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Abstract

In  times  of  crisis,  a  government’s  communication  with  the  public  is
fundamental,  as one of the government’s main tasks is to provide critical
information  to  protect  the  population.  In  the  current  context  of  the
COVID-19  pandemic,  public  health  communication  has  been  paramount
because  of  the  elevated  risk  of  contagion.  Moreover,  in  public  health
communication, experts play a pivotal role by providing reliable information
on  the  basis  of  their  technical  expertise.  The  impact  of  the  COVID-19
pandemic is often compared to that of the Spanish flu, a pandemic occurring
in 1918-1919, whose global spread decimated tens of  millions of  people.
This contribution aims to assess the role of  experts in the two crises by
highlighting the differences in France’s public health communication during
the  two  events.  Assuming  that  the  objectives  of  public  health
communication during the two pandemics were more or less identical, i.e. to
prevent the spread of disease and inform and protect the public, the paper
inquires  about  the  means  used  to  achieve  them,  focusing  on  the
contribution  of  experts.  The  main  characteristics  of  public  health
communication  during  the  Spanish  flu  will  be  investigated  by  analysing
articles  published  in  the  period  between  1918  and  1919  in  two  French
newspapers  Le  Matin  and  Le  Petit  Parisien.  In  terms  of  the  current
COVID-19  pandemic,  this  paper  will  probe  articles  published  since
December 2019 in the newspaper Le Monde.
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Introduction

The  serious  pandemic  situation  brought  about  by  the  spread  of  COVID-19  has
highlighted  the  crucial  role  of  public  health  communication  in  state  crisis
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management.  In  this  context,  only  clear  and  precise  communication  can  provide
useful information to protect the public and consequently limit the spread of the
contagion  as  much  as  possible.  The  provision  of  up-to-date  information  on  the
development  of  the  epidemic,  alongside  scientifically  based  prognoses  on  the
probable development of  the crisis,  provides the public  with valuable and useful
information for planning their future actions. Finally, another important function of
public  health  communication  is  to  reassure  the  public  of  the  measures  taken  to
ensure  their  safety  and thus  avoid  situations  of  confusion and panic.  To  achieve
these objectives,  experts play a significant role in public health communication—
especially  but  not  exclusively  in  the  field  of  health—as  their  professional
competence makes the information provided more reliable. Nevertheless, it must be
pointed  out  that  the  role  of  experts  is  very  difficult  because  they  deal  with
phenomena that science can’t explain yet. In such a situation, providing information
that is necessarily incomplete can provoke extreme reaction from the public (Raoult,
2020). The magnitude of the current COVID-19 pandemic is comparable to that of
another global health crisis called the Spanish flu, which occurred in 1918–1919; its
global spread decimated tens of millions of people. Assuming that the objectives of
public  health  communication  remain  essentially  identical,  examining  how  public
health communication during the first half of the last century differs from that in the
current  context  is  interesting.  In  particular,  this  paper  aims  to  highlight  the
differences in public health communication in France during the two pandemics by
analysing  a  set  of  contemporary  newspaper  articles  reporting  on  them,  with
particular  attention  to  the  role  of  experts.  The  paper  is  divided into  three  main
sections. The first section describes the methodology used and the construction of
two  corpora:  one  containing  newspaper  articles  published  in  1918–1919  on  the
Spanish  flu  and  the  other  consisting  of  newspaper  articles  on  the  COVID-19
pandemic published from December 2019 to June 2020. The following two sections
present the results of the analysis aimed at identifying the main characteristics of
public  health  communication  in  France  during  the  Spanish  flu  (§2)  and  the
COVID-19 pandemic (§3), with a focus on the contribution of experts.  Finally,  the
conclusion highlights the major differences in French public health communication
during the two crises.  Methodology and construction of the corpora  The main
characteristics of French public health communication at the time of the Spanish flu
were observed by analysing the corpus Grippe espagnole; it contains articles on the
subject published during the period 1918–1919 in two French newspapers, Le Matin
and  Le Petit Parisien,  which are available online on the Gallica website, the digital
library of the BnF-Bibliothèque nationale de France.  Le Matin and  Le Petit Parisien
were chosen because they are two of the four largest French newspapers on the eve
of  the  First  World War.  At  the  time,  both newspapers  were sold  in  more than a
million copies (Allemand & Oullion, 2005, p. 35). The corpus Grippe espagnole was
formed by  searching  for  all  articles  during  the  period considered containing  the
word ‘grippe’ and then selecting those relating to the flu epidemic. A total of 214
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articles were identified, 70 of which were published in Le Petit Parisien and 144 in Le
Matin.

Public  health  communication  in  France  during  the  current  health  crisis  was
examined by analysing articles published from December 2019 to June 2020 in the
French newspaper  Le Monde.  The articles in question are available to subscribing
readers in the newspaper’s archive, which is equipped with a search engine allowing
readers  to  carry  out  thematic  searches.  A  total  of  6,779  articles  relating  to  the
COVID-19 pandemic have been identified by searching the keyword ‘coronavirus’. To
facilitate  the  analysis,  the  number  of  articles  was  reduced  by  selecting  those
containing not only the keyword ‘coronavirus’ but also the term ‘expert’, as the focus
of the current study is the contribution of experts. A total of 139 articles related to
the pandemic were obtained, covering the whole period under examination. In the
following phase, the corpus  Covid was created, in which 62 articles with the main
objective  of  informing  about  the  coronavirus  pandemic  were  selected  from  the
previous corpus. As for the texts that have been removed from the corpora because
they did not have the Spanish flu or COVID-19 epidemic as their main subject, the
following types can be identified:

- advertisements for medicines against the flu, also mentioning the Spanish flu (only
in  the  corpus  Grippe  espagnole)  -  advertisements  with  offers  of  medical
consultations (only in the corpus Grippe espagnole) - obituaries (only in the corpus
Grippe espagnole) - articles providing information on the state of health or death of
public personalities - articles containing non-experts’  opinions on the pandemic -
other articles whose main topic is not the health crisis but its consequences (e.g.
limited services, cancelled events, impact on the economy) The aim of the analysis of
the selected articles is to identify the characteristics of public health communication
in France during the two pandemics with the following taken into account:

the  types  of  articles  providing  information  on  the  epidemic  -  the
characteristics of the experts involved - the type of information provided

Results of the Analysis: The Case of the Spanish Flu 

The analysis of the corpus Grippe espagnole revealed that the Spanish flu epidemic
was mentioned for the first time in a short article,  L’épidémie de grippe en Espagne
[The flu epidemic in Spain], which was published in  Le Matin on 30 May 1918.  Le 
Petit  Parisien reported  the  crisis  for  the  first  time  on  2  July  1918  in  the  article
L’épidémie de Nuremberg. La grippe en plein été [The Nuremberg epidemic. Flu in the
middle of summer], calling the epidemic grippe espagnole [Spanish flu]. Let us look
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at  the  article  from  Le Petit  Parisien  to  get  an idea of  how the emergence of  the
epidemic was assessed at the time:

Fig. n. 1: The article L’épidémie de Nuremberg. La grippe en plein été published on 2 July 1918
in Le Petit Parisien 7
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1 The term ‘Spanish flu’ was attributed to the epidemic because the first reports on
its emergence informed about the situation in Spain. However, at the time, it was
known that the first outbreak of the epidemic did not occur in Spain. The article La 
prétendue  grippe  espagnole  viendrait  d'Allemagne [The  alleged Spanish  flu  comes
from Germany] in 7 July 1918 (Le Petit Parisien) reports that the epidemic started in
Germany a few months earlier and denounces how the local authorities managed to
hide it. However, the press at the time was unanimous in stating that the name of the
epidemic  had  no  particular  meaning;  it  was  not  a  new  disease  but  another  flu
epidemic with serious consequences:

‘Qu’elle  soit  russe,  espagnole,  italienne  ou  allemande,  peu  importe  :  elle  a  fait  des
ravages et son nom est sans intérêt’. [Whether it (the flu) is Russian, Spanish, Italian
or German, it does not matter: it has wreaked havoc and its name is irrelevant.] (Le
Matin, 03/09/1918, the quotation comes from an article published in Le Mercure de
France)

‘Elle a beau changer de nationalité et prendre des déguisements variés, c’est toujours
notre ancienne connaissance l’influenza’. [It (the flu) may change its nationality and
take on a variety of disguises, but it’s still our old acquaintance: influenza.] (Le Petit
Parisien, 09/07/1918)

As for the course of the epidemic in France, according to the article  On peut lutter
contre la grippe espagnole [We can fight the Spanish flu] published on 26 September
1918 in  Le Petit  Parisien,  the  Spanish flu  appeared in  France in  April  1918.  The
epidemic swept through the country in three waves: from April to August 1918, from
September to November 1918 and from February to March 1919 (Bouron, 2009, p.
83). An analysis of the articles in the corpus Grippe espagnole shows that the most
serious  period  of  the  epidemic  in  France  seems  to  be  the  second  half  of  1918.
Looking at  the article titles,  we can see the variability in the strength of  various
epidemic waves:

La grippe espagnole a gagné l’Europe. En France, cette influenza est bénigne et elle est
guérie en une semaine environ [The Spanish flu has reached Europe. In France, this
influenza is harmless and is cured in about a week] (Le Matin, 07/07/1918)

La situation sanitaire est toujours excellente [The health situation is still excellent]
(Le Petit Parisien, 18/09/1918)

L’épidémie de grippe. Le nombre des malades a encore augmenté pendant la dernière
semaine.  Plus  que  jamais  des  précautions  et  des  mesures  sont  nécessaires  pour  se
prémunir contre le fléau [The flu epidemic. The number of sick people has increased
again in  the last  week.  Precautions and measures are needed more than ever to
protect against this scourge] (Le Matin, 31/10/18)

L’épidémie de grippe va toujours s’atténuant [The flu epidemic is decreasing] (Le Petit
Parisien, 09/11/1918)
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Recrudescence  de  la  grippe.  Quoiqu’elle  paraisse  légère,  prenons  des  précautions
strictes [Recurrence  of  the  flu.  Although  it  may  seem  mild,  let  us  take  strict
precautions] (Le Matin, 7/12/1918)

La grippe est en recrudescence à Paris. 900 décès sont attribuables cette semaine à
l’épidémie ou à ses complications [Influenza in Paris is on the rise. 900 deaths this
week are attributable to the epidemic or its complications] (Le Matin, 23/02/1919)

Sommes-nous débarrassés de la grippe? [Are we free from the flu?] (Le Petit Parisien,
24/10/1919)

The analysis  of  214 articles  in  the corpus  Grippe espagnole revealed that  in  103
articles, the information is provided by experts. In particular, 34 articles come from
Le Petit Parisien and 69 come from Le Matin. The other 111 articles (36 from Le Petit
Parisien and 75 from  Le Matin) provide information on the epidemic without the
contribution of experts.

Types of Articles Providing Information on the Epidemic 

Regarding the articles providing information on the Spanish flu, the following types
have been identified:

- articles providing statistical data on the course of the crisis in France (e.g. number
of deaths, sick people) - reportages describing the situation in France and, to a lesser
extent,  that  in  other  countries  -  reportages  providing  information  on  the
proceedings  of  the  meetings  of  scientific  institutions  (Académie  de  médecine, 
Académie des sciences),  public administration bodies (e.g.  city councils) and other
institutions dealing with public health (hygiene committees) - articles providing the
results of scientific studies on the Spanish flu - interviews with experts and public
health officials

Characteristics of the Experts Involved 

The  experts  in  the  field  of  health  are  mainly  doctors  and  scientists  (university
professors and members of scientific institutions).

Very often, these experts in the field of health are members of scientific institutions
and professional associations. Amongst scientific institutions, Académie de médecine
plays the leading role.  In the daily newspaper  Le Matin,  a special section is often
dedicated  to  the  news  of  this  institution.  Other  scientific  institutions  whose
members  inform  French  society  about  the  development  of  the  epidemic  are
Académie des sciences and Institut Pasteur.

In addition, individual cases were found in which the article provided information
from a foreign scientific institution, such as the Koch Institute (Germany) and the
London School of Hygiene (Great Britain).
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The experts in the field of  health play an important role in French public  health
institutions,  such as the Epidemics Commission,  the High Council  of  Hygiene,  the
Departmental Council of Hygiene, the City Council,  the Medical Inspection Service
and  the  Naval  Health  Service.  The  analysis  revealed  that  health  experts  also
intervene during debates  on the Spanish flu  in  the French Chamber of  Deputies.
Finally,  it  should  be  stressed  that  the  management  of  the  Spanish  flu  crisis  was
carried out at  two levels—the civilian population level  (e.g.  Service des épidémies
pour la population civile) and the military level (e.g. Service de santé militaire).

Type of Information Provided 

The information provided by the experts mainly concerns the following:

-  the  health  crisis  situation  in  France  (statistics—number  of  deaths,  etc.)  -
development  of  the  epidemic  in  other  countries,  such  as  Germany,  Switzerland,
Spain and England - comparison of the Spanish flu epidemic with other flu epidemics
in the past - measures taken in France to prevent the spread of the disease - useful
tips to avoid the disease - the path of the disease, its types and serious complications
- assumptions about the origin of the disease - information on new treatments for
the disease and the discovery of new medicines

Results of the Analysis: The Case of the COVID-19 Pandemic 

In a more globalized context, the Covid-19 pandemic is not only a health crisis, but a
phenomenon with a considerable impact on the economy, social system and political
situation of the countries concerned. Moreover, the epidemic also has an important
scientific dimension. This has been analysed in detail by Jullien (2020). Among the
scientific disciplines whose experts play a significant role in crisis management and
public health communication, Julien (2020, pp. 287-297) highlights the contribution
of epidemiology, molecular biology, genetics and the theory of evolution. Currently,
the coronavirus pandemic represents a  challenge for  scientific  institutions in the
field  of  health  because  they  have  to  react  quickly,  seeking  to  answer  the  major
scientific  and health questions of  today's  world.  Therefore,  the strategic  plans of
scientific institutions, such as that of the  Institut Pasteur (Institut Pasteur, n.d), are
developed with the aim of boosting research and increasing its  impact on health
issues.

During the  period from December 2019 to  June 2020,  the  first  article  providing
information on the coronavirus-related disease was published in the newspaper Le 
Monde on 9 January 2020 under the title Une pneumonie d’origine inconnue en Chine
[Pneumonia of an unknown origin in China]. The analysis of the corpus Covid, which
contains 62 articles on the pandemic, revealed that in 48 articles, the information is
provided  by  experts.  The  other  14  articles  contain  information  of  various  kinds
(particularly  statistics  on  deaths  and  sick  people)  without  the  contribution  of
experts.
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Types of Articles Providing Information on the Epidemic 

The articles informing about the COVID-19 pandemic are of the following types:

- articles providing very precise statistical data on the course of the crisis in France
and in other countries around the world -  reportages describing the situation in
France and in other countries, also providing testimonies of the local population and
of doctors helping in the fight against the virus - reportages about the proceedings of
meetings of certain institutions, particularly those of the World Health Organization
-  articles providing the results  of  scientific  studies on the coronavirus pandemic,
including  studies  conducted  abroad  -  interviews  with  experts  and  public  health
officials - articles reporting health experts’ opinions on the health crisis

Characteristics of the Experts Involved 

In the management of the COVID-19 pandemic in France, an important role is played
by 11 experts who form the Conseil scientifique COVID-19, established on 10 March
2020 with the task of  providing relevant information to the French President.  In
managing the crisis, the French government is also supported by experts from the
Haut Conseil de la santé publique (Zanola, 2020, p. 86). As regards the corpus Covid,
the  analysis  revealed  a  wide  variety  of  health  experts  providing  the  public  with
information on the pandemic.  The specialisation of  doctors  (general  practitioner,
pathologist, neurologist, resuscitation doctor, etc.) is usually specified as well as that
of the scientists consulted (immunologist,  virologist,  infectiologist,  microbiologist,
professor  of  emergency  medicine,  professor  of  public  health,  infectious  disease
expert, bioengineer, epidemiologist, professor of chemical biology, etc.). The health
experts  who provide  information to  the  public  are  members  of  French scientific
institutions (especially  Académie nationale de médecine,  L'Inserm - Institut national
de la santé et de la recherche médicale, Institut Pasteur) and several foreign scientific
institutions  (e.g.  Chinese  Centre  for  Disease  Control  and  Prevention,  German
Hospital  Federation  and  London  School  of  Hygiene  and  Tropical  Medicine).  The
analysis also showed that alongside health and biology experts, experts from other
domains, such as anthropology, sociology and mathematics, also play an important
role in crisis management and public information dissemination.

Type of Information Provided 

The types of information provided in the articles on the COVID-19 pandemic broadly
correspond to those found in the articles about the Spanish flu. Compared with the
corpus  Grippe espagnole, the corpus  Covid does not include articles comparing the
coronavirus  pandemic  with  previous  influenza  epidemics.  The  statistics  on  the
course of the epidemic (number of deaths, sick people, etc.) are very precise and
concern France and other countries. More often, scientists deal with the question of
the origin of the virus. Many articles also contain the reflections of experts on the
likely  course of  the pandemic and on life  in  the future after  the virus.  Attention
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should be given to articles aiming to disprove fake news about the origin of the virus,
such as the following:

Non, cette vidéo virale ne prouve pas que le coronavirus est une « arme biologique
militaire » [No,  this viral  video does not prove that the coronavirus is a ‘military
bioweapon’] (Le Monde, 18/03/2020).

Conclusion 

The differences in French public health communication during the two pandemics
separated  by  100  years  are  mainly  due  to  their  different  political  contexts,
technology developments and increased globalisation. Whereas in the years 1918–
1919, the newspapers Le Petit Parisien and Le Matin were published in paper form
and with a reduced number of pages (4), the newspaper Le Monde has many more
pages and is also published in digital version. For this reason, more articles report on
the COVID-19 pandemic than on the Spanish flu. It should also be noted that in the
years 1918–1919, events related to the end of the First World War were the focus of
attention, placing less emphasis on news about the Spanish flu epidemic. Indeed, a
recent study aimed at analysing the Parisian press during the Spanish flu has shown
that  in  almost  all  cases,  articles  on  the  flu  epidemic  are  published  inside  the
newspaper and not on the front page (Bar-Hen & Zylberman, 2015, p. 35).

During  the  two  pandemics,  experts  play  a  significant  role  in  providing  reliable
information  on  the  situation  and  explaining  to  the  public  the  necessity  of  the
measures  taken  by  the  authorities—measures  which  restrict  the  freedom  of  the
people (Baverez, 2020) but help reduce the spread of the disease. In the case of the
Spanish flu, public health communication takes place almost exclusively in France;
the data, which are provided by French experts, focus on the situation in the country.
The national character of the management of this health crisis is also reflected in the
fact  that  the  term  ‘pandémie’  is  never  used  in  the  articles  of  the  corpus  Grippe
espagnole. On the other hand, the information provided during the current COVID-19
pandemic, as well as the management of this crisis, has a more global character. The
French  public  is  provided  with  information  not  only  on  the  development  of  the
epidemic  in  France  but  also  on  the  health  situation  worldwide.  The  experts
providing information on the pandemic come from different scientific institutions
around the world, and compared with the experts in 1918–1919, they have a wide
variety of specialisations. Moreover, the analysis of the corpus  Covid revealed that
the  main  reference  institution  for  pandemic  information  is  no  longer  a  French
institution (such as  Académie de médecine during the Spanish flu) but the World
Health Organization, which was founded in 1948 (Organisation mondiale de la Santé,
2020). It should be also noted that after 100 years, the perception of experts has
changed,  especially  because the  figure  of  an  unreliable  expert,  who spreads  false
information about the pandemic, is now much more visible. Therefore, in the current
context of the coronavirus pandemic, public health communication and real experts
also  have  the  task  of  helping  the  public  interpret  properly  the  large  amount  of
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information provided, especially by identifying and disproving fake news. Finally, the
analysis revealed that in public health communication, an important role is played
by  scientific  institutions.  That’s  why  in  order  to  contribute  effectively  to  crisis
management,  scientific  institutions  should  be  more  and  more  committed  to
communicating research results to the public in a clear and appropriate way.
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Notes

The Nuremberg epidemic Flu in the middle of summer Bern 1st July On the evening of the 29th,
the Berliner Tageblatt informs the public about the flu epidemic, reported by the Wolf Agency in
Nuremberg. Anxious to reassure the public, the medical authorities in Berlin state that the
Spanish flu, which has just appeared in Germany, is not dangerous. According to the directors of
a medical bacteriological institute, the epidemic is reminiscent of those that occurred
throughout Europe between 1889 and 1893. The members of the Koch Institute, who have
already treated a number of cases, say that the elderly are less affected than young people and
that the disease, characterised by high fever and inflammation of the mucous membranes,
develops in two or three days. They consider the epidemic harmless to the population. There
have been no fatal cases. 
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