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Summary

The advent, course, and possible consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic are now the focus of global attention. From whichever
side the geopolitical centers of influence might view it, the
problem of the coronavirus concerns all world leaders and the
representatives of all branches of science, especially physicians,
economists, and politicians — virtually the entire population of the
planet. The uniqueness of the COVID-19 phenomenon lies in the
uncertainty of the problem itself, the peculiarities and specifics of
the course of the biological processes in modern conditions, as
well as the sharp confrontation of the main political players on the
world stage. Based on an analysis of scientific research, the article
describes the profile of the emotional concept of “anxiety” in
Russian linguoculture. Through monitoring the headlines of
Russian media reports in the “COVID-19” section of Google
News and Mail News news aggregators dated August 4-6, 2021,
the study establishes the quantitative and qualitative
characteristics of the alarm-generating news products on
coronavirus in the Russian segment of the Internet and interprets
the specifics of media information about COVID-19. The level of
mass media criticism in Russia is determined through a phone
survey. It is concluded that coronavirus reports in online media
conceptualize anxiety about the SARS virus and the COVID-19
disease as a complex cognitive structure. The media abuse the trick
of “magic numbers” and emotionally expressive words in news
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headlines, which are perceived by mass information consumers
first and typically uncritically.

Keywords:

concept, anxiety, internet news, internet media, coronavirus,
media criticism

1. Introduction

The current state of Russian society amid the COVID-
19 pandemic is largely shaped by the participation of
various media (from traditional to online ones) in ensuring
public safety.

With the advent of coronavirus, the world media
focused its main efforts on covering its symptoms,
preventive  measures, and recommendations on
counteraction. The central place was taken by the statistics
of occurrence, the geography of spread, possible forms, and
ways to combat the disease [1, 2]. Analysis of the content
of media reports on the increase in incidence and the spread
of COVID-19 in the world to some extent evidences the
purposeful and controlled nature of information
presentation.

Analysis of research and publications [1, 2] regrettably
shows a scarcity of scientific publications, books, scientific
conference materials directly concerning the problem of the
impact of media reports on the COVID-19 pandemic on the
psychological state of a person. However, the lack of
research does not challenge the fact of media reports
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affecting people and heating their negative attitudes to
stressful emotional states. Anxiety levels among individuals
from different social groups and age categories vary. The
degree of their susceptibility to the influence of media
reports differs as well. In the absence of scientific data on
the nature, forms, means, and ways in which media reports
affect society, it is only possible to hypothesize in which
ways and how effectively the media influence an
individual’s psychological state, whether people feel secure
from the received messages or, on the contrary, becomes
depressed, desperate, and panic-stricken.

Considering that the most powerful impact on the
human psychophysiological state is produced by hidden,
latent influence leading to short-term effects that evolve
into various nervous disorders and anxiety [3], we set
ourselves the objective to study the influence of internet
media reports about the COVID-19 pandemic on the
conceptualization of anxiety in the population to group,
summarize, classify, and formalize these messages.

2. Literature Review

Anxiety as an object of scientific research is a multi-
aspect and multidisciplinary phenomenon. A psychological
view on the nature and essence of anxiety as an emotion and
a state (depending on the specific theoretical approaches to
the concept) is formulated by psychoanalytic theory (Z.
Freud, K. Gorne, K. Yoon) and behaviorism, specifically in
regard to the influence of anxiety on human behavior (G.
Isaac, J. Watson). The role and significance of anxiety in
the socialization process, particularly its negative effect on
personal self-actualization, are examined by A. Maslow and
C. Rogers [4].

The present study is based on the ideas of prominent
American psychologist C. Izard who provided a substantial
contribution to the differential theory of emotions. Izard
refers to anxiety as a fundamental emotion the activation
threshold of which can be associated with individual
differences originating from biology, as well as with
personal experiences and the overall socio-cultural context
of the event [5]. The factors causing anxiety can be both
natural (innate) and acquired (socio-culturally conditioned).
However, anxiety also acts as an emotion of social
resonance because it can not only be a warning signal
causing an individual to change their thoughts or behavior,
but also encourage people to strengthen their social bonds,
including collective defense [5].

A significant contribution to the understanding of the
concept of “anxiety” is provided by cognitive linguistics —
a linguistic branch of cognitive science (cognitive
psychology), which seeks answers to questions about how
human consciousness is organized and how language
represents the mental space. Similar to linguoculturology,
cognitive linguistics primarily focuses on concepts as the

object of research The definitions of “concept” vary greatly.
In this work, we adhere to the conclusions of V. Maslova [6]
regarding the essence and specifics of the structure of a
concept, which presents a semantic formation with major
linguocultural specificity and provides a certain
characteristic of the representatives of the given
ethnoculture. Maslova [6] argues that a concept is always
“immersed” in the language and cannot be considered apart
from the diverse contexts of its use. The conceptual analysis
allows studying the profiles of any concepts, including
emotional, such as anxiety. A range of comparative studies
of the concept of “anxiety” in different cultures offers a
fairly coherent system of scientific insights into the
culturally conditioned specificity of speakers of these
languages in experiencing anxiety and related emotions,
feelings, and states.

E.A. Talanova’s study can be considered one of the
scientific attempts to characterize the structure of the
emotional concept of “anxiety” in the Russian language [7].
The study presents a definition of anxiety as a complex
cognitive structure encoded in language, which arises in
response to a real or imagined threat to the life and calm,
undisturbed existence of a person and their relatives, as well
as to attempts at compromising an individual’s authority in
a social group; such experiences are accompanied by a
complex of unpleasant subjective feelings [7].
Thought-provoking conclusions on the specifics of the
concept of “anxiety” are proposed by T.K. Kasumov. His
research indicates that in the Russian linguocultural image
of the world: 1) anxiety has a future-oriented vector; 2) the
components of anxiety include concerns, timidity, fear, and
danger; 3) the qualitative and quantitative indicators of
anxiety are “strong” and “big”, “deep”, “sudden”,
“prolonged”, and “constant”; 4) anxiety is accompanied by
suffering, unpleasant feelings, i.e. has a pronounced
negative value; 5) deprivation of the feelings of anxiety is
interpreted as psychological freedom [8].

One of the first attempts at conceptual analysis of
media texts has been made by N.S. Vasilev. In his work, a
concept is examined as an element of the structure of the
text, a component of its idea that stresses the main idea [9].
In her dissertation study, E.V. Lavrova [10] convincingly
confirms that the media actively, although with varying
degrees of intention, utilize alarm-generating technologies.
The researcher proposes an experimentally tested algorithm
for counteracting the threatening tendency of increased
levels of anxiety in media texts. In particular, the
components of the algorithm include avoiding potentially
alarming words or substituting them with positive elements,
refraining from replicating and spreading the news with
alarm-generating factors, and withdrawing from repeating
the same potentially alarming message for a prolonged
period [10]. Anxiety, particularly verbalized by media,
cannot but affect the specifics of the formation of public
opinion on topical, pressing, and controversial issues of the
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“current agenda”, as well as the ways of its manifestation.
It is all too often that the media use anxiety to manipulate
mass consciousness without minding the consequences.
The present study aims to analyze the verbal
communication tactics in the conceptualization of anxiety
used by internet media when informing the audience about
the coronavirus.

Meeting the established goal requires accomplishing the
following objectives:

- to describe the profile of the emotional concept of “anxiety”
in Russian linguoculture;

- to establish the quantitative and qualitative characteristics
of alarm-generating news products on the coronavirus on
the Russian segment of the Interneta (as of August 4-6,
2021);

- to compare and interpret the specifics of media
information about COVID-19 and the level of mass media
criticism in Russia.

The hypothesis of the study suggests that the distribution of
information about the rate and scale of the spread of the
virus, the ways and means of combating it, and emphasis on
the increasing dynamics of incidence and lethal cases have
a substantial influence on the conceptualization of anxiety
in news consumers.

3. Methods

3.1 Study design

To achieve the goal of the study, we identified an
indicative set of theoretical and empirical research methods:
theoretical methods (analysis, synthesis, comparison,
generalization) used to study the scientific literature on the
current state of the research problem;
empirical methods:

- the method of quantitative and qualitative monitoring of
Russian-language headlines of information messages used
to determine the intensity of alarm generation;

- the survey method used to determine the level of media
criticism among news consumers;

- statistical methods used to process the results of the
monitoring and the phone survey.

The first stage of the study involves quantitative and
qualitative monitoring of Russian-language news headlines
in the “COVID-19” section of news aggregators Google
News and Mail News from August 4-6, 2021.

To identify the level of media criticism, at the second stage
of the study, we conducted a survey of 142 people aged 20-
35 who agreed to answer a series of questions over the
phone. The 20-35 age cohort is selected as the one
representing the most active users of the information
provided on the Internet and social media.

The third stage of the study involved the analysis of the
obtained data and results interpretation.

3.2 Research procedure and instruments

The conducted monitoring focuses specifically on the
headlines as I.V. Bugaeva’s study [11] indicates that
headlines are often used for alarm generation. This is due to
the inherent property of the headline not to inform, but to
interest, impress, and shock.

In the course of the monitoring, all headlines were sorted
into three categories by the intensity of alarm generation
with a certain value:

negative (increase, high anxiety, lack of control, fear),
neutral (uncertainty about the development, anticipation,
attempts to stop or control its development),

positive (lowering anxiety, demonstration of interest and
excitement as natural emotions and states in the process of
transformation of anxiety, humor as a response to anxiety).
Phone numbers for the phone survey were collected from
free classifieds websites and social media accounts on
“Odnoklassniki” and “Vkontakte”.

The respondents were presented with the following
questions: Do you trust news on the Internet and social
networks? What news source do you prefer? Do you get
news online from specialized websites and forums? Are you
able to distinguish reliable information from
misinformation? Is misinformation present on social
media? Are you interested in information products that aim
to counter manipulation and disinformation? Who do you
think is responsible for combating misinformation?
Response time ranges from 5 to 10 minutes per respondent.

3.3 Statistical analysis

The study deploys numerical calculation methods to
process the results of the monitoring and the phone survey
using the Microsoft Excel software product.

4. Results

In the examined period, 206 news reports were
published on the topic of coronavirus (Table 1).

Table 1: Results of monitoring of the headlines of Russian media reports
in the “COVID-19” section

No. | Alarm generation intensity value | Number of reports
1 negative 108
2 neutral 56
3 positive 41
The first category includes 108 headlines. It is

quantitatively dominated by the headlines that “savor” the
incidence and lethal cases of coronavirus in Russia and the
world: “The family of an anti-vaxxer from England who
died of COVID-19 calls not to repeat his mistake”
(Gazeta.ru), “Seven coronavirus patients died in the Tula
Region on August 6” (Molodoi kommunar), “Georgia
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warned of a threat of health system collapse due to COVID-
19” (Lenta.ru), “Number of COVID-19 cases in the world
exceeds 200 mIn” (Interfax), “Russia again reports over 23
thousand people infected with coronavirus” (Kommersant),
“For exactly one month in a row, over 700 people are dying
of COVID daily in Russia” (RBC), etc.

The second category comprises 56 headlines, the vast
majority of which include explanatory information,
information aiming at relieving excessive emotional stress
and anxiety reassuring news consumers: “Head of WHO
warns of ‘a period of real danger’ because of COVID-19”
(RT in Russian), “Almost 12 thousand Krasnodar Krai
residents underwent advanced medical examinations after
COVID-19” (Kubanskie Novosti), “Murashko lists regions
with the most challenging situation due to COVID-19”
(Rossiiskaia Gazeta), “Scientists declare fall in vaccine
effectiveness and suggest action plan” (RBC) and the like.
The third category includes 41 headlines showing a
decrease in the overall anxious state, picture clear and
positive perspectives, contain humor, and mention curious
occasions: “MIA makes a historic decision for economic
recovery after COVID-19” (Lenta.ru), “BCG vaccine
proven effective against coronavirus”, “‘The vaccine has
the highest efficiency’: the head of San Marino Health
Ministry about ‘Sputnik V’ and disapproval of the vaccine
by the European Union” (RT in Russian), “Getting
vaccinated like going on a holiday” (Kommersant), “Expert:
collective immunity to COVID-19 in Moscow may form by
March” (TASS), “British study: children go through
COVID-19 easily and recover quickly” (BBC-News
Russian Service), and others.

It should be noted that headlines with the negative
value of anxiety are not too prevalent — 108 compared to the
total of 97 neutral and positive ones. However, all of them
undoubtedly utilize the communicative tactics of generating
anxiety, in particular, using the manipulative technique of
“magic numbers” and abusing the words “victim”, “virus”,
“dead”, and “contamination”. Therefore, news messages
about coronavirus are not very successful at forming in their
audience the type of anxiety that fosters community
cohesion for responsible collective resistance against
COVID-19. Most of them are designed to astonish and
shock.

The survey conducted after obtaining the monitoring
results shows that most respondents trust news from the
Internet, including those on social media (68%). Meanwhile,
26% of the respondents mostly aged 32-35 years old give
their preference to television news and political talk shows.
According to the survey, almost half of the respondents
(48%) constantly use the opportunity to get online news
from specialized sites and forums.

The survey results also demonstrate that a little over half of
the respondents (52%) believe that they can distinguish
quality information from misinformation on their own at
least in most cases. In contrast, a quarter of the survey

participants (26.5%) feel that they either cannot tell the
difference between the two at all or can only do so in a
minority of cases.

An interesting tendency is quite a low interest of the
respondents in information products aiming to counter
manipulation and misinformation. Only 10% of the study
participants report having watched some television shows
focused on fighting misinformation in the past month. It is
important to note here that the lack of criticism to sources
and content of information can be automatically
extrapolated to the rate and scale of the spread of
coronavirus, the ways and means of battling it, and
protection against it. In this case, the range of feeling and
emotional perception of information about the pandemic
can be extremely wide: from stubborn disbelief in any
information about the infection to negligence and
carelessness to panic moods and states. These assumptions
are not unfounded, especially given the massive trust in
social media news demonstrated by the study (68%). It is
worth adding that although the respondents (77%) admit to
misinformation on social media, they still prefer them to
other media outlets.

A not-so-high percentage of the respondents (28%)

believe themselves to be responsible for combating
disinformation. 39% of the respondents argue that
misinformation, in social networks in particular, has to be
addressed by the state.
Thus, the study results indicate that internet media messages
about coronavirus conceptualize anxiety concerning the
SARS virus and the COVID-19 disease as a complex
cognitive structure. The media tend to abuse the technique
of “magic numbers” and emotionally expressive words in
news headlines, which are typically perceived by
information consumers uncritically without checking for
accuracy.

5. Discussion

Research shows [12] that since the advent of
coronavirus, the public has witnessed the spread of a large
number of rumors, myths, and misinformation about the
causes, course, and consequences of the disease.

Scientists [13] note that misinformation, myths, and
unverified information continue to spread around the world.
Despite researchers’ attempts to reveal the positive aspects
of the use of social media in the formation of a positive
perception of stress factors in the pandemic [14], we believe
that rising anxiety levels can have detrimental effects not
only on the psychological well-being of the population, but
also on public safety, public health, and effective social
communication in a crisis. In this context, it is important to
distinguish between the various forms of inaccurate
information, misinformation, and attempts to manipulate
them based on analysis and summarization of media content.
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Many of them are part of intentional and concerted actions
of state authorities or entities sponsored by foreign states
[15].

Given the lack of reliable coronavirus information, it
is critical to coordinate the practical actions of state bodies,
political parties, and public organizations within each state.
Research data [16] prove that extremely dangerous and
harmful misinformation about COVID-19 is momentarily
spread by small media within and outside the UN where
Internet companies have less incentive to take adequate
countermeasures.

Aside from deliberate and often state-supported
campaigns, conspiracy theories and inaccurate or
misleading information about the coronavirus infection
continue to spread on social media. An analysis covering
materials in five European languages and the Arabic
language demonstrates that “millions of Facebook users are
still at risk of receiving dangerous, unverified information
about the coronavirus in large volumes”. Researchers
analyzed the selected content and found that it was
published on this social network more than 1.7 million
times and received approximately 117 views [17].

Researchers [18] analyzed materials made public in
nine European languages, in particular Czech, German,
Polish, and Russian. It can be stated that false and
misleading information continues to be replicated in all
languages, even if it has already been identified by local
fact-checkers (experts who verify the reliability of facts).
For instance, one in three respondents in six countries
(Argentina, Germany, South Korea, Spain, the United
Kingdom, and the United States) claims to have come
across “huge amounts” of false information about COVID-
19 on social media and messaging apps and a third of British
citizens believe that vodka can be used to disinfect hands
[19].

In this regard, special attention should be paid to
overtly manipulative methods of influencing mass
consciousness and public opinion. There is also a need for
high-quality and, most importantly, safe informing on
COVID-19, not only avoiding sensationalist headlines, but
also carefully selecting the lexical and stylistic means and
illustrative material, showing successful examples of
confronting the epidemic, countering the involuntary and
conscious stigmatization of people and entire regions
affected by the virus, and so forth. In addition,
psychological support services should be developed for
special situations. For example, in Malaysia, people could
call special support centers when their anxiety was rising.
The results of the study show that 55% of the respondents
felt comfortable receiving counseling support [20].

Thus, under critical conditions of social development,
particularly those associated with a risk to people’s lives
and health, professional incompetence, including that of
journalists, is highly dangerous. Professionalism in the
performance of journalistic duties, the quality of

information about the coronavirus, the rate and scale of the
epidemic, and the ways and means of combating it affect
the degree of clarity and thoroughness of information
consumers’ image of the world and, accordingly, the
reduction of mass anxiety, panic, or criminal indifference to
one’s own health and the health of loved ones. At the same
time, the audience’s higher media criticism when receiving
information messages ensures conscious and responsible
behavior, which guarantees personal and collective safety
in a pandemic.

6. Conclusion

The concept of anxiety in language consciousness is a

complex cognitive structure having a considerable number
of components of the feeling and emotional nature:
concerns, anxiety, fear. Anxiety is recorded in speech as a
psychophysical state, a symptomatic human reaction to
danger, uncertainty, and the unknown and, therefore, has a
negative value. This is extremely vividly reflected in the
lexemes that characterize anxiety by qualitative and
quantitative characteristics, marking its psychosomatic
nature. Conceptual analysis of the emoseme “anxiety” in the
linguistic and cultural image of the world postulates its
connection with psychological unfreedom.
The monitoring results show that internet media reports on
coronavirus conceptualize anxiety regarding the SARS
virus and the COVID-19 disease as a complex cognitive
structure. The media abuse the trick of “magic numbers”
and emotionally expressive words in news headlines, which
are typically perceived by mass information consumers
uncritically, without checking for accuracy.

Thus, the study confirms the proposed hypothesis that

the constant multiplication of information about the rate and
scope of the spread of the virus, the ways and means of
combating it, and the emphasis on the increasing dynamics
of incidence and lethal cases have a significant impact on
the conceptualization of anxiety among news consumers.
Nevertheless, the study has some limitations in terms of
both the timing of the monitoring of the headlines of
Russian COVID-19 information messages and the size and
age composition of the sample of respondents, therefore, the
study results cannot be extrapolated in full.
Prospects for further research can lie in a more detailed
differentiation of alarm-generating messages in online
media in terms of geography and thematic distribution of
reports about the COVID-19 pandemic.
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