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Abstract 

COVID-19 has been declared a pandemic since March 2020. 
Pakistan has become the 20th most-affected country from the 
virus by May 2020. The only perfect cure from the virus is to take 
preventive measures from getting affected. Dissemination and 
exchange of information play a significant role in letting the 
public know about those measures. This study attempts to explore 
how social media exposure could influence the adoption of 
preventive measures by taking into account the roles of self-
relevant emotions, belief on conspiracy beliefs, and trust in the 
measures taken by the government. The sample (n=378) was 
collected from public and private universities (two each) of 
Pakistan. Hierarchal regression was used to measure the 
relationship between the variables. The results showed that self-
relevant emotions have been triggered from the information 
available on social media which further enhanced the adoption of 
preventive measures. Also, trust in government is an important 
factor in deciding whether the preventive measures would be 
taken or not. The findings also suggest that the conspiracy beliefs 
related to COVID-19 are a significant predictor of less preventive 
behaviors among the public. Practical implications of self-relevant 
emotions and trust in government have also been discussed 
regarding the public health crisis.   
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Introduction 

World Health Organization (WHO) had declared the 

novel Covid-19 (formally known as SARS-CoV-2) a pandemic in 

March 2020 (WHO, 2020). Till June 28, 2020, the tally of the 

affected people from the virus crossed 9 million across the world 

(WHO, 2020). In Pakistan, the first patient of the following 

pandemic was tested positive on 26th February 2020 who had 

returned from Iran (Latif, 2020). Till 30th May of the same year, 

the toll raised to 69,496 positive cases. The numbers crossed over 

213 thousand till 1st July 2020 (see COVID-19 Dashboard, 2020). 

Pakistan imposed a lockdown of a few days at the start but lifted 

it before time. Due to which the COVID-19 infected calculation 

caught fire. To preserve the economy, the people were asked to 

follow preventive measures on their own, instead of an imposed 

lockdown by the Pakistani government (Jamal, 2020). Since this 

pandemic does not account for the perfect cure prescription yet, 

‘prevention’ goes far beyond the proverb of considering it better 

than cure. Rather, it has become essential to mitigate the 

consequences before the cure or vaccine becomes readily 

available.   

It has been observed that during recent infectious 

diseases including East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS), Zika, 

Ebola, Middle, and influenza (etc.), social media networking sites 

(‘social media exposure’ hereafter) has emerged as a tool to obtain 

first-hand information to know the updates and exchange it with 

family, neighbors and peer groups (Jang & Paek, 2019). The 

outbreak of H1N1 flu was reported for the first time on social 

media and then the information traveled faster than anticipated 



Journal of Media Studies 36(1) 

25 
 

(Ding & Zhang, 2010). It was also explored that during the MERS 

outbreak, 71.5% obtained the information from social media 

platforms in South Korea (Kim & Yang, 2015). Similarly, the panic 

of Covid-19 on social media has traveled faster than the disease 

(Depoux et al., 2020). The effects of information about pandemics 

on social media have manifolds. Gao et al. (2020) explored the 

relationship between social media exposure and mental health 

during Covid-19 and discovered that social media exposure was 

causing mental health problems. Another study found that social 

media exposure during the MERS outbreak has a profound effect 

on risk perception (Choi, Yoo, Noh, & Park, 2017). It is also noted 

that governments actively used social media platforms to inform 

and educate the public about their policies during pandemics 

(Chan et al., 2018). Despite the existing literature in the following 

domain has charted an increase in studying the role of social 

media platforms during infectious diseases, the question of how 

the use of social media can influence the behaviors of the users 

towards preventive measures (i.e., wearing masks, maintaining 

social distance) has yet to be fully explored.  

Hence, this study attempted to explore how social media 

exposure is related to taking preventive measures during Covid-

19. Existing literature has been explored which offered the 

following factors explaining the relationship.  

Social Media Exposure during Covid-19 and Self-Relevant 

Emotions  

The momentary feelings that arise from the thoughts of 

one’s self and life are called self-relevant emotions (Dunlop, 

Wakefield, & Kashima, 2008). To control the risk, those feelings 
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strongly shape behaviors (Dunlop et al., 2008). Self-relevant 

emotions arouse through media by the vivid depiction of the risks 

(Snyder & Rouse, 1995). Social Media provides a platform for the 

people of the areas, where the outbreak of an infectious disease 

spreads, to share their opinions and expressions about the disease 

(Ofoghi, Mann, & Verspoor, 2016).  

Oh, Lee and Han (2020) discussed that social media 

exposure triggered self-relevant emotions (hereafter fear and 

anger) which eventually affected prevent behaviors from an 

infectious disease. Another research also explored that social 

media exposure related to health-crises information was every so 

often framed in terms of emotions (Do et al. 2016). All infectious 

diseases (including Covid-19) are considered as negative events 

because it puts the health and mortality of people at stake (You et 

al.2017). These negative effects of an infectious disease elicit 

negative self-relevant emotions (Oh, Lee, & Han, 2020).  

Keeping in view the discussions on social media during 

MERS, two self-relevant emotions were prevalent which included 

anger and fear (Song et al. 2017). Do et al. (2016) investigated the 

same two emotions as the most salient emotions on Twitter as 

well during MERS. Another study has also highlighted the same 

self-relevant emotions that were prevalent on social media during 

the outbreak of Ebola (Ofoghi et al., 2016). Thus, this study 

assumed that  

H1. Social media exposure about Covid-19 is positively 

associated with (a) fear and (b) anger. 

The depiction of an event in our minds is intrinsically 

associated with feelings which eventually utilizes by the 
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individual while making a judgment (Popova et al. 2017). For 

instance, fear would create a sense of uncertainty due to a little 

control over the situation (Lerner et al., 2003). The emotions can 

motivate preventive behaviors directly (Turner & Underhill, 

2012). The angry people would believe in a likelihood of 

restraining a situation having a risk. So, the fearful people are 

more pessimistic considering themselves more vulnerable and 

angrily people are more optimistic and considered less vulnerable 

(Lerner & Keltner, 2001). The subsequent reaction/behavior 

would be based on the following underlying cognitive process. 

If people believe that they are more vulnerable, they will 

follow the preventive behaviors (Rimal, Flora, & Schooler, 1999). 

So, in this case, fearful people would consider themselves more 

vulnerable. Thus, it was hypothesized that 

H2. There is a strong and direct relationship between fear and 

preventive behavior.  

Fearful people are likely to take preventive measures due 

to their vulnerability. However, the anger, as an emotion, is 

connected with high human control and certainty about 

understanding the disease and measures to take guard from it 

(Yang, & Chu, 2018). Turner and Underhill (2012) argued that 

people having more anger are likely to take preventive measures 

against terrorism. This can simply be theorized that if an outbreak 

affects a person’s family, he or she will be angry at disease and 

will likely to take preventive measures to protect himself or 

herself. A study also found a positive relationship between anger 

and preventive measures to curb the risk (Yang & Chu, 2018). 

Thus, it was assumed that  
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H3. There is a direct and strong relationship between anger and 

preventive behavior.  

 Social Media Exposure and Conspiracy Beliefs about Covid-19 

Conspiracy beliefs are those “false beliefs in which the 

ultimate cause of an event is believed to be due to a plot by 

multiple actors working together with a clear goal in mind, often 

lawfully and in secret” (Swami et al., 2014). There are several 

conspiracy beliefs about Covid-19 being spread daily on the 

internet around the world. For example, this virus is all about 

inserting a chip in a body to track and trace the people, and this 

project is started by the Microsoft CEO, Bill Gates (Oh, Lee, & 

Han, 2020). The conspiracy beliefs helped Covid-19 to take root in 

Pakistan (Aamir, 2020). At the local level of Pakistan especially in 

most of the rural areas, it is being heard from people spreading 

rumors that the government is getting money from WHO in 

exchange of a single Covid-19 positive dead body, due to which 

everyone would be declared as Covid-19 positive if he or she went 

to any hospital. As a result, people are reluctant to go to hospitals 

even if they had Covid-19 symptoms (Gillani, 2020). The 

conspiracy beliefs are happened to be spread faster and have a 

profound effect when the information about treatment or vaccine 

in a pandemic is not readily available (Reynolds & Seeger, 2005).  

When a person does expose to information spread on 

social media, he or she is likely to expose to conspiracy beliefs 

about Covid-19 which could eventually form his or her beliefs 

accordingly. It was therefore hypothesized that  

H4. The social media exposure is correlated with the beliefs on 

conspiracy ideas about Covid-19.  



Journal of Media Studies 36(1) 

29 
 

Most of the time, conspiracy beliefs carry negative 

implications for the people living in a society. In the Covid-19 

time, people are needed to maintain social distance, washing 

hands regularly (WHO, 2020). Conspiracy beliefs may also lead to 

resistance against important public health and medical warnings 

(Landrum & Olshansky, 2019). Therefore, It was assumed that  

H5. The belief in conspiracy ideas have a negative relationship 

with preventive behaviour in Covid 19.  

Social Media Exposure and Trust in Government Responses 

during Covid-19 

Trust in government (in a pandemic) is the perceived 

decisiveness in taking safety measures by the government (van 

der Weerd, et al. 2011). It is the measure of how much the people 

of a country trust the decisions of its government in a particular 

crisis (or in general).  

The government of Pakistan has been blamed for 

mishandling the Covid-19 patients coming from Iran at the very 

start of the pandemic in the country (Khattak, 2020; Saad, 2020). 

During his first speech to the people of Pakistan amid Covid-19, 

Imran Khan (current Prime Minister of Pakistan) said that people 

should not worry about this pandemic and Pakistan didn’t need 

to impose lockdown to prevent the spread because of the 

condition of its economy and nature of the virus. Also, a little 

(rather say no) effort was made in asking people to wear masks 

and maintain social distance in the initial days of the spread. 

Meanwhile, a provincial government of Pakistan (Sindh) went 

one step further to impose lockdown. This showed a lack of 

uniform policy across Pakistan which eventually induced a sort 
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of distrust on the minds of the public about coping strategies of 

the government (Cheema, 2020). 

Trust on government is one of the important factors in 

shaping a risk perception in masses. The role of social media is 

critical in building the public’s trust in the policies of the 

government (Park et al. 2016). The scholars believe that losing 

trust in government may get boosted by E-government (Tolbert, 

& Mossberger, 2006). The Pakistani government had launched 

websites and different social media applications to convey policy 

and information soon after the spread of Covid-19 in the country 

(Rehmat, 2020). So, it was assumed that  

H6. Social media exposure is a strong predictor of the perceived 

level of trust in the government about Covid-19 policy.  

The trust is also associated with the adoption of measures 

recommended by the government (Khosravi, 2020). Another 

study explored that the perception of the effectiveness of the steps 

taken by the government in a pandemic is associated with the 

perceived level of trust in the government (Leppin & Aro, 2009; 

Taylor, Raphael, Barr, Agho, Stevens, & Jorm, 2009). During the 

time of a pandemic, the information (coming from different 

sources like provincial and federal government) converging on a 

single point increases the level of adoption of that information 

(Smith, 2006). Another study found that a higher level of 

perceived trust in government was positively associated with the 

acceptance of the vaccine of the H1N1 pandemic (van der Weerd 

et al., 2011). 

Keeping in view the previous arguments about the 

variety of decisions taken by federal and provincial governments 
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of Pakistan, the information was not converged at one point. The 

provincial government suggested lockdown but the federal 

opposed. As a result, the preventive measures would not have 

been followed as they should have been obeyed. Similarly, it was 

hypothesized in another way; 

H7: The perceived trust in government measures have a strong 

and direct relationship with preventive behavior.  

Theoretical Framework 

The study found its conceptual roots from Model of 

Affect-as-Information and differential impact hypothesis which 

can be described as the use of emotional states (i.e. Fear, anger) in 

a heuristic way to make the judgments about risk as long as those 

emotions seem relevant to the target of the assessment (status of 

Covid-19). This model further describes that people use their 

feelings (emerged from the information) to interpret their 

environment instead of the information itself. Those people who 

trigger negative emotions from the information tend to treat their 

mood diagnostically to interpret the situation (Casper, 2001). This 

model helped to theorize how self-relevant emotion could trigger 

preventive behaviors.  

The study also sought theoretical conceptualization from 

the Protection Motivation Theory (PTM) which describes that the 

preventive behaviors can be injected into the minds of people by 

creating a high level of risk perception about a risk (van der 

Weerd et al., 2011). Instructions from the government as well as 

information from other sources may provide information in such 

a way that the preventive behaviors could be influenced (Smith, 

2006). Trust and Confidence Model have further helped to 
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theorize that trust in information can affect the judgments of the 

people and therefore can affect their decisions about preventive 

measures.  

Methodology 

A cross-sectional survey was conducted online from four 

different universities (two public and two private sectors) of 

Lahore, and Sialkot, Pakistan. The data was collected between 

May 1 to May 20, 2020. A total sample of 450 was selected through 

purposive sampling. The link of the questionnaire was sent online 

to all of them, but only 378 responses were counted. The rest of 

the others were discarded due to providing incomplete data or for 

being outliers. The average age of respondents was 23.71 

(SD=3.78). Out of the counted 378 respondents, 185 were males 

and 193 were females.  

Measures 

In previous pandemics, many researchers have worked in 

different domains on the same variables which are also being used 

in this study. Hence, the scales (except a few) were adopted from 

previous literature done by scholars. The scale of social media 

exposure refers to a 5 point-Likert scale with a statement, “how 

much information have you seen on social media (such as Twitter, 

Facebook, Blogs, Instagram, TikTok, and WhatsApp) about 

Covid-19. The social media exposure scale consists of six items. 

The scales of two self-relevant emotions, i.e. fear and anger,  were 

adapted (with a slight changing of converting the word MERS 

into Covid-19) along with preventive behaviors from previous 

work in the same domain during MERS (Oh, Lee, & Han, 2020). 

The fear and anger scale consist of eight items while seven 
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questions were included to measure preventive behavior. To 

measure the scale of conspiracy beliefs, a scale was adopted from 

a study that was conducted on the Covid-19 (Georgiou, 

Delfabbro, & Balzan, 2020). The conspiracy belief scale consists of 

10 items. The scale for trust in government was adopted from the 

study which was conducted on H1N1 (van der Weerd, 2011). The 

trust in government scale consists of five items. All the scales were 

measured on a five-point Likert scale. All the scales have a 

reliability score between α=0.73 to α=0.86.  

Data Analysis 

SPSS 25 version was used for descriptive statistics, 

hierarchical regression, and bivariate correlation analysis. 

Descriptive statistics were used to measure the frequency, 

percentages, mean and standard deviation. While, the bivariate 

correlation was used to examine the relationship between social 

media exposure, fear and anger, trust in government, Covid-19 

conspiracy beliefs, and preventive behaviors taken by students 

during government lockdown. Two separate hierarchical 

regression analyses were performed to examine the effect of 

independent variables on the dependent variable. In both 

hierarchical regression demographic variables which include 

gender, age, education level, and family income were controlled.     

Results 

In bivariate correlation analysis, social media exposure 

had a positive association with fear (r=.26, p<.01), anger (r=.19, 

p<.01), trust in government (r=.23, p<.01), conspiracy beliefs 

(r=.28, p<.01) and preventive behavior (r=.53, p<.01). The first 

self-relevant emotion fear was positively related to anger (r=.51, 



Awais & Ali Social Media Exposure & COVID-19 

34 
 

p<.01), conspiracy beliefs (r=.42, p<.01), and preventive behaviors 

(r=.50, p<.01) while it was negatively related with trust on 

government (r=-.65, p<.01). Second self-relevant emotions anger 

was also positively associated with conspiracy beliefs (r=.39, 

p<.01), and preventive behaviors (r=.43, p<.01) while it was 

negatively associated with trust on government (r=-.46, p<.01). 

This shows that those respondents who are having COVID-19 fear 

and anger are less likely to believe in government actions and 

promises. Those respondents who have trust in government 

actions are less likely to believe in COVID-19 related conspiracy 

beliefs (r=-.51, p<.01). On the other hand, trust in government had 

a positive association with preventive behaviors (r=.62, p<.01). 

Conspiracy beliefs were negatively associated with preventive 

behaviors (r=-.48, p<.01) which shows that those individuals who 

believe in conspiracy beliefs are less likely to engage in preventive 

behaviors related to coronavirus.            

Table 1:  Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between key 

variables. 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. SNS Exposure       

2. Fear .26**      

3. Anger .19** .53**     
4. Trust on 

Government .23** 

-

.65** 

-

.46**    
5. COVID-19 

conspiracy beliefs .28** .42** .39** 

-

.51**   
6. Preventive 

behaviors .23** .53** .43** .62** 

-

.48**  

    Mean 3.94 4.21 4.33 4.13 4.48 4.57 

     SD 1.47 1.17 1.22 1.24 1.41 1.27 
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Hierarchical regression was performed to test the 

hypotheses and to control the demographic variables. In the first 

step, all the demographic variables were entered in block 1 which 

includes gender, age, education, and family income. Social media 

exposure was entered in the second block in the second step. 

Dependent variables were placed in the dependent variable box 

and several hierarchical regressions were performed for each 

dependent variable (fear, anger, trust in government, and 

conspiracy beliefs). In Table 2 results show that demographic 

factors predicted a 4% variance in fear. In addition to this, social 

media exposure explained the 30% variance in fear. The overall 

model was significant and social media exposure was positively 

associated and significant predictor of fear (β = .38, p< .01). As 

expected, the result indicates that a higher level of social media 

exposure was significantly associated with a higher level of fear 

in respondents. H1(a) was supported. For anger, demographic 

factors predicted 12% of all variance. In addition to this, social 

media exposure explained the 26% variance in anger. The overall 

model was significant and social media exposure was positively 

associated and significant predictor of anger (β = .52, p< .01). The 

result indicates that a higher level of social media exposure was 

significantly associated with a higher level of anger in 

respondents. H1(b) was supported. For trust in government, 

demographic factors predicted 8% of all variance. While social 

media exposure explained 15% of the variance in trust in 

government. The overall model was significant and social media 

exposure was negatively associated and significant predictor of 

trust in government (β =-.29, p< .01). As expected, the results 
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indicate that a higher level of social media exposure was 

significantly associated with a lower level of trust in government. 

H6 was accepted. For conspiracy beliefs related to Covid-19, 

demographic factors predicted 13% of all variance. While social 

media exposure explained 20% of the variance in conspiracy 

beliefs related to coronavirus. The overall model was significant 

and social media exposure was a positive and significant 

predictor of conspiracy beliefs related to coronavirus (β =.38, p< 

.01). As expected, the results indicate that a higher level of social 

media exposure was significantly associated with higher 

conspiracy beliefs related to coronavirus. H4 was supported.    

Table 2: Hierarchical regression analysis predicting Fear, Anger, 

Trust and Conspiracy beliefs 

Independent 

Variables Fear Anger Trust 

Conspiracy 

Beliefs 

Block 1: control 

variables     
Gender .06 .08* .05 .26* 

Age .15* .15* .06* .12* 

Education .17* .34* .04 .09* 

Family Income .05 .05 .10* .16* 

Adjusted R2 .04% .12% .08% .13% 

Block 2:     
Social Media 

Exposure .59* .52** -.29** .38** 

Incremental adjusted 

R2 .30% .26% .15% .20% 

Total adjusted R2 34.3% 37.6% 23.2% 33.4% 

For Table 3 results, all the demographic variables were 

entered in block 1, in the first step which includes gender, age, 

education, and family income. In the second step, social media 

exposure was entered in the second block. Fear was entered in 
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block 3, anger was entered in block 4, trust in government in block 

5, and conspiracy beliefs in block 6.  Preventive behavior was 

entered into the independent variable box in a hierarchical 

regression. Results in Table 3 show that demographic factors 

predicted 9% of all the variance. In addition to this, social media 

exposure explained the 13% variance in preventive behavior. The 

overall model was significant and social media exposure was 

positively associated and significant predictor of preventive 

behavior related to Covid-19 (β = .36, p< .001). As expected, the 

result indicates that a higher level of social media exposure was 

significantly associated with a higher level of preventive behavior 

in respondents. Fear explained the 11% variance in preventive 

behavior. Fear was a positively related and significant predictor 

of preventive behavior related to Covid-19 (β = .32, p< .01). The 

result indicates that a higher level of fear was significantly 

associated with a higher level of preventive behavior in 

respondents. H2 was supported. Anger explained the 9% variance 

in preventive behavior. Anger was a positively related and 

significant predictor of preventive behavior related to Covid-19 (β 

= .26, p< .01). The result indicates that a higher level of anger was 

significantly associated with a higher level of preventive behavior 

in respondents. H3 was supported. Trust in government 

explained the 7% variance in preventive behavior. Trust in 

government was a positively related and significant predictor of 

preventive behavior related to Covid-19 (β = .29, p< .01). As 

expected, the result indicates that a higher level of trust in 

government was significantly associated with a higher level of 

preventive behavior in respondents. H7 was supported. 
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Conspiracy beliefs explained the 10% variance in preventive 

behavior. Conspiracy beliefs were negatively related and 

significant predictors of preventive behavior related to Covid-19 

(β = -.37, p< .001). As expected, the result indicates that a higher 

level of belief in conspiracies related to coronavirus was 

significantly associated with a lower level of preventive behavior 

in respondents. H5 was accepted. The overall model was 

significant, and all the predictors explained the 59% variation in 

preventive behavior.  

Table 3: Predicting Preventive behaviors regarding Covid-19 

(Hierarchical Regression Analysis) 

Independent variables 
Covid-19 Preventive 

Behaviours 

Block 1: Demographics  

Gender .23** 

Age .22** 

Education .11** 

Income .13*** 

Adjusted R2 .09% 

Block 2  

Social Media Exposure .36*** 

Incremental adjusted R2 .13% 

Block 3  

Fear .32** 

Incremental adjusted R2 .11% 

Block 4  

Anger .26** 

Incremental adjusted R2 .09% 

Block 5  

Trust .29** 

Incremental adjusted R2 .07% 

Block 6  

Conspiracy Beliefs -.37*** 

Incremental adjusted R2 .10% 

Total adjusted R2 59.10% 
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Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to enhance the knowledge 

related to social networking sites' exposure and involvement in 

preventive behaviors against COVID-19. The results of the study 

indicate that exposure to social networking sites is associated with 

two self-relevant emotions (fear, and anger), trust in government, 

conspiracy beliefs, and preventive behaviors related to 

coronavirus. In addition to this, self-relevant emotions (fear and 

anger), trust in government, and conspiracy beliefs are also 

related to preventive behaviors.   

In recent outbreaks e.g. Zika virus, Ebola, and H1N1 

influenza, social media emerged as a significant and important 

source of crisis communication. People sharing their views and 

opinions through their posts/videos/pictures about infectious 

disease outbreaks and receiving the latest information related to 

the current situation. During this information acquisition and 

exchange on social media, emotions attached to this 

communication can play a significant role in shaping public 

perception related to preventive behaviors. The literature on crisis 

communication has yet to explore the different dynamics of social 

media usage and behavioral outcomes during the coronavirus 

epidemic. This study was an attempt to disentangle the emotional 

and belief mechanism underlying the process through which 

social networking sites exposure in explaining trust in 

government, shaping conspiracy beliefs, and –preventive 

behaviors.  
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Theoretical Implications 

The findings are extending and supporting the 

differential impact hypothesis. As results indicate that social 

media exposure during coronavirus outbreak can produce fear 

and anger. The results of the study endorsed the work of previous 

scholars who explored the role of self-relevant emotions during 

the outbreak of MERS and Ebola (Oh, Lee, & Han, 2020; Yang & 

Chu, 2018). The relationship of these emotions has not been 

investigated with social media exposure during the coronavirus 

epidemic. The findings also offered an extension in the differential 

impact hypothesis and model of affect-as-information by 

explicating that social media exposure can influence the self-

relevant emotions (fear and anger). People pay attention to news 

and information available on social media and develop personal 

relevance or parasocial relationship with the source of 

information (Basil & Brown, 1997; Snyder & Rouse, 1995; 

Schweisberger, Billinson, & Chock, 2014). This personal relevance 

with media source helps them to attach their emotions with the 

message.   

These findings also support and extend the trust and 

confidence model. The model explains that trust in information 

can shape and change our protective behaviors (Ryu, Kim, & Kim, 

2018). Protection motivation theory also explains how different 

factors such as trust in government motivate the people to engage 

in healthy or unhealthy behaviors. This theory also explicates the 

decision process and protecting oneself from perceived threats in 

times of crisis (Chambers et al., 2016; Ling, Kothe, & Mullan, 

2019).   
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Practical Implications 

Our findings draw attention toward self-relevant 

emotions, trust in government, and COVID-19 related conspiracy 

beliefs while predicting preventive behaviors. These findings can 

help public health officials, risk communicators, and 

policymakers in understanding the role of the above-mentioned 

predictors in explaining preventive behavior. Government 

spokespersons and health officials should pay attention to the role 

of fear and anger during the epidemic. The findings support the 

idea that people are using social media not only for personal 

gratification, but they are using it to express their opinions, 

thoughts, and emotions (Do et al., 2016; Ofoghi et al., 2016). Their 

emotion-filled dialogue and personal experience sharing habits 

about public health crises influencing people's behavior towards 

infectious disease outbreak. On the other hand, the findings 

suggest that public health officials should be careful while making 

the statements related to COVID-19 spread and effects. When 

people have less trust in government then they pay less attention 

to government agencies' claims, guidelines, and promises 

(Maxwell, 2003). Moreover, awareness is also important to 

minimize conspiracy beliefs because it leads the public toward 

careless behavior. Our findings support the arguement that 

ignoring the public emotional reaction or considering these 

emotions as irrational can damage the crisis management efforts 

of government agencies. By monitoring the public emotions on 

social media, government officials can better communicate with 

citizens and can channelize their emotions in the right direction.  
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Effective communication by public health officials and 

government spokesperson is necessary to control the health-

related crisis (Lee, 2014; Lee & Basnyat, 2013; Strekalova, 2017). 

These researches found that the journalists are selective in 

disseminating the press releases and they choose their frames 

while writing the epidemic related news. Successful and effective 

risk communication by these officials helps the public to fully 

understand the issue and they take preventive action to safeguard 

themselves from disease (Reynolds & Seeger, 2005). The results of 

unsuccessful communication are disastrous, and it creates 

outrage in public (Maxwell, 2003). This study also offers help for 

the policymakers to prepare better communication plans.  

Limitations and Future Implications 

This study has certain limitations and findings should be 

interpreted while keeping those limitations in mind. As data of 

this study was collected through an online survey technique, so 

this online data collection can limit our ability to make causal 

inferences. Future studies can examine these relationships 

through experimental or longitudinal studies to make causal 

claims. We have examined only social media exposure role in 

preventive behavior while we have not measured the role of 

various information sources (Television, Newspaper, Radio, and 

Interpersonal communication) in predicting the preventive 

behavior related to Covid-19. Future studies can explore how 

various sources of information can influence preventive 

behaviors.  

Future research may emphasize on other self-relevant 

emotions such as anxiety, stress, and sadness. Previous studies 
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have explored the role of anxiety during various infectious 

disease outbreaks (Lazarus, 1991; Yang & Chu, 2018). Therefore, 

the role of these negative emotions in preventive behaviors can 

provide interesting insights for future research. Moreover, future 

studies should also investigate the role of risk perception in 

predicting preventive behavior. Moreover, risk information is 

normally divided into personal and societal risk perceptions. 

Future studies can explore the role of personal risk perception in 

predicting behavioral outcomes. In addition to this, personal risk 

information can also be explored as a mediating variable between 

the relationship of social media exposure and preventive 

behavior. 

Conclusion 

The study contributed to enhancing the understanding of 

the roles of self-relevant emotions and other factors that cause 

variation in the adoption of preventive measures. Moreover, it 

also explained the role of social media in explaining various 

cognitive underlying processes that could influence preventive 

behaviors during COVID-19. The absence of a vaccine and a 

perfect cure makes preventive behaviors more significant. Every 

communication channel which could play a role of catalyst should 

be utilized to mitigate the consequences of the virus by enhancing 

the adoption of preventive measures till the perfect cure or 

vaccines come into the picture.  
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