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Key findings

In this RIS) Factsheet we revisit whether people
are avoiding news during the coronavirus
pandemic in the UK, based on a survey fielded
from16 July to 22 July.

We find that:

e The proportion of the UK population that
say they always or often actively avoid the
news is now at 22%. Levels of news
avoidance grew sharply in April and May
(+10pp), and have broadly remained at high
levels since then.

News avoidance has remained stable at

between 20% and 25% even as news
coverage of COVID-19, and people's
attitudes towards the situation more
broadly, have changed in recent months.
The proportion that say COVID-19 is the
single most important issue facing the UK
today has fallen from 72% at the end of
April, to 51% in mid-July.

Most of those that avoid news about COVID-
19 say it is because ‘it has a bad effect on my
mood’ (56%). However, the proportion of
people that say this has fallen by 10
percentage points since May.

Most COVID-19 news avoiders say that they
avoid news on television (77%), followed by
news websites/apps (51%), social media
(50%), print (48%) and radio (41%). Fewer

say they ignore news people send to them by
email and messaging apps (33%). The figures
have changed very little since May.

o More generally, roughly equal numbers of
people think that the coronavirus situation in
the UK is ‘heading in the right direction’ (25%)
and off ‘on the wrong track’ (25%). However,
45% think that the picture is mixed.

Overview

This is the eighth in a series of ten factsheets
based on an ongoing online panel survey of a
representative sample of the UK population. The
survey was designed by the Reuters Institute for
the Study of Journalism at the University of Oxford
to collect data on how people navigate news and
information during the coronavirus pandemic and
was fielded by YouGov. Ten waves will be fielded
at two-week intervals, top-line findings from each
will be published soon after in a factsheet, with
more in-depth analysis to follow. More details
about the project and the methodology can be
found on the project website. The survey is a mix
of tracking questions and specific questions
fielded only in some waves.

Findings

Some people rely heavily on the news media for
information about current events, whereas others
avoid the news media and rely instead on what
they see as functional alternatives (Edgerly 2017).
Earlier in the UK COVID-19 News and Information
project we documented a significant rise in news


https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/UK-COVID-19-news-and-information-project
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avoidance among the UK population between
mid-April and mid-May (Kalogeropoulos et al.
2020), during what was arguably the worst
period of the COVID-19 crisis so far. In July, even
though we have in some ways moved into the
next phase of the crisis — where many
lockdown restrictions have been lifted, and
daily COVID-19 deaths are more than ten times
lower than they were at the peak (Roser et al.
2020)— news avoidance has remained at

roughly the same level.

Between 10-14 April and 21—27 May, the
proportion that say they always or often actively
avoid the news grew by 10pp from 15% to 25% (see
Figure 1). Since then the figure has waxed and
waned slightly, but has not dropped below 20%,
meaning that levels of news avoidance remain
significantly higher than they were at the
beginning of lockdown in April.

Figure 1. Proportion that say they always/often actively avoid the news these days

10-14 April  24-28 April  7-13 May

21-27 May

4-10 June 18-24 June 2-8 July

Qu1di_2017. Do you find yourself actively trying to avoid news these days? Base: 10-14 April = 2,823, 24-28 April = 2,291, 7-13 May =
1,973, 21-27 May = 1,774, 4-10 June = 1,645, 18-24 June = 1,467, 2-8 July = 1,338, 16-22 July = 1,218.

If we also include those that say they
sometimes avoid the news, the figure rises to
55% (it has remained between 50 and 60%
since May). In our most recent survey, just 21%
said that they never actively avoid the news
these days, a figure that has also changed little
in recent months.

These high and continued levels of news
avoidance are perhaps surprising when we
consider that the reality of the COVID-19
situation, the news coverage of it, and people’s
attitudes towards it, have all changed in recent

months. We have seen a steady fall in the
proportion of people who regularly access news
about COVID-19 since mid-April (Fletcher et al.
2020), and there are some indications that the
prominence of COVID-19 news coverage has also
declined. For example, compared to April, fewer of
the 'most read’ stories from some of the UK's
most widely-used news websites are about
CoVID-19.

At the same time, people's views about the
relative importance of COVID-19 as an issue have
shifted markedly. Since mid-April, we have asked

' https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/uk-covid-19-news-indicators-page-beta

16-22 July


https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/uk-covid-19-news-indicators-page-beta
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people what they think is the single most
important issue facing the UK today.
Unsurprisingly, over the last three months
most people have selected COVID-19, but the
figure has been falling steadily since May. In
April, just under three-quarters (72%) of our
respondents said that COVID-19 was the single

most important issue facing the UK today (Figure
2). But by the end of July, the figure had fallen
from three-quarters to around half (51%). In the
same period, the proportion that identified the
economy as the single most important issue
facing the UK grew from 5% to 19%, whereas
otherissues have remained at 5% or lower.

Figure 2. Proportion that think is the most important issue facing the UK today
— Coronavirus/COVID-19 Brexit/Europe NHS/hospitals/healthcare Poverty/inequality
Education/schools Crime/law and order — Economy Pollution/environment/climate change

Public services

Race relations

Housing Immigration/immigrants
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ISSUE. What do you see as the most important issue facing the UK today? Base: 10-14 April = 2,823, 24-28 April = 2,291, 7-13 May =
1,973, 21-27 May = 1,774, 4-10 June = 1,645, 18-24 June = 1,467, 2-8 July = 1,338, 16-22 July = 1,218. Note: 'Race relations' was added as

an option in 18-24 June.

A survey question like this has obvious
shortcomings. It is not practical in an online
survey to list all of the many issues that people
care about, and people arguably do not think
about the national picture through the lens of
one single issue. On top of this, issues around
COVID-19 and the economy are clearly
intertwined. Nonetheless, this shift likely points
to some kind of change in how people think
about the undeniably complex and overlapping
concerns.?

Most people who say they always or often avoid
news (79%), say they are trying to avoid COVID-19
news at least some of the time. In what follows, we
focus specifically on those who say they avoid
COVID-19 news, and make a comparison with
what we found between 7-13 May when we last
asked people about news avoidance in detail.

When we do this, we see that people give broadly
the same reasons for COVID-19 news avoidance in

? The long-running Ipsos MORI Issues Index found similar results for June 2020 using a different methodology whereby people
spontaneously gave responses without prompting. In their most recent survey (5-10 June) 57% named COVID-19 as the most
importantissue facing the country, with 13% naming the economy, and all other issues at around 5% or less.
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/ipsos-mori-issues-index-june-2020
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July as they did in May (Figure 3). The most
commonly given reason is that the news has a
bad effect on my mood (56%). Though we do
see a 10pp decline in the proportion of people
that say this, perhaps as the focus of news
coverage has shifted towards the arguably
more positive topic of the easing of lockdown

restrictions. However, the figures for the other
possible reasons for active news avoidance have
remained broadly stable, with concerns about
news overload (29%), trust (34%), and information
utility (24%) more commonly given than lack of
interest (6%), or a feeling that the news is
unimportant (14%) or a distraction (6%).

Figure 3. Proportion of COVID-19 news avoiders that avoid news for each reason

7-13 May

It has a bad effect on my mood 66%

| feel like there is too much news 33%

I don't trust the news 32%

I don't feel like there is anything | can do

with the information 28%

It distracts me from other things

I think a lot of news is about things that are
not important

I'm not interested enough in the news

10%

n
Is%

16-22 July

.6%

14%

6%

AVOID1. You said that you find yourself actively trying to avoid news. Which of the following, if any, are reasons why you actively
try to avoid news? Please select all that apply. Base: News avoiders (often/always) who avoid news about COVID-19: 7-13 May =

364,16-22 July = 209.

We also see little change to the ways COVID-19
news avoiders say they avoid news (Figure 4).
Most still say that they avoid news on television
(77%), followed by news websites/apps (51%),
social media (50%), print (48%) and radio
(41%). Fewer say they ignore news people send
to them by email and messaging apps (33%).
This difference may be because news sent via
more personal means of communication is

harder to avoid, but also partly reflects the fact

that some sources like television are,
according to Ofcom, more widely used for COVID-
19 news in the first place.* Either way, although
the reasons why people avoid the news may
change over time depending on events, it appears
that the steps people take to avoid news in
practice are tied to their stabler pre-existing

media habits.

3 Itisimportant to note that the proportion of people that say they actively avoid COVID-19 news is still a relatively small part of
the population, which means that differences of around 5pp between 7-13 May and 16-22 July are not statistically significant.

“https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/tv-radio-and-on-demand/news-media/coronavirus-news-consumption-attitudes-

behaviour/interactive-data


https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/tv-radio-and-on-demand/news-media/coronavirus-news-consumption-attitudes-behaviour/interactive-data
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/tv-radio-and-on-demand/news-media/coronavirus-news-consumption-attitudes-behaviour/interactive-data
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Figure 4. Proportion of COVID-19 news avoiders that avoid news on each

7-13 May 16-22 july

I avoid watching news on television 78% 7%
I avoid looking at news websites or apps 55% 51%

| avoid news on social media 49%

I avoid looking at printed newspapers or

0,
magazines R 48%

I avoid listening to news on the radio 45% 41%

lignore news people send me by email oron

. 37%
messaging apps

AVOIDA4. You said that you find yourself actively trying to avoid news. Which of the following, if any, are you doing to avoid news?
Please select all that apply. Base: News avoiders (often/always) who avoid news about COVID-19: 7-13 May = 364, 16-22 July = 209.

Finally, our survey was in the field from 16 July
to 22 July, a period in which deaths from
COVID-19 in the UK grew from 45,053 to 45,422
(Roser et al. 2020), and where there was
continued news coverage of the easing of
lockdown restrictions. As was the case two

weeks ago, roughly equal numbers of people think
that the coronavirus situation in the UK is
'heading in the right direction’ (25%) and off ‘on
the wrong track’ (25%). However, 45% think that
the picture is mixed (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Proportion that think the coronavirus situation in the UK is generally heading in the right

direction

Right direction [Ayd

Mixed 45%

Wrong track 25%

Don't know 6%

Q19. Allin all, do you think the coronavirus situation in the UK is generally headed in the right direction, or do you feel things are

off on the wrong track? Base: Total sample: 1,218.
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