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Abstract 

Our study examines the relationship between news exposure at the onset of the COVID-19 

pandemic, personal threat beliefs, beliefs about others’ threat perceptions, and participation in 

precautionary actions. A survey of 377 U.S. adults revealed a significant main effect of news 

exposure on various precautionary behaviors (e.g., facial mask wear, physical distancing). Personal 

threat beliefs and beliefs about others’ threat perceptions serve as unique mechanisms mediating the 

effect of news on specific CDC-recommended and less socially desirable actions. These findings 

can guide news sources covering health crises in a socially responsible manner.  

Keywords: news, COVID-19, media effects, threat, health communication, precautionary 

behaviors 
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Effects of News and Threat Perceptions on Americans’ COVID-19 Precautionary Behaviors 

It has long been established that mass media constitute a chief vehicle for disseminating 

information about health crises and shaping the public’s risk perceptions (e.g., Glik, 2007; Lin & 

Lagoe, 2013; Parmer et al., 2016; Reynolds & Quinn, 2008). The current study builds upon these 

findings by examining the role of news exposure at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic on threat 

perceptions and engagement in both adaptive precautionary behaviors (i.e., heeding health 

authorities’ recommendations) and maladaptive coping behaviors (e.g., acquiring weapons for self-

defense). 

News Exposure and Precautionary Actions  

Infectious diseases and health crises receive extensive media coverage (Towers et al., 2015), 

providing the public with information about the illness severity (Squiers et al., 2019), risk factors 

(Glik, 2007), and preventative measures (Berry et al., 2007; Lee & Basnyat, 2013). Research on 

public responses to recent epidemics—such as SARS, H1NI, and most recently, COVID-19—have 

shown that overall news exposure promotes engagement in various protective measures, including 

hand-washing and avoiding social gatherings (Choi et al., 2018; Harper et al., 2020; Jiang et al., 

2009; Jin et al., 2018; Wise et al., 2020; Wong & Sam, 2011). 

Although considerable past research examines the consequences of overall news exposure, 

reporting on COVID-19 appears to vary across news outlets, possibly resulting in differential 

effects. For example, early in the pandemic, compared to television news, newspapers tended to 

politicize the issue by focusing more on political actors than scientists (Hart et al., 2020) and 

overemphasizing the economic ramifications of the health crisis (Chipidza et al., 2020). At the same 

time, social media platforms with their growing popularity as a news source, became an epicenter 

of misinformation promoting mistrust in health authorities (Ahmed et al., 2020).  
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Beyond a crude comparison between print, television, and social media news outlets, 

distinctions can further be made within television networks. Researchers rarely consider effects of 

discrete television networks in the context of health crises, presumably because they are deemed a 

politically neutral issue. However, this may not be the case: Studies on the Zika and Ebola viruses 

found variations among television networks mentioning specific risk factors (Ophir & Jamieson, 

2020) and preventative policies (Sell et al., 2016). Exposure to such different frames can, in turn, 

lead to different media effects. Indeed, a study on H1N1 has demonstrated that partisan media 

exposure to Fox News and CNN exacerbates the differences between audiences’ perceptions of the 

epidemic’s severity (Baum, 2011). Similar trends were noted in the context of COVID-19, as Fox 

News underplayed the gravity of the pandemic (Ash et al., 2020). Based on prior research on news 

consumption and precautionary actions, and given the limited literature on the specific effects of 

discrete news sources, the following hypothesis and research question are posited: 

H1: Overall news exposure is positively associated with engaging in COVID-19 

precautionary actions.  

RQ1: Does the effect of news exposure on precautionary actions differ by news source? 

Threat as a Mechanism for Action 

Ample research has documented that news exposure promotes precautionary health 

behaviors by increasing media users’ fear of the disease (Choi et al., 2018; Lin & Lagoe, 2013; 

Mertens et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2018). However, people’s responses to an epidemic may not only 

be driven by media’s effect on the audience members’ own threat perceptions, but also by audience 

members’ beliefs about how others may react to the disease. Theories of presumed media influence 

(Gunther & Storey, 2003) and the third-person effect (Davison, 1983) maintain that people infer the 

effect that media have on other media users. Individuals then act in response to what they anticipate 
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to be others’ media-induced behaviors. Behavioral changes in response to the presumed media 

effect on others has been robustly documented in a variety of contexts, such as making residential 

choices and participating in politics (Tsfati & Cohen, 2003, 2005).  

Similarly, news exposure increases the public’s willingness to take precautionary actions by 

fostering beliefs about others’ responses to threats (Liu & Lo, 2014; Tal-Or et al., 2010). However, 

several studies found that presumed media effects on others impede their own intention to engage in 

protective behaviors (Tewksbury et al., 2004; Wei et al., 2008). These conflicting results could be 

explained by the fact that most research does not consider the unique roles of personal threat and 

beliefs about others’ perceived threat. Studies typically focus on the gap (i.e., difference in score) 

between the presumed effect of media on self and others, overlooking the absolute magnitude of 

threat perceptions. Thus, Jin et al. (2018) have advocated for considering media effects on both sets 

of threat beliefs—about oneself and beliefs about others—as two distinct mechanisms guiding 

protective health behaviors.  

Building on past research, the current study examines processes underlying people’s 

response to COVID-19. It is hypothesized that exposure to news will predict greater engagement in 

precautionary behaviors. As individuals are exposed to news coverage, they may also make 

assumptions about the effect media have on others, which could then influence their own 

precautionary actions (see Figure 1 for conceptual model): 

H2: News exposure is positively associated with personal threat beliefs and beliefs about 

others’ perceived threat regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. 

H3: Personal threat beliefs and beliefs about others’ perceived threat mediate the effect of 

news exposure on engaging in COVID-19 precautionary actions. 
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Another possible explanation for the mixed evidence of presumed media effects on others lies in the 

nature of the precautionary actions. Most research on epidemic responses focuses on following 

medical professionals’ health recommendations (e.g., hygiene practices). However, individuals also 

can respond to a crisis by securing scarce resources (Tal-Or et al., 2010; Tewksbury et al., 2004). 

To explore this possibility, we consider the distinction between two types of precautionary 

behaviors: (a) heeding guidelines issued by medical authorities (e.g., Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention [CDC]); and (b) resource-centered behaviors that can have negative societal 

implications,  including weapon acquisition for self-defense and stockpiling supplies. Shortly after 

COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic, sales of firearms and ammunitions in the U.S. surged 

(Collins & Yaffe-Bellany, 2020; Hoops et al., 2020), as a result of public fear of civic disorder in 

response to the pandemic (Brown, 2020). Another socially undesirable response to the COVID-19 

is stockpiling supplies. Nationwide shortages of basic supplies were reported due to individuals 

overconsuming foods and household essentials to the point of disrupting the supply chain and 

depriving others of access to these products (Baker et al., 2020; Corkery & Yaffe-Bellany, 2020; 

Micalizzi et al., 2020; Orden, 2020). Though less attention is directed toward maladaptive 

behaviors relative to those prescribed by medical authorities, the prevalence of these acts during the 

pandemic and their potential societal ramifications warrant a closer examination. 

Given past research does not clearly draw a distinction between mechanisms that promote 

adaptive and maladaptive responses in a pandemic context, a research question is posed: 

RQ2: Are there differences in the threat mechanisms predicting recommended versus less 

socially desirable precautionary actions? 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 
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The study has been approved by an Institutional Review Board. An online survey of 377 

individuals residing in the U.S. was conducted during the last week of March 2020 using a quota 

sample through Qualtrics (ages ranging from 18 to 87, M = 45.05, SD = 16.77; 50.1% women; 

49.9% men). Participants also identified as White (66.0%), Black/African American (12.2%), 

Latinx (11.7%), Asian/Asian American (5.9%), Native American (0.5%), and “Other” (2.1%). The 

median income bracket was $50,000-75,000, and 83.5% of the respondents had some form of 

higher education. 

Measures 

News Exposure  

A commonly used measure of media exposure (e.g., Kelly et al., 2009; Tsfati, 2003) was 

adapted for this study. Participants were asked to indicate how many days in the previous week they 

have consumed news from nine news outlets: local television news; MSNBC; Fox News; CNN; 

national news broadcasts (NBC, ABC, CBS); national newspapers (print or online); local 

newspaper (print or online); talk radio; and social media (e.g., Facebook). Response options ranged 

from not at all (0) to every day of the week (7). To examine the effects of overall news exposure, 

the responses to all the items were totaled to create an index (M = 24.29, SD = 14.72, Cronbach’s α 

= .78). To explore RQ1 pertaining to discrete media sources, responses to each of these measures 

were treated as separate variables. 

Personal Threat Beliefs 

Two items were used to measure the extent to which individuals felt personally threatened 

by COVID-19 (adapted from Dear et al., 2008; de Zwart et al., 2009; Rolison & Hanoch, 2015) on 

scales from 0% to 100%. The items asked participants to provide an estimate of their risk of 

contracting COVID-19 and dying from the virus if they were to contract it. The two items were 
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strongly correlated (r = .61, p < .001) and were averaged to create a composite measure (M = 46.14, 

SD = 26.97).  

Beliefs About Others’ Perceived Threat  

Similar to Jin et al. (2018), the same questions used to measure personal threat were 

reworded to ask participants to estimate the extent to which “OTHER AMERICANS” believe they 

are at risk (r = .69, p < .001; M = 54.93, SD = 25.46).  

Precautionary Actions  

Participants were asked to what extent they have engaged (1 = definitely not engage to 7 = 

definitely engage) in 12 protective behaviors examined in prior research (Bish & Michie, 2010; 

Brug et al., 2004; Raude & Setbon, 2009; Wong & Sam, 2011) or were recommended by the CDC 

(2020). An exploratory factor analysis (Maximum Likelihood, Varimax rotation) extracted three 

factors: physical distancing (Factor 1); other precautionary behaviors—stockpiling, acquiring a 

weapon for self-defense, wearing a facial mask in public (Factor 2); and hygiene behaviors (Factor 

3). Table 1 presents the factor analysis solution. 

Conceivably, wearing a mask in public did not load on the same factor as other hygiene 

behaviors because, at the time of data collection, this practice was discouraged by the CDC 

(Creveling, 2020). The general public was asked to refrain from using masks in efforts to save them 

for frontline health workers. Only in April 2020 did the CDC revert their recommendation (CDC, 

2020), encouraging the general public to wear masks. Similarly, overconsumption behaviors did not 

load on the same factor with other physical distancing behaviors. This might suggest stockpiling 

was not driven by the motivation to reduce the number of store visits as a physical distancing 

practice. Rather, it seems to constitute a form of competition over resources. In this way, 
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stockpiling shares some similarities with facial mask wear at a time when it could deprive medical 

staff of protective gear and with obtaining weapons in anticipation of civic disorder.  

However, although facial mask wearing and weapon acquisition do not cross-load on Factor 

1 (physical distancing) or on Factor 3 (hygiene behaviors). Their loadings on Factor 2 are relatively 

weak (.46 and .43, respectively). Thus, facial mask wear and weapon acquisition are considered 

distinct variables. This resulted in a total of four precautionary actions, averaging the responses to 

the items loaded on each factor (physical distancing, hygiene, stockpiling), and two single-item 

precautionary outcomes (facial masks and weapon acquisition). 

Demographic Factors 

Demographic factors included respondents’ sex, race/ethnicity, education (dummy coded as 

“male” = 1, “White” = 1, “higher education” = 1), age, income level, and political leaning (1 = 

strong democrat to 7 = strong republican; M = 3.83, SD = 1.98). 

Results 

Direct Effects of News Exposure   

In a series of hierarchical regression models, demographic factors (age, sex, race/ethnicity, 

education, income, political leanings) were entered on the first step as predictors of engagement in 

specific COVID-19 precautionary behaviors and threat perceptions. Then, a second step of news 

exposure was added to test hypotheses pertaining to the relationship between news exposure and 

each of the COVID-19 precautionary behaviors (H1) as well as threat perceptions (H2). 

Standardized beta regression coefficients are reported for all analyses. 

As anticipated, overall news exposure was significantly associated with all precautionary 

behaviors and threat perceptions. In line with H1, news exposure was positively related to: hygiene 

behaviors (β = .19, p = .001), F(7, 364) = 3.74, p = .001, R2 = .07; physical distancing (β = .23, p < 
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.001), F(7, 364) = 6.58, p < .001, R2 = .11; facial mask wear (β = .31, p < .001), F(7, 364) = 8.12, p 

< .001, R2 =.14; stockpiling (β = .27, p < .001), F(7, 364) = 7.29, p < .001, R2 = .12; and weapon 

acquisition (β = .10, p = .049), F(7, 364) = 9.82, p < .001, R2 = .16. As predicted in H2, news 

exposure was positively associated with personal threat beliefs (β = .25, p < .001), F(7, 364) = 7.71, 

p < .001, R2 = .13; and beliefs about others’ perceived threat (β = .16, p = .01), F(7, 364) = 2.37, p = 

.02, R2 = .04. 

The addition of news exposure on the second step of the model significantly increased the 

variance explained (hygiene behaviors: ΔR2 = .03, F(1, 364) = 11.37, p = .001; physical distancing: 

ΔR2 = .05, F(1, 364) = 18.81, p < .001; facial mask wear: ΔR2 = .08, F(1, 364) = 33.73, p < .001; 

stockpiling: ΔR2 = .06, F(1, 364) = 25.32, p < .001; weapon acquisition: ΔR2 = .01, F(1, 364) = 

3.91, p < .05; personal threat beliefs: ΔR2 = .05, F(1, 364) = 21.28, p < .001; beliefs about others’ 

perceived threat: ΔR2 = .02, F(1, 364) = 7.74, p < .01). Thus, H1 and H2 were supported. 

To examine RQ1 concerning the effects of specific news sources, additional linear 

regression analyses were performed. Local television news exposure was positively related to 

hygiene behaviors (β = 0.07, p = .02) and physical distancing (β = 0.07, p = .01); social media news 

consumption was positively related to stockpiling (β = 0.06, p = .04) and facial mask wear (β = 

0.14, p < .001); MSNBC exposure was positively related to facial mask wear (β = 0.14, p = .02); 

and watching Fox News was positively related to weapon acquisition (β = .24, p < .001).  

Threat Perceptions as Mediators 

To test H3 and RQ2, mediation analyses (PROCESS macro Model 4; Hayes, 2017) were 

used to estimate the indirect effects and their associated 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence 

intervals (based on 10,000 resamples) for participants’ news exposure, through threat perceptions, 
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on each of the COVID-19 precautionary behaviors. Personal threat beliefs and beliefs about others’ 

perceived threat were included as separate mediators.  

Personal Threat Beliefs  

News exposure had a significant indirect effect through participants’ own threat perceptions, 

on their engagement in hygiene behaviors, B = 0.003, 95% CI = [0.001, 0.005], physical distancing, 

B = 0.003, 95% CI = [0.001, 0.01], and facial mask wear, B = 0.006, 95% CI = [0.002, 0.01]. That 

is, participants who consumed more news felt more personally threatened, which then predicted 

enacting these specific health-oriented behaviors. However, this relationship was not significant for 

stockpiling, B = 0.0004, 95% CI = [-0.002, 0.003], or weapon acquisition, B = -0.001, 95% CI = [-

0.01, 0.003]; thus, yielding partial support for H3. Post-hoc Monte Carlo power analyses for simple 

mediation models indicate that our sample achieved adequate power (.77 – .98; Schoemann et al., 

2017).  

Beliefs About Others’ Perceived Threat  

There was a significant indirect effect of news exposure, through participants’ beliefs about 

others, on stockpiling, B = 0.003, 95% CI = [0.0002, 0.01], and weapon acquisition, B = 0.004, 95% 

CI = [0.0004, 0.01]. Participants’ news consumption was positively associated with believing other 

people feel threatened, which then predicted enacting these specific behaviors. However, this 

relationship was not significant for hygiene behaviors, B = -0.001, 95% CI = [-0.002, 0.001], 

physical distancing, B = -0.001, 95% CI = [-0.003, 0], and facial mask wear, B = 0.001, 95% CI = 

[-0.001, 0.004]; again, yielding mixed support for H3. Monte Carlo power analyses indicate the 

sample was slightly underpowered (.62) based on conventional values. In response to RQ2, these 

findings reveal that personal threat beliefs and beliefs about others’ play distinct roles in facilitating 

specific precautionary behaviors.  
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Discussion 

 Our study examines the role news exposure plays in promoting both recommended and less 

socially desirable responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. Although news exposure is associated 

with both types of behaviors, they occur through distinct mechanisms. Recommended behaviors 

intended to reduce one’s risk of contracting the virus—such as observing physical distancing, 

following enhanced hygiene protocols, and wearing facial masks—were associated with a media-

elicited sense of personal threat. At the same time, beliefs about others’ reactions to the pandemic 

heightened adoption of behaviors related to competition for limited resources.  

Presumably, individuals are more likely to overstock essentials in anticipation of other 

people’s over-consumption causing a break in the chain of supply. This appears to be particularly 

true for individuals who rely on social media for news, conceivably because these platforms feature 

sensational content to garner attention and display other media users’ reactions. Similarly, arming 

oneself ostensibly stems out of safety concerns under the assumption that others who are afraid of 

shortage of resources may resort to violence. Interestingly, exposure to Fox News appears to 

contribute to such responses beyond viewers’ political ideology. On the other hand, adhering to 

health authorities’ directives depends on the extent to which individuals feel personally threatened 

or at risk. This pattern of results paints a complex relationship between one’s own beliefs and 

assumptions about others’ beliefs about COVID-19 driven by the media that result in different 

protective actions. Moreover, few differences emerged among news outlets suggesting that news 

sources, regardless of their presumed political leanings, generally follow similar patterns of effects.  

These findings echo the notion of mean world syndrome and cultivation theory, with greater 

overall news exposure producing fear and distrust in others (Gerbner et al., 1980). Notably, past 

cultivation research does not find a consistent link between news exposure and support for gun 
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rights and ownership (Dowler, 2002; Holbert et al., 2004). The present study adds nuance to this 

theoretical proposition and outlines distinct psychological pathways that are associated with 

specific behavioral patterns, some of which are oriented at distrusted others (e.g., weapon 

acquisition) while others are health-oriented.  

 Although this work focuses on the amount of news exposure, it is important to consider the 

quality and content of media coverage (Parmer et al., 2016; Reynolds & Quinn, 2008; Seeger, 2006; 

Veil & Ojeda, 2010). Our results suggest that journalists should, ideally, provide accurate 

information that makes the public aware of the risks to themselves and avoid eliciting fear of others. 

Future research can explore ways in which health officials and journalists can offer such messages. 

Additionally, future studies should examine the effects of message framing. For instance, episodic 

frames (e.g., human interest stories) might make the fear of others particularly salient to the reader. 

Because our study employs a cross-sectional survey design, it impossible to rule out reverse 

causal effects, such that those who feel more threatened by the pandemic may seek more 

information on the topic. Longitudinal research designs would be instrumental in teasing apart the 

effects of selective news exposure over time and better capture the rapidly evolving media 

environment. To complement the correlational findings, experimental designs would be useful to 

assess effects of framing and presentation style.  

In sum, the current study offers insight into the effects of news exposure on COVID-19 

precautionary behaviors. Although news sources can provide useful information in health crises, 

extensive news exposure might result in some unintended effects for audience members as they 

assume other viewers’ reactions. It is imperative to continue to understand how media content, 

journalistic practices, and presentation style can impact public opinion and action.  
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Table 1 

Factorial Solution for COVID-19 Precautionary Behaviors 

 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 
Choose to avoid social gatherings .71 -.01 .26 

Cancel and/or postpone travel plans  .70 .03 .23 

Maintain six-feet distance from others in public places .67 .08 .35 

Avoid using public transit in a situation that calls for it .65 .12 .12 

Only leave my household for essential business .57 -.04 .38 

Choose not go to school or work even if I have the option to go .55 .16 .03 

Stock my household with necessary supplies (for example, 

toilet paper) if I could not leave my home 
.23 .85 .12 

Create a supply of food beyond what I regularly buy for my 

household 
.18 .78 .03 

Wear a facial mask in public spaces .07 .46 .21 

Consider obtaining a weapon for self-defense -.12 .43 -.11 

Be more attentive to cleanliness and disinfection .27 .14 .86 

Wash hands or use hand sanitizer more frequently and/or more 

thoroughly 
.43 .04 .75 

Note. Factor 1 was labeled physical distancing, Factor 2 was labeled other precautionary behaviors, 

and Factor 3 was labeled hygiene behaviors.  
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Figure 1 

Proposed Conceptual Model 
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