is, “Communications must 
successfully instruct, inform, and motivate appropriate self-protective behavior; update risk information; build trust 
in officials, and dispel rumors.” This list of qualities allows the news samples from Japan and The United States of 
America in this study to be analyzed objectively. Another insight that Vaughan, E., & Tinker, T. give on what good 
health communication should look like and do is, “Ideally; pandemic communications maximize the public's capacity 
to act as an effective partner by encouraging prevention, promoting containment, and fostering resilience and recov-
ery.” These objective researched qualities of good health communication not only show how much has to go into 
health communication, but they also create a basis for labeling the news samples and determining how well the quality 
of their communication about Covid-19. Vaughan, E., & Tinker, T. have created a base set of qualities for analyzing 
health communication that reaches beyond this study. The qualities described in this article about health communica-
tion show that there have been people researching effective and well-received health communication and that these 
qualities are what made up the real received communication. 

Chou WYS, Hunt YM, Beckjord EB, Moser RP, Hesse B, this group of PhDs in the medical or sociological 
field in 2009 study, inform that there is a concern around the new age of the internet and health communication. 
“Watching health-related YouTube videos was the second most reported form of social media use across all types of 
media and the most frequently reported form of health-related social media use (N = 709, 35.4 %).” This shows that 
health is a major interest for people, and “A key finding of this study offers new and important implications for health 
communication in this digital age: among Internet users, social media are found to penetrate the population regardless 
of education, race/ethnicity, or health care access.”(Chou WYS, Hunt YM, Beckjord EB, Moser RP, Hesse BW 2009). 
Health communication can reach broad demographics with social media. All news outlets being studied in this re-
search have social media that they use to promote themselves and what they say. All the articles are also online new 
outlets that were specifically chosen because of the high view rate they get. This suggests that many people are likely 
to see the Covid-19 updates in the news, but that may be all they are interested in from these news outlets. People 
using the internet and seeing all these posts may not trust because the internet is a place that makes reaching large 
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demographics easy and not everyone knows qualities of good health communication or know what to look for when 
trying to decide if this article is trustworthy enough to believe. The popularity of health and trying to stay healthy can 
clearly be abused and cause false information to be spread especially during a pandemic when health is a big concern. 
Therefore, it makes sense to analyze the largely viewed online news outlets when looking for the correlation between 
how the different health communication of America and Japan affect their citizens' response to the virus. 

A Rina Miyawaki, Ai Shibata, Kaori Ishii & Koichiro Oka (2017) in supported research in part by the Na-
tional Cancer Center Research and Development Fund (26-A-31) from the Japanese Ministry of Health, Labor and 
Welfare s says, “that Japanese newspapers regularly published cancer-related articles throughout the year. (Kishi et 
al., 2008). Therefore, newspapers might easily be one of the most familiar and important sources of cancer information 
for the general public in Japan.” This information informs that Japanese news has been a significant source of health 
updates for Japanese citizens, and its quality has been studied to some extent. The study in regards to the quality stated, 
“There is room for improvement in the reports. It would be helpful to see more effective information (Jones, William-
son, & Hocken, 2012), such as evidence-based guidelines for prevention. Further research should consider a more in-
depth assessment of articles about prevention.” (Rina Miyawaki, Ai Shibata, Kaori Ishii & Koichiro Oka 2017). This 
informs me that there are criticisms of Japanese health communication in the news and that guides my research to 
search for evidence-based guidelines and reports on prevention because the lack of those reports the quality was a 
criticism, and the study recommended assessing those areas of the news reports. Those qualities will also be examined 
in American reports to be able to make a fair comparison between the two. Overall, this sets a base for Japanese health 
communication and acknowledges that health communication in Japan has improvements to be made. In general, there 
was a lack of research in health communication that's focused on The United States so there is a huge gap in the United 
States health communication and how adequate it is to its citizens. This research will not completely fill that gap but 
will involve it in some aspects.  

These studies inform of the important research in health communication and have guided where this re-
search’s focus should be and how it should be conducted. This leads this research to be American online news outlets 
and Japanese online news being sampled for their reporting of the first case and death domestically, first restrictions 
placed domestically, and first president/ Prime Minister briefing about Coid-19 and how that affected their citizens’ 
views of Covid-19. Overall, there is a gap in understanding the effects of inadequate health communication, and this 
research is needed to show the correlation between inadequate health communication and the rise in health negligence.  
 

Methods  
 
To explain the correlation between the differences in critical Covid-19 news communication in America and Japan 
and how their citizens respond to the virus, the causal-comparative method will be used. The purpose of the causal-
comparative is to compare and analyze comparisons and that is one of the effective ways to compare the differences 
in health communication in Japan and The United States and to clearly see the effects it has had. The comparison will 
be between the 3 most viewed American and Japanese online news outlets and 4 reports on critical covid-19 infor-
mation. The most viewed American online news sources sampled are Fox News, New York Times, and Huffingtonpost 
according to statista.com. The most viewed Japanese online news outlets are Japan Today, Japan Times, and Nippon 
Hoso Kyokai (NHK) according to feedspot.com. All these news outlets have a sizeable amount of viewers meaning 
they can reach and influence more citizens’ responses to covid-19 than smaller outlets with fewer citizens paying 
attention to them. The critical covid-19 reports of interest in this study are the first death (domestic), first reported 
cases (domestic), first restrictions placed due to covid-19 (domestic), and Prime Minister/President’s covid-19 brief-
ing. Critical reports are being looked at because they are the reports that are most likely to draw citizens’ attention and 
have citizens read them. The reports are then coded based on the language used and the connotation it has towards 
regulations and the danger of the virus. The samples are also coded according to a 2009 study entitled “Effective 
Health Risk Communication About Pandemic Influenza for Vulnerable Populations” by Dr. Vaughan and Dr.Tinker 
that gives guidelines and attributes of adequate and inadequate health communication. The samples will be coded and 
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given a score out of 4 based on if they meet the 4 attributes described in Dr. Vaughan and Dr. Tinker’s study which 
are to instruct, inform, motivate, and dispel rumors that there may be. Then the news source as a whole will be given 
a score out of 16 based on the individual reports score out of 4.  

The information gained from the samples’ coding is then compared with how the citizens respond to the first 
restrictions placed and how well regulations are followed in the country. This will be done by looking at if the infection 
rate rose while restrictions were in place to see how the people may have disregarded restrictions. This will be put in 
correlation with the coded samples and how many lowly scored and negative samples were gathered. If more inade-
quate and negative samples were gathered by the country with a higher infection rate when restrictions happened then 
that creates a correlation to inadequate health communication and citizens' inconsiderable response to Covid-19.  

The causal-comparative method is effective in comparing and explaining correlations, and that is why it is 
an effective method for this research that compares the differences in how the United States of America and Japan 
report global news differently. This method allows for a close comparison of the articles sampled from Japan and The 
United States. This method's purpose is to compare and yield results that can help people think more critically when 
watching the news and be able to identify adequate health communication and will produce results on how influential 
the news is when communicating about health, and safety. Overall, the results of this method and research will demon-
strate the importance of health communication and understanding how to gauge the quality of health communication 
being received, and how health communication is different in the United States of America and Japan due to many 
factors not touched on and how those differences affect the actions of citizens during a global pandemic and show a 
need for global corroboration, especially during a pandemic.  
 

Results  
 
Table 1. Japanese News  Results 

News Outlet  First Case  
(domestic)  
Article Score 

First Death  
(domestic)  
Article Score 

Gov 
Briefing  
Article Score 

Restriction  
Article  
Score 

Total Score 

Japan Today  4/4  3/4  3/4  2/4  12/16 

Japan Times  4/4  4/4  4/4  4/4  16/16 

Nippon Hoso  
Kyokai (NHK) 

4/4  4/4  4/4  4/4  16/16 

 
 

The three Japan news sources and their articles did meet the qualities and expectations more than the United 
States. Japan Today on average in the four critical covid-19 reports analyzed met 3 out of the four qualities and was 
very objective and did not have any negative connotations towards restrictions in most of them. However, one did 
have some negative connotation in its coverage and that was the article involving restrictions. The four qualities looked 
for are: does the report instruct, inform, motivate, and dispel rumors that there may be. Japan Today mostly missed 
the motivation because the reports were very objective and had instructions on how to stay safe, but they were very 
minimal. Specifically, the first restrictions report from Japan Today where they failed to instruct and motivate was 
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the most inadequate of Japan today’s articles scoring a 2. Prime minister Shinzo Abe called for schools in Hokkaido 
to close and there were many people upset by this. This is fine to report but Japan Today did not comment on the fact 
that this is happening to keep people safe and had a very negative connotation to this regulation.  

Japan Times achieved a perfect score meeting all the requirements in all their reports. They had several links 
to articles where they tell how to be safe during the Covid-19 pandemic within each one of their articles and they were 
very objective using very neutral tones but motivating people to stay safe and telling them how to stay safe. They also 
were very extensive in linking past articles to new ones and explaining how the virus is a crucial threat and explaining 
why and how it’s important to stay safe during the pandemic.  

Nippon Hoso Kyokai (NHK) also scored perfectly, meeting all the criteria of proper health communication. 
They were very health-oriented and objective in the connotation they used. In each article, there were links and hotlines 
to call to use if you wanted to know more about the virus and how you can stay safe. They motivated safety, informed 
why it's important based on the critical event that happened, and instructed safety, but calmness. Overall, this news 
source was very informative and objective. 
 
Table 2. American News Results  

News Outlet  First Case  
(domestic)  
Article Score 

First Death  
(domestic)  
Article Score 

Gov Briefing  
Article Score 

Restriction  
Article  
Score 

Total Score 

Fox news 2/4  2/4  2/4  2/4  8/16 

New York Times 4/4  4/4  4/4  4/4  16/16 

HuffingtonPost  3/4  3/4  4/4  4/4  14/16 

 
 

American news outlets' health communication did inadequately compared to Japan’s health communication. 
Starting with Fox News failed to meet many qualities with all their articles only meeting 2 out of the 4 qualities of 
good health communication. Each article failed to motivate and instruct. They have the shortest reports out of all news 
stations because they are very objective and only have information about what has happened. They directly quote 
Donald Trump in several of their reports and they match his very optimistic view about the virus never providing 
instructions on the virus and to stay safe just having a very Laissez-faire attitude about it and do not seem motivated 
to stop the virus. Overall, they are objective but did not provide extensive information like the other news outlets.  

New York Times articles all 4 of them meet all 4 health communication attributes. The New York Times was 
very objective and informative. They also have multiple resources for covid information linked in their articles and 
past articles to learn more directly when past events were brought up. They utilized the laissez-faire response of the 
United States government specifically in the briefing article. They strongly in the presidential briefing article promoted 
safety above all. Overall, The New York Times also had positive connotations about restrictions and staying safe and 
encouraging you to be clean, wear a mask, and all the important actions to take during a pandemic.  

The final news outlet HuffingtonPost had their restrictions article and briefing article meet all of the commu-
nication attributes and the first domestic Covid-19 death and Covid-19 case articles meet only three of the require-
ments of good health communication. The ones that did not meet the requirement were lacking instruction; there was 
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motivation to be safer but nothing telling how. In the articles that scored fully, they were not fully objective, they 
shared the belief that more should have been done to prevent the spread of Coronavirus. Overall, they were trying to 
be motivating that there should be more done.  

Japan objectively has the more adequate news reports and better track record with covid numbers. The brief-
ing for the United States took place on March 13th, 2020 and after that report, there was a spike in Covid-19 cases 
and Covid-19 cases on a 7-day average as seen in the first figure below. Every news outlet except Fox News got a 4/4 
on the restriction article, Fox News got a 2/4 because they failed to motivate, and instruct on what to do. This was also 
a briefing which means that it was focused on the government and especially in America the government and politics 
have been a dividing topic and were not the most motivating to stay safe during the pandemic. This leads to the 
understanding that because of a combination of health communication from the government and the highly viewed 
online news outlet that is Fox News that there is a correlation between inadequate health communication and the 
actions of citizens in a global pandemic. It even shows that if there is adequate health communication out there for 
those same citizens to see, that the inadequate health communication since it was viewed at such a high level can still 
correlate to those people making inconsiderate actions. In the United States, there is also the factor of the government 
giving poor health communication, and even with most Americans being pessimistic about the government, it is still 
able to correlate along with the news outlets to citizens ignoring health risk. Japan on the other hand after a state of 
emergency was announced on March 11th there was still a rise but the spike was slower to happen and Japan stayed 
at a steady rate for a longer period than The United States did this is shown in figure 2 below. The spike is also 
considerably less especially when comparing Japan’s population density and America’s average population density. 
There are other factors that play an impact on this like government and overall societal normalities like mask and 
emphasis put on health and good communication about health. Also, the amount of testing available could play a role 
in the slower increase; it's difficult to tell with that information not being available. However, going off this infor-
mation the better health communication from Japan has had a correlation to Japanese citizens being safer and listening 
more to the restrictions. 
 
 

Figure 1.  
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Figure 2 
 

Discussion  
 
These results display health communication and the importance of health and consideration of others when it comes 
to health has culturally been a part of Japan more than America. Also as an American, I have seen the division there 
is with masks and following restrictions. There is a limitation that since I am not able to see the social climate in Japan 
as I can in America that this may create some bias. However, with certainty, I can say that America was more divided 
with following restrictions and wearing masks than Japanese citizens were. This shows a need for global corporations 
when it comes to major health crises like these and when health communication is so critical and most people are 
looking for guidance through health communication given to them by the news outlets and their government.  

The data gathered shows how the major differences in how health communication can be presented and the 
effect it can have on citizens’ actions. It creates the understanding that health communication can have impacts and 
correlations to how citizens stay safe and react. This also shows the importance of using multiple resources when 
getting information about health because the media is not regulated in a way that protects from misinformation. The 
disconnect from country to country in receiving adequate information needs to be discussed and addressed more.  

This research displays the importance of health communication and how effective it can be in keeping people 
safe. This research also creates an understanding that negligence to motivate and instruct citizens to stay safe can 
correlate with higher amounts of people disregarding restrictions and not being as safe as they could. There are several 
gaps that still need to be filled for example political communication on Covid-19 is an area that would also have 
implications on how citizens respond to the virus. Other countries with different cultures and forms of government 
should also be researched because there are important implications that need to be understood from those different 
perspectives of receiving information.  
 

Strengths/Limitations  
 
There are several strengths and limitations to this study. There is still a bias when perceiving the articles no matter 
how objective the material used to look at the articles is, as a human I am subject to bias. However, the bias in this 
study is not to an extreme that affects the integrity of this research. There is also a limitation to the fact that I do not 
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have direct numbers of how people were reacting to the articles when posted. Also, instead of looking at Covid-19 
numbers and correlating them to the article a survey could instead be given asking questions on how people feel about 
restrictions and if they read or watch any of the news sources used. However, a large sample would have been needed 
in order to conduct that type of research efficiently and with large samples comes more factors that could affect how 
they responded to the virus and to the survey. This in return leads me back to the original method chosen because 
looking at the Covid-19 cases around the time of the briefings that are close to the dates of many of the active first 
restrictions gives correlation to the citizens’ actions and the time frame of those actions lining up with the health 
communication they were receiving. There was also little access to Japan and its citizens on a big enough scale that 
could connect to the societal climate around Covid-19 restrictions besides looking at Covid-19 cases in correlation 
with the date of the first briefings.  

Other limitations are the scope of the question and not being able to look at the political climate and govern-
ment and its effect on citizens and their reaction to the pandemic. Lastly, there are several other ways people receive 
news that was not addressed and the most viewed news outlets change depending on what type of media you are 
receiving it from for example television, radio, newspaper, and online formats all have different news outlets that are 
highly viewed. The average demographic of viewers is also likely to change depending on what type of media is used.  
 

Conclusion  
 
In the future, there should be more of a global effort at making sure people are receiving adequate health communi-
cation and more analysis on how people decide what news outlets they are going to trust and listen to. Part of this 
research’s purpose is to inform people and create an understanding of what adequate health communication looks like, 
and the effects and correlation of inadequate health communication. However, there still is a missing understanding 
on why people have innate biases towards news outlets with clear inadequate health communication or inadequate 
news communication in general. The future direction of research in this field should be on how and why the news 
outlets that are inept at health communication reach so many and outweigh the sufficient health communication in the 
amount of impact it has. Figuring out the political and communication factors that come with that research may be 
difficult, but the results from that research will help people be able to figure out how to make sure that sufficient health 
communication has more of an impact than inapt communication. Overall, the new understanding that inadequate 
communication even when there is more adequate health communication still has a major impact needs to be re-
searched further to figure out why and what other factors during the Covid-19 pandemic played into people listening 
following these news outlets inapt communication. 
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