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Abstract

Aim: The research aimed to explore personal goals and COVID-19-related fear & worries
as predictors of news media use during a health crisis — the COVID-19 pandemic.

Method: A correlational online study was conducted with 371 subjects (M

o = 28.88,
SD,,, = 10.25).

Results: The results showed that, as expected, the importance of the health goal and
the level of COVID-19 fear & worries positively predicted news media use, and the im-
portance placed on the exciting life goal negatively predicted news media use during
the COVID-19 pandemic. There was no significant relationship between the safety goal
and news media use. However, the study revealed that COVID-19 fear & worries partially
mediated the relationship between the safety goal and news media use.

Conclusions: Study confirms that personal goals and negative emotions related to a crisis
play an important role in understanding how and why people use the news media in a cri-
sis. The limitations of the study and theoretical and practical implications are discussed.
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The importance of safety and stimulation as personal goals valued in daily
life (cf. Grouzet et al., 2005) align with two primary purposes for consuming me-
dia, such as staying informed about issues and events (Hargreaves & Thomas,
2002) or seeking excitement through an entertaining story (Hoffner et al., 2009).
In fact, during health crises, the media play a significant role in providing a sense
of security by delivering timely information and assisting people in responding to
evolving threats — for example, by promoting self-protective behaviors (Klemm
et al., 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic crisis represented a setting that generated
significant levels of unresolved uncertainty and violated people’s sense of securi-
ty, leading them to live in a persistent state of high alert (Salvi et al., 2021). This
unprecedented situation might have influenced specific personal goals, especially
those concerning enhancing one’s health and survival (more crucial in crises) and
those related to seeking excitement and pleasure (less crucial in crises). Studies
on values reported significant changes in people’s values during COVID-19 — an
increase in the importance of the safety value and a decrease in the importance of
the stimulation value (Bojanowska et al., 2021; Bonetto et al., 2021). Therefore,
the aim of this study was to expand existing knowledge, examining the relation-
ships between personal goals significance, news media use during a crisis, and
perceived negative emotions related to the crisis.

Taking into account the conclusions from previous research, it may be as-
sumed that people who prioritize goals related to physical survival (i.e., safety
and health) are more likely to use news media during a health crisis than others.
In contrast, since the media primarily emphasizes the informational function
during times of crisis (Anwar et al., 2020), the use of news media may be less
appealing to those who value entertainment and excitement. Moreover, crisis-re-
lated negative emotions can reinforce the relationship between the importance of
personal goals and news media use. For example, individuals who prioritize safe-
ty are more likely to experience fear and anxiety (Nelissen et al., 2007; Roseman
et al., 1994), which, in turn, might be related to higher news media use, as people
turn to news media to alleviate negative emotions (Westlund & Ghersetti, 2015).

In our study, we aimed to explore two key questions 1) how the importance
of personal goals (i.e., safety, health, and exciting life) is related to news media
use during the COVID-19 pandemic, and 2) whether and how emotions (i.e.,
COVID-19 fear and worries) mediate the relationship between the importance of
goals and news media use.

The Relationship Between the Importance of Personal Goals and News Media
Use in a Crisis Situation

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted many aspects of life, requiring individ-
uals to adjust to their personal goals to adapt to the changed circumstances.
A personal goal can be defined as a cognitive representation of desired outcomes
(Kruglanski et al., 2002). Goals usually arise when a person perceives a discrep-
ancy between the current state and a desired state, which motivates them to
bridge this gap (e.g., Carver et al., 2000).
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However, the research on the importance of personal goals during the COVID-19
pandemic is scarce. Yet, existing studies on values, which tend to be more stable and
less subject to situational influences than goals (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987), have
shown changes in the perceived importance of values during the COVID-19 crisis.
Studies conducted on both Polish and French samples showed that people placed
greater importance on security and conformism values than usual (Bojanowska
et al., 2021; Bonetto et al., 2021) and valued hedonism and stimulation less com-
pared to pre-pandemic times (Bonetto et al., 2021).

These values (i.e., security and stimulation) are also related to the specific
needs gratified by media in a crisis. Generally, news media are expected to fulfill
two fundamental goals: providing information (Hargreaves & Thomas, 2002) and
offering entertainment through news stories (Hoffner et al., 2009). In a crisis,
according to the need for orientation (Weaver, 1980), people seek information
in the news media even more to become familiar with their surroundings and
reduce uncertainty. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, people might
have used the news media to stay informed about the potential risks, preven-
tive measures, and safety guidelines associated with the pandemic. The results
of a two-wave panel survey conducted in 17 mostly European countries during
the COVID-19 pandemic confirmed an overall rise in news use across these coun-
tries (Van Aelst et al., 2021).

Aware of the results of studies on values during the COVID-19 pandemic
and media usage, we concentrated on safety, health, and stimulation goals in our
research. This choice was driven by the uncertainty introduced by the pandem-
ic, which might have led individuals to focus more on goals related to survival
and maintaining stability in their lives, and less on seeking excitement. Those
who value goals related to physical survival (i.e., safety and health) are probably
more likely to use news media during a crisis than others. In contrast, given that
the media predominantly focuses on the informational function in times of crisis
(Anwar et al., 2020), the use of news media may be less appealing to those who
value entertainment and excitement. We formulated the following hypotheses:

H1la. The importance placed on the safety goal during the COVID-19 pandemic
positively predicts news media use.

H1b. The importance placed on the health goal during the COVID-19 pandemic
positively predicts news media use.

Hlc. The importance placed on the excitement goal during the COVID-19 pan-
demic negatively predicts news media use.

The Mediating Role of Crisis-Related Negative Emotions in the Relationship
Between Importance of Personal Goals and News Media Use

The relationship between the importance of personal goals and news media
use can be reinforced by crisis-related negative emotions. Personal goals act as
filters in the perception of threats and thus influence people’s emotions, such as
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fears and worries (Boehnke & Schwartz, 1997). Individuals who prioritize safety
and health may have a heightened perception of the risks associated with the pan-
demic. For example, they may feel a greater fear of falling ill. Research on the fear
of war and crime confirmed that people who attributed greater importance to se-
curity experienced more fear in a threat situation (Boehnke & Schwartz, 1997).
Generally, research shows that individuals who prioritize safety are more likely to
experience fear and anxiety (Nelissen et al., 2007; Roseman et al., 1994).

Apart from satisfying the need for information (Weaver, 1980), people seek
the news media to alleviate negative emotions (Westlund & Ghersetti, 2015).
During the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals experienced fear related to their
physical health and worries about changes in everyday functioning in domains
such as work, social contacts, or self-development (Ahorsu et al., 2022). Because
the media provide helpful information about the crisis, suggesting possible ways
of handling the situation, media consumption may serve as a psychological coping
mechanism for fear and worries (e.g., Eden et al., 2020; Van Aelst et al., 2021).
Therefore, based on the ideas that (1) fear and worries might be intensified by
a focus on specific personal goals (i.e., safety and health) and that (2) people who
experience fear and worries use the news media to reduce negative adverse emo-
tional outcomes, we formulated a mediation hypothesis:

H2. The level of COVID-19 fear & worries mediates the relationships between
the importance of personal goals and news media use. The importance placed on
safety (H2a) and health (H2b) goals leads to higher COVID-19 fear & worries,
which in turn leads to more intensive news media use.

Method
Participants

The study included 371 participants (M,,, = 28.88 years, SD, = 10.25); 264
were women, 105 were men, and two specified their gender as “other.” 194 par-
ticipants described themselves as students, and 177 stated that they were em-
ployees. The respondents had higher (51%), secondary (48%), or vocational (1%)
education. Most participants resided in cities with more than 100,000 inhabi-
tants (58.5%), 19.9% lived in cities ranging in population from 20,000 to 100,000,
and 21.6% came from towns with fewer than 20,000 inhabitants.

Measures

Measurement of the Importance of Personal Goals

The importance of personal goals was measured using a list of 13 goals based
on the model by Grouzet et al. (2005), including financial success, high work po-
sition, popularity, image, affiliation, community feeling, self-growth, conformity,
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health, safety, stabilization in life, exciting life, and religion/spirituality. Partici-
pants answered, “What do you need the most to be happy?” by rating each goal on
a 9-point scale (1 = not at all important to 9 = extremely important). The relative
importance of a goal was computed as the rating of that goal (i.e., safety, health,
and exciting life) divided by the number of all goals (13).

Measurement of News Media Use

The questionnaire administered to measure news media use consisted of a list
of 15 opinion-forming Internet, press, radio, and television media that were the most
popular in Poland in terms of frequency of use for news (IMM, 2020; Omyta-Rudzka
& Feliksiak, 2019). The list included both private and state-owned radio stations
(e.g., RMF FM, Radio Zet), television channels (e.g., TVN 24; TVP Info), web portals
(e.g., wp.pl, interia.pl), daily newspapers (e.g., Rzeczpospolita, Gazeta Wyborcza).
Respondents reported the frequency of using each of the listed media to obtain news
in the past three weeks by indicating options on a 5-point scale (1 = very rarely to
5 = very often). The reliability of the measure was satisfactory (Cronbach’s a = .78).

Measurement of COVID-19 Fear & Worries

COVID-19 fear & worries were assessed using a questionnaire inspired by
the measure developed by Kroencke et al. (2020; see also Iwanowska et al., 2023;
Kondratowicz et al., 2023). The questionnaire consists of 8 items constituting two
subscales. The COVID-19-Related Fear subscale consists of 3 statements concerning
the feeling of anxiety about health and safety (e.g., “I am anxious about my health”;
“I am anxious about my safety”). The COVID-19-Related Worries subscale consists
of 5 items concerning the feeling of uncertainty and anxiety about pandemic-related
changes (e.g., “Due to the pandemic, I am anxious about my future and that of my
loved ones”; “I think my life will change for the worse due to the pandemic”). Re-
spondents rated each item using a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strong-
ly agree). The total COVID-19 fear & worries score was computed as a mean of
the 8 items’ scores. The measure’s reliability was satisfactory (Cronbach’s a =.73).

Procedure

The study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic between April 1 and
June 6, 2020. It was a time when the number of infections escalated, and there
were changes in the restrictions imposed in various spheres of private and pro-
fessional life, such as restrictions on shopping, the obligation to wear masks, and
switching to remote forms of work and education (Cybulska & Pankowski, 2020).

All required ethical standards were maintained during the research. Partic-
ipation in the study was anonymous and voluntary; each respondent consented
to participate and was free to withdraw at any time. The study was conducted
via an online platform. A link to the questionnaire was shared on the university
website and social media. Respondents completed a set of scales: a personal goals
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scale, a news media use scale, and a COVID-19 fear & worries scale. They also
answered several questions not directly relevant to the purpose of this research
since the study was part of a larger project on the psychological consequences of
the COVID-19 pandemic (cf., Iwanowska et al., 2023; Kondratowicz et al., 2023).

Results

The Importance of Personal Goals, COVID-19 Fear & Worries, and News
Media Use

To test the first hypothesis, we conducted a linear regression analysis (meth-
od: enter) with IBM SPSS 272. The dependent variable was the frequency of
news media use. The independent variables were the importance of personal
goals (i.e., safety, health, and exciting life) and COVID-19 fear & worries. When
the five independent variables were entered (along with participants’ sex and age
as covariates), they explained 9% of the variance in participant news media use,
R*= .30, F; 4,=5.828, p <.001.

Table 1

Summary of the Linear Regression Model Predicting News Media Use from Personal
Goals and COVID-19 Fear & Worries

Variable B SE b t p BCa BCa  Bootstrap VIF
LLCI ULCI P

Sex .058 072 .044 .81 421 -.116 .205 471 1.65
Age .011  .003 .180 3.34 <.001 .005 .017 .002 1.16
Health 995 382 .138 2.61 .009 .240 1.756 .005 1.12
Safety -.104 278 -.020 -.38 .708 -.699 512 747 1.09
Exciting -.599 .239 -.130 -2.51 .013 -1.076 -.134 .017 1.08
life

COVID-19 .099  .046 111 2.14 .033 .000 .204 .056 1.08
F&W

Note. N=371. Linear regression analysis was conducted on transformed variables; BCa LLCI = bias-
-corrected accelerated lower 95% confidence interval; BCa ULCI = bias-corrected accelerated upper
95% confidence interval; VIF = variance inflation factor; COVID-19 F&W = COVID-19 fear & worries.

2 We also computed the preliminary correlations between all 13 goals and news me-
dia use. The results showed significant low negative correlations between the exciting
life (r = —.13) and self-growth (r = —.12) goals and news media use as well as low positive
correlations between the health (r =.14) and high work position (r = .12) goals and news
media use during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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As can be seen in Table 1, the importance placed on the health goal, the level
of COVID-19 fear & worries, and age were significantly positively related to news
media use, whereas the importance of the exciting life goal was significantly neg-
atively related to the use of news media. The importance of the safety goal and
sex were not statistically significant predictors of news media use. Thus, the re-
sults supported H1b (for health goal) and Hlc (for excitement goal) but did not
support Hla (for safety goal).

COVID-19 Fear & Worries as a Mediator of the Relationship Between
the Importance of Personal Goals and News Media Use

To verify the second hypothesis, we tested two mediation models with PRO-
CESS Macro for SPSS (Model 4), with COVID-19 fear & worries as a mediator
between two personal goals (i.e., safety and health) and news media use. Medi-
ation effects were tested with regression analysis using the PROCESS macro
bootstrapping procedure (Hayes, 2013).

Figure 1

Mediation Model: Safety Goal as a Predictor, COVID 19 Fear & Worries as a Mediator,
and Frequency of News Media Use as a Dependent Variable

COVID-19 fear & worries

a=.16,p=.002 b=.12,p=.022

¢'=-.04,p =875 |
safetygoal | L _ _ __ _______________ > news media use
c=.06,p=.827

The analysis revealed that there was an indirect effect of the safety goal
on news media use via COVID-19 fear & worries; however, the effect was small
(indirect effect = 0.11, BootsLL.CI =.012, BootsULCI = .253), and the total effect
was non-significant (p = .827). As shown in Figure 1, the importance placed on
the safety goal was not directly related to news media use. Still, it was posi-
tively associated with COVID-19 fear & worries, which in turn was positively
related to news media use. This result shows a partial mediation effect (cf. Agler
& De Boeck, 2017), supporting hypothesis H2a.
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The mediation effect for the health goal was not statistically significant (in-
direct effect = .08, BootsLL.CI = —.008, BootsULCI = .217). The hypothesis H2b
was not supported.

Discussion

In alignment with the predictions based on the “need for orientation” concept
(Weaver, 1980), we found that, during the pandemic, the health goal is positively
associated with the use of news media (H1b supported). The study also confirmed
that the importance of the exciting life goal is negatively related to news media use
in pandemic times (H1c supported). However, we did not find a direct relationship
between the safety goal and news media usage (H1la not supported). These results
suggest that, particularly in the initial stage of a health crisis, mass media serve
as a significant source of health information, providing guidelines, recommenda-
tions from health authorities, and updates on the latest developments. However, at
this point, they present no solutions to the forthcoming economic or social concerns,
which are also related to the sense of safety. Regarding the nature of goals, our study
suggests that during the pandemic, health-related goals become more concrete and
evident because they are closely associated with the issues of illness and mortality.
In contrast, safety-related goals may appear more abstract and generalized. What
is more, our findings show that individuals who value an exciting and pleasant life
may find news media consumption less appealing during a crisis. This is likely due
to the media’s primary focus on the informational function in times of crisis (Anwar
et al., 2020). This finding also aligns with the notion that during a health crisis, in-
dividuals are less oriented toward seeking excitement (Bonetto et al., 2021).

Interestingly, although in our study the safety goal was found not to be di-
rectly related to news media consumption, the results of mediation analysis in-
dicate a mediation mechanism, showing that the importance placed on the safety
goal leads to higher levels of COVID-19 fear & worries, which in turn leads to
higher news media consumption (H2a partially supported). We did not confirm
this effect for the health goal (H2b not supported). It aligns with previous studies,
indicating that there are no connections between health values and the feeling of
fear, in contrast to safety values, where such a relationship exists (cf. Nelissen
et al., 2007; Roseman et al., 1994). These results add to the literature on the links
between COVID-19 fear and news media use (Bendau et al., 2020), confirming
that both emotional and motivational factors play a role in predicting news me-
dia consumption, which seems to serve as a psychological coping mechanism.

Limitations and Directions for Future Studies
This study is not without limitations. First, it was correlational, meaning

causal relationships between variables could not be determined. It is possible
that news media use leads to changes in personal goals, especially those related
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to health issues. Second, we found an indirect effect of the safety goal on news
media consumption, but the total effect was insignificant. The reason for this
might be the sample size. Therefore, future studies on health-related crises
should include a larger group to test if the total effect becomes significant or if
the mediated effect becomes non-significant (cf. Agler & de Boeck, 2017; Kenny
& Judd, 2014). Third, participants in the present study were recruited via an
Internet platform, potentially limiting the sample to Internet users. To enhance
future research, it is advisable to include a more diverse range of participants.

Also, the group was specific regarding sociodemographic variables such as gen-
der and age, which could have influenced their preference for personal goals. For
instance, 71% of the group were women, and as indicated by the results of previous
studies, women experienced COVID-19 fear for the health and life of their loved
ones to a greater extent than men (Van der Vegt & Kleinberg, 2020). This effect
might have led to a stronger emphasis on safety and health-related goals among
women. Moreover, we observed that age positively predicts the use of news media
during a crisis. It might suggest that age might moderate the relationship between
personal values and news media use. We asked mainly about the use of traditional
news media, so this result may be partly because young people today access news
through diverse channels such as social media, documentaries, and television pro-
grams, which they find more aligned with their preferences in terms of agenda,
content, format, and tone (Galan et al., 2019). In subsequent studies, it is worth
exploring the relationship between age and news media consumption, as younger
individuals face challenges regarding the reliability and credibility of news on social
media platforms, which is of significant importance in health crises (Dhiman, 2023).

Implications

The presented study has several implications. Firstly, the obtained results
provide insights into the significance of personal goals and the role of fears and
worries in the use of news media during a health crisis. Secondly, the findings in-
dicate possible patterns of news media use in a health crisis. This knowledge can
assist media organizations in creating more balanced and informative content that
considers the needs and emotional well-being of the users. The study results also
offer guidelines for journalists and publishers during times of crisis, suggesting
that they should particularly focus on delivering accurate and reliable information
about health-related behaviors, especially in the early stages of a health crisis.
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