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The paper examines the relationship between trust in media
and information seeking from the media dependency theory
perspective. lts purpose is to explore different goals in media
use during crisis, and the role of trust and perception of
misinformation. Research was done in Croatia in spring
2020, when citizens were experiencing a crisis caused by the
Covid-19 pandemic and an earthquake hitting the capital
city of Zagreb. It is based on an online survey on a
convenience sample (N = 741). Three media use goals were
discovered: social understanding, self-understanding, and
the play&communication goal. Education, age, and gender
were proven to be important in predicting media use during
a crisis. Media trust is correlated to social understanding
goals and traditional media use, while the perception of
being vulnerable to misinformation is correlated to
withdrawal from media use.
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INTRODUCTION
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The disruption of the current economic, political, and every-
day life practices by the Covid-19 pandemic have been so far
discussed at length from different perspectives and academic
disciplines. Media and communication scholars studied the
change in news consumption (Mihelj et al., 2022; Van Aelst et
al., 2021), spread and the effects of misinformation (popularly
labelled as infodemic), or evaluated the effectiveness of health
communication and the media effects on mental health (Gar-
fin et al., 2020). It is known that crisis events create a quanti-
tative rise in media consumption as audiences seek informa-
tion to orient themselves in the new and unpredictable envi-
ronment. This phenomenon has been explained by media
dependency theory (MDT), which analyses what goals of
audiences are met by information produced in the media sys-
tem (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976; Ball-Rokeach, 1985).

However, media systems have profoundly changed since
MDT was proposed in the 1970s. Traditional, professional news
organisations had a privileged position as gatekeepers of in-
formation by various social institutions and served as a main
communication channel between these institutions and citi-
zens. Contemporary media environments are labelled as high-
-choice environments, where higher proliferation of informa-
tion sources in different legacy, digital and social media makes
audiences fragmented and less reliant on professional news
organisations (Van Aelst et al., 2017). This allows audiences to
seek information not only from professional news organisa-
tions, but also from their social networks and various alterna-
tive sources. Moreover, what has changed profoundly is the
declining level of trust, not only in professional media organi-
sations and journalism, but in social institutions and expert
systems in general. Although MDT was proposed when tra-
ditional media dominated, many authors showed that the
principles of the theory still hold in the high-choice media
environments (see Jackob, 2010). This will be another oppor-
tunity to test the theory in the more complex multi-media
environment and reveal in which way media serve audiences
to achieve different social goals, as active media users who
are able to select and interact with different information sour-
ces (Livingstone, 2003).

The goal of this paper is to explore how audiences navi-
gated their high choice information environment in the mul-
tiple crisis — one caused by the Covid-19 pandemic and another
one by an earthquake. In March 2020, the capital city of Za-
greb was hit by a stronger earthquake. People were caught in
a highly stressful situation in which they were exposed to at
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that time a new virus, while on the other hand, being ex-
posed to an earthquake added a completely different type of
stress and existential threat. How did audiences use media to
meet their needs, what role did trust in media and misinfor-
mation have in this setting and what were the effects of me-
dia use on well-being?

MEDIA DEPENDENCY THEORY
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The theory of media dependency explains the links between
production of information in the media system, and individ-
ual uses of media audiences. Media dependency is defined as
"a relationship in which the capacity of individuals to attain
their goals is contingent upon the information sources of the
media system" (Ball-Rokeach, 1985, p. 487). The macro dimen-
sion of MDT refers to the characteristics of the media system,
while the micro dimension does to individual media use. Al-
though there are ever expanding sources of information in con-
temporary societies, media audiences still depend a great deal
on media organisations for acquiring information and knowl-
edge about the world and current events. According to Ball-
-Rokeach (1985), media have specific social functions, and au-
diences are more dependent on them if there are less func-
tional alternatives in their interpersonal relationships or in
other spheres of social life. During lockdowns and measures
of distance due to the Covid-19 crisis, even more spheres of
social life became dependent on the media system. In fact, me-
dia consumption in 2020 increased up to around 60% global-
ly in watching videos (Nielsen, 2020), and online and social
media use skyrocketed as well (Newman et al., 2020). Media
technology and platforms were used for information, inter-
personal communication, education, work, shopping, enter-
tainment, and leisure activities in home confinement.

Ball-Rokeach (1985) delineates three major goals which
define individual media use. The goal of understanding is ori-
ented either towards the social world (understanding and learn-
ing about social world or community) and self (learning about
self). The goal of orientation refers to getting information for
specific tasks and behaviour: action orientation refers to gain-
ing information for decision making and practical actions in
everyday life, while interaction orientation refers to getting
information on how to behave or talk to other people in var-
ious situations (e.g., how to behave on a job interview). The
goal of play refers to escapism, entertainment or relaxation,
which can be either social or solitary.

The levels of media dependency depend on the nature of
the media and social system and personal characteristics of
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media audiences. Media dependency is higher in societies
which are less plural, and where there are fewer sources among
which audiences could choose (Jackob, 2010, p. 590). Media
dependency is not the same as media use, but they are posi-
tively correlated, as familiarity with the media makes audi-
ences more likely to be dependent on them for their informa-
tion goals (Lowery, 2004).

MEDIA DEPENDENCY AND MEDIA USE DURING CRISIS
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Individual media dependencies rely on the characteristics of
the social environment — if it is ambiguous or threatening, audi-
ences will rely on media to ease the discomfort and feel more
efficacious in making decisions (Ball-Rokeach, 1985, p. 500).
Therefore, audiences will depend more on media in the mo-
ments of social change, disruption, conflict, or crisis, which
makes the previous schemes of understanding social reality
less useful for survival or safety (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976;
Ball-Rokeach, 1985). However, although media dependency
is higher during crisis for all social groups, it still differs
among audiences of different socio-demographic categories
(Lowrey, 2004). For example, educated audiences rely less on
mainstream media (Lowrey, 2004), seek information from a
wider repertoire of sources (Sommerfeldt, 2015), and there are
also gender differences in information seeking during crisis
(Lachlan et al., 2009, 2010).

Media dependency was thus analysed in the context of
war (Melki & Kozman, 2021), terrorist and other attacks (Jin et
al., 2016; Lachlan et al., 2009; Lowrey, 2004; Mazer et al., 2015),
health crises (Hu & Zhang, 2014; Jang & Baek, 2019; Lyu, 2012),
natural catastrophes like earthquakes, floods or hurricanes
(Jung & Moro, 2014; Seo et al., 2012), or industrial or man-
-made catastrophes (Lachlan et al., 2010). Various studies found
that mass media were more important sources of information
for audiences during crisis and disruptive events, although
interpersonal communication was also highly important in the
information spread (Lowery, 2004, p. 341). During the HIN1
flu crisis, mass media, especially television were more signifi-
cant in the first phase of the outbreak, while interpersonal
communication, online media and alternative sources were
used more in later phases (Hu & Zhang, 2014). Television also
contributed the most to knowledge acquisition about the health
crisis (Hu & Zhang, 2014).

The need for information during crisis might be different
depending on the type of crisis. Amid fast evolving natural
catastrophes audiences seek immediate information, while du-
ring more slowly evolving, e.g. economic crises, they might
need news which help them have a deeper understanding of
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the process (Westlund & Ghersetti, 2015 in Van Aelst et al,,
2021).

Research following the Sichuan earthquake showed that
television and internet use positively influenced the per-
ceived gains of social-relational resources, and that internet
also positively influenced social trust (Seo et al., 2012). On the
other hand, television had a negative effect in increasing per-
ceived stress (Seo et al., 2012). The willingness to help the vic-
tims partly depends on media coverage, as perceived gains of
social-relational resources and social trust motivated altruistic
behaviour, while higher perceived stress motivated self-inter-
est behaviour and avoidance of negative stimulus (Seo et al,,
2012).

The severity and scale of a crisis is sometimes less impor-
tant for media dependency than the way the crisis is perceived.
Although MDT suggests that higher instability predicts higher
dependency on media, research on media use in war zones
and refugee environment shows that there is an ambiguity in
the way instability and threat is perceived — for example, peo-
ple left in war zones felt less threatened and had lower media
dependency than those displaced in refugee camps (Melki &
Kozman, 2021). Various factors could determine the percep-
tion of a threat, like the proximity to the problem or personal
involvement. Moreover, people can become desensitised to
threat with time (Melki & Kozman, 2021). Higher perception
of threat was shown to be more connected to dependency on
interpersonal communication than on mass media (Lowery,
2004). This is understandable, as people in crisis are drawn to
each other more, and this is predicted more by the perception
of threat than by the scale of the crisis (Lowery, 2004, p. 354).

Higher media use during a crisis event could add to the
psychological distress as audiences are increasingly exposed
to information about the collective trauma they are experi-
encing, which was shown to be the case in the Covid-19 pan-
demic (Chao et al., 2020; Garfin et al., 2020). However, media
was also utilised for attaining goals, replacing different activ-
ities and social functions which were impossible to be attained
without media during lockdown, and positive coping with
stress. This, on the other hand, had various health and well-
-being benefits (Chao et al., 2020). Information seeking and
sharing are also important coping strategies used for alleviat-
ing stress during a crisis event, as acquiring information redu-
ces uncertainty (Jin et al., 2016; Lachlan et al., 2009). However,
higher use and dependency on media during crisis can also
have negative effects on mental health and may add to post-
-traumatic stress disorder (Garfin et al., 2020; Lachlan et al.,
2009).
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Trust in news media is in decline, due to the rise of different
information sources, attacks on the credibility of traditional
news media from politicians and alternative media, a higher
amount of misinformation and greater amount of audience
selectivity in media use (Strombaéck et al., 2020). Trust in me-
dia is one of the most important factors which determine
media use, especially in the period of higher possibilities of
audience selectivity. It mitigates audience choices depending
on the type of media they will use. Audiences who feel less
dependent on mainstream media and who have less media
trust tend to seek out alternative or non-media sources of
information to fulfil their information needs (Jackob, 2010).
The other way around also holds — audiences that use the main-
stream news media less tend to trust these media sources less
(Strombaéck et al., 2020).

The relationship between trust in the news media was
proven to be important during a health crisis. When there
was a lack of trust in public officials, audiences turned to on-
line media, social media and interpersonal communication
(Jang & Baek, 2019; Tai & Sun, 2007). In the aftermath of the
Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011, the ambiguity of report-
ing and lack of trust in mainstream media coverage provoked
higher reliance on social media, which had a function for in-
terpersonal communication, as a channel for organisations,
media and local governments, and information sharing (Jung
& Moro, 2014).

It has been shown that misinformation can affect media
use and trust in general. In analysing the effects of exposure
to fake news during the 2006 Israeli election campaign, the re-
sult was that fake-news-perceived realism can stimulate feel-
ings of inefficacy, alienation, and cynicism (Balmas, 2012). The
perceived realism of fake news was strongest within individ-
uals who were more exposed to fake news and less exposed
to hard news (Balmas, 2012). Rumours and misinformation
often appear during crisis events (Mazer et al., 2015), and were
also vastly spread via social media during the Swine flu, Ebola
and Zika virus epidemics, as well as during the Covid-19 pan-
demic (Mihelj et al., 2022).

Trust in media and journalism in Croatia is traditionally
rather low and below several other social institutions (Cu-
valo, 2013). While in the early 2010s internet was the most trust-
ed media platform for Croatian audiences (Cuvalo, 2013),
recent data on media trust demonstrates that traditional me-
dia are among the most trusted (e.g. private television chan-
nels, see Vozab & Perusko, 2021). While a rise in media trust
was noted during the Covid-19 pandemic, paradoxically, there
was also a rise of concern over misinformation in Croatia (Vo-
zab & Perusko, 2021).



MEDIA USE AND TRUST DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

The Covid-19 crisis greatly influenced modes of media and
news consumption. Media and news consumption and trust
in media rose, especially television and online news, and
audiences also relied highly on social media and instant mes-
saging, while newspaper consumption dropped (Newman et
al., 2020; Van Aelst et al., 2021). Several studies suggest that
television had an especially important role during the Covid-
-19 pandemic as government announcements were broadcast
as "media events" (Mihelj et al., 2022, Newman et al., 2021).
This was also the case in Croatia, as the Crisis Headquarters
of the Ministry of Health held daily press conferences. Au-
diences were more dependent on media and shared that they
used media for understanding the new situation and for de-
ciding on their actions (Newman et al., 2020).

Digital News Report shows that 54% of global audiences
perceived to have been exposed to misinformation about
Covid-19 (Newman et al., 2021). Research during the second
wave of the pandemic in the UK found "infodemically vul-
nerable" groups with low trust in media, who avoid news,
and who are more exposed to misinformation (Nielsen et al.,
2020). This inequality in information consumption is predicted
by age, gender, education, and income (Nielsen et al., 2020).
Although media trust declined, and news avoidance increased
after that initial period of upsurge in media consumption
(Newman et al., 2020), overall media trust significantly rose
globally during different waves of the Covid-19 pandemic (New-
man et al., 2021).

CONTEXT OF THE STUDY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
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On March 5th 2020 the Croatian Government declared a state
of emergency due to the Covid-19 epidemic (Croatian Govern-
ment, 2020). Series of measures and recommendations for citi-
zens were introduced, like the obligation of quarantine for
travellers, closure of public institutions, closure of bars and re-
staurants and other places of social gathering. The campaign
#stayathome (#ostanidoma) was in full swing and citizens
were advised to work at home and keep physical distancing.
At that time, the capital city of Zagreb was hit by an earth-
quake of magnitude 5.5 on the Richter scale in the morning of
March 22nd. This earthquake was followed by a series of af-
tershock waves. It left many people homeless and created se-
rious damage to the city infrastructure.

This study tried to capture the individual media depen-
dencies on media during the double crisis: the one caused by
the Covid-19 pandemic and the one caused by an earthquake.
Based on the media dependency theoretical framework, the
following research questions are posed:
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RQ1: What goals guided audiences in their media use?

RQ2: What socio-demographic characteristics determined
media use and goals?

RQ3: What is the relationship between media use goals and
different media types?

RQ4: What is the relationship between trust in media and
media use?

RQ5: What is the relationship between the perception of
threat and goals of media use?

METHODOLOGY, DATA, AND SAMPLE

O TABLE 1
Socio-demographic
characteristics of the
sample

The study was conducted as part of a research project within
a graduate course on the journalism study programme at the
Faculty of Political Science, University of Zagreb, at which a
cross-sectional survey and questionnaire were designed. An
online survey was shared from 7th to 25th April 2020. The
survey was shared via snowball method, through social me-
dia and e-mail. The analysis is based on a convenience sam-
ple of 741 respondents. The convenience sample is clearly
skewed in favour of certain socio-demographic categories (see
Table 1). It is over-represented by female respondents (77.6%),
the youngest age group (59.1%), students (46.4%) and citizens
who were mostly isolated at home due to the Covid-19 mea-
sures (86.6%).

N %o
Gender Male 163 22
Female 575 77.6
Age groups 15to 29 438 59.1
30 to 44 123 16.6
45 to 59 117 15.8
60 and older 47 6.3
Employment status Full-time employment 276 372
Part-time employment 24 3.2
Unemployed 42 5.7
Student (school or university) 344 46.4
Retired 43 5.8
Size of settlement Smaller settlement or village 231 31.2
Smaller town 133 17.9
Medium sized city 75 10.1
Suburbs of the big city 44 5.9
Big city 255 344
Earthquake region Earthquake region
(City of Zagreb and Zagreb County) 295 39.8
Outside of the earthquake region 440 59.4
Isolation Being isolated at home 642 86.6

Leaving home for work 95 12.8




MEASUREMENT AND SCALES

Dependent variables

Media use was operationalised with the question "How often
did you follow media during the previous month for any pur-
pose (news, entertainment...)?". Respondents were offered
different media sources and could mark the frequency of use
on a six-point scale: 1 (never), 2 (at least once), 3 (at least once
a week), 4 (once a day), 5 (several times a day), 6 (every hour
and more often). The variable total media use was construct-
ed as an additive index of all variables which measured fre-
quency of media use (Cronbach a. = 0.75). An exploratory fac-
tor analysis with varimax rotation was used to distinguish dif-
ferent dimensions of media use. It resulted with three dimen-
sions: social media use, online media use and television use.
Based on factor analysis, three additive variables were com-
puted.! It is important to note that online media based on this
factor analysis refer to professional news or expert sources.
Another set of dependent variables refers to the media use goals
from the MDT. These variables were constructed based on the
factor analysis described below in the results section (see Table
2). Based on factor analysis, three indexes were created: social
understanding (Cronbach o = 0.81), self-understanding (Cron-
bach o = 0.79) and play&communication (Cronbach o = 0.83).

Independent variables
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Various socio-demographic and context measures were used as
independent variables. Age is a simple continuous variable, and
gender is a dichotomous variable (1 = female and 2 = male).
Due to measures for restriction of movement, a large number
of citizens were isolated at home, while a segment of citizens
still went to work outside their home. The isolation at home
was measured by a dichotomous variable (1 = I was mostly iso-
lated at home, 2 = I had to leave home for work during pre-
vious month). Income was measured on a five-point scale (1 =
Greatly below average to 5 = Greatly above average). Edu-
cation is a variable with an eight-point scale: 1 = Unfinished
elementary school to 8 = PhD. As we believe that citizens in
the region damaged by the earthquake differed from those
from other regions, we developed a dichotomous variable with
values 1 (City of Zagreb and wider Zagreb County) and 2
(other regions).

Variables referring to psychological reactions and coping with
stress were also included. Perception of threat is operation-
alised as a variable computed from different variables (Cron-
bach o = 0.68).2 Variables referring to coping with stress are
taken from the COPE inventory (Carver et al., 1989). Active
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ANALYSIS

RESULTS

coping with stressful situations is operationalised as a variable
on a scale from 1 (I never or almost never do this) to 5 (I do
this very often), which measures agreement with the state-
ment "I take necessary measures to resolve the problem". Avoid-
ance coping is measured with the same scale that measures
agreement with the statement: "I turn to other activities to
keep my mind off the problem". Emotional reactions to the
crisis were measured by asking participants if they were feel-
ing confused, angry, depressed, scared, sad or nervous.’ The
additive variable was constructed by computing all these
emotional reactions (Cronbach's alpha = 0.85).

Another block of independent variables included those
measuring media trust and attitudes towards misinformation.
Trust in all media is a variable on a five-point agreement scale,
which measures agreement with the statement "I believe I can
trust most of the media". Attitudes towards misinformation
were measured with three separate variables using the scale.
Respondents could mark their agreement with these state-
ments: "When I think about the news, it is difficult for me to
determine what is true information", "I believe I was exposed
to fake news in the previous period" and "I always try to check
the factuality of news and information".

For exploring the different types of media use goals, we em-
ployed factor analysis. Hierarchical regression analysis was
used to explain media dependency, goals in media use and
emotional reactions. It was built in three blocks of independ-
ent variables. The first block consisted of socio-demographic
and contextual variables. The second block consisted of vari-
ables referring to psychological reactions and coping with stress
during crisis. The third block consisted of variables regarding
media use, trust, and attitudes towards misinformation. The
analysis was performed in software for statistical analysis SPSS.
The results are presented in Tables 2, 3 and 4.

Media dependency goals
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Factor analysis was carried out to distinguish different goals
audiences have in their media use. With Principal Component
Analysis as extraction method and Varimax rotation with Kai-
ser Normalisation, three factors were extracted, which explain
together 71% of variance. The first factor is named 'social
understanding goal', because it refers to using media for un-
derstanding actions of others, current events, making decisions
and thinking about the future. It is a mixture of social under-



O TABLE 2

Three media use goals
— results of the factor
analysis

standing and orientation goals as originally understood by
Ball-Rokeach (1985). The second factor is named 'self-under-
standing goal' because it refers to thinking about one's situa-
tion, creating an everyday routine or expressing oneself. The
third factor is named '"play&communication goal', as it refers
to communication and entertainment with others and relax-
ation.

Social Self- Play&
understanding -understanding communication

To get information on how to

behave towards others 0.846 0.208
To get information about

current events 0.799 0.204
To help me decide what to do

in a certain situation 0.796 0.294
To understand the future

consequences of this situation 0.583 0.491
To think about me after

this situation ends 0.198 0.841 0.123
To create an everyday routine

in a new situation 0.189 0.801 0.152
To express how I feel 0.729 0.307
To entertain myself with others 0.238 0.854
To relax 0.202 0.846
To communicate with others 0.205 0.813

Explaining media use -
what media were audiences most dependent on
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Age is an important predictor of media use. Younger audi-
ences used media in general more frequently, especially social
media (B = -0.5***), while older audiences were more de-
pendent on television. Women used media in general and te-
levision more frequently. Education is a significant predictor
of total media use, especially online media (3 = 0.15**). Be-
ing isolated during lockdown seemed not to have a signifi-
cant effect on media dependencies. However, there were some
differences between regions — audiences affected by an earth-
quake were more dependent on social media (although the
significance is lost when exposure to misinformation is ac-
counted for).

Higher perception of threat drives total media use (3 = 0.1%),
online media (B = 0.13**) and television (3 = 0.12**), but the
significance is lost when other media variables are included.
Active coping seems to be more connected to more frequent
media use in general (B = 0.16***), social (3 = 0.1**), and on-
line media use (3 = 0.13**), but the relationship is lost when
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Trust in media drives only television use (3 = 0.18***).
Attitudes towards misinformation were significant in deter-
mining media dependencies, except for television consump-
tion. The perception of being able to fact-check information
contribute to higher media use in general (3 = 0.16***) and to
higher social (3 = 0.08***) and online media use ( = 0.15%**).
Those who find it difficult to evaluate false from true infor-
mation use media in general (3 = -0.09*) and online media (3 =
-0.11*) less frequently. Different goals drive audiences to dif-
ferent media sources. The social understanding goal drives
them to higher media use, television use and especially on-
line media use, while orientation towards the self-understand-
ing and play&communication goals contribute to media use
in general as well as to social media use.

VOZAB, D. ET AL.:
MEDIA DEPENDENCY...

Explaining goals in media use

Age is also important in determining different goals in media
use. Younger audiences are oriented towards play&commu-
nication (B = -0.13*). Gender is also significant in explaining
goals in media use. Women used media more for self-under-
standing (B = -0.2***) and play&communication (8 = -0.08*).
Isolation during lockdown significantly contributed to differ-
ent goals in media use and audiences isolated at home during
lockdown were oriented towards social understanding (3 =
-0.08*), but even more to self-understanding (3 = -0.12*%)
and play&communication (3 = -0.1**) than those who were
leaving their homes because of work.

Perception of threat and coping mechanisms were signif-
icant in explaining media use goals. Audiences who per-
ceived threat to be high oriented themselves to social under-
standing (3 = 0.13***). Both active and avoidance coping
were significant in explaining all media goals- however active
coping is the strongest predictor of social understanding (8 =
0.18***) and avoidance coping is strongest predictor of self-
-understanding (B = 0.2***).

Social understanding goal is explained by online media
use (B = 0.23***), trust in media (3 = 0.25***) and feelings of
efficacy in fact-checking information (3 = 0.14***). Social
media use and less self-confidence in dealing with misinfor-
mation drive audiences to media use which is oriented
towards self-understanding or play&communication. Social
media use (B = 0.3***), trust in media (3 = 0.11***), but lack
of self confidence in the ability to evaluate trustworthiness of
facts (3 = 0.14***) predict higher orientation towards self.
Social media use (3 = 0.4***) and a feeling of being exposed
to misinformation (3 = 0.12***) drives audiences towards en-

105 tertainment and relaxation uses of media.
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Explaining effects on emotional reactions

O TABLE 5

Results of the
regression analysis
predicting emotional
reactions

Surprisingly, although people in older age groups are at higher
risk of negative consequences of the Covid-19 infection, older
audiences had less negative emotional reactions to the crisis
(B = -0.20***). Women had significantly stronger emotional
reactions to the crisis (3 = -0.28***). This was also shown in
previous research (Lachlan et al., 2010). Perception of threat
(B = 0.3***), and avoidance coping (B = 0.2***), both predict
higher feelings of emotional distress, while active coping eases
the feelings of distress (3 = -0.09*). Being in isolation or in the
earthquake region did not have a significant effect on higher
levels of emotional distress. Use of online media (3 = 0.11%)
and perception of being exposed to misinformation (8 = 0.12**)
are also connected to emotional distress. This goes in line with
previous research which proved that higher media consumption
during and after a traumatic event adds to psychological dis-
tress (Lachlan et al., 2010).

Emotional reactions
Model1l Model2 Model 3

(Constant) 2747 14.09 9.40
Age S021%**  -0.27***  -0.20%**
Gender -0.35%**  -0.27***  0.28%**
Isolation (vs. non-isolation) -0.06 -0.01 0.00
Income -0.01 0.03 0.03
Education -0.02 -0.01 -0.03
Earthquake region (vs. non-earthquake) -0.07 -0.03 -0.03
Perception of threat 0.32%**  0.30%**
Active coping -0.07*  -0.09*
Avoidance coping 0.20%**  0.20%**
Social media use 0.04
Television use -0.05
Online media use 0.11*
Trust in all media 0.03
Hard to evaluate misinformation 0.06
Exposed to misinformation 0.12**
Fact-checking practices -0.02

R 021 0.36 0.39

*p < 0.05;** p < 0.01;*** p < 0.001

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
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During crisis, audiences were using media for social under-
standing, self-understanding and play and communication. In-
terpreting this from the MDT perspective, it seems that both
the need for relaxation, reflection and the need for information
were equally important in the crisis period.
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What emerges from the analysis is that the goal of social
understanding is important for following professional news
organisation sources. However, general trust in media pre-
dicts only the use of legacy media, television. Another impor-
tant conclusion is that the most vulnerable audiences, with
lower trust in media and who perceive themselves as not be-
ing able to detect misinformation seek information less, espe-
cially from professional news and expert sources.

Education was proven to be important in predicting me-
dia use during a crisis, especially online professional news,
and expert sources. This is in line with previous research which
showed that more educated audiences rely less on traditional
media and use wider information sources to navigate in the
crisis (Lowery, 2004). Younger audiences used media in gene-
ral more, especially social media, and were oriented towards
play&communication. Play as a major goal that youth pursue
when facing a crisis, may imply that using media to help deal
with stress and emotions is essential (Lyu, 2012). Older audi-
ences were dependent on television, and oriented towards
social understanding. Although older age groups in Croatia
perceived the threat of Covid-19 as higher (Bagi¢ & Suljok,
2021), the results of this research suggest that negative emo-
tional reactions to a crisis seem to become milder with age. This
could be explained by the tendency of older age groups to be
more successful in regulating negative emotions (Knepple
Carney et al., 2021).

Women's total media use and television use was higher,
as they used media more for self-understanding and play&
communication and had stronger emotional reactions to the
crisis. Previous research suggests that women in crisis tend to
ruminate more on the received information, which raises the
level of negative emotional reactions (Lachlan et al., 2010).
Women in Croatia perceived Covid-19 to be a greater threat
than men did (Bagi¢ & Suljok, 2021). Qualitative research
about the way women responded to the Covid-19 crisis and
lockdown discovered gender inequalities in the way the bur-
den of crisis is distributed (Brajdi¢ Vukovi¢ & Doolan, 2021).
Women focused on their emotional states and household rou-
tines and took the role of the glue of the household (Brajdic¢
Vukovi¢ & Doolan, 2021). This could explain why the self-un-
derstanding and play&communication orientation was more
pronounced in the way women used media.

Being affected by an earthquake or being isolated at home
during lockdown mostly did not have a significant effect on
media use. There were some differences between regions hit
by the earthquake and those who were not affected, as audi-
ences from the Zagreb area were more dependent on social
media and oriented towards social understanding. However,
this correlation was lost when media trust and misinforma-
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tion were included. Isolation during lockdown, however, sig-
nificantly contributed to differences in media use, and audi-
ences isolated at home were oriented towards social under-
standing, but even more to self-understanding and play&com-
munication. Being in isolation or in an earthquake region did
not provoke higher levels of emotional distress. Although these
results seem surprising, it is shown that severity and scale of
crisis is sometimes less important for media dependency than
the way the crisis is perceived (Melki & Kozman, 2021). An-
other analysis confirmed that there were no significant dif-
ferences in perceived stress between the Zagreb region and
others after the earthquake, suggesting that news about the
earthquake could have caused stress in other regions as well
(Uzelac et al., 2021).

Perception of threat, ways of coping with stress, and per-
ception of misinformation had greater effect on media use
and emotional distress than being more directly exposed to a
stressful event. Audiences who perceived threat to be high
tended to orient themselves to social understanding in their
media use and had stronger negative emotional reactions to
stress. Active approach in coping with stress was correlated
with higher media use for different purposes and less emo-
tional distress. On the other hand, avoidance coping has no
correlation to media use, is connected to self-understanding
and contributes to greater emotional distress. In this case, me-
dia use seems to mostly have had a role in alleviating stress
through active coping, while avoidance coping resulted with
more withdrawal from media use and stronger emotional dis-
tress. However, the use of online media was correlated with
higher emotional distress. Previous research showed that clear
and factual communication alleviates stress during crisis, while
ambiguous information could heighten perceived threat and
provoke the spread of misinformation (Garfin et al., 2020).

Perception of misinformation added another level of anx-
iety and contributed to differences in media use. Those who
found it difficult to evaluate false from true information used
media less and were orientated towards self. The feeling of
being exposed to misinformation drove audiences towards
entertainment and relaxation uses of media and had an im-
pact on higher emotional distress. On the other hand, audi-
ences who self-reported use of fact-checking practices in a greater
amount used media more and were oriented towards social
understanding.

This study has several limitations. First, the convenience
sample is biased towards certain socio-demographic groups,
so the results should be interpreted with this in mind. Sec-
ond, data collection started almost three weeks after most of
the measures of restriction of movement were taken, and two
weeks after an earthquake hit Zagreb. Therefore, media use
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the study offered some evidence on how media dependency
functions in a high-choice media environment. Even when
audiences can freely select between many different informa-
tion sources, this study shows that professional news organi-
sations are still relied on the most for the goal of social under-
standing and information, while social media are more con-
nected to entertainment and interpersonal communication uses.

! Social media use is computed by adding these frequencies of use:
following social media posts, instant messaging, YouTube use, using
music via Internet and streaming services (Cronbach o = 0.77). On-
line media use is computed from online newspapers, digital born
media, international media, websites of official authorities and ex-
perts (Cronbach a0 = 0.72). As international media form a factor to-
gether with online media, we suppose the audiences in this sample
consume international media mostly through online sources. Tele-
vision use is computed from commercial and public television (Cron-
bach o = 0.64).

2 Original variables were based on the statements: The current situ-
ation is very dangerous; I am worried about the current situation; I
am personally vulnerable in this situation; Someone close to me is
vulnerable in this situation. Respondents marked their agreement
on a four-point scale — from 1 (I completely disagree) to 4 (I com-
pletely agree).

3 The strength of these emotions was measured on a scale from 1 (never
or almost never) to 5 (very often or always). Participants answered
the question: "How often did you feel like this in the previous month?".
The instrument was adapted from Lachlan et al., 2009.

Bagi¢, D. i Suljok, A. (2021). "Stavi masku i odmakni se" — istraZivanje
determinanti protektivnog ponasanja od bolesti COVID-19 u Hrvat-
skoj ("Put on a mask and keep a distance" — A study of determinants
of protective behaviour against the COVID-19 disease in the Repu-
blic of Croatia). Sociologija i prostor, 59 (219), 119-147. https://doi.org/
10.5673/sip.59.0.5

Ball-Rokeach, S. J. (1985). The origins of individual media-system de-
pendency: A sociological framework. Communication Research, 12(4),
485-510. https://doi.org/10.1177/009365085012004003

Ball-Rokeach, S., & DeFleur, M (1976). A dependency model of mass
media effects. Communication Research, 3(1), 3-21. https://doi.org/10.
1177/009365027600300101

Balmas, M. (2012). When fake news becomes real: Combined expo-
sure to multiple news sources and political attitudes of inefficacy, alie-


https://doi.org/10.1177/009365027600300101
https://doi.org/10.1177/009365027600300101
https://doi.org/10.1177/009365085012004003
https://doi.org/10.5673/sip.59.0.5
https://doi.org/10.5673/sip.59.0.5

DRUS. ISTRAZ. ZAGREB
GOD. 32 (2023), BR. 1,
STR. 93-114

VOZAB, D. ET AL.:
MEDIA DEPENDENCY...

111

nation, and cynicism. Communication Research, 41(3), 430—-454. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0093650212453600

Brajdi¢ Vukovi¢, M. i Doolan, K. (2021). Oc¢aj i sre¢a u doba nesrece:
raznolikost Zenskih dozivljaja karantene za vrijeme COVID-19 pan-
demije (Despair and happiness in the time of unhappiness: The vari-
ety of women's experiences of quarantine during the COVID-19 pan-
demic). Sociologija i prostor, 59(219), 241-265. https://doi.org/10.5673/
sip.59.0.9

Carver, C. S., Scheier, M. E, & Weintraub, J. K. (1989). Assessing cop-
ing strategies: A theoretically based approach. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 56(2), 267-283. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-35
14.56.2.267

Chao, M., Xue, D,, Liu, T, Yang, H., & Hall, B. J. (2020). Media use and
acute psychological outcomes during COVID-19 outbreak in China.
Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 74, 102248. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.
2020.102248

Croatian Government (2020). Coronavirus protection measures. Re-
trieved April 26, 2022, from https://vlada.gov.hr/coronavirus-protec-
tion-measures/28950

Cuvalo, A. (2013). Institutional trust in the Croatian post-socialist con-
text. CM — Casopis za upravljanje komuniciranjem, 8(26), 145-163. https://
doi.org/10.5937/comman1326145C

Garfin, D. R., Silver, R. C., & Holman, E. A. (2020). The novel corona-
virus (COVID-2019) outbreak: Amplification of public health conse-
quences by media exposure. Health Psychology, 39(5), 355-357. https://
doi.org/10.1037/hea0000875

Hu, B., & Zhang, D. (2014). Channel selection and knowledge acqui-
sition during the 2009 Beijing HINT1 flu crisis: A media system depen-
dency theory perspective. Chinese Journal of Communication, 7(3),
299-318. https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2014.926951

Jackob, N. G. E. (2010). No alternatives? The relationship between
perceived media dependency, use of alternative information sources,
and general trust in mass media. International Journal of Communi-
cation, 4, 589-606.

Jang, K., & Baek, Y. M. (2019). When information from public health
officials is untrustworthy: The use of online news, interpersonal net-
works, and social media during the MERS outbreak in South Korea.
Health Communication, 34(9), 991-998. https://doi.org/10.1080/104102
36.2018.1449552

Jin, Y, Fraustino, J. D., & Liu, B. FE (2016). The scared, the outraged,
and the anxious: How crisis emotions, involvement, and demogra-
phics predict publics' conative coping. International Journal of Stra-
tegic Communication, 10(4), 289-308. https://doi.org/10.1080/1553118X.
2016.1160401

Jung, J.-Y., & Moro, M. (2014). Multi-level functionality of social
media in the aftermath of the Great East Japan earthquake. Disasters,
38(s2), s123-s143. https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12071

Knepple Carney, A., Graf, A. S., Hudson, G., & Wilson, E. (2021). Age
moderates perceived COVID-19 disruption on well-being. The Ge-
rontologist, 61(1), 30-35. https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnaal06


https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnaa106
https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12071
https://doi.org/10.1080/1553118X.2016.1160401
https://doi.org/10.1080/1553118X.2016.1160401
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2018.1449552
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2018.1449552
https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2014.926951
https://doi.org/10.1037/hea0000875
https://doi.org/10.1037/hea0000875
https://doi.org/10.5937/comman1326145C
https://doi.org/10.5937/comman1326145C
https://vlada.gov.hr/coronavirus-protection-measures/28950
https://vlada.gov.hr/coronavirus-protection-measures/28950
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102248
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102248
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.56.2.267
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.56.2.267
https://doi.org/10.5673/sip.59.0.9
https://doi.org/10.5673/sip.59.0.9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650212453600
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650212453600

DRUS. ISTRAZ. ZAGREB
GOD. 32 (2023), BR. 1,
STR. 93-114

VOZAB, D. ET AL.:
MEDIA DEPENDENCY...

112

Lachlan, K. A,, Spence, P R., & Seeger, M. (2009). Terrorist attacks and
uncertainty reduction: Media use after September 11. Behavioral Scien-
ces of Terrorism and Political Aggression, 1(2), 101-110. https://doi.org/
10.1080/19434470902771683

Lachlan, K. A,, Spence, P R., & Nelson, L. D. (2010). Gender differ-
ences in negative psychological responses to crisis news: The case of
the I-35W collapse. Communication Research Reports, 27(1), 38—48. https://
doi.org/10.1080/08824090903293601

Livingstone, S. (2003). The changing nature of audiences: From the mass
audience to the interactive media user. LSE Research Online. http:/
eprints.Ise.ac.uk/archive/00000417

Lowrey, W. (2004). Media dependency during a large-scale social dis-
ruption: The case of September 11. Mass Communication and Society,
7(3), 339-357. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327825mcs0703_5

Lyu, J. C. (2012). How young Chinese depend on the media during
public health crises? A comparative perspective. Public Relations Re-
view, 38(5), 799-806. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2012.07.006

Mazer, J. P, Thompson, B., Cherry, J., Russell, M., Payne, H. J., Gail
Kirby, E., & Pfohl, W. (2015). Communication in the face of a school
crisis: Examining the volume and content of social media mentions
during active shooter incidents. Computers in Human Behavior, 53,
238-248. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.06.040

Melki, J., & Kozman, C. (2021). Media dependency, selective exposure
and trust during war: Media sources and information needs of dis-
placed and non-displaced Syrians. Media, War & Conflict, 14(1), 93-113.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1750635219861907

Mihelj, S., Kondor, K., & Stetka, V. (2022). Audience engagement with
COVID-19 news: The impact of lockdown and live coverage, and the
role of polarization. Journalism Studies, 23(5-6), 569-587. https://doi.
org/10.1080/1461670X.2021.1931410

Newman, N., Fletcher, R., Schulz, A., Andj, S., & Nielsen, R. K. (2020).
Reuters Institute Digital News Report. Reuters Institute for the Study
of Journalism.

Newman, N., Fletcher, R., Schulz, A., Ands, S., Robertson, C. G., &
Nielsen, R. K. (2021). Reuters Institute Digital News Report. Reuters In-
stitute for the Study of Journalism.

Nielsen (2020). Staying put: Consumers forced indoors during crisis spend
more time on media. https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/
staying-put-consumers-forced-indoors-during-crisis-spend-more-
time-on-media/

Nielsen, R. K., Fletcher, R., Kalogeropoulos, A., & Simon, E (2020).
Communications in the coronavirus crisis: Lessons for the second wave.
Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2020-10.

Seo, M., Sun, S., Merolla, A. ]., & Zhang, S. (2012). Willingness to help
following the Sichuan earthquake: Modeling the effects of media in-

volvement, stress, trust, and relational resources. Communication Re-
search, 39(1), 3-25. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650210388407

Sommerfeldt, E. J. (2015). Disasters and information source reper-
toires: Information seeking and information sufficiency in postearth-


https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650210388407
https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/staying-put-consumers-forced-indoors-during-crisis-spend-more-time-on-media
https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/staying-put-consumers-forced-indoors-during-crisis-spend-more-time-on-media
https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/staying-put-consumers-forced-indoors-during-crisis-spend-more-time-on-media
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2021.1931410
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2021.1931410
https://doi.org/10.1177/1750635219861907
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.06.040
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2012.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327825mcs0703_5
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/archive/00000417
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/archive/00000417
https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090903293601
https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090903293601
https://doi.org/10.1080/19434470902771683
https://doi.org/10.1080/19434470902771683

DRUS. ISTRAZ. ZAGREB
GOD. 32 (2023), BR. 1,
STR. 93-114

VOZAB, D. ET AL.:
MEDIA DEPENDENCY...

113

quake Haiti. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 43(1), 1-22. https://
doi.org/10.1080/00909882.2014.982682

Strombaéck, J., Tsfati, Y., Boomgaarden, H., Damstra, A., Lindgren, E.,
Vliegenthart, R., & Lindholm, T. (2020). News media trust and its im-
pact on media use: Toward a framework for future research. Annals
of the International Communication Association, 44(2), 139-156. https://
doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2020.1755338

Tai, Z., & Sun, T. (2007). Media dependencies in a changing media
environment: The case of the 2003 SARS epidemic in China. New Media
& Society, 9(6), 987-1009. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444807082691

Uzelac, E., Cepulic’, D.-B., & Pali¢, P (2021). We are all in this togeth-
er: The comparison of Coronavirus' experiences in Croatia and other
European countries. Drustvena istraZivanja, 30(2), 333-358. https://doi.
org/10.5559/di.30.2.08

Van Aelst, P, Stromback, J., Aalberg, T., Esser, E, de Vreese, C., Mat-
thes, J., Hopmann, D., Salgado, S., Hubé, N., Stgpinska, A., Papatha-
nassopoulos, S., Berganza, R., Legnante, G., Reinemann, C., Sheafer,
T, & Stanyer, J. (2017). Political communication in a high-choice me-
dia environment: A challenge for democracy? Annals of the International
Communication Association, 41(1), 3-27. https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.
2017.1288551

Van Aelst, B, Toth, E, Castro, L., Stétka, V., Vreese, C. de, Aalberg, T,
Cardenal, A.S., Corbu, N, Esser, E, Hopmann, D. N., Koc-Michalska,
K., Matthes, J., Schemer, C., Sheafer, T, Splendore, S., Stanyer, J., Ste-
pinska, A., Strombock, J., & Theocharis, Y. (2021). Does a crisis change
news habits? A comparative study of the effects of COVID-19 on
news media use in 17 European countries. Digital Journalism, 9(9),
1208-1238. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2021.1943481

Vozab, D., & Perusko, Z. (2021). Digitalne publike vijesti u Hrvatskoj
2017.-2021. (Digital news audiences in Croatia from 2017 to 2021). Centar
za istrazivanje medija i komunikacije, Fakultet politickih znanosti, Sve-
uciliste u Zagrebu.

Ovisnost o medijima u videstrukoj krizi:
informiranje i povijerenje u medije
nakon potresa uslijed pandemije
koronavirusa

Dina VOZAB
Fakultet politi¢kih znanosti, Sveuéiliste u Zagrebu, Zagreb, Hrvatska

Mihaela MIHALEC
Hrvatski Telekom d.d., Zagreb, Hrvatska

Laura Hana UREMOVIC
Vecernii list, Zagreb, Hrvatska

U radu se analizira odnos izmedu povjerenja u medije i
informiranja iz perspektive teorije ovisnosti o medijima. Cil|
je istraZivanja otkriti ciljeve upotrebe medija tijekom krize te
nadin na koji povjerenje i percepcija misinformacija utjecu
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na upotrebu medija. IstraZivanje je provedeno u prolje¢e
2020. godine, tijekom pandemije virusa Covid-19, a nakon
potresa koji je pogodio Zagreb. Podaci su prikupljeni
internetskom anketom na prigodnom uzorku (N = 741).
Identificirana su tri cilja upotrebe medija: razumijevanije
drustva, razumijevanie sebe te igra i komunikacija.
Obrazovanije, dob i spol znadajni su prediktori upotrebe
medija tijekom krize. Povjerenje u medije povezano je s
upotrebom tradicionalnih medija i potrebom za
razumijevanjem drustva, dok je percepcija izloZzenosti
misinformacijama korelirana sa smanjenom upotrebom
medija.
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