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Introduction 

The Covid-19 pandemic prompted exceptional policy measures worldwide to address the public health crisis and mitigate economic disruption and social unrest (Shafi and Mallinson, 2023). While existing literature emphasises variation in national responses (Kuhlmann et al., 2021), there were also commonalities—particularly in how governments rapidly translated scientific advice into restrictive containment strategies (Forster and Heinzel, 2021; Schnabel and Hegele, 2021). Lockdowns were imposed, healthcare systems reinforced, and economic support extended (Ginsburg and Versteeg, 2021). These interventions curtailed individual freedoms and suspended social and economic activity, often framed through appeals to “individual responsibility” (Giritli Nygren and Olofsson, 2020). Nonetheless, governmental authority and scientific guidance were contested across physical and digital public spheres.

This article examines how the exercise of emergency powers during the pandemic in Greece was represented and contested through claims in online and social media, in a country emerging from a long period of austerity (Zilidis et al., 2020). Greece constitutes a revealing case due to its deep integration into European Union (EU) crisis governance, its fragile public health system  (Zahariadis et al., 2021)—and its precarious labour market (Kousi et al., 2021; Psaropoulos, 2020). We are able to show that the health crisis allowed the Greek government to reinforce political authority and claim legitimacy in public and media debates.  Thus, unlike earlier crises such as the sovereign-debt (Roose et al., 2018; Lahusen et al., 2016) and refugee crises (Paschou et al., 2022; Cinalli et al., 2021), pandemic management encountered less open contestation (Ladi et al., 2022; Exadaktylos & Chatzopoulou, 2022).   The challenge of balancing health risks with economic collapse was partly mitigated by the EU’s Recovery and Resilience Facility.

Rather than analysing the political opportunity structures of mobilisation, the study focuses on public claims-making as an indicator of how political, economic, and societal actors accepted, tolerated, or contested the government’s pandemic management. This analytical lens enables us to trace how pandemic management was supported or challenged over time. Our findings reveal a communicative environment of limited public contestation, showing how the government formed an alliance with scientists and used strategic media framing to define acceptable behaviour and normalise a paternalistic model of crisis governance. Despite a mixed record of policy success and visible management failures, governmental authority remained largely uncontested—both by opposition parties and by public opinion (Exadaktylos and Chatzopoulou, 2022; Katsampekis and Stavrakakis, 2020; Ladi et al., 2022).

P

The study draws on three primary data sources: (1) public contestation in online news media; (2) user-generated content on social media and (3) expert interviews. It analyses how the news media framed the alliance between government authorities and scientific experts. Officials and scientists often adopted a pedagogical communication style, promoting expectations of “responsible citizen” behaviour; pandemic-management authorities were rarely challenged by competing voices. The article also analyses user-generated commentary responding to news on social media—particularly Facebook—to assess whether, and to what extent, users contested these narratives and state decisions. Finally, these findings are complemented by interviews with key actors—scientists, politicians, and journalists—examining how they justified government decisions and responded to criticism.

By combining these analytical dimensions, the study offers a nuanced account of the interplay between communication strategies, media framing, and public contestation during the pandemic, advancing an understanding of how democratic governments maintain authority and manage dissent under conditions of uncertainty. In this sense, the study contributes to debates on technocratic governance, state exceptionalism, and the muting of political contestation in emergencies. Rather than producing either sustained consensus or overt rebellion, Greece’s pandemic governance generated a pattern of managed dissent, in which executive authority and scientific expertise stabilised institutional discourse while contestation was displaced into fragmented digital arenas. This challenges the assumption that low levels of mobilisation signal high legitimacy, showing instead how dissent can be contained, redirected, and unevenly expressed across communicative spaces.

Following an introduction to the methodology of the POCO-Covid[footnoteRef:1] research project, we outline the Greek pandemic management, trace the formation of the government–scientific alliance, and introduce two contrasting scenarios of public contestation. We then show how contestation of Greek pandemic management evolved over time in the news and on Facebook and what different communication strategies  were employed by government and scientific experts. In the discussion, we turn to the implications of the Greek experience of crisis governance and public communication in a broader European context. [1:  POCO-COVID (Polarisation and Contestation of the Covid-19 Crisis Debate in the Greek Digital and Social Media) was a postdoctoral research project funded by the Hellenic Foundation for Research and Innovation (H.F.R.I.). More information about the project can be found at: https://www.ekke.gr/en/research/project/polosi-kai-diamachi-stin-dimosia-sizitisi-schetika-me-ton-covid-19-sta-ellinika-idiseografika-portal-kai-mesa-kinonikis-diktiosis] 


The pandemic, a crisis of legitimacy?

The 2020-2022 pandemic represented an extreme case of a declared state of emergency in established democracies, with a high concentration of political power and a suspension of basic rights of the citizens. State executives engaged in public claims-making to defend the necessity of effective crisis management across political cleavages and conflicts of interest (Lowande and Rogowski 2021; Weissert et al. 2021). In addition to the functional constraints of centralisation of decision-making powers, the emergency also gave rise to public expectations of strong leadership (Kneuer and Wallaschek, 2023). This is a temptation for governments to reclaim control over oppositional forces in society and invest in authoritarianism (Heitmeyer 2024). 

There is thus the possibility that the state of emergency could also lead to a state of exception, where the normal legal order is suspended and replaced by strong leadership. According to the Italian philosopher Agamben, the pandemic consolidated the permanent state of exception with state domination keeping society under perpetual fear and insecurity and slowly sacrificing individual freedom (Agamben 2021; Sirnes 2024). 

It is far from certain, however, that governments would be able to seek legitimacy in the pandemic through such a politics of fear that kept the individual in a state of perpetual alert. Instead of an extraordinary concentration of state power, we also find that governments sought to form alliances with scientific and expert bodies during the pandemic to gain support for emergency measures. In Greece and other European countries, science was accepted as an independent source of authority by states who sought to be legitimised by scientific evidence. This contrasted with the approach adopted by populist governments across the globe who chose to confront science and challenge the authority of experts (Loner et al. 2023).

The Covid-19 pandemic represented, in this sense, a pivotal moment in which the legitimacy of state authority, technocracy, and expertise was put to the test, resulting in the emergence of diverse forms of political mobilisation (Esmark, 2023). On the one hand, the pandemic emergency had a pacifying – rally round the flag effect, overcoming traditional party divisions, demanding the formation of grand coalitions and uniting populations in solidarity in the struggle against the virus that required extraordinary individual and collective efforts. (Della Porta 2022; Trenz et al. 2021). On the other hand, the emergency measures imposed significant limitations on civil liberties and individual freedoms, which were likely to be met with resistance, particularly from those segments of the population who had reason to fear economic loss (Cowden and Yuval-Davis, 2022; Della Porta, 2023). In the case of Greece, the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic coincided with a decade-long economic crisis, creating additional challenges for the most vulnerable groups, particularly the unemployed and migrants (Toumpalidou and Chatzikonstantinidou, 2023).  

Public perception of the legitimacy of crisis management has been shaped to a significant degree by the news media through which citizens learn about the potential harmful effects of the pandemic and to assess the trustworthiness of government and science in taking appropriate action (Adam et al. 2023). The news media are to be understood both as a mediator of knowledge and a catalyst for the formation of public opinion during crisis (Michailidou and Trenz 2021). Media coverage is critical for understanding competing narratives of the crisis, which shape people’s perceptions on complex issues and mobilise support and opposition (Chouliaraki and Georgiou 2019). Existing findings point to a media negativity bias that drives news selection and framing with a focus on catastrophe and scandal (Lengauer, Esser, and Berganza 2012; Soroka 2014). This goes hand in hand with an elitist bias, with mainstream journalists giving voice mainly to powerful actors such as the government and the main opposition parties (Van Aelst and Walgrave 2016). The negative economic consequences of the crisis also directly threaten the independence of the media—especially in fragile economies such as Greece, where state funding for journalism has been distributed in a rather opaque manner—to the detriment of public trust in mainstream journalism (Eurobarometer, 2016; Reuters Institute, 2022). In comparison, social media provide an arena for non-elite actors to raise their critical voices and for bottom-up mobilisation of resistance, which remains, however, often one-sidedly and is used to utter distrust and to spread disinformation and conspiracies about the pandemic (Cowden and Yuval-Davis 2022; Vosoughi, Roy, and Aral 2018). 

This article intends to contribute to this scholarship on legitimation by emphasising how the interplay between state authority, scientific expertise, and media communication shaped public debate during the pandemic. Rather than focusing solely on institutional crisis management, our approach highlights how discursive strategies and actor alliances shape perceptions of legitimacy from a long term perspective of Greece’s enduring crises. There have always been high levels of political mobilisation in Greece during times of crisis. During the sovereign-debt crisis (2010–2015), austerity measures imposed under EU supervision provoked widespread mobilisation, strikes, and intense blame attribution among the government, opposition, and external actors, such as Germany and the EU (Lyrintzis 2011; Diani & Kousis 2014; Roose et al. 2018; Kouki & Liakos 2015). The refugee crisis (2015–2016) similarly produced high levels of contention across ideological lines, with protests and polarised narratives in both mainstream and social media (Paschou et al. 2022; Cinalli et al. 2021; Siapera 2019). Compared with these confrontational episodes, the Covid-19 crisis generated lower-intensity and more mediated forms of dissent. Public responses were expressed mainly through online commentary, selective protests, and discursive critique rather than mass mobilisation. This shift indicates a transformation in Greece’s crisis politics—from direct confrontation to the communicative management of discontent.

To interpret these trajectories, the study advances two ideal-type scenarios illustrating shifting alignments among government actors, scientists, and civil society throughout the pandemic: 

The rebellion scenario describes a configuration in which concentrated, top-down decision-making without consultation provokes visible opposition and resistance. Contestation becomes reciprocal: governmental repression from above encounters social and political mobilisation from below. This pattern typically emerges in later stages of crisis management, when fatigue, perceived inconsistencies, and the politicisation of expertise erode earlier compliance.

The paternalistic “rally-round-the-flag” scenario depicts the opposite configuration. Here, state authorities and scientific experts act in concert, monopolising the crisis narrative through appeals to unity, discipline, and moral responsibility. Communication is hierarchical and prescriptive rather than deliberative, generating widespread cooperation and limited overt resistance.

These scenarios serve as analytical frameworks for the empirical sections that follow, helping to interpret how claims in online and social media reflected confrontation or accommodation toward governmental crisis management.
Methods of research and data description 

Drawing on data from the POCO-COVID research project the article employs a mixed-methods sequential explanatory design combining quantitative content analysis of online news media and Facebook comments, with a qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews with key actors. The research design integrates a top-down dimension examining how governmental, political, and scientific actors framed the pandemic in online news coverage and a bottom-up dimension analysing how citizens articulated support, critique, or resistance through social-media commentary; and an intermediary dimension capturing how journalists, scientists, and policymakers reflect upon their communicative roles. The quantitative analysis provides an overview of discursive patterns, while the subsequent qualitative analysis offers deeper contextual insight into the meanings and mechanisms underlying those patterns (Ivankova et al., 2006). 

The quantitative component relies on political claims analysis, which systematically quantifies how actors frame and articulate positions in the public sphere (Koopmans & Statham 1999; Cinalli et al. 2021). Originally designed to code grievances or demands, it is here adapted to the pandemic context, covering the salience of actors as claimants, the issues they raise, and the ways they address others. The same analytical logic was applied to the Facebook dataset, where individual user comments were treated as claims and coded accordingly (Trenz et al. 2020). 
To identify the online media outlets analysed in the study, an index of relevance and diversity was constructed using five criteria: (a) website traffic for 2020–2022, based on data from Alexa Traffic Rank Checker (ALEXA 2.0) and SimilarWeb; (b) the number of likes and followers on each outlet’s Facebook page; (c) political orientation, to ensure ideological balance in the sample; (d) Twitter followers counts to capture each outlet’s broader audience reach ; and (e) credibility and public trust rankings provided by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (Kalogeropoulos, 2022). The goal was to include outlets that differed in political stance and audience reach, thereby capturing a representative spectrum of the Greek online media landscape and its social-media extensions.

On the basis of this index, four outlets were selected: 
1. Kathimerini.gr: A traditional centre-right quality newspaper, recognised by the Reuters Institute as one of the most trusted media sources in Greece (Newman et al., 2022).
2. ProtoThema.gr: A tabloid-populist[footnoteRef:2], pro-government weekly newspaper and news website, which had the highest traffic during the examined period and ranked second in social media followers and likes. [2:  Proto Thema is considered a right-biased newspaper that supports the New Democracy government. It uses a sensationalist, emotional and anti-elitist tone in its coverage. ] 

3. News247.gr: A centre-left news website that often criticised the government on key issues. It ranked sixth in website traffic and fourth in social media followers.
4. Newsbomb.gr: A website with no clear ideological standpoint but known for its populist tone. It ranked fifth in website traffic but first in social media followers.


[bookmark: _GoBack]Articles for analysis were identified through a keyword search (“pandemic,” “COVID,” “corona”) in the archives of the four selected media outlets, producing approximately 150,000 items published between February 2020 and February 2022. To capture the evolution of public discourse across distinct moments of the pandemic, this population was divided into three periods[footnoteRef:3]: [3:  To ensure that the analysis focused on peak moments of public debate in 2020,2021 and 2022 we excluded the summer months when COVID-19-related articles dropped sharply   ] 



· Period 1 (February–May 2020): representing the initial lockdown and early consensus.
· Period 2 (October 2020–May 2021): covering renewed restrictions and growing contestation.
· Period 3 (October 2021–December 2022): reflecting the vaccination rollout and increasing polarisation.


Given the manual nature of coding, 1,600 articles was considered a feasible and analytically robust sample.[footnoteRef:4] To reach this goal, 4,317 articles were randomly selected across outlets, equally distributed across online media outlets. Coders then screened this random pool for the presence of at least one political claim related with pandemic management. Articles that did not contain a political claim were skipped, and coders proceeded to the next randomly selected item. Through this process, 1,600 articles were identified and fully coded, representing approximately 37 per cent of the initially selected pool. Sampling quotas were distributed across periods according to their share of the total volume of pandemic-related articles: 19 per cent for Period 1 (300 articles), 50 per cent for Period 2 (800 articles), and 31 per cent for Period 3 (500 articles). [4:  This target was set by estimating the average time required to code a single article and calculating how many could be processed within the available personnel hours and overall project timeframe.] 


The coding procedure defines political claims as strategic interventions related to the health crisis, either verbal or non-verbal, made in the public space by a specific actor on behalf of others. In essence, a claim is a public expression of support or opposition towards COVID-related policies. Claims can take four primary forms:

(a) Political decisions[footnoteRef:5]– such as laws, governmental guidelines, or implementation measures. 
(b) Verbal statements– including public speeches, press conferences, or parliamentary interventions.
(c) Protest actions– such as demonstrations, occupations, or violent actions.
(d) Solidarity actions– direct acts of providing help or assistance to others in need of support (POCO-COVID Codebook 2022[footnoteRef:6]). [5:  Political decisions are considered claims because they can be attributed to and applied by someone, for instance, the government (Sender: Greek Government; Addressee: Greek Society; Issue: Use of Masks). A verbal statement typically expresses support for or opposition to that decision—such as a party leader declaring that their party disagrees with the obligation to wear masks.]  [6:  The full Dataset and the related Codebooks will be uploaded to the SoDaNet Repository, https://www.sodanet.gr  ] 


Political claims consist of three core elements:
1. Sender– the individual or group raising their voice in the public sphere.
2. Addressee– the person, institution, or entity responsible for addressing (or not addressing) the issue.
3. Issue– the specific topic or concern that the sender brings to public attention.

In total, 1,904 political claims were identified and manually coded. To ensure consistency, the research team conducted two online and one on-site training workshops to harmonise coding practices, clarify coding rules, and resolve ambiguities. Inter-coder reliability was tested in three rounds using randomly selected samples from all outlets. Reliability was assessed on two levels: (1) the identification of claims within each article and (2) the accuracy of coding decisions for each claim (actor, issue, addressee). Thirty articles were coded independently by two coders and two instructors across the three rounds. After each round, coders’ results were compared with a sample solution developed by the instructors, which served as a benchmark for consistency. This approach follows standard practice in political claims analysis, where statistical measures such as Krippendorff’s alpha or Cohen’s kappa are not well suited because coders must first identify claims before assigning categories (Entrust, 2022; TransSOL, 2020).

The results showed 85 per cent agreement in identifying the same political claims, 70.5 per cent for identifying the same senders, 76.5 per cent for the same addressees, and 88.2 per cent for the same issues. Although this level of agreement leaves some room for error, it remains acceptable for complex multi-claim analyses and is consistent with previous comparative research in this field (Entrust, 2022; TransSOL, 2020). The potential risks of inconsistency were further mitigated through repeated training, iterative feedback, and triangulation with qualitative evidence, ensuring that the final results rest on robust and convergent patterns.

To analyse the contestation from bellow, we focused on Facebook as the most widely used social media platform in Greece during the pandemic — used by 76 per cent of the population overall and 53 per cent specifically for news, compared with 25 per cent (15 per cent for news) for Twitter according to Reuters Institute Digital News Report[footnoteRef:7] in 2022. [7:  Newman, N., Fletcher, R., Robertson, C. T., Eddy, K., & Nielsen, R. K. (2022). Reuters Institute digital news report 2022. Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism. https://doi.org/10.60625/RISJ-X1GN-M549] 


Using CrowdTangle, we collected posts from the Facebook pages of the four selected media outlets, applying the same keywords, time periods, and proportional sampling as in the online media analysis[footnoteRef:8]. Posts were ranked by number of comments, based on the assumption that highly commented posts reflect moments of heightened debate, rather than routine responses to pandemic news The 160 posts with the highest number of comments were selected for analysis. Within each post, up to 15 of the most reacted comments—those receiving the highest number of likes or emoticons—were manually coded, producing a dataset of 2,363 comments. Only textual comments were included, while images, GIFs, emojis, and replies were excluded to maintain consistency. Each Facebook comment was treated as a simplified form of claim focusing on three key variables: [8: First period: 8 articles selected per newspaper for a total of  443 comments. Second period: 20 articles selected per newspaper for a total of 1,200 comments. Third period: 12 articles selected per newspaper for a total of 720 comments.] 


· Relevance to the article: comment as response to the article or as expression of individual opinion[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  A comment could either respond directly to the article’s issue or use the topic as a prompt to express a broader opinion (e.g., discussing vaccine safety under an article about reporting of daily COVID-19 deaths). In such cases, coders recorded the dominant focus of the comment.] 

· Target: the person, institution, or entity responsible for addressing (or not addressing) the issue.
· Issue: the specific topic or concern that the sender brings to the public.

Finally, to gain insight into the role of scientists as public communicators, 16 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted, with a total recorded duration of 14 hours. The interviews took place between November 2023 and April 2024 and included:
· Three members or officials of the Ministry of Health
· Three journalists covering health-related news
· Three scientists from the medical sector who were not members of the national Committee on Infectious Diseases
· Seven scientific members of the Committee on Infectious Diseases

Coding of transcribed and anonymized interviews was carried out in Excel, beginning with broad thematic categories and gradually refined into more specific subthemes. The initial analytical categories were:
· The scientific committee: its role and internal functioning
· Communication management: media coverage and polarisation in public discourse
· Aftermath and lessons learned: reflections on what remained after the pandemic and recommendations for future crisis communication


Phases of contention in Pandemic Management

The management of the Covid-19 pandemic in Greece was not a linear, evolving dynamically through ad-hoc responses shaped by the need to address complex health, social, economic and political challenges. To account for shifts of governmental strategies and their impact on society, we divided the Covid-19 crisis in Greece into three distinct phases —ranging from the initial centralized and effective lockdown to later periods marked by policy fatigue, declining public trust, and increasing social polarization. This approach enables us to trace crisis management strategies in response to changing epidemiological conditions, public sentiment, and institutional constraints. It highlights not only the government’s adaptability—or lack thereof—but also how each phase shaped compliance or contention.

To understand Greece’s pandemic management, two key factors must be considered: the evolving relationship between state authorities and scientific experts, and the controversial use of state-controlled media funding. Central to the government’s response was the Committee on Infectious Diseases (Committee of Experts), which provided continuous epidemiological guidance and served as the public face of scientific authority (Exadaktylos & Chatzopoulou 2022; Zahariadis et al. 2021). This was vital for both health and communication strategies, particularly in a country where trust in government is traditionally low, but confidence in medical professionals remains high (Exadaktylos and Chatzopoulou, 2022; Zahariadis et al., 2021). The Committee legitimised government actions framing them as evidence-based rather than political; however, the government at times disregarded its recommendations or deflected responsibility onto it. These tensions complicated effective communication and raised concerns about crisis management, especially when decisions diverged from expert advice (Ladi et al., 2022).

The second issue concerned media independence during the lockdown (Papadopoulou & Maniou, 2021; Grahn et al., 2020). The government was accused of manipulating the information flow through funding pro-government media via the 'We Stay Home' campaign (Karyotakis, 2024; Ladi et al., 2022). This so-called 'Petsas List' allocated €20 million in public funds, with less than one per cent allocated to opposition media (The Press Project, 2021). The incident damaged trust in both media and government (Massou et al., 2023), prompting criticism from the European Parliament (2024) regarding rule of law and media freedom. Limited oversight further raised concerns about accountability, as violations of lockdown rules by senior officials—including the prime minister—received minimal media scrutiny (Alexopoulou & Pavli, 2021; Albanis, 2020). 


First Phase: Centralised Response, Lockdown and Initial Consensus (February – May 2020)

The first wave of the pandemic in Greece was characterised by a rapid, centralised response in which decision-making authority rested almost exclusively with the executive and the Committee of Experts (Zahariadis et al., 2021). The New Democracy (ND – Nea Dimocratia) government imposed a nationwide lockdown on 23 March 2020, when only 76 cases had been confirmed (Bamias et al., 2020). Policies and communication were tightly coordinated: the “We Stay Home” campaign promoted civic duty and collective responsibility, while daily briefings by Professor Sotiris Tsiodras[footnoteRef:10] combined scientific explanation with moral appeals to protect the vulnerable. Despite shortages in medical equipment and hospital capacity[footnoteRef:11], this preventive strategy proved effective as by 30 June 2020, Greece had recorded only 192 deaths, among the lowest in Europe (Worldometer 2025). International coverage portrayed the country as a “success story” in pandemic management (Chatzopoulou & Exadaktylos 2021; Ladi et al. 2022).  [10:  Sotiris Tsiodras is a Professor of Medicine and Infectious Diseases at the National and Kapodistrian University of Athens Medical School, Chair of the Scientific Committee on Infectious Diseases]  [11:  Six emergency room beds for 100,000 people, which is half of the average in the EU, at almost 12 per 100,000 capita. In practice, it means 560 Intensive Care Unit (ICU) beds for a country of 10.7 million people (Psaropoulos 2020).] 


Politically, the government’s communication fostered a temporary Coalition of Responsibility: opposition parties, including SYRIZA (Synaspismos Rizospastikis Aristeras- Coalition of Radical Left), supported the emergency measures during the first wave (Exadaktylos & Chatzopoulou 2022; Katsampekis & Stavrakakis 2020). Only fringe actors such as Greek Solution Party (Elliniki Lysi) questioned expert advice or circulated sceptical narratives (Alexopoulou & Pavli 2021). In online and social media, public claims centred on economic concerns rather than opposition to restrictions. Overall, media sources largely echoed official appeals for solidarity, producing limited contestation and broad communicative alignment between politicians, scientists, and society.


Second Phase: The Accordion Strategy and Rising Contestation (October 2020 – May  2021)

As restrictions eased after the first lockdown, the government sought to balance health protection and economic revival, particularly in the tourism sector (Chatzopoulou & Exadaktylos 2021). From autumn 2020, new infection waves forced Greece into a second phase of pandemic management, defined by the “accordion strategy” — the alternation between reopening and renewed restrictions (Ladi et al., 2022). Periodic relaxations for holidays and social gatherings were intended to relieve psychological pressure, yet the approach quickly revealed its limits.

By November 2020, active cases had surpassed 25,000, prompting a second nationwide lockdown. At a press briefing, Professor Tsiodras warned that “the pandemic in Greece is out of control.” Mortality rose steeply—from fewer than 500 deaths in September 2020 to 15,000 by spring 2021 and 21,000 by December 2021 (National Public Health Organization 2021). According to the World Health Organisation (2025), deaths per million increased from 6.34 on 6 October 2020 to 133.11 on 12 December 2020, compared with an EU-27 average of 120.13. In early 2021, the Greek government launched its vaccination programme, initially targeting healthcare workers before expanding to vulnerable groups, including the elderly.

During this phase, the initial consensus fractured. Contestation emerged around the Orthodox Church’s defiance of restrictions and the introduction of mandatory vaccination for healthcare workers (Markaki & Chadjipadelis 2023; Zestanakis 2023). The second lockdown’s severity, compounded by economic fallout, policy failures, and worsening epidemiological indicators, led to declining public trust (Papathanassopoulos et al., 2022).  Societal reactions shifted from fear and compliance (Demertzis 2020) to vocal opposition and acts of disobedience, ranging from everyday scepticism to conspiracy-driven activism (Della Porta 2023; Exadaktylos & Chatzopoulou 2022).

The government’s communication strategy continued to invoke unity and sacrifice (Poulakidakos 2021; Zahariadis et al. 2021), but its effectiveness weakened as contestation spread. Pre-existing skepticism toward media (Eurobarometer[footnoteRef:12] 2010, 2016) complicated official messaging, particularly amid controversy over the “Petsas List” (Massou et al., 2023). Media framing became increasingly fragmented, while opposition discourse—though still cautious—grew more assertive on issues of accountability and transparency. [12:  European Commission. (2010). Eurobarometer 73: Public opinion in the European Union (Standard Eurobarometer 73, Vol. 1). Publications Office of the European Union. https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/api/deliverable/download/file?deliverableId=46391
European Commission. (2016). Standard Eurobarometer 86: Public opinion in the European Union – Greece. Publications Office of the European Union. https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/api/deliverable/download/file?deliverableId=60023] 


This phase marked the transition from convergence to fragmentation. The communicative alliance between government and experts remained intact but increasingly contested; public debate widened, yet collective mobilisation remained limited. Contestation thus shifted from absent to visible but dispersed—managed primarily through discourse rather than sustained protest.

Third Phase: Vaccination Rollout, Polarization and Gradual Return to Normalcy (October 2021–December 2022)

The third phase was dominated by the nationwide vaccination rollout. From July 2021, vaccination became mandatory, and the Green certificate[footnoteRef:13]  was introduced in Summer 2021 (Giannouli et al., 2024; Vogiatzaki & Nikolopoulou 2021). These measures intensified debates over personal freedom and public health, stimulating the rise of anti-vaccine activism and amplifying polarisation.  Public discourse evolved from generalised cooperation to fragmented contestation. Social media became the main arena for dissent, where sceptical voices, populist actors, and religious organisations circulated alternative narratives. Yet mainstream outlets and government communication continued to emphasise responsibility and collective safety, preserving a dominant frame of moral obligation and technocratic necessity (Exadaktylos & Chatzopoulou 2022; Massou et al., 2023). [13:  The “Digital Green Certificate” was introduced to facilitate safe and free movement within the European Union during the COVID-19 pandemic. It provides proof that a person has either been vaccinated against COVID-19, received a negative test result, or recovered from COVID-19, and it is recognized across all EU Member States.] 


During this phase, the broader discourse shifted from a unified global emergency to a national struggle over competence and accountability (Minotakis & Tastsoglou 2023). Studies highlight how communication missteps and pandemic fatigue contributed to the widening gap between official narratives and public sentiment (Papathanassopoulos et al., 2022; Tsouvelas et al., 2023). Still, opposition remained fragmented, and most contestation was mediated rather than mobilised. By mid-2022, following the lifting of indoor mask mandates, public attention turned toward the social and economic aftermath of the crisis. This phase thus consolidated a pattern first visible in late 2020: contestation persisted but remained contained within the communicative sphere. The pandemic concluded as a moment of managed dissent, where polarisation intensified but collective resistance failed to materialise.



Covid-19 Crisis Debate in Greek Online Media, Social Media, and Expert Interviews

This section presents the study’s findings across three empirical components. It first introduces the phases of contention of Covid-19 crisis management as a baseline for the analysis of online news media coverage. It then examines Facebook comments to capture citizens’ responses of support, critique, and resistance. Finally, it draws on interviews with policymakers, scientists, and journalists, offering qualitative insight into communication strategies, trust, and the interplay between top-down and bottom-up contestation.

Political contestation in Online News Outlets

The analysis of Greek online media during the pandemic reveals a predominant concentration of state authorities and health-related actors as senders of political claims (see Table 1). Overall, 49 per cent of claims were made by state actors, confirming a strong executive dominance in public discourse. This concentration of official voices reproduces patterns observed in previous Greek crises, where government representatives dominated emergency communication. Health-related actors accounted for 17 per cent of claims. The share of governmental and scientific senders remained consistently high across all three periods, while other senders’ voices remained marginal. 

By contrast, economic actors accounted for only 8 per cent of claims, despite being among the sectors most affected by restrictions.  Similarly, political actors’ presence was marginal, especially during the first phase of the pandemic (5 per cent of claims), regaining only limited visibility later (8 per cent in the third period). Societal and civil society actors, represented just 9 per cent of senders overall, rarely appeared as initiators of contestation. The marginal role of non-governmental and non-scientific senders indicates that pandemic coverage centred on institutional communication, with limited visibility of alternative voices.


Table 1 Main Sender Categories per period 
	Senders Categories
	1st Period
	2nd Period
	3rd Period 
	Total

	State Actors-Authorities
	54%
	49%
	45%
	49%

	Health Related Actors 
	10%
	18%
	18%
	17%

	Society and Civil Society Actors
	11%
	8%
	9%
	9%

	Economic Actors
	9%
	8%
	6%
	8%

	Supranational Actors
	6%
	8%
	6%
	7%

	Political Actors
	5%
	6%
	8%
	7%

	Education – Science Related Actors
	3%
	3%
	4%
	3%

	Labor Organizations and Groups
	2%
	1%
	2%
	1%

	Total
	100%
(362)
	100% (952)
	100% (590)
	100%
(1,904)



Notes: The same coding categories are applied to both senders and addressees to ensure comparability across dimensions of analysis. These include: state actors - authorities (e.g., government, ministries, parliament, regional and local officials); political actors (parties and individual politicians); economic actors (private companies, employers’ organizations, and financial institutions); labour organizations and groups (unions and workers); health-related actors (medical experts, professional associations, and health unions); social and civil-society actors (NGOs, solidarity networks, citizens, and activist groups); education and science-related actors (teachers, students, universities, and non-medical scientists); and supranational actors (EU institutions, WHO, and other international organizations).

Building on the sender analysis, the next step examines the addressee/target of the claims (see Table 2), mapping the structure of interactions between different actors in the Greek public sphere during the pandemic. The results indicate that society and civil-society actors were the most frequent addressees across almost all sender groups. They were targeted in over half of all claims (51.4 per cent), reaching 62.2 per cent of claims made by state actors, 56 per cent by health-related actors, and 50.3 per cent by civil-society senders themselves. State authorities were the second most frequent addressees overall, receiving 31.4 per cent of all claims and particularly high attention from political actors (89.4 per cent), labour organizations (84.6 per cent), and education- or science-related actors (47.6 per cent). Claims directed toward economic actors accounted for 4.9 per cent of the total, while health-related actors appeared as addressees in 3.8 per cent of all cases. Political actors were rarely addressed (less than 1 per cent), indicating limited interaction or contestation directed toward the opposition[footnoteRef:14]. Finally, supranational actors were targeted in 4.0 per cent of all claims, mostly by supranational and economic senders themselves.  [14:  In the Greek political system, the government is formed by a political party, and most ministers are also MPs from that party. Therefore, interactions between state actors and the ruling party practically reflect the same actor, making such exchanges rare when examining the sender–addressee relations.] 



Table 2: Relationship between senders and addressees of the claims
	Addressees Categories 
	Sender categories 
	
	
	

	
	State Actors-Authorities
	Health related actors
	Society and civil society actors
	Economic actors
	Political actors
	 Supranational actors
	Education – Science related actors
	Labor organizations and groups
	Total

	State Actors-Authorities
	18.4%
	34.3%
	35.7%
	44.7%
	89.4%
	21.7%
	47.6%
	84.6%
	31.4%

	Political actors
	0.9%
	0.6%
	0
	1.3%
	0.8%
	0
	0
	0
	0.7%

	Economic Actors
	5.6%
	2.2%
	1.8%
	7.3%
	1.6%
	12.4%
	1.6%
	3.8%
	4.9%

	Labor organizations and groups
	1.8%
	0
	0.6%
	1.3%
	0
	0.8%
	0
	7.7%
	1.2%

	Health related actors
	3.8%
	5.3%
	4.7%
	5.3%
	0.8%
	1.6%
	1.6%
	0
	3.8%

	Society and Civil society Actors
	62.2%
	56.0%
	50.3%
	35.3%
	4.9%
	41.9%
	41.3%
	3.8%
	51.4%

	Education – Science related actors
	3.6%
	0.6%
	4.7%
	0
	0
	0
	6.3%
	0
	2.5%

	Supranational actors
	3.6%
	0.3%
	1.8%
	4.7%
	2.4%
	21.7%
	1.6%
	0
	4.0%

	No Addressee
	0.1%
	0.6%
	0.6%
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0.2%

	N
	924
	318
	171
	150
	123
	129
	63
	26
	1,904


 


Table 3 shows how different actors (as addressees) were evaluated in political claims, distinguishing whether they were praised, blamed, or addressed through requests. When no clear stance could be identified, the claim was classified as “no evaluation”. These categories were applied consistently across all actor types to capture the direction of public communication during the pandemic. For society and civil-society actors, requests dominated (67.9 per cent), typically urging citizens to comply with restrictions or adopt responsible behaviour. Blame appears in 15.6 per cent of claims, often linked to perceived irresponsibility or non-compliance, while praise (5 per cent) refers to civic responsibility and acts of solidarity.

In the case of state authorities, blame increased from 38 per cent in the first period to 66.2 per cent in the third, indicating growing disagreement over pandemic management, while requests and praise declined. Supranational actors, such as the EU and the WHO, were primarily addressed through requests (62.9 per cent over the entire period) calling for greater coordination and international action. Economic actors received ambivalent evaluations, with praise (30 per cent) for cooperation and compliance and blame (31.7 per cent) for actions perceived as conflicting with government measures.


Table 3 Evaluation of Addressees 
	1st Period
	2nd period

	 
	N
	Praise 
	Blame 
	Request 
	No evaluation
	N
	Praise 
	Blame 
	Request 
	No evaluation

	State Actors-Authorities
	92
	27.2%
	38.0%
	31.5%
	3.3%
	242
	10.3%
	55.4%
	31.0%
	3.3%

	Political actors
	1
	0.0%
	100.0%
	0.0%
	0.0%
	7
	0.0%
	71.4%
	28.6%
	0.0%

	Economic Actors
	18
	27.8%
	16.7%
	16.7%
	38.9%
	29
	31.0%
	34.5%
	24.1%
	10.3%

	Labor organizations and groups
	6
	16.7%
	0.0%
	16.7%
	66.7%
	5
	0.0%
	40.0%
	20.0%
	40.0%

	Health related actors
	10
	60.0%
	10.0%
	0.0%
	30.0%
	35
	34.3%
	20.0%
	40.0%
	5.7%

	Society and Civil society Actors
	136
	5.9%
	7.4%
	66.9%
	19.9%
	263
	5.7%
	15.2%
	66.9%
	12.2%

	Education – Science related actors
	7
	14.3%
	28.6%
	14.3%
	42.9%
	4
	25.0%
	50.0%
	25.0%
	0.0%

	Supranational actors
	17
	5.9%
	23.5%
	70.6%
	0.0%
	47
	17.0%
	23.4%
	57.4%
	2.1%

	Total
	287
	16.4%
	19.5%
	47.7%
	16.4%
	623
	11.1%
	33.4%
	47.9%
	7.6%

	3rd Period
	Total 

	 
	N
	Praise 
	Blame 
	Request 
	No evaluation
	N
	Praise 
	Blame 
	Request 
	No evaluation

	State Actors-Authorities
	130
	7.7%
	66.2%
	25.4%
	0.8%
	464
	12.9%
	55.0%
	29.5%
	2.6%

	Political actors
	4
	0.0%
	75.0%
	25.0%
	0.0%
	12
	0.0%
	75.0%
	25.0%
	0.0%

	Economic Actors
	13
	30.8%
	46.2%
	23.1%
	0.0%
	60
	30.0%
	31.7%
	21.7%
	16.7%

	Labor organizations and groups
	3
	33.3%
	33.3%
	33.3%
	0.0%
	14
	14.3%
	21.4%
	21.4%
	42.9%

	Health related actors
	12
	8.3%
	50.0%
	41.7%
	0.0%
	57
	33.3%
	24.6%
	33.3%
	8.8%

	Society and Civil society Actors
	159
	3.1%
	23.3%
	70.4%
	3.1%
	558
	5.0%
	15.6%
	67.9%
	11.5%

	Education – Science related actors
	7
	14.3%
	28.6%
	57.1%
	0.0%
	18
	16.7%
	33.3%
	33.3%
	16.7%

	Supranational actors
	6
	0.0%
	0.0%
	83.3%
	16.7%
	70
	12.9%
	21.4%
	62.9%
	2.9%

	Total
	334
	6.6%
	42.2%
	49.1%
	2.1%
	1253
	11.1%
	32.6%
	48.2%
	8.1%



Contestation at the individual level: Facebook Comments 

The analysis of Facebook comments provides a complementary, bottom-up perspective on public debate, capturing spontaneous expressions of opinion that differ markedly from the institutional communication observed in online media. In this dataset, each comment was treated as a simplified political claim, but with an important distinction: whereas political claims in news articles typically include an identifiable sender, addressee, and a call for action, Facebook comments often function as individual expressions of blame, frustration, or support without necessarily requesting that the mentioned actor take action. For this reason, the analysis identifies the targets of comments rather than addressees in the strict sense of media claims analysis. The comments reflect patterns of contestation in response to articles that triggered high levels of engagement. This does not necessarily align with users' usual commenting habits on Facebook.

Table 4 shows that state actors were the most frequently targeted category across all periods, though their share declined slightly from 34.9 per cent in the first period to 30.1 per cent in the third. Society and civil-society actors followed closely and became increasingly prominent, rising from 22.1 per cent to 38.0 per cent over the same period. This shift suggests that criticism gradually moved from government-centred to internal disagreements among citizens, indicating a process of growing social polarization between supporters of government measures and those expressing scepticism or endorsing conspiracy narratives. Other actor categories remained comparatively marginal. Economic actors represented 19.0 per cent of targets in the first period and 17.3 per cent in the third, while health-related actors declined from 5.0 per cent initially to 3.8 per cent. The fact that scientific experts on health were not considered to be important targets suggests that Facebook users primarily perceived state authorities to be responsible for pandemic management. . Supranational actors, were marginal, appearing in two per cent of comments throughout the period. 


Table  4 Targets of Facebook Comments by period (in percentages)
	Targets
	Period

	
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	Total

	State Actors-Authorities
	34.9%
	34.1%
	30.1%
	33.2%

	Political Actors
	7.8%
	9.0%
	8.5%
	8.6%

	Economic Actors 
	19.0%
	18.2%
	17.3%
	18.1%

	Labor organizations and Groups
	1.1%
	0.0%
	0.0%
	0.2%

	Health Related Actors and Groups
	5.0%
	8.7%
	3.8%
	6.6%

	Society and Civil Society  Actors
	22.1%
	29.7%
	38.0%
	30.3%

	Education – Science Related Actors
	1.7%
	0.2%
	1.6%
	0.9%

	Supranational Actors
	8.4%
	0.1%
	0.7%
	2.0%

	N
	358
	859
	445
	1,662



Table 5 compares the main issue categories[footnoteRef:15] discussed in online news media and Facebook comments, classified according to the POCO-COVID coding scheme. In online news media, public discourse concentrated on political management of the pandemic (37 per cent) and health management (31 per cent), followed by individual behaviour (11 per cent), direct health issues (10 per cent), and economic effects (5 per cent). At the level of specific issues, vaccination (11 per cent), lockdowns (5 per cent), and individual responsibility (5 per cent) dominated, indicating that the online news media reporting largely followed the institutional policy agenda. [15:  Issue categories were coded according to the POCO-COVID project’s coding scheme, which distinguishes between five main thematic domains: (1) political management of the pandemic (e.g., lockdowns, vaccination policy, support measures); (2) health management (e.g., protective measures, testing, health-system capacity); (3) direct health issues related to COVID-19 (e.g., symptoms, immunity, vaccine safety); (4) individual behaviour and experiences (e.g., responsibility, rights, everyday practices); and (5) economic and (6) socio-political effects (e.g., unemployment, media behaviour, activism). A separate category was created for denial and conspiracy theories, capturing narratives such as COVID-19 denial, anti-vaccination discourse, and “new world order” claims. ] 


In contrast, Facebook comments displayed a markedly different issue configuration. The leading category was denial and conspiracy narratives (25 per cent), followed by political management (18 per cent), unfocused or diffuse topics (16 per cent), health management (13 per cent), and direct health issues (12 per cent). These figures show that users not only responded to the news agenda but actively introduced alternative and often oppositional issues. The prominence of conspiracy-related and diffuse discussions highlights the fragmentation of public discourse on social media. Commenters acted as independent agents, frequently questioning mainstream narratives and mistrusting institutional communication..


Table 5 Top issues raised in News and Social Media

	Top 5 Online News Claims, Issue Categories
	 
	Top 5 Facebook Comments, Issue Categories
	 

	Political ‘management’ of pandemic
	37%
	Denial - conspiracy theories related with covid
	25%

	Health management of pandemic
	31%
	Political ‘management’ of pandemic
	18%

	Individual behaviour – experiences 
	11%
	People unfocused defused topics 
	16%

	Health issues directly related with Covid-19I 
	10%
	Health management of pandemic
	13%

	Economic effects of the pandemic
	5%
	Health issues directly related with Covid-19
	12%

	Top 5 Claims’ Specific Issues
	Top 5 FB Comments Specific issues 
	 

	Vaccination
	11%
	People unfocused defused topics 
	16%

	Lock downs 
	5%
	Denial – conspiracy theories related with covid
	13%

	Individual behaviour – individual responsibility 
	5%
	Vaccination
	7%

	Compliance with Covid-19 emergency measures 
	4%
	Media behaviour 
	5%

	Political ‘management’ of pandemic
	4%
	Political ‘management’ of pandemic
	4%





Between State, Science, and Society: Communication Strategies and Pandemic Governance

The interviews with scientists, policymakers, and journalists deepen understanding of how crisis communication unfolded between state institutions, experts, and society—complementing the patterns identified in the online news media and Facebook analyses. They clarify how institutional communication worked in practice and why coordination became harder over time..

Interviewees consistently confirmed the central role of the expert committee. composed of leading health specialists, that functioned as an advisory body in pandemic management, in providing “updated knowledge and scientific documentation” (Ministry of Health official), while the government retained full decision-making authority. This institutional division explains why scientists appeared frequently as senders in online media yet remained subordinate to political leadership. It also accounts for their limited visibility in Facebook debates, where users primarily targeted the government as the main actor responsible for pandemic management.

"It was our intention not to get involved in matters of a political nature. Our role was that of a scientific committee and it was our responsibility to present the data. It was up to the government to make the decisions. Consequently, each time our recommendations were accepted, the relevant gazettes were issued by the Ministry of Health" (scientific committee member). 

Online news media data reveal a discursive alliance between the state and scientists, exemplified by daily televised briefings that featured a government representative—usually from the Ministry of Health or Civil Protection—and a committee member, typically its president, Prof. Sotiris Tsiodras. This communication format projected narratives of trust and responsibility, reinforcing public cooperation during a period of acute uncertainty (Ministry of Health official). Interviewees noted that transparent reporting of pandemic management aimed to build credibility among a public historically sceptical toward institutions (Exadaktylos & Chatzopoulou, 2021). Experts described themselves as public communicators tasked with providing clear, credible information to reduce fear, anxiety, and social isolation (scientific committee member).

"At first, people were very scared at home. They had to learn. We saw the coffins in Italy and the trucks... you have to know what's happening in your country, what's happening around you. You have to know what the experts are saying" (Ministry of Health official).

The participation of members of the Scientific Committee in media communication was seen as essential for preventing confusion and misinformation. This proactive communication approach may explain the low levels of contestation in the early phase, as observed in both online news and social media.

Interviewees also described a broad political consensus between the government and opposition during the early pandemic period, which was essential for maintaining public trust and cooperation. Party leaders publicly receiving their vaccinations symbolised this unity, “it was very important because they all showed a common stance on important issues,” noted one scientific committee member. This political alignment, supported by our quantitative findings showing low opposition activity in online news media, corresponds to the initial “rally-round-the-flag” phase. However, as the pandemic progressed, this consensus gradually eroded, giving way to increasing political contention, as also reflected in our previous findings. As a former Ministry of Health official explained:

"In general, there was a lack of contention, especially on the big issues, but there were disagreements on some very specific issues. Particularly from the second wave onwards, there was a political backlash - for example, over whether people should die outside intensive care units... In my view, the level of consensus was not as strong as I would have expected...".

The Facebook comment analysis further illustrates this shift: social media became the main arena of contestation, where misinformation, conspiracy narratives, and anti-vaccination rhetoric spread rapidly. Interviewees noticed that state authorities invested little in social-media communication, leaving a vacuum in which alternative narratives circulated unchecked. Also, they highlighted that social media wielded greater influence than traditional television, creating an environment largely beyond institutional control. This loss of communicative control marks a transition toward the rebellion scenario, with decentralised contestation emerging from below.

Vaccination dominated both the online news media and social-media agendas but was framed in sharply different ways. Within institutional communication, it symbolised collective responsibility and scientific progress. On Facebook, however, it became a site of contestation, linked to anti-establishment discourse, conspiracy theories, and religious rhetoric. Interviewees attributed resistance partly to conservative clerics and fringe parties that sought to exploit public fatigue and uncertainty. As one scientific committee member noted, “we have at least two such parties in the Greek Parliament that use inflammatory rhetoric to attract votes.” Respondents noted historical and cultural roots of vaccine scepticism in Greece, reinforced by elements within the Greek Orthodox Church. While the Church’s leadership “behaved responsibly,” certain clergy were accused by our interviewees of undermining compliance to preserve religious authority.

The paternalistic and pedagogical tone adopted by authorities and scientists, widely reflected in online news media, drew mixed reactions from respondents. Several experts stressed the need for more participatory communication and broader social cooperation. A committee member framed effective crisis management in a liberal democracy as a shared civic duty, in which individual responsibility derives from collective responsibility and requires citizens’ temporary acceptance of restrictions to protect public health. 

.

Discussion
Locating the Greek case in a broader historical context of crisis management and public contestation, our findings point to a systematic reconfiguration in the patterns of public support and criticism as channelled through online news media and social media. In a country where trust in government and media has traditionally been low, periods of crisis have been accompanied by significant social unrest. In line with this tradition, we initially anticipated a rebellion scenario, in which governmental management would be fiercely opposed by political parties and emerging protest mobilisation. At the same time, the pandemic response, marked by a government’s investment in public communication and the formation of an alliance with scientific experts and journalists, opened up the possibility of a paternalistic 'rally-round-the-flag' scenario, which would reaffirm the government's authority. 
At the outset of the pandemic, Greece entered a new crisis mode. Initially, this resembled previous experiences of economic constraints, unemployment and state incapacity. However, the government demonstrated an unexpected capacity to set the public agenda, fostering temporary unity through rather paternalistic communication strategies. During this phase, state actors and scientists dominated the media discourse, addressing Greek society in a pedagogical way, prioritizing the logic of individual responsibility and compliance. Disagreement or contestation from political, economic, or societal actors remained limited. Qualitative data further confirm that the joint appearance of scientific committee members and government representatives in daily briefings fostered trust and cooperation. These pieces of evidence indicate that the government's communication strategy was largely successful in ensuring short-term trust and acquiescence, while keeping levels of contestation low.
However, as the pandemic evolved, this communication pattern became increasingly fragile. Data from political claims analysis reveal an increase in contestation directed at state actors. Similarly, Facebook data point to growing polarization, as users shifted their criticism from the government to other citizens. This pattern clearly supports the rebellion scenario, marked by fragmented discussion and the rise of alternative narratives in opposition to government and science. This is also explained by the government's and scientists' inability to engage with social media, as confirmed by communication specialists in our interviews. The social media sphere could therefore be easily occupied by extreme voices and conspiracy theorists. Consequently, contestation expanded but remained diffuse, fragmented and individualised, without major collective events.
These results suggest that the apparent stability of early crisis management was sustained less through compliance than through discursive control. Once message coherence loosened, diverse voices re-entered the debate, exposing tensions between centralised authority and decentralised digital contestation. The mixed-methods design clarifies this progression: the claims analysis identified the dominance of state actors and scientists in online news, Facebook comments captured how the debate polarized through bottom-up voices of resistance, and the interviews explained how institutional communicators, despite substantial coordination, gradually lost control over the debate.
The Greek experience therefore makes a substantive contribution to scholarship on crisis governance and democratic legitimacy as it challenges the assumption that societal resistance is inevitable during times of crisis, even in a highly polarised society. It shows that trust in state authority can be temporarily reconstructed, through coordinated communication strategies and credible engagement with experts, even in high polarized societies. However, the resilience of that trust in Greece was later tested by the spread of digital disinformation and the absence of institutional response to it. The contrast between the broad consensus achieved during the pandemic and the contestation seen in previous Greek crises highlights the need for proactive, transparent, and sustained public engagement to uphold legitimacy.

From a comparative European perspective, Greece appears less exceptional than expected given its history of enduring crises. The sequence from the rally-round-the-flag effect in the early period of the pandemic to the enhanced politicisation of crisis governance in later periods confirms a general European Pattern (van der Meer, Steenvoorden, and Ouattara 2023; Trenz and Zschache 2025; Hrbková and Kudrnáč 2024 ). Greece, nonetheless, remained a hard case due to the economic uncertainties triggered by the pandemic (Ladi et al. 2022). Nevertheless, there were clear signs of a grand coalition in support of executive measures in the initial phase of the pandemic. As in other European countries, this support decreased once the fear of the disease was overshadowed by the fear of political consequences (Verney et al. 2022). These conditions reinforce the argument made in this study: communication, rather than repression or crisis performance, played a decisive role in stabilising governmental authority.

Beyond the Greek case, this study offers important lessons for crisis governance in democratic contexts. Strategic alliances among state actors, scientists, and the media can generate short-term legitimacy (Ladi et al. 2022; Verney at al. 2022). Yet, it also reveals the fragility of that legitimacy when alternative narratives gain traction in fragmented and largely unregulated digital environments. The tension between consensus in official discourse and contestation on social media carries significant implications for managing future crises. As democratic states confront ongoing challenges—such as climate change, migration, and economic shocks—the lessons of pandemic remain clear: trust must be actively cultivated, dissent must be addressed rather than silenced, and the media system must remain both independent and resilient.
Conclusion

Two core lessons emerge from the Greek case. The first concerns how the media landscape, journalistic practices, and the government-scientist alliance shape contestation's emergence. Specifically, contestation of controversial crisis measures can be contained when media and journalists adopt a 'rally-round-the-flag' orientation, refraining from challenging elite framings of the necessity of emergency measures. These findings on the paternalistic and pedagogical narrative that characterised the pandemic’s early stages add to research on crisis communication and media framing, demonstrating how this discursive alliance between state authorities and scientists shaped public messaging, reduced interpretive plurality, and limited visible dissent. 

The second lesson highlights the need to study crisis communication across time and discursive arenas. When traditional and online media convey unified messages, dissenting voices tend to move to social media, where emotional and fragmented messages spread more easily. As our interviews confirmed, the political establishment in Greece has a poor understanding of these complex patterns of support and criticism in public debates across distinct arenas. Rather than assuming two parallel arenas of political debate, it is necessary to understand how paternalistic, top-down dynamics of political claims-making through online media are related to bottom-up expressions of resistance as observed in Facebook commentary during the public health crisis. Our findings therefore stress the necessity for tailored, platform-specific communication strategies. Notably, the institutional alliance's minimal presence on social media created vacuums filled by conspiracy theories and anti-scientific narratives. Addressing this gap is essential for countering misinformation and fostering informed public discourse. It is important to note, however, that the vocal group of “angry citizens” who amplify dissent and misinformation on social media does not represent the wider Greek population. It remained marginal and had limited impact on aggregate public opinion.  Yet, their disproportionate visibility illustrates how contestation can persist in displaced and informal forms even when institutional arenas remain comparatively controlled.

Several limitations of our study should be acknowledged. A selective bias may apply, as the analysis is restricted to four online media outlets and toon  Facebook posts with high user engagement. Instead of a random sample over the entire period, we only captured moments of high contention, as defined by our three periods. It therefore needs to be kept in mind that media claims-making and user commenting tend to represent strong or emotionally charged opinions rather than reflect general public opinion. The qualitative interviews likewise capture the perspectives of a limited group of actors and could be expanded to include societal and economic stakeholders. These constraints mean that the results should be viewed as illustrative of communicative patterns, not as comprehensive measures of public opinion or behaviour. Yet they also point toward productive directions for future research. Future, comparative work could test whether similar communicative trajectories and actor configurations appear in other national and media contexts.

Overall, the Greek case underscores the centrality of communication, expertise, and public contestation in the governance of crises. Rather than focusing solely on policy performance, analysing how crises are publicly communicated and debated reveals much about how democratic governments justify decisions, maintain credibility, and respond to dissent in increasingly hybrid and contested information environments. 
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