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ABSTRACT: This study analyzes the role of mass media in inducing hopelessness and fear at the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic. It was conducted online in three Asian (China, India, and Indonesia) and three European (Bulgaria, Germany, and
Hungary) countries. A total of 2617 participants, between 18 and 80 years, completed an online version of the Beck Hopelessness
Scale (BHS) and an additional questionnaire including multiple demographic characteristics. Data obtained show that Asians,
compared to Europeans, demonstrated a higher level of hopelessness at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Both gender
and age have been found to influence levels of hopelessness, but their impact varies across cultures. In addition, data show that
some demographic factors such as education, marital status, and established religiosity influence the degree of pessimism and
hopelessness. This influence varies in Asian and European cultural environments. For example, highly educated representatives of
both cultures display low levels of hopelessness, while those with less education demonstrate extremely high levels of
hopelessness. Regarding family status and religiosity, the trends are different. The hopelessness levels increase among single and
divorced Europeans and decrease among the married and those cohabiting with a partner. Unlike Europeans, only married Asians
demonstrate low levels of hopelessness. Regarding religiosity, the results show that religious individuals display low levels of
hopelessness, while among atheists in both cultures, these levels are dramatically high. Findings suggest that media overexposure
to the danger of COVID-19, leads to an increase in hopelessness and, in turn, increases in stress, anxiety, and depression.
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INTRODUCTION

Fear as a survival response in health risk situations

The present work explores the increase of pessimism, hopelessness, and fear induced by the influence of the mass media at the
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. As the pandemic has created a situation of global health uncertainty since the very beginning
of the 2020s, this analysis examines the phenomenon of fear as a global factor that has become an essential determinant of the
health behavior of people worldwide.

Fear as such is a survival mechanism in individuals, and it is their survival response in dangerous and health-uncertain situations.
It should therefore be borne in mind that in extreme pandemic situations, individuals and social groups exist in an unusual, non-
standard context, and fear is their essential characteristic, which appears as a determinant of their health behavior. In such
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situations, however, fear is sometimes artificially provoked and accumulates in huge amounts in people, leading to high levels of
anxiety and restlessness. In this case, fear for one's own survival and the survival of loved ones creates enormous emotional
discomfort, which in turn negatively affects people's health. They perceive the situation as hopeless and have a pessimistic view of
the future. This worsens their health and leads to anxiety, stress, and depression, very often followed by suicidal behavior.

The overall findings and conclusions that can be drawn from a number of studies indicate that people's poor mental health during
the pandemic, and high levels of stress and anxiety, leading to depression and suicide, are mainly due to fear of infection and the
risk perception (Chi et al., 2021; Hou et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2021; Yildirim et al., 2020). It can be argued that
the mass fear of contagion, induced since the beginning of the pandemic, is a significant factor in global damage to people’s
mental health and the prevailing worldwide atmosphere of pessimism and hopelessness.

Humans, as biological beings, are always accompanied by a primary emotion of fear, however, the essential point, in this case, is
that this emotion does not exist by itself but depends on external influences and interactions. According to the definition by the
American Psychological Association, fear is a primary emotion that arises from the detection of an imminent threat, involving an
immediate alarm reaction that mobilizes the organism by triggering a set of physiological changes (APA, 2015).

The experience of fear, however, has its physiological and unconscious determinants, which are not subject to absolute control by
the individual. In humans, as biological beings, some threats are encoded at the physiological level (loud noises, huge sizes, high
speeds, etc.). As a result of phylogenesis, the human brain has acquired the ability to respond automatically to physical threats of
any kind, and even some words can provoke unconscious fear in ordinary people (Slovic et al., 1995). This means that perceived
risk is inherently subjective and largely varies from individual to individual, insofar as experiences of fear are linked to metabolic,
physiological, and subconscious processes that manifest differently in each individual. It is, therefore, not surprising that some
risks may be estimated as a threat by individuals while others are not. That is, some risks are underestimated while others are
overestimated by people (Bodemer & Gaissmaier, 2015).

Particularly dramatic are situations when the danger is perceived by individuals as a threat to their lives and to the lives of their
loved ones. Whether the threat is real or not, heightened anxiety and emerging fear provoke extreme behavior. Characteristics of
such behavior are most unusual, extraordinary, and even pathological since its main determinant, in this case, is the fear of death,
which activates the survival instinct.

Therefore, it is the manner of risk perception that influences the behavior of individuals in situations of health uncertainty.
Although fear and perceived risk depend on internal (physiological/psychological) factors, the influence of external factors
(social, economic, and political) is significant. The influence of external factors may be hidden from individuals' consciousness
and can be deliberately manipulated to steer people's health behavior in a particular direction.

Problems with the manipulation of perceived risk are related to the issue of risk management. In practice, manipulations can be
carried out in such a way that natural hazards or extremely risky events may be disguised and presented as completely harmless,
and vice versa, an ordinary event may be intentionally distorted and presented to the public as extremely dangerous and risky.
Therefore, fear of an infectious disease is a subjective construct, meaning that its characteristics, features, and functions depend on
how the danger is perceived. Individuals' perceptions are subject to external control, whereby the process of contagion risk
perception can be manipulated. For example, a situation in which there is no potential danger of contamination may be presented
as extremely dangerous (pandemic), and a situation in which such a danger exists may be presented as safe. This means that fear
as a determinant of individuals' health behavior in pandemic situations is an object of control and manipulation by external agents
(media, governments, health institutions) possessing resources to manage the threat perception. As a result of such manipulation,
fear builds up, causing feelings of pessimism and hopelessness, leading to increased stress and anxiety, and subsequently to
depression and suicide.

Media Influence on health behavior at the Onset of the COVID-19 pandemic

People's perceptions are, to some extent, and under certain conditions, subject to manipulation by external agents. These
manipulations are especially drastic in totalitarian societies or in times of war, but in standard situations, they are seen as
something normal. They do not deserve attention at all if we are talking about single cases or local processes of influencing the
behavior of a small social group. But if there is an extreme situation and the media impact on individuals is on an enormous scale,
then we are talking about total media control of mass behavior. In today's digital world, consequences of such control over the
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behavior of vast masses of people exercised in an extreme situation through the mass media could be both favorable and
unfavorable, and even tragic for the well-being of individuals.

A similar extreme situation was observed in the COVID-19 pandemic, which from the very beginning was characterized by a
strong media pressure on the health behavior of people. This is not surprising, as mass media is a universal tool for external
control of people’s behavior. Media is, at the same time, a fundamental tool for managing the entire social life since information is
the universal phenomenon that governs the functioning of human societies.

To control the risky behavior of people in a pandemic situation, the media rely on fear in perceived danger manipulation. For
example, a study by Wise et al (2020) indirectly shows that the media is a crucial factor in increasing fear of the virus and
engaging individuals in protective behavior. The study was conducted during the first week of the pandemic and found that
subjects tended to perceive their personal risk of infection as being lower than the average. According to the authors, these results
can be explained by the optimism bias, related to respondents' belief that they are less likely to get sick than other people. The
explanation is correct but more important in this case is the fact that the reported risk increased between the dates of the study
conducted from March 11 to 16, 2020. This magnification, which occurs in just a few days, can be explained by increased media
pressure on people and massive propaganda about the coronavirus threat.

Subsequently, numerous studies have emerged that reveal the mechanisms of social media misinformation during the COVID-19
pandemic (Gabarron et al., 2021; Loomba et al., 2021; Pennycoo et al., 2020; Roozenbeek et al., 2020; Scales et al., 2021; Van der
Linden, 2022) and their role in exacerbating the symptoms of anxiety and depression from the viral threat (Bendau et al., 2021).
By influencing people's fears and negative emotions, the media are even able to create spurious phenomena such as "media
pandemics" (Bechmann, 2020; Carlson & Dacey, 2014; Kim & Zlfiga, 2021; Soroka et al., 2015; Schiffer, 2008). Overexposure
to the problem, fear-provoking, and transformation of the pandemic into a “media pandemic” fully applies to the COVID-19
pandemic (Hart et al., 2020; Mach et al., 2021; Pollock & Vakoch, 2021).

The World Health Organization (WHQ) on March 11, 2020, declared COVID-19 a pandemic. Since the characteristics of the viral
threat were unknown to people in early 2020, it was the media that, at the start of the pandemic, actually defined the way risk was
perceived. Media all over the world, largely encouraged by international institutions and national governments, overexposed the
threat and drove fear of the virus to an extreme turning the COVID-19 pandemic into a media pandemic. This targeted media
invasion, which covered every segment of the pyramid structure of societies, created mass anxiety and fear of death, subordinating
mass behavior to the survival instinct. The media used familiar psychological techniques and the entire available propaganda
arsenal to turn " COVID-19" into a universal symbol of deadly danger to individuals and societies as a whole. In this way, the
individual fear, underlying the survival instinct, was transformed into a global fear for the survival of societies and human
civilization. In turn, global fear caused global submission, seen around the world. This global obedience was a natural reaction of
ordinary people who were suggested by the media that to preserve their health, as well as the health and lives of their loved ones,
they must obey and follow orders of the authorities (WHO, government, doctors).

These mechanisms of artificially provoking fear and mass obedience are well-studied in psychology. For example, G. Le Bon
made a psychological dissection of such a radical transformation of the mass behavior of people already in the 19th century.
According to him, individuals, who are manipulated by an external source, are transformed into a faceless mass and become a
hypnotic impulsive crowd, characterized by the inability to reason, lack of opinion, and absence of critical spirit (Le Bon, 2013).
The psychological mechanism of turning people into an obedient "hypnotized mass" obeying the orders of the "hypnotist” is also
described by other authors (Freud, 1922; McDougall, 2012).

People obey because they are conscious that someone has the power and resources to punish or reward them, recognize someone's
competencies and abilities, or share the same values with others. A drastic example of psychological mechanisms underlying
obedience to authority is Milgram's experiment conducted in the 1960s (Milgram, 1974). Obedience, however, is not always
related to fear of punishments, desire for rewards, the influence of authorities, shared values, or law recognition. An individual
may act servilely or submissively just because "others do so". In other words, in non-standard and unfamiliar situations,
individuals usually act according to the ancient maxim — "When in Rome, do as the Romans do". In this case, the intuitive fear of
death is absent, but the fear of deviation is present: there is a risk of being different and not doing what other people do. This
applies with a significant force to extreme situations of uncertainty, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. In such situations,
individuals tend not to think critically about laws and whether their behavior is right or wrong but rather tend to act like a large
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mass of people. Such a thesis is unequivocally supported by a study of the normative behavior of individuals made by S. Heiman
and her colleagues during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings of this study suggest that during uncertain and extreme
situations, individuals' cooperative (joint) behavior is influenced by what others do rather than what others think should be done
(Heiman, 2023).

In conclusion, we can summarize that at the moment of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, a global situation of uncertainty
arose provoked by the information about the existence of a viral threat to the life and health of individuals.

As a result, it is hopelessness, caused by the fear of the lack of life perspective in the pandemic that dominates individuals'
behavior. The cognitive dominance that illustrates the hopelessness at the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic is that the virus is
deadly and that there is no medical solution to the health problem, i.e., that there is no vaccine to counter the lethal infection. The
provoked global fear of contracting the virus gave rise to the mass hopelessness that gripped people at the beginning of the
pandemic. There are many studies which empirically prove that, in principle, hopelessness and pessimism about the future
generate suicidal thoughts and behavior (Beck et al., 1973; Minkoff et al., 1975; Beck et al., 1985; O’Connor et al., 2000; Wenzel
& Beck, 2008). Based on these and many other studies, long before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the WHO
recognized hopelessness as an important risk factor for suicidal behavior (WHO, 2014).

Considering this fact, we decided to investigate hopelessness as a psychological construct that most adequately reflects the mental
state of individuals at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. It is not only an indicator of the current mental state of
individuals but primarily reflects their pessimistic attitudes and expectations for the future.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Purpose of the study and hypotheses
The conceptual framework of the study allows for the assumption that levels of hopelessness, as an indicator of the strength of
fear accumulated in a pandemic situation, are influenced by features of individuals, social groups, and cultural contexts. To test
whether this is the case, we set the aim to explore the degree of hopelessness that gripped people during the COVID-19 pandemic
and to uncover whether this pessimistic experience varied across individuals, social groups, and cultures. In line with the aim of
the study, the following hypotheses have been formulated:

Hypothesis 1: Hopelessness is influenced by cultural context, and, as a result, its level in the COVID-19 pandemic will vary
across cultures.

Hypothesis 2: Gender differences affect the level of hopelessness, with the result that during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is
higher in women than in men.

Hypothesis 3: In the situation of health uncertainty, caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, levels of hopelessness vary across
ages and are higher among older adults.

Hypothesis 4: During the COVID-19 pandemic, levels of hopelessness in Asian and European cultures are influenced
differently by certain demographic factors.

Participants

The research subjects were representatives of two cultural groups from Asia and Europe. The total number of respondents
includes 2617 aged between 18 and 70 (M = 37.98, SD = 15.20), 1412 of which were representatives of Asian societies (45.9%
identified as women, 49.6% as men, and 4.5% preferred not to answer) and 1205 were representatives from European countries
(64.6% identified as women, 34.5% as men, and 0.9% preferred not to answer). The average age of participants in the study from
Asia was 32 years (M = 31.50, SD = 12.77). The average age of participants in the study from Europe was 45 years (M = 44.96,
SD = 14.51). The study included representatives of Asia — China (N = 500), India (N = 500), Indonesia (N = 412), and Europe —
Bulgaria (N = 405), Germany (N = 400), Hungary (N = 400).

The selection of the countries included in the study was based on several essential criteria typical for the representatives of both
cultural groups, such as geographic location, cultural tradition, and religious domination.

Materials and Procedure
The study was conducted online in the period from April to June 2020. The Beck Hopelessness Scale (BHS), developed by Aaron
T. Beck (1974), was used to test the validity of the hypotheses. BHS is a 20-item self-report inventory designed to measure
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pessimism and hopelessness. In fact, this is a true-false test measuring negative attitudes regarding the immediate and long-range
future. Each of the 20 true-false statements is scored 1 or 0, where 9 are keyed FALSE, and 11 are keyed TRUE. The maximum
score is 20, with higher values indicating higher levels of hopelessness. The interpretation of results is as follows: 0 to 3 is within
the normal range, absent or minimal hopelessness, 4 to 8 is mild, 9 to 14 is moderate, and greater than 14 is severe. The scale
consists of three subtests that measure three main aspects of hopelessness — feelings about the future, loss of motivation, and
expectations.

According to the researchers, the BHS is a well-constructed and validated instrument with good psychometric properties,
measuring hopelessness, despair, and pessimism. Hopelessness, despair, and pessimism were the dominant feelings during the
COVID-19 pandemic, and therefore the BHS was used in this study. In addition, the purpose of the BHS is precisely to evaluate
negative attitudes concerning oneself and one's future, and hopelessness, as a psychological construct, primarily reflects the
pessimism of individuals regarding the future (Beck, 1967; Beck et al., 1974; Stotland, 1969). According to many authors, even
just item #7 of the Beck scale is sufficient to reflect this state of the subjects (Aish & Wasserman, 2001; Perczel Forintos et al.,
2001; Tanaka et al., 1998). Therefore, in addition to analyzing the data obtained for all 20 items included in the scale, we also
conducted a comparative analysis between the two samples regarding item #7, which states, My future seems dark to me. The
reliability of the BHS in the present sample is high — o = .816.

To reveal the social profiles of the participants, a section, including demographic characteristics, was added to the questionnaire.
Respondents were asked to answer questions about their gender, age, occupation, marital status, biological or adopted children,
number of children in the family, serious childhood illnesses, current job, financial status, religion, political orientation, etc.

To reveal the influence of age on the level of hopelessness, the subjects were divided, according to the concept of Armstrong
(2019), into three age groups: Early Adulthood — up to 35; Midlife — from 36 to 50; Mature Adulthood — over 50.

The Research Ethics Approval Procedure was not applied in this study, as the survey was anonymous, and respondents completed
the online questionnaire voluntarily.

To examine the hypotheses, the following statistical methods were employed: Descriptive statistics, Chi-square test, Independent-
samples t-test, One-Way and Two-Way ANOVAs.

RESULTS

The study postulates that the cause of people's despair, pessimism, and hopelessness at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic is
due to the inducement by media of fear of contracting the virus and the lack of medical countermeasures. Results obtained,
however, show that the levels of hopelessness generated by the fear of contagion are not the same among representatives of the
two different cultures, Asian and European. According to the formulated Hypothesis 1, the levels of hopelessness in the two
samples differ from each other, as they are influenced by the specifics and characteristics of Asian and European cultures.
Student's t-test for independent samples was applied to assess differences between individual cultures on BHS. The results show
that compared to individualistic cultures, collectivistic cultures demonstrate a higher mean level of hopelessness — t(2258)=-4.11,
p<0.001, d=0.17 (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics, T-test, and Cohen’s d by culture

Variable Culture N Mean SD t(df) P d
BHS Europe 1205 5.03 4.48 -4.11 0.000 0.17
- (2258)
Asia 1412 5.69 3.49

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, however, hopelessness was associated not only with the fear of infection but also
with the lack of medical countermeasures to the virus, which further reinforces depressive tendencies and makes the future bleak
and unclear.

It was essential for us to examine the individual's negative attitudes toward the future, which is why we separately analyze the
results of the responses to item #7, which states - My future seems dark to me.
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Table 2. Cross-tabulation between type of culture and item 7: My future seems dark to me.

Variable My future seems dark to me.
No Yes Total
Culture Europe Count 903 299 1202
% within Europe & Asia 75.1% 24.9% 100%
Asia Count 1206 198 1404
% within Europe & Asia 85.9% 14.1% 100%
Total Count 2109 497 2606
% within Europe & Asia 80.9% 19.1% 100%

Table 2 clearly shows that compared to Asians, European respondents are more likely to believe that the future looks bleak for
them — 24.9% vs. 14.1%, ¢?=48.69, p<0.001.

According to the second hypothesis, in the COVID-19 pandemic, gender differences affect the level of hopelessness, and it is
higher in women than in men.

A one-way ANOVA showed that both culture type and gender also significantly affect levels of hopelessness — F(3,2539)=9.96,
p<0.001, #=0.11. Due to the inequality of variances, the Games-Howell post hoc test was used to assess differences in means. The
results show that there is a statistically significant difference between Asian men and European women, p<0.001, as between
Asian men and Asian women, p<0.01. Men from Asia demonstrate the highest degree of hopelessness — x=5.97. European men
are positioned after them — x=5.44, followed by Asian women — x=5.32, and finally by European women — x=4.84 (Fig. 1).

Estimated Marginal Means of Beck Hopelessness Scale

w
o

550]

Estimated Marginal Means

5,00|

Male EU Female EU Male ASIA Female ASIA
Europe & Asia

Figure 1 Hopelessness by gender and culture

One of the assumptions in the present study concerns the mediating functions of age on hopelessness. To check the validity of this
assumption, as mentioned above, the respondents were divided into three age groups — Early, Midlife, and Mature Adulthood.
Hypothesis 3 postulates that in the situation of health uncertainty, caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, levels of hopelessness vary
across ages and are higher among older adults. The results show that age has a statistically significant, albeit slightly strong, effect
on levels of hopelessness — F(2,2481)=4.03, p<0.05, #=0.05.

Levene's test highlights the inequality of variance of the groups studied, so the Games-Howell post hoc test was applied to
measure contrasting differences in the means. It reveals that the most significant statistical differences are between the first group
(Early Adulthood), including participants up to 35 years old, and the second group (Midlife), including participants between 36
and 50 years old — p<0.05. The intensity of hopelessness is the strongest in Early Adulthood — x=5.51 and Mature Adulthood —
x=5.35, and the lowest in Midlife —x=4.96 (Fig. 2).
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Estimated Marginal Means of Beck Hopelessness Scale

Estimated Marginal Means

Early Adulthood: 20-35 Midiife: 36-50 Mature Adulthood: 51-80
Age Groups

Figure 2. Hopelessness by age

According to the formulated Hypothesis 4, during the COVID-19 pandemic, levels of hopelessness in Asians and Europeans are
influenced differently by certain demographic factors. In connection with this, as stated in the methodological section, the BHS
was accompanied by a questionnaire that included numerous demographic characteristics, such as level of education, profession,
number of children in the family, financial status, religion, political orientation, etc.

Data received suggests that only some demographic factors influence the hopelessness levels of representatives of two cultural
groups, while others do not. To reveal whether, along with cultural context, education also influences levels of hopelessness, we
separated individuals into five educational groups - primary education, secondary education, bachelor's degree, master's degree,
and PhD or higher degree. Since the number of respondents with a Ph.D. was small, we separated a new group when processing
the results — “Master’s & PhD or higher degree”.

Two-Way ANOVA shows that both the independent effects of culture type — F(1,2586)=5.28, p<0.05, #=0.04 and education —
F(3,2586)=10.55, p<0.001, #=0.11, and their combined effects — F(3,2586)=7.25, p<0.001, #=0.09 also significantly influence the
degree of pessimism and hopelessness at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Estimated Marginal Means of Beck Hopelessness Scale
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Figure 3. Hopelessness by type of culture and education

As can be seen from Figure 3, representatives of the two cultural types who are low in educational attainment demonstrate the
highest levels of hopelessness. It is evident that for Europeans, as their educational level increases, the level of hopelessness
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gradually decreases, reaching its lowest level among those with a master's, doctorate, and higher degree, while Asians with higher
educational degrees demonstrate equally low levels of hopelessness.

Estimated Marginal Means of Beck Hopelessness Scale
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Figure 4. Hopelessness by type of culture and family status

We assumed that the family, as the basic unit of society, also influences the degree of hopelessness and pessimism at the
beginning of the pandemic. To test the credibility of this assumption, respondents had to indicate whether they were single,
married, divorced, or living with a partner in cohabitation. The obtained results show that there are both statistically significant
independent effects of culture type — F(1,2577)=13.10, p<0.001, #=0.07 and family status — F(3,2577)=9.34, p<0.001, #=0.10, as
well as their combined influence on levels of hopelessness at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic— F(3,2577)=8.24,
p<0.001, #=0.09. Figure 4 shows that the intercultural distances between Asian and European respondents increase for married,
divorced, and living with a partner in cohabitation. For Europeans, there is a clear trend for pessimism and hopelessness to
increase for the single and divorced and to decrease for the married and living with partners in cohabitation. Compared to
Europeans, the trend in representatives of Asian culture is different. In this case, levels of hopelessness are low among the married
and somewhat among singles, while these are extremely high among the divorced and living with partners in cohabitation.

Estimated Marginal Means of Beck Hopelessness Scale
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An essential characteristic that is related to pessimism and hopelessness is religiosity. To reveal the influence of religiosity on
pessimism and hopelessness, respondents were asked to indicate their level of religiosity by selecting one of the options shown in
Figure 5. Two-Way ANOVA shows that the type of culture — F(1,2577)=15.99, p<0.001, #=0.08 and religiosity —
F(3,2577)=22.48, p<0.001, #=0.16 have both statistical significant individual and aggregate effects on hopelessness —
F(3,2577)=3.07, p<0.05, n=0.06.

The results showed that differences in levels of pessimism and hopelessness were greatest between those Asians and Europeans
who believed in something indefinite. It is striking, however, that the lowest levels of hopelessness are among those
representatives of Asian and European cultures who are religious. Asian and European atheists differ dramatically from them,
demonstrating the highest levels of pessimism and hopelessness at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In conclusion, it should be noted that in the Asian and European samples, there are data on many other demographic
characteristics such as profession, length of service, position in the organization, financial status, children in the family, illness
during childhood, political orientation, etc. The analysis shows that statistically significant effects between these characteristics
and the type of culture are not revealed.

DISCUSSION

The behavior of individuals during a pandemic depends on specific external (objective) and internal (subjective) factors. Fear, as a
subjective factor, plays an essential role in situations hazardous to human health, as it is a natural survival response to any danger.
Thanks to fear, the individuals engage in protective or risky behavior that helps them avoid or assimilate or combat the threat to
their health and life. Fear, as a primal emotion in itself, always generates a certain level of anxiety and worry in people. If people
are for a long time in a state of anxiety and stress, caused by intense fear for their own survival and the survival of their loved
ones, they fall into despair, pessimism, and hopelessness. Nowadays, however, during pandemics, it is possible for fear to be
provoked on a large scale by external agents (governments, mass media, international organizations), and thus to become a global
source of anxiety and stress, that is, to become a global factor in controlling people's behavior. In these circumstances, pessimism
and hopelessness become mass phenomena that dominate people's daily lives. However, in this case, both the strength of fear
generated by external sources and the levels of pessimism and hopelessness, vary among individuals, social groups, and cultures.
This is because fear is also influenced by a number of specific characteristics of individuals and the environment. Among the
latter can be mentioned the cultural context, sex, age, and some specific demographic characteristics. They have a significant
impact on fear and consequently on levels of pessimism and hopelessness during an extreme pandemic situation.

All of this applies to the Covid-19 pandemic that erupted in early 2020. The present study has shown that individuals across
cultures differ in the degree of pessimism and hopelessness engendered by mass media-induced fear of contracting the virus
(Table 2). The reason for this lies in the peculiarities of the two cultures, resulting in the fact that the representatives of the Asian
collectivist culture, in comparison with representatives of the European individualistic culture, demonstrate a higher average level
of hopelessness. The results shown in Table 1, however, reflect a general picture of hopelessness that includes both individuals'
vision of the future and some aspects of their psychological functioning that might predict depression and depressive suicidal
ideation (Beck, 1985,1986). This means that the research data reveal the current complex mental state of hopelessness valid for
Asians and Europeans, which includes awareness of a life-threatening situation, acceptance of impasse due to the loss of a life-
saving vaccine, pessimistic vision of the future, and depressed suicidal ideation. In the conditions of European culture, however,
this extreme mental state corresponds only to the personal being of the individuals and being of their loved ones. According to the
cultural tradition in psychology (Kemmelmeier et al., 2003; Krumov & Larsen, 20013; Matsumoto, 2001; Singelis et al., 1995;
Triandis, 1995; Triandis et al., 1988), the attitude of representatives of collectivist culture towards other people and groups arises
from the cultural specificity of the societies in which they grow up. Individuals perceive themselves as closely related to the group
— they are loyal to it and rely on mutual support (Hofstede, 1991, 2006). Therefore, not only their own families but also the groups
of their membership, and society as a whole, are an integral part of their self-identity. As a result, Asian respondents, unlike
Europeans, perceive the existential threat posed by the Covid-19 pandemic as not only dangerous to themselves but at the same
time dangerous to the membership groups and to society as a whole. This multifaceted conditioning of danger perception in the
Asian cultural environment actually leads to much greater increases in stress and anxiety and respectively to much greater
increases in levels of hopelessness among Asians compared to Europeans.
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In addition, as indicated, the analysis has also been performed on the data obtained under item 7. The aim is to compare the extent
of negative attitudes toward the future in Asians and Europeans. It should be noted that by answering this question, respondents
are reflecting their attitudes towards their own future, not the future of groups or society. According to the results received,
Europeans, in contrast to Asians, are more pessimistic about their future well-being. In this case, the factors that make Europeans
more pessimistic about their future are in all likelihood also social, economic, and political in nature.

The results of the study show that at the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, gender differences in levels of hopelessness vary across
cultures. The prevalence of hopelessness in Asian men and women over that of European men and women, in this case, can also
be explained by differences between the two cultural types. At the same time, however, the results show (Figure 1) that the
hopelessness levels in both Asian and European men are higher compared to those in Asian and European women. These
differences could be explained by the leadership role of men in extreme life-threatening situations. In all probability, men, who by
nature are dominant, active, and more aggressive, compared to women, in situations of danger are engaged in risky or avoidance
behavior to a higher degree, resulting in higher levels of stress and anxiety, which in turn leads to higher levels of hopelessness.
The data analysis also supports the assumption that in a pandemic situation, levels of hopelessness vary with age. They are higher
among older and younger people compared to representatives of the midlife group (Figure 2). The result with regard to the elderly
is quite logical as they were subjected to the greatest media pressure and were permanently suggested that the danger threatened
them to the greatest extent. It is not surprising that young people demonstrate very high levels of hopelessness. This is because
young people are the ones who feel most painfully the restrictive pandemic measures imposed by most governments - wearing
masks, restricting communication, online education, imprisonment, etc. The low level of pessimism and hopelessness registered
among people aged between 36 and 50 can be explained by the fact that this is the most emotionally stable group. It includes
people who are supposed to be at the top of their careers and have financial security and families supporting them. These are
factors that contribute to reducing the level of stress and anxiety and, accordingly, to reducing the degree of hopelessness.
Analysis of the data reveals that at the onset of the pandemic, a humber of demographic characteristics influenced levels of
hopelessness. It turns out, for example, that at the very beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, levels of education affected the
degree of pessimism and hopelessness (Figure 3).

Results revealed that members of both cultures who are more highly educated display low levels of hopelessness, and conversely,
those with less education demonstrate extremely high levels of hopelessness. It can be assumed that the reasons for the extremely
high level of hopelessness in low-educated people lie in the fact that they are more easily manipulated by the media. As a result,
the induced fear of the virus and, therefore, the level of hopelessness is stronger. On the other hand, they may not have the
necessary knowledge of what a pandemic actually is, so they tend to fear it more than highly educated individuals.

Family status is one of the demographic characteristics that, in both cultures, has a different impact on the degree of hopelesshess
of individuals during the pandemic (Figure 4). The trend among Europeans of an increase in hopelessness among the single and
divorced and a decrease among the married and cohabiting with a partner has a logical explanation. The explanation is that during
a pandemic, loneliness is a strong source of despair, pessimism, and anxiety, leading to a high level of hopelessness. Unlike
Europeans, at the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, only married Asians demonstrated low levels of hopelessness. The
characteristic of representatives of this culture is that both divorced and living with a partner in cohabitation demonstrate a
drastically high level of pessimism and hopelessness. The high levels of hopelessness, demonstrated by divorced individuals, can
also be explained by the influence of loneliness, however, for those living with a partner in cohabitation reasons for high
hopelessness levels are of a different nature. We assume that in the context of the Asian collectivistic, in contrast to the European
individualistic culture, cohabitation with a partner is not a commonly accepted practice and is accompanied by anxiety, which
increases in the conditions of an extreme situation, and this leads to an increase in the level of hopelessness.

Another characteristic of the individual, which in both cultural contexts mediates the manifestation of hopelessness differently, is
religiosity. Results show that in both individualistic and collectivistic cultures, religious individuals have low levels of
hopelessness, whereas, among atheists, these levels are dramatically high. However, there are significant differences between the
two cultures, since compared to Europeans, those Asians who "believe in something indefinite" demonstrate significantly higher
levels of hopelessness.
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CONCLUSION

The results of the study, conducted at the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic in three Asian and three European countries, show
that the degree of hopelessness caused by mass media-induced fear is different in Asian and European cultural environments,
being higher for Europeans compared to Asians. Both gender differences and age impact levels of hopelessness, but their
influence manifests itself differently in different cultural contexts. The differences are due both to the specific features of each of
the two cultures and to the influence of a humber of physiological and personal characteristics of the individuals. Among the
demographic factors that mediate pessimism and hopelessness during the pandemic are educational attainment, marital status, and
degree of religiosity. Depending on the cultural context, their influence on hopelessness manifests itself differently.

The general conclusion is that informational media overexposure relating to the hazards increases fear of the disease and
contributes over time to pessimism about the future, hopelessness, worry, and depression. Uncovering the factors that determine
levels of hopelessness would help successfully manage people's health behaviors during pandemics and lead to reductions in
depression and suicidal behavior in the future.

Acknowledgments
The authors thank all anonymous survey participants who voluntarily completed the online questionnaire.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

REFERENCES

1. Aish, A-M., & Wasserman, D. (2001). Does Beck’s Hopelessness Scale really measure several
components? Psychological Medicine, 31(2), 367—72. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291701003300

2. APA. (2015). APA Dictionary of Psychology. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. VandenBos, Gary
R(Ed.), APA Dictionary of Psychology. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. Available online at:
https://dictionary.apa.org/fear

3. Armstrong, T. (2019). The Human Odyssey: Navigating the Twelve Stages of Life. Ixia Press
https://www.institute4learning.com/resources/articles/the-12-stages-of-life/

4. Bechmann, A. (2020). Tackling disinformation and infodemics demands media policy changes. Digital Journalism, 8(6),
855-863. http://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2020.1773887

5. Beck, A.T. (1967). Depression: Causes and treatment. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.

6. Beck, AT., Lester, D., Albert, N. (1973). Suicidal wishes and symptoms of depression. Psychological Reports. 33(3):
770. http://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.1973.33.3.770

7. Beck, A. T. (1986). Hopelessness as a predictor of eventual suicide. In J. J. Mann & M. Stanley (Eds.), Psychobiology
(pp. 90-96). New York, NY: Academy of Sciences.

8. Beck, AT., Steer, R., Kovacs, M., & Garrison, B. (1985). Hopelessness and eventual suicide: a 10-year prospective
study of patients hospitalized with suicidal ideation. American Journal of Psychiatry, 142(5), 559-63.
https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.142.5.559

9. Beck, AT., Weissman, A., Lester, D., & Trexler, L. (1974). The measurement of pessimism: the hopelessness
scale. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 42(6), 861-865. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0037562

10. Bendau, A., Petzold, M.B., Pyrkosch, L. Maricic, L. M., Betzler, F., Rogoll, J., GroRe, J., Stréhle, A., & Plag, J. (2021).
Associations between COVID-19 related media consumption and symptoms of anxiety, depression and COVID-19
related fear in the general population in Germany. European Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience, 271,
283-291. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00406-020-01171-6

11. Bodemer, N., & Gaissmaier, W. (2015). Risk Perception. In H. Cho, T. Reimer, & K.A. McComas (Eds.). The Sage
handbook of risk communication (pp. 10-23). Los Angeles, Calif. SAGE Publications, Inc., ISBN 978-1-4522-5868-3.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483387918

12. Carlson, L.J., Dacey, R. (2014). The use of fear and anger to alter crisis initiation. Conflict Management and Peace
Science, 31(2), 168-192. https://doi.org/10.1177/0738894213501975

6850 "Corresponding Author: Krum D. Krumov Volume 06 Issue 10 October 2023
Available at: www.ijcsrr.org
Page No. 6840-6852


https://doi.org/10.47191/ijcsrr/V6-i10-37
http://sjifactor.com/passport.php?id=20515
http://www.ijcsrr.org/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291701003300
https://dictionary.apa.org/fear
https://www.institute4learning.com/resources/articles/the-12-stages-of-life/
http://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2020.1773887
https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.142.5.559
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0037562
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00406-020-01171-6
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483387918
https://doi.org/10.1177/0738894213501975

International Journal of Current Science Research and Review
ISSN: 2581-8341

Volume 06 Issue 10 October 2023
DOI: 10.47191/ijcsrr/\VV6-i10-37, Impact Factor: 6.789
IJCSRR @ 2023

13. Chen, Y., Liu, Y., Zhang, Y., Li, Z., & Zhou, T. (2021). The Effect of Fear of the COVID-19 on Depression Among
Chinese Outbound Students Studying Online in China Amid the COVID-19 Pandemic Period: The Role of Resilience
and Social Support. Frontiers in Psychology, 12:750011. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.750011

14. Chi, X., Chen, S., Chen, Y., Chen, D., Yu, Q., Guo, T., Cao, Q., Zheng, X., Huang, S., Hossain, M. M., Stubbs, B.,
Yeung, A., & Zou, L. (2022). Psychometric evaluation of the fear of COVID-19 scale among Chinese population.
International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 20, 1273-1288. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-020-00441-7

15. Forintos, D.P., Sallai, J., & Rdzsa, S. (2001). Psychometric analysis of the Beck Hopelessness Scale: A pilot
study. Psychiatria Hungarica, 6, 632-643.

16. Freud, S. (1922). Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego. Trans. by James Strachey. New York: Boni and Liveright.

17. Gabarron, E., Oyeyemi, S. O., & Wynn, R. (2021). COVID-19-related misinformation on social media: a systematic
review. Bulletin of the World Health Organization, 99, 455-463A. http://dx.doi.org/10.2471/BLT.20.276782

18. Hart, P.S., Chinn, S., & Soroka, S. (2020). Politicization and Polarization in COVID-19. News Coverage.
Science Communication, 42(5), 679—697. https://doi.org/10.1177/1075547020950735

19. Heiman, S. L., Claessens, S., Ayers, J. D., Beltran, D. G., Horn, A.V., Hirt, E. R., Aktipis, A. & Todd, P. M. (2023).
Descriptive norms caused increases in mask wearing during the COVID-19 pandemic. Scientific Reports,13:11856.
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-38593-w

20. Hofstede, G. (1991). Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind. London/New York: McGrawHill.
https://www.worldcat.org/title/cultures-and-organizations-software-of-the-mind/oclc/23015181

21. Hofstede, G. (2006). What did GLOBE really measure? Researchers’ minds versus respondents’ minds. Journal of
International Business Studies, 37, 882—96. https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.jibs.8400233

22. Hou, J., Yu, Q., & Lan, X. (2020). COVID-19 infection risk and depressive symptoms among young adults during
quarantine: the moderating role of Grit and social support. Frontiers in Psychology, 11:577942.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyq.2020.577942

23. Kemmelmeier, M., Burnstein, E., Krumov, K., Genkova, P., Kanagawa, C., Hirshberg, M. S., Erb, H-P., Wieczorkowska,
G., & Noels, K. A. (2003). Individualism, collectivism and authoritarianism in seven societies. Journal of Cross-Cultural
Psychology, 34(3), 304-322. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022103034003005

24. Kim, J.-N., & Gil de Zddiga, H. (2021). Pseudo-Information, Media, Publics, and the Failing Marketplace of Ideas:
Theory. American Behavioral Scientist, 65(2), 163-179. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764220950606

25. Krumov, K., & Larsen, K. (2013). Cross-cultural psychology: why culture matters. IAP - Information Age Publishing,
PO Box 79049, Charlotte, NC 28271, USA. https://www.infoagepub.com/products/Cross-Cultural-Psychology

26. Le Bon, G. (2013/1895). Psychologie des foules. Presses Universitaires de France.

27. Loomba, S., de Figueiredo, A., Piatek, S.J. et al. (2021). Measuring the impact of COVID-19 vaccine misinformation on
vaccination intent in the UK and USA. Nat Hum Behav 5, 337-348. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01056-1

28. Mach, K.J., Reyes, R. S., Pentz, B., Taylor, J., Costa, C.A., Cruz, S. G., Thomas, K. E., Arnott, J.C.,
Donald, R., Jagannathan, K., Kirchhoff, C. J., Rosella, L. C., & Klenk, N. (2021). News media coverage of
COVID-19 public health and policy information. Humanities & Social Scieces Communications, 8: 220.
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00900-z

29. Matsumoto, D. (2001). Cross-cultural psychology in the 21st century. In J. S. Halonen & S. F. Davis (Eds.), The many
faces of psychological research in the 21st century: Society for the Teaching of Psychology (98-115).
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-25233-005

30. McDougall, W. (2012/1922). The Group Mind. Perlego. Retrieved from https://www.perlego.com/book/1847442/the-
group-mind-a-sketch-of-the-principles-of-collective-psychology-pdf.

31. Milgram, S. (1974). Obedience to authority: an experimental view. New York: Harper and Row.

32. Minkoff, K., Bergman, E., Beck, A.T, & Beck, R. (1973). Hopelessness, depression, and attempted suicide. American
Journal of Psychiatry, 130(4), 455-459. https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.130.4.455

33. O’Connor, R.C., Connery, H., & Cheyne, W.M. (2000). Hopelessness: the role of depression, future directed thinking
and cognitive vulnerability. Psychology, Health & Medicine, 5, 155-162. https://doi.org/10.1080/713690188

6851 "Corresponding Author: Krum D. Krumov Volume 06 Issue 10 October 2023

Available at: www.ijcsrr.org
Page No. 6840-6852


https://doi.org/10.47191/ijcsrr/V6-i10-37
http://sjifactor.com/passport.php?id=20515
http://www.ijcsrr.org/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.750011
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-020-00441-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.2471/BLT.20.276782
https://doi.org/10.1177/1075547020950735
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-38593-w
https://www.worldcat.org/title/cultures-and-organizations-software-of-the-mind/oclc/23015181
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.jibs.8400233
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.577942
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022103034003005
https://www.infoagepub.com/products/Cross-Cultural-Psychology
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01056-1
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00900-z
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-25233-005
https://www.perlego.com/book/1847442/the-group-mind-a-sketch-of-the-principles-of-collective-psychology-pdf
https://www.perlego.com/book/1847442/the-group-mind-a-sketch-of-the-principles-of-collective-psychology-pdf
https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.130.4.455

International Journal of Current Science Research and Review
ISSN: 2581-8341

Volume 06 Issue 10 October 2023
DOI: 10.47191/ijcsrr/\VV6-i10-37, Impact Factor: 6.789
IJCSRR @ 2023

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42,

43.

44,

45,

46.

47,

48.

49,

50.

51.

52.

Pennycook, G. et al. (2020). Fighting COVID-19 misinformation on social media: experimental evidence for a scalable
accuracy-nudge intervention. Psychol. Sci. 31, 770-780. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797620939054

Pollock, J. C., & Vakoch, D. A. (Eds.). (2021). COVID-19 in International Media: Global Pandemic
Perspectives. Routledge, London. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003181705

Roozenbeek, J. et al. (2020). Susceptibility to misinformation about COVID-19 around the world. R. Soc. Open Sci. 7,
201199. https://doi.org/10.1098/rs0s.201199

Scales, D., Gorman, J., & Jamieson, K. H. (2021). The COVID-19 infodemic—applying the epidemiologic model to
counter misinformation. New England Journal of Medicine, 385, 678-681. https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp2103798
Schiffer, A. J. (2008). Conditional Press Influence in Politics. Lanham: Lexington Books/Rowman &
Littlefield.

Singelis, T. M., Triandis, H. C., Bhawuk, D.P.S., & Gelfand, M. J. (1995). Horizontal and vertical dimensions of
individualism and collectivism: a theoretical and measurement refinement. Cross-cultural Research, 29, 240-275.
https://doi.org/10.1177/106939719502900302

Slovic, P., Malmfors, T., Krewski, D., Mertz, C. K., Neil, N., & Bartlett, S. (1995). Intuitive Toxicology. Il. Expert and
Lay Judgments of Chemical Risks in Canada. Risk Analysis, 15(6), 661-675. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-
6924.1995.tb01338.x

Soroka, S., Young, L., & Balmas, M. (2015). Bad News or Mad News? Sentiment Scoring of

Negativity, Fear, and Anger in News Content. The ANNALS of the American Academic of Political and Social Science,
659(1), 108-121. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716215569217

Stotland, E. (1969). The psychology of hope. San Francisco, CA: Jossey: Bass.

Tanaka, E., Sakamoto, S., Ono, Y., Fujihara, S., & Kitamura, T. (1998). Hopelessness in a community population:
Factorial  structure and  psychosocial correlates. Journal of Social Psychology 138(5), 581-90.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224549809600413

Triandis, H.C. (1995). New directions in social psychology: Individualism and collectivism. Boulder, CO: Westview
Press. https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1995-97791-000

Triandis, H. C., Bontempo, R., Villareal, M. J., Asai, M., & Lucca, N. (1988). Individualism and collectivism: Cross-
cultural perspectives on self-in group relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54(2), 323-338.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.54.2.323

Van der Linden, S. (2022). Misinformation: susceptibility, spread, and interventions to immunize the public. Nat Med 28,
460-467. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-022-01713-6

Wenzel, A., & Beck, A.T. (2008). A cognitive model of suicidal behavior: theory and treatment. Applied and Preventive
Psychology, 12, 189-201. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appsy.2008.05.001

WHO. (2014). Preventing suicide: A global imperative. Geneva. http://www.who.int/mental_health/suicide-
prevention/world_report_2014/en/ .

Wise,T., Zbozinek, T., Michelini, G., Hagan, C., & Mobbs, D. (2020). Changes in risk perception and self-reported
protective behaviour during the first week of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States. Royal Society Open Science,
7(9), 200742. https://doi.org/10.1098/rs0s.200742

Yang, C., Chen, A., & Chen, Y. (2021). College students’ stress and health in the COVID-19 pandemic: The role of
academic workload, separation from school, and fears of contagion. PLoS ONE 16(2): e0246676.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0246676

Yildirim, M., Arslan, G., & Ozaslan, A. (2020). Perceived risk and mental health problems among healthcare
professionals during COVID-19 pandemic: exploring the mediating effects of resilience and coronavirus fear.
International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 20, 1035-1045. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-020-00424-8

Cite this Article: Krum D. Krumov, Knud S. Larsen, Jin Liu, Johann F. Schneider, Albena K. Krumova, Eko Widodo,
Alexander L. Gungov, Marta Juhasz, Magdalena Z. Garvanova, Joseph T. Milburn, Sanjay Kumar, Rita Repaczki(2023).
Global Fear, Hopelessness and Media Overexposure of the Danger of COVID-19: A Cross-cultural Research. International
Journal of Current Science Research and Review, 6(10), 6840-6852

6852 "Corresponding Author: Krum D. Krumov Volume 06 Issue 10 October 2023

Available at: www.ijcsrr.org
Page No. 6840-6852


https://doi.org/10.47191/ijcsrr/V6-i10-37
http://sjifactor.com/passport.php?id=20515
http://www.ijcsrr.org/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797620939054
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsos.201199
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp2103798
https://doi.org/10.1177/106939719502900302
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.1995.tb01338.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.1995.tb01338.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716215569217
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224549809600413
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1995-97791-000
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.54.2.323
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-022-01713-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appsy.2008.05.001
http://www.who.int/mental_health/suicide-prevention/world_report_2014/en/
http://www.who.int/mental_health/suicide-prevention/world_report_2014/en/
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsos.200742
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0246676
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-020-00424-8

