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Abstract: The 2020 coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has created a global health crisis that profoundly
impacts how we perceive our world and daily lives. The mass media plays a significant role in shaping the
public’s perception of the risks, influencing the public’s level of participation in preventive measures. False
information should never be shared, but sharing disinformation during a pandemic is especially egregious as it
can impede efforts to prevent the disease from spreading. Non-experts in the media should not be making and
publicizing false statements. This study designed a COVID-19-specific tool to examine the role of the mass
media in disseminating accurate health communication and stopping the flow of misinformation, especially as
this relates to the sustainable adoption of preventive measures to curtail the pandemic in Turkey. The outcomes
will guide policymakers toward a more effective correct management of human behavior in current and future
epidemics. In the study, data were collected with a questionnaire prepared through online Google forms, using
the snowball sampling method, in line with the ethics committee decision of Istanbul Sabahattin Zaim
University dated 29/07/2020-2020/07 between 4-9 April 2021. The survey combined the “Perception of Health
News Scale,” which was developed by Cinar (2018) and modified to be specific to the COVID-19 pandemic
to create the “Perception of COVID-19 News Scale,” and a bespoke scale for the current study to measure
personal avoidance behaviors in the pandemic: the “COVID-19 Avoidance Behavior Scale.” The collected data
were analyzed using IBM’s SPSS 25.0 software. The “Perception of COVID-19 News Scale” focused on four
dimensions of mass media health coverage during the pandemic: accuracy, comprehensibility, significance,
and interestingness. The scale was valid and reliable (Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin 0.921; variance 58.065%; total
score average 3.715 + 0.64). The “COVID-19 Avoidance Behavior Scale” focused on personal avoidance
behavior and preventive behavior. The scale was also valid and reliable (KMO .0804; variance 63.251%; total
score average 3.919 + 0.71). The mass media health coverage of the pandemic could explain 59.9% of the
participants’ change in avoidance behavior. A regression analysis using the stepwise method among the
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variables showed that the mass media’s COVID-19 coverage that the participants considered truthful and
significant had the most considerable effect on their precautionary behavior. In addition, news they perceived
as understandable, compelling, and engaging had a substantial and positive impact on their avoidance behavior.
The results suggest that pandemic-specific health training provided to the public through mass media could
contribute to more effective early case detection and positively change precautionary and personal avoidance
behaviors leading to more positive biological and psychological consequences.

Structured Abstract: Individuals need to protect themselves with various measures when faced with a
possible pandemic or health crisis, but they need to have information about it to take any precautions (Bozkanat,
2021). In this crisis period, the most needed by individuals and necessary to manage the crisis is to meet the
need for status information (Candz & Ondogan, 2015). In this period, societies may accept the mass media as
a source of assurance and accurate information. Being under the influence of mass media, they are very likely
to trust the information they see, hear and read (Ball-Rokeach & Defleur, 1976). It should be prevented that
people who are not knowledgeable and experts make false and misleading statements in the media. The
advantages of getting information from the right information sources and experts in the field in the use of mass
media; to alleviate the state of fear, not to cause the society to panic and to keep them calm, and to help take
the right precautions with the right information (Van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2013). When individuals
encounter an epidemic situation, the precautions and precautions they will take and the health behaviors they
will display may cause a change in the course of the epidemic. Health behaviors play an important role in
reducing the loss of life and reducing the rate of spread (Hekler et al., 2008). This study aimed to determine
the role of mass media, which is necessary for effective health communication, on the behavior of individuals.
The research population consisted of individuals living in 81 provinces within the borders of Turkey between
4-9 April 2021. In the study, 748 people living in 81 provinces of Turkey, who responded to the questionnaires
prepared on the internet and Google forms, using the snowball sampling method, one of the purposeful
sampling methods, formed the sample of the study since the population limits and the target audience could
not be determined exactly. The data were collected online using Google forms on the internet, considering the
existence of quarantine status due to the epidemic, reducing the random error in the population - sample size
and geographical boundaries do not constitute an obstacle. The explanation regarding filling out the data
collection forms was made in the first part of the forms, and it was stated that the questionnaire should be
answered within five days between 4-9 April 2021. In the study, it was determined that the response time of
the questionnaires was approximately 5-7 minutes. “Descriptive Characteristics Form” developed by the
researchers, “Perception Scale for Mass Media in the COVID-19 Pandemic” and “Avoiding Behavior Scale
during the COVID-19 Pandemic Process” was used to collect the data. person joined. When the introductory
information form was analyzed, the age of the youngest participant was 16, and the age of the oldest participant
was 74. In addition, the mean age of the participants was 39.61, and the standard deviation was + 10.23. When
the educational status of the participants is examined, 28 (3.7%) high school graduates, 37 (4.9%) associate
degree, 308 (41.1%) undergraduate, and 375 (50.1) graduate graduates. In addition, 450 (60.2%) of the
participants were married, and 298 (39.8%) were single. However, the participants reflect a broad segment of
society regarding their occupation/working status. Such that, 272 people (36.4%) are civil servants, 17 people
(2.7%) are public workers, 187 people (25%) are private-sector employees, 52 people (7%) are self-employed,
46 (6.1%) are retired, 60 people (8.7%) are housewives, 89 people (11.9%) are students and 20 people (2.7%)
are unemployed. Finally, 221 participants (29.5%) have a chronic illness. In addition, the frequency of use of
mass media by individuals is as follows, according to the lowest 1 point and the highest 4 points: Facebook,
Twitter, Whatsapp, etc. social media tools (3,467), internet news sites (3,440), television ( 3,364), newspapers
(2,198) and radio (1,940). These results revealed that individuals mostly use internet-connected resources and
their derivatives from mass media. When individuals are asked about their trust in these resources, respectively;
Internet news sites (1,869), newspapers (1,857), radio (1,792), television (1,769), and social media tools (1,632)
received average trust scores. It is a striking result that social media, the most frequently used resource, is also
the least trusted resource. In addition, confidence in all mass media, in general, is below average. In the
pandemic process, individuals have a problem with trust in information/news sources. However, the main
hypothesis of the research (H 1) suggests that the positive perception of individuals towards mass media in the
COVID-19 process will positively affect their virus avoidance behavior. As a result of the regression analysis
conducted in line with this hypothesis, it was determined that the perception towards mass media explained
59.9% of the change in avoidance behaviors, and the B coefficient was 0.754. Thus along with HI confirming
the hypothesis and the perception of the information presented in the media, it was found to influence
individuals’ avoidance behavior significantly. After this verification, the test results of the sub-hypotheses of
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the research also provided meaningful and important outputs. It was determined that individuals’ perception of
the importance of mass media had the most important effect on both common space and personal avoidance.
Thus, the H1c and H1g hypotheses were accepted. This result shows that when individuals follow the pandemic
news that they perceive as important, they transform the information they receive from this news into avoidance
behavior. At this point, Girgin (2014) defined the news as showing the level of importance of the news if it
causes a new development or change on a subject. These issues can be political, social problems, economic
events, and issues that will affect life. When this definition is evaluated with the research results, it can be
stated that individuals give more importance to news aimed at improving their virus avoidance behaviors. If
the news content and discussions are organized within this framework, the avoidance behavior of individuals
will develop so that fewer people will get sick during the pandemic process. However, while the truth variable
did not affect personal avoidance behavior, it affected common area avoidance behavior. Ahmed and Bates
(2013) stated that scientificity and evidence should not be strayed from reaching the right information and
sources. The research results revealed that when individuals perceive news or information presented as correct,
they transform this information into avoidance behavior from the common area but not into personal avoidance
behavior. Encouraging the public to follow these suggested preventive actions unconditionally by the mass
media is a health communication issue. People’s perception of pandemic risk is one of the factors contributing
to the increase in public participation in taking preventive measures (Cowling et al., 2010; VVan Der Weerd et
al., 2011; Whelan, 2018; Ibuka et al., 2010). When the effect on avoidance and personal avoidance was
examined, it was found that both variables were significant. Accordingly, the H1d and H1h hypotheses were
accepted. It can be stated that individuals convert the information they obtain from the news they are interested
in more easily into their behavior. Therefore news content should have interesting content. Finally, it was
determined that while the variable of intelligibility had a positive effect on personal avoidance behavior, it did
not significantly affect avoidance from the common area. According to this determination, while the H1lb
hypothesis was rejected, the H1f hypothesis was accepted. One of the most important problems in health news
is the heavy use of medical terminology in news presentations and the decrease in understanding by society.
However, to establish effective health communication with the target audience, the characteristics of this
audience should be considered (Cinar et al., 2018; Kreslake et al., 2019). When individuals follow the
publications they can understand, a positive development is observed in their avoidance behaviors. However,
there is a significant change in avoiding the common area, even if they understand the news. For this reason,
to change the behaviors of avoiding the common area, it is necessary to think once again about the presentation
of the publications about the pandemic to the masses in a more understandable way. It is expected that
policymakers redesign their mass media strategies, taking into account the research results, to increase the
effectiveness of the pandemic management process. This research is limited to only one country. In addition,
the questionnaire forms delivered only via the internet prevented individuals who do not use the internet or
social media from being reached. Therefore, it is recommended that future researchers repeat the research in
different countries and include individuals who do not use the internet/social media.

Keywords: COVID-19, Pandemic, Mass Media, Health News, Avoidance Behavior

Oz: COVID-19 pandemisi, giinliik yasantimizda etkisi derin olan kiiresel bir saglik krizi yaratti. Toplumun
pandemi riskini algilamasi ve Onleyici tedbirlerin alinmasinda katiliminin artmasina katkida bulunan kitle
iletisim araglar1 salgin doneminde 6nemini géstermistir. Bu ¢alismada, COVID-19 pandemisinde 6nleyici ve
koruyucu tedbirlerin siirdiiriilebilmesi, yanlis bilgi kaynaklarina ulasimin azaltilmasi ve etkili saglik iletisimi
icin gerekli olan kitle iletisim araglarimin bireylerin davranislar: tizerindeki roliiniin belirlenmesi amaglandi.
Elde edilen sonuglar simdiki ve gelecekteki salgin hastaliklarda insan davraniglarinin dogru yonlendirilmesine
katki saglayarak, politika yapicilara yol gosterecektir. Calismada 4-9 Nisan 2021 tarihleri arasinda Istanbul
Sabahattin Zaim Universitesi 29/07/2020-2020/07 tarih ve sayili etik kurul karar1 dogrultusunda kartopu
ornekleme yontemi kullanilarak, ¢evrimici Google formlar iizerinden hazirlanan anket ile veriler toplandi.
Tiirkiye’deki 81 ilden, 748 kisi aragtirmanin drneklemini olusturdu. Cevrimici anket, arastirmacilar tarafindan
olusturulan tanitic1 bilgilere yonelik sorular, son 14 giin i¢indeki COVID-19 pandemi siirecinde bireylerin kitle
iletisim araglarini kullanma sikliklarini, bu araglara karsi tutumlari ve bunun sonucunda ortaya ¢ikan davranig
degisikliklerini degerlendiren ve bu amacla gelistirilen “COVID-19 Pandemisinde Kitle iletisim Araclarina
Yonelik Algr Olgegi” ve “COVID-19 Pandemi Siirecinde Kaginma Davrams Olgegi” kullanildi. Verilerin
degerlendirilmesinde SPSS 25.0 istatistik programi kullanilarak analizler yapildi. Verilerin analizine gore,
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COVID-19 Pandemisinde Kitle letisim Araclarma Yénelik Tutum Olgegi dogruluk, anlasilirlik, dnemlilik ve
ilgi uyandirma olmak iizere toplam 4 boyuttan olusmaktadir. Olgegin Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) degerinin
0.921 ve varyansimin %58.065 oldugu belirlendi. COVID-19 Pandemi Siirecinde Kaginma Davranigi
Olgegi’nin, tedbirli davams ve kisisel kaginma olmak iizere iki boyuttan olustugu, toplam varyans %63.251 ve
KMO degerinin 0.804 oldugu saptandi. Katilimcilarin, COVID-19 Pandemisinde Kitle Iletisim Araglarma
Yonelik Tutum Olgeginin toplam puan ortalamast 3.715+0.64 ve COVID-19 Pandemi Siirecinde Kagmma
Davramis1 Olgegi toplam puan ortalamas1 3.919+0.71 olarak yiiksek diizeyde bulundu. Degiskenler arasinda
Stepwise yontemiyle yapilan regresyon analizi sonucunda, katilimcilarin kitle iletisim araglarina yonelik
dogruluk, onemlilik, ilgi uyandirma algilarinin tedbirli davranis iizerinde anlamli ve pozitif yonde etkisi
saptandi. Anlagilirlik, 6nemlilik, ilgi uyandirma algilarinin, kisisel kaginma davranigi lizerinde anlamli ve
pozitif etkisi saptandi. Elde edilen sonuglar dogrultusunda, topluma pandemi hakkinda kitle iletisim araglart
tizerinden alaninda uzman kisiler tarafindan saglikla ilgili bilgilerin verilmesinin tedbirli davranis ve kisisel
kaginma davraniglarini olumlu yonde degistirerek, olumsuz biyolojik ve olusabilecek ruh saghgi ile ilgili
sikintilart en aza indirilmesinde etkili olacag ongoriilmektedir. Hastaliklardan korunma, tedbir alma ve
salginla miicadele esnasinda dogru bilgiye ulasmak ¢ok dnemlidir. Yanlig bilgi kaynaklari ciddi problemlere
neden olabilir. Salginla miicadelede, konuyla ilgili bilgi sahibi, bu alanda uzman kisilerin giivenilir
agiklamalarda bulunmasi en dogrusudur. Yanlis bilgi kaynaklarinin éniine gegilmelidir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: COVID-19, Pandemi, Kitle letisim Araglari, Saglik Haberleri, Kaginma Davranisi

Introduction

COVID-19 was first detected in Wuhan City of Hubei province of China at the end of
November 2019 (Ma, 2020). It quickly spread throughout the world, creating an urgent public health
crisis (Jiang et al., 2020; Mahase, 2020; Nishiura, 2020; Toker & Goéziibol, 2020; WHO, 2020).
While COVID-19 appears to have a lower mortality rate (virulence) than some other members of the
coronavirus family, such as SARS-CoV and MERS-CoV, its high transmission rate and the lack of
any vaccine or treatment pose severe challenges for controlling the disease’s spread. The response
has included mandatory travel restrictions and the promotion and implementation of personal
protection practices (e.g., face masks, frequent hand-washing) and social distancing (Abdulamir &
Hafidh, 2020; CDC, 2020; Lai et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2020). Since these are primarily voluntary
preventive measures proposed by public health authorities, general willingness plays an essential and
decisive role in ensuring their successful implementation. However, unconditionally, getting the
public to follow these recommended preventive actions requires effective health communication.
Mass media represents an essential platform from which to address this problem.

The quality and quantity of the health communication information available contribute to
people’s perceptions of the risks from the pandemic and can influence their level of participation in
taking preventive measures (Cowling et al., 2010; Ibuka 2010; Van der Weerd et al., 2011; Whelan,
2018). However, at war with the information based on evidence is the combination of misinformation
(incorrect information unwittingly passed on) and disinformation (false information deliberately
communicated to mislead; propaganda) spread by people who are not epidemiological experts.
Misinformation comes from incomplete or erroneous information, and disinformation comes from
people with a plan, such as provocation or inciting actions that will benefit their interests. Mixed in
with sound medical recommendations and evidence-based status reports are wrong information and
useless and even dangerous advice, rapidly communicated to the masses through such media as
television, newspapers, radio, and social media. When it comes to health communications, only
correct information and scientific evidence should be shared, and the source of all such information
should be checked and filtered appropriately (Ahmed & Bates, 2013). Presenting sound scientific
knowledge is the only way to achieve the effective health management strategies that are critical for
ending a pandemic.
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This research sought to determine the effect of the mass media on epidemic prevention
behaviors during the COVID-19 pandemic. Governments and health authorities need such
information to effectively respond to the current crisis and be prepared for future outbreaks. Few
studies have been conducted on this field, and this study is expected to fill a gap in the relevant
literature.

Mass Media Perception

Communication is the process of the transfer of information, thoughts, and behaviors, and
mass communication is the widespread transmission of a message. The mass communication type
known as health communication involves the widespread dissemination of information through the
mass media on matters concerning public health. Health communication aims to raise the awareness
of individuals, institutions, and societies about public health issues; creating that awareness requires
eliminating the information vacuum, providing correct information, and improving health literacy
(Schiavo, 2014; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2018). Hence, the effectiveness of the
health communication process also supports preventive health services.

Technological innovations, traditional mass media, the internet, and social media all have an
important place in health communication. The mass media is an important influence on the attitudes
of individuals. Mass media comprises the many technical communication tools used to distribute and
publish written, audio, or visual information to a large audience: newspapers, radio, television, email,
social media, and the internet (De Jesus, 2013; Naveena, 2015; Odorume, 2015). The mass media’s
quality and quantity of health communication can shape interpersonal health communication,
changing the nature and potency of what the people share about health services, news, behaviors,
and attitudes (Van Slooten, Friedman, & Tanner, 2013). Health is a valuable component of the news
that becomes invaluable during a pandemic. Still, studies have shown that people have become
increasingly doubtful of the accuracy, validity, and reliability of health reporting (Capar & Cakmak,
2019). Health reporting typically covers disease prevention, health protection, education, and health
promotion efforts. Still, in 2020, there has been an understandable emphasis on health issues relating
to the pandemic. This information is delivered to its audiences through the written word, videos,
graphic representations, and audio messages (Friedman, Tanner, & Rose, 2014, Hodgetts et al.,
2008). Health reporting has an ethical responsibility to protect the public trust and provide accurate
health information and reliable journalism. The ubiquity of electronic communications technology
means that people everywhere can instantly take in and follow the developments covered in the
media, and what they learn can shape their behaviors. Other factors affect people’s health behaviors
as well, including demographic characteristics (e.g., education, gender, age, culture, etc.),
socioeconomic factors (e.g., the healthcare system, access to insurance, etc.), and personal factors
(e.g., self-perceptions, beliefs, etc.). The factors should be considered when establishing guidelines
for effective health communication for a target audience (Cinar et al., 2018; Kreslake et al., 2019).
Otherwise, the communication could be ineffective or even counterproductive. Considering the
impact of health journalism in society, the people engaged in mass media health communications
should have sufficient knowledge and experience to inform the public correctly (Friedman, Tanner,
& Rose, 2014; Kaya, 2019). Professional and citizen journalists alike are engaged in distributing
newly received, interesting, and noteworthy information to people without firsthand knowledge of
that information. Whether they report on events, ideas, people, or other newsworthy subjects, they
aim to provide information precisely and without bias. News, by nature, should be shared rapidly
and be updated dynamically. Definitions of what constitutes “news” in health communication
typically touch on five basic characteristics (Girgin, 2014):

e Reality (truthfulness): The news must be based on accurate and objective information, and the
writing and reflections should present an objective perspective without hype or exaggeration.
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It should offer only simple, straightforward, complete, and accurate expressions of present
circumstances or informed inferences and hypotheses based on evidence.

¢ Innovation (actuality): The content can be new, newly revealed, or updated information.

e Interesting (arousing curiosity): Adults generally focus on problems that concern them
personally. “Interesting” news is any news that subjects respond to personally or socially.

o Significance (consideration): News directly affects people’s social, political, economic, and
cultural lives, and it can stimulate development and change.

e Understandability (meaningfulness): The language of the news should include simple, known,
understandable words arranged in clear, easy-to-understand sentences. Strong news journalism
answers questions (the classic 5WH of who, what, where, when, why, and how) and provides
salient details.

If the content and presentation of health news meet these criteria, the community can
consider the recommendations about taking precautions and show behavioral changes such
as avoidance behavior.

Avoidance Behavior

Little attention is paid to the psychological and behavioral impact of COVID-19 on the
individual (Balkhi et al., 2020). However, the fear caused by the pandemics and the legal or
normative pressures from the environment pressures people to avoidance behaviors. Adopting
avoidance behaviors can reduce the harmful effects of the pandemic and support individuals to
survive. Precautionary behavior is defined as protective actions that people take to reduce potential
adverse effects (Wu & Li, 2017). Precautionary actions such as avoiding public transport or avoiding
gatherings can have potential epidemiological effects and are expected to have economic
consequences. If people avoid work or social interactions and the consequent purchasing of goods,
the demand for certain goods and services may decrease, and output may decrease (Sadique et al.,
2007). Protection from pandemics depends on individuals showing some avoidance behaviors. These
avoidance behaviors may manifest as prudence or individual avoidance. According to Ibuka et al.
(2010), precautionary behavior can also be affected by the perceived costs and benefits of such
behavior and the perceived impact of one individual’s behavior on the health outcomes of another
individual. Quarantine of infected persons, social distancing (e.g. self-isolation, closure of schools,
workplaces, and markets, cancellation of large gatherings, etc.), and personal hygienic practices (e.g.
frequent hand washing with soap, use of face masks, use of hand sanitizers, etc.), are among the
precautionary behaviors that help reduce the spread of infections (lorfa et al., 2020). As learned after
SARS, knowledge, perceived susceptibility, emotional responses, and precautionary behavior about
COVID-19 among ordinary people are necessary for controlling epidemics (Shinan-Altman &
Levkovich, 2020). For this reason, it is critical to institutionalize avoidance behaviors in society
during pandemic periods.

The Relationship between Mass Media Perception and Avoidance Behavior

Health psychology literature confirms that the news heavily influences people’s health
behaviors. In the face of a pandemic, one goal of those health behaviors must be to minimize the
disease’s geographical extent, spread rate, and casualties. There is a relationship between how a
condition is presented to individuals and their responses; people’s health beliefs affect their
compliance and self-regulation behaviors (Hekler et al., 2008). Life-threatening outbreaks can impact
social life by increasing individuals’ anxiety levels and avoidance behaviors. Organisms retreat from
unpleasant stimulating environments to avoid aversive outcomes (Garcia, Hankins, & Rusiniak,
1974). Avoidance is the self-reinforcement of the organism (negative reinforcement). The organism
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strengthens itself by removing itself from unwanted situations. Many studies have shown that the
avoidance behaviors of threatened individuals increase in anxiety-triggering conditions such as
different types of flu outbreaks (Goodwin et al., 2010; Leppin & Aro, 2009). In addition to the
medical methods used to control public outbreaks (e.g., vaccines), nonmedical approaches such as
public education, home quarantines, frequent hand-washing, and the use of masks to prevent the
spread and prevention of the outbreak may be involved. To halt the spread of the disease, you must
also halt the spread of false information about the disease. Song et al. (2016) found that while trust
in expertise-based information sources was universal, people are strongly affected by the health
information provided by the mass media. Therefore, the media have an ethical responsibility to help
contain the pandemic. So, the role and power of mass media should be discussed in developing the
behavioral change expected from individuals to be protected from the COVID-19 pandemic.

In line with this theoretical framework, this study used a cross-sectional COVID-19 specific
to examine the mass media’s role in the sustainable curtailment of the pandemic and health
misinformation in Turkey and determine the impact of the citizens’ avoidance behavior. An overview
of the research model developed for this purpose is shown in Figure 1.

4 )

Health News
Perception Avoidance Behavior
- Truthfulness
- Understandability - Precautionary behavior
- Significance - Personal avoidance

\- Interestingness

)

Figure 1: The research model

Within the conceptual framework described in Figure 1, the hypotheses of the research were as
follows:

H1: Individuals’ perceptions of health news in mass media positively affect their avoidance
behaviors in the COVID-19 pandemic.

The sub-hypotheses of the research within the framework of the dimensions of the variables are
as follows:

Hla: The truthfulness perception of individuals in the health news positively affects their
precautionary behaviors.

H1b: The understandability perception of individuals in the health news positively affects their
precautionary behaviors.

Hilc: The significance perception of individuals in the health news positively affects their
precautionary behaviors.

H1d: The interestingness perception of individuals in the health news positively affects their
precautionary behaviors.

Hle: The truthfulness perception of individuals in the health news positively affects their
personal avoidance behavior.

H1f: The understandability perception of individuals in the health news positively affects their
personal avoidance behavior.
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H1g: The significance perception of individuals in the health news positively affects their
personal avoidance behavior.

H1h: The interestingness perception of individuals in the health news positively affects their
personal avoidance behavior.

By using data collected through measurement tools were empirically tested the research
hypothesis.

Materials and Methods

This section describes the study sample, the data collection tools and methods used, and the
ethical aspects of the study. An evaluation of the data follows it.

Sample Subjects

The study, data were collected with a questionnaire prepared through online Google forms,
using the snowball sampling method, in line with the ethics committee decision of Istanbul
Sabahattin Zaim University dated 29/07/2020-2020/07 between 4-9 April 2021.The snowball
sampling method, a purposeful sampling method, was selected because the population boundaries
and the target population could not be determined precisely.

Measurement Tools

The study used a questionnaire survey that combined the “Perception of Health News Scale”
developed in an earlier study by the researchers (Cinar et al., 2018), modified to be specific to the
COVID-19 pandemic (the “Perception of COVID-19 News Scale”) and a bespoke scale to measure
personal avoidance behaviors in the pandemic (the “COVID-19 Avoidance Behavior Scale”). The
survey gathered the following data:

Demographic information (9 items): The following data were collected about the respondents: age,
gender, education level, marital status, employment status, health history vis-a-vis chronic disease,
health information sources.

“Perception of COVID-19 News Scale” (43 items): This part of the survey was the “Perception of
Health News Scale” developed in an earlier study by the researchers (Cinar et al., 2018), modified to
be specific to the COVID-19 pandemic. The modifications were based on insights gained from the
literature review, the opinions of academicians who are experts in their fields, and the researchers’
own experiences and understanding. These gquestions aimed to evaluate individuals’ perceptions of
the mass media’s health coverage during the COVID-19 pandemic. First, the researchers’ and their
colleagues’ experiences and insights were used to test the surface validity and the understandability
of the items in the scale (Cnar et al., 2018). The scope validity of the draft scale form was tested
through an examination and evaluation by five members of the health sciences faculty of Istanbul
Sabahattin Zaim University. The expert assessment used the Davis technique. The scope validity
index (SVI) was calculated to be 0.87.

A draft scale consisting of 43 items was prepared by making changes and additions to the “Perception
of Health News Scale” based on the expert evaluations. A pilot version of this portion of the survey
was conducted with 30 participants at two-week intervals, after which the researchers clarified any
guestions that the participants had trouble understanding. Construct validity, item, and internal
consistency analyses were performed to calculate the reliability coefficient of the scale.

The preliminary scale categorized the participants’ perceptions of mass media health coverage into
four dimensions, which the study used as independent variables—truthfulness, understandability,
significance, and interestingness. These were assessed with two different five-point Likert scales:
positive statements were ranked from “1:strongly disagree” to “5:strongly agree”; negative
statements were ranked from “1: strongly agree” to “S: strongly disagree 5.” The highest possible
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score was 115, and the lowest was 23. (The 20 items with factor load values below 0.50 were
removed from the scale.) Higher scores indicated more positive perceptions of the participants’
perceptions of mass media health coverage. The scale’s Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin (KMO) sample
suitability value was significant at the level of 0.921, and Bartlett’s test yielded a sphericity value
that was significant at p < 0.000. The dimensions of the scale that explain 58.065% of the total
variance, the factor loads, the total variance, and the Cronbach’s alpha value are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Perception of COVID-19 News Scale

% of
Variance

Cumulative
% of
Variance

Cronbach’s

Items  Truthfulness Understandability Significance Interestingness Alpha

Fla 0.809
Flb 0.793
Fic 0.773
Fld 0.670
Fle 0.631

16.589 16.589 0.870

F1f 0.546

F2a 0.754

F2b 0.731

F2c 0.719 15.295 31.883 0.806
F2d 0.715

F2e 0.647

F2f 0.611

F3a 0.765

F3b 0.710

F3c 0.704 13.961 45.845 0.819

F3d 0.679
F3e 0.670
F3f 0.669
Fda 0.758

F4b 0.754
Fa4c 0.677 12.220 58.065 0.709
Fad 0.589
Fde 0.572

Total explained % of variance and reliability 58.065 0.906

“COVID-19 Avoidance Behavior Scale” (11 items): The items in this section of the survey
questionnaire explicitly related to the respondents’ avoidance behaviors related to the COVID-19
pandemic. As with the “Perception of COVID-19 News Scale,” the items were based on insights
gained from the literature review, the opinions of experts, and the researchers’ own experiences and
understanding. The draft versions’ tests for surface validity and scope validity were the same as those
of the “Perception of COVID-19 News Scale.” The scope validity index (SVI) was calculated to be
0.91. According to expert evaluations, the draft scale of 11 items was prepared and corrected. A pilot
version of this portion of the survey was conducted with 30 participants at two-week intervals, after
which the researchers clarified any questions that the participants had trouble understanding.
Construct validity, item, and internal consistency analyses were performed to calculate the reliability
coefficient of the scale. The preliminary scale consisted of 11 items assessed on a five-point Likert
scale in two dimensions: precautionary behavior and personal avoidance (Three of the items with a
load value below 0.50 were removed from the scale.) Positive statements were ranked from
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“1: strongly disagree” to “5: strongly agree”; negative statements were rated from “1: strongly agree
17 to “5: strongly disagree.” The highest possible score was 40, and the lowest was 8. Higher scores
meant that the respondent exhibited more frequent precautionary behaviors and personal avoidance.
The total variance explained by the scale was 63.251%. The KMO sample suitability value was
0.804, and Bartlett’s test yielded a significant sphericity value at p < 0.000. Table 2 shows the factor
distribution of the scale, explained variance, and Cronbach’s alpha value.

Table 2: COVID-19 Avoidance Behavior Scale

Precautionary Cumulative % of

Items Personal Avoidance % of Variance Cronbach’s Alpha

Behavior Variance

Fba 0.845 36.086 36.086 0.844
F5b 0.750

F5c 0.738

F5d 0.662

F5e 0.653

F6A 0.887

Féb 0.854 27.165 63.251 0.838
Féc 0.536

Total explained % of variance and reliability 63.251 0.856

The exploratory factor analysis of the measurement tools showed that the scales were highly reliable,
the factor structures were strong, and the levels of explanation were strong.

Data Collection Method

While collecting the data, the presence of quarantine status due to epidemic disease was
considered, but the geographical boundaries did not constitute an obstacle. The sample size was
reduced by random error because it was gathered online using Google forms. The questionnaire
survey was prefaced with explaining how to fill in the data collection forms. Potential respondents
were advised that only answers received between April 4 and April 9, 2020 (time zone UTC+3
(FET)) would be included in the study. The average response time for completing the questionnaires
was 5-7 minutes.

Ethical Aspects of the Research

All participants were volunteers who gave their online approval for their responses to be
included in the study. The research was carried out following the Helsinki Declaration Principles.

Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using IBM’s SPPS 25.0 statistical software. The
distribution of the questions in the personal information forms was evaluated as frequency,
percentage, and scale scores as the mean, standard deviation. The percentage, mean, Cronbach’s
alpha, Spearman-Brown correlation, and factor analysis tests (KMO, Bartlett’s, anti-image
correlation, principal component analysis, varimax rotation) were used to test the validity and
reliability of the scale. Content validity analysis was performed to determine whether the number of
items on the scale could be reduced. Before the analysis, the normal distribution of the data was
analyzed with the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, and it was determined that it showed a normal
distribution. Multiple regression analysis using the stepwise method was used to compare
guantitative data. The results were evaluated at the 95% confidence interval and the p < 0.05
significance level.
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Findings

Among the 748 participants, the youngest participant was 16, and the oldest was 74; the
average age of the participants was 39.61 = 10.23. Analysis of the participants’ educational status
revealed the following maximum attainments: 28 (3.7%) high school, 37 (4.9%) associate degree,
308 (41.1%) bachelor’s degree, and 375 (50.1) graduate degrees. In addition, 450 (60.2%) of the
participants were married, and 298 (39.8%) were single. The participants reflected the diversity of
Turkish society in terms of their professional or working status, with 272 (36.4%) civil servants, 17
(2.7%) public workers, 187 (25%) private-sector workers, 52 (7%) self-employed workers, 46 (6.1%)
retired people, 65 (8.7%) homemakers, 89 (11.9%) students, and 20 (2.7%) unemployed people.
Finally, 221 participants (29.5%) reported having at least one chronic illness.

With respect to the respondents’ mass media health coverage sources, the analysis revealed that
individuals relied most heavily on internet-related resources; using a scale from 4 (most frequent) to
1 (least frequent), the favored sources were these: social media such as Facebook, Twitter,
WhatsApp, etc. (3.467), internet news sites (3.440), television (3.364), newspaper (2.198), and radio
(1.940). Strikingly, when the respondents were asked about their level of trust in these resources,
their most frequently used resource (social media) was also their least trusted resource: internet news
sites (1,869), newspapers (1,857), radio (1,792), television (1,769), and social media (1,632) all
received an average confidence score. Overall, the respondents’ trust in all mass media was below
average. The means, standard deviations, and correlations between the variables examined in the
research model are shown in Table 3.

Table 3: Mean of Variables, Standard Deviation, and Correlations

Variables Mean Sd 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Truthfulness 3.743  £0.999 1 0.380™ 0.620™ 0517 0.566™ 0.307™
2. Understandability 3.347  +0.810 1 0.357™ 0.291™ 0.338™ 0.240™
3. Significance 3.709  +0.859 1 0.469™ 0.740™ 0.421™
4. Interestingness 4,054  +0.674 1 0.435™ 0.317™
5. Precautionary 3.645 +1.019 1 0.467™
behavior
6. Personal avoidance  4.125  +1.033 1
**p<001

Table 3 shows that the variable with the highest average was personal avoidance (4,125 points). This
means that the participants frequently conducted hand-washing and used protective masks and gloves
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The next-highest variable was interestingness (4.054 points),
relating to the mass media health coverage regarding the pandemic. Thus, it can be inferred that the
participants were interested in mass media health coverage about the pandemic. However, the highest
correlation rate was between the variables significance and precautionary behavior (R = 0.740; p <
0.01). This suggests a strong relationship between individuals following the mass media’s health
coverage during the pandemic and their engagement in such precautionary behaviors as stocking up
on food and cleaning agents, using immune-enhancing medicines and herbal products, and social
distancing by relying on virtual platforms. Table 3 shows the relationship between the perception
variables and the avoidance behavior variables and mass media. However, a regression analysis had
to be done to determine the effect of the independent variables on the dependent variables, so in the
next step, the impact of the perception variables on the avoidance behavior measures was examined
using multiple regression analyses. The results are summarized in Table 4.
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Table 4: Models: Independent Variables (Truthfulness, Understandability, Significance, and
Interestingness) x Dependent Variable (Precautionary Behavior)

Models R Adjusted R? F Std. Error p Durbin-Watson
1 0.5662 0.320 351.359 0.840 0.000 1.318
2 0.582° 0.337 190.927 0.830 0.000 1.360
3 0.756 ¢ 0.569 329.428 0.669 0.000 1.731
4 0.7574¢ 0.571 249.623 0.667 0.000 1.720
a. Predictor: Truthfulness
b. Predictors: Truthfulness, Understandability
c. Predictors: Truthfulness, Understandability, Significance
d. Predictors: Truthfulness, Understandability, Significance, Interestingness
e. Dependent variable: Precautionary behavior

Model 1 of Table 4 shows that the participants’ perceptions of the mass media’s truthfulness could
explain 32% of the change in the participants’ precautionary behavior (adjusted R? = 0.320; p <
0.000). Model 2 shows that the participants’ perceptions of the mass media’s truthfulness and
understandability could explain 33.7% of the change in the participants’ precautionary behavior.
Model 3 shows the combination of significance, truthfulness, and significance could explain 56.9%
of the change in the participants’ precautionary behavior. Finally, Model 4 combines all four of the
independent variables (truthfulness, understandability, significance, and interestingness), and this
combination could explain 57.1% of the change in the participants’ precautionary behavior. These
results suggest that the participants’ perceptions of the mass media’s health coverage during the
pandemic caused changes in their precautionary behavior, although the variables of
understandability and interestingness had a weaker effect than the other two. To better analyze this
result, the 3 values that measure the effect of independent variables on precautionary behavior were
determined. The results are shown in Table 5.

Table 5:Truthfulness, Understandability, Significance, and Interestingness with Precautionary
Behavior 8 Coefficients

Model B Std. Error B t p
(Constant) -0.164 0.164 -1.004 0.316
Truthfulness 0.143 0.034 0.140 4.259 0.000
Understandability 0.062 0.033 0.049 1.856 0.064
Significance 0.721 0.038 0.607 19.197 0.000
Interestingness 0.097 0.044 0.064 2.225 0.026

Dependent variable: Precautionary behavior

The analysis of the B coefficients of the variables in Table 5 shows that the understandability variable
is meaningless at the level of p< 0.05 (p= 0.064 > 0.05). With the low contribution of
understandability to the explanation in the models shown in Table 4, we can infer that the variable
had no significant effect on the participants’ likelihood of precautionary behavior. The variable with
the largest effect on this behavior was significance (3 = 0.607; p < 0.01). The variable with the
second-largest effect was truthfulness (3 = 0.140; p < 0.01). Finally, the variable with the third-
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largest effect was interestingness (8 = 0.064; p < 0.05). These results suggest the mass media health
coverage most likely to increase the participants’ precautionary behavior was information that they
considered significant and truthful. Another dependent variable examined in this study was personal
avoidance behavior. The research questions were concerned with whether people’s perceptions of
mass media health coverage would affect this behavior. We performed a multiple regression analysis
using the stepwise method to answer these questions. The results are shown in Table 6.

Table 6: Models: Independent Variables (Truthfulness, Understandability, Significance, and
Interestingness) - Dependent Variable (Personal Avoidance Behavior)

Models R Adjusted R? F Std. Error p 5\;];,[2 I;n
1 0.307 ¢ 0.093 77.694 0.984 0.000 1.554
2 0.337° 0.111 47.754 0.974 0.000 1.608
3 0.436 ¢ 0.187 58.073 0.932 0.000 1.634
4 0.451 ¢ 0.199 47.300 0.925 0.000 1.636

a. Predictor: Truthfulness

b. Predictors: Truthfulness, Understandability

c. Predictors: Truthfulness, Understandability, Significance

d. Predictors: Truthfulness, Understandability, Significance, Interestingness
e. Dependent variable: Personal avoidance

A comparative analysis of the four different models shown in Table 6 reveals that the participants’
perceptions of the mass media did not significantly affect their personal avoidance behavior. In
Model 4, combining the independent variables of truthfulness, understandability, significance, and
interestingness with the dependent variable personal avoidance could explain 19.9% of the change
in behavior (adjusted R?= 0.199; p < 0.01). However, during a pandemic, the basic personal
avoidance behaviors to improve the odds of evading infection are behaviors such as hand-washing,
disinfection, and the use of protective masks and gloves. The results suggest that the participants’
perceptions of the mass media’s COVID-19 coverage had only a weak effect. To better identify the
sources of this effect, the 3 coefficients of the variables were examined. The results are shown in
Table 7.

Table 7: Truthfulness, Understandability, Significance, and Interestingness with Personal
Avoidance 3 Coefficients

Model B Std. Error B t p
(Constant) 1.441 0.227 6.354 0.000
Truthfulness 0.008 0.047 0.007 0.163 0.871
Understandability 0.102 0.046 0.080 2.226 0.026
Significance 0.391 0.052 0.325 7.523 0.000
Interestingness 0.212 0.060 0.138 3.511 0.000

Dependent variable: Personal avoidance
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Table 7 shows the analysis of the effects of the independent variables on personal avoidance. The
effect of the truthfulness variable was meaningless at the p < 0.05 level (p = 0.971 > 0.05). The
largest effects were the significance variable and as the precautionary behavior variable (3 = 0.325;
p < 0.01). The second-largest effect was the interestingness variable (3 = 0.138; p < 0.01), and the
third-largest was understandability (8 = 0.080; p < 0.05). The findings showed that the mass media’s
pandemic broadcasts had a low impact on personal avoidance behaviors but a slightly greater effect
on precautionary behavior. The results revealed that mass media health coverage with more
speculative or editorial content (e.g., stories about stockpiling and consuming addictive products)
had no significant effect on prevention or personal avoidance behaviors. Finally, the relationship
between general perception of mass media and general avoidance behavior during the pandemic
process was examined. The obtained mean, standard deviation, R, standardized R? value, and B
coefficient are shown in Table 8.

Table 8: PC-19NS * and C-19ABS? Mean, Standard Deviation, and Regression Analysis
Variables X Std.Dev. R Adjust. R? F B

Independent variable: PC-19NS 3.715 +0.640
Dependent variable: C-19ABS 3.919 +0.713

0.754 0.599 984.179* 0.754*

* p < 0.01; PC-19NS = Perception of COVID-19 News Scale; 2C-19ABS = COVID-19 Avoidance Behavior
Scale

Table 8 shows that the total average score of the “Perception of COVID-19 News Scale” was 3.715
and the total average score of the COVID-19 Avoidance Behavior Scale was 3.919. The mass media
health coverage of the pandemic could explain 59.9% of the participants’ change in avoidance
behavior (Adjusted R?= 0.599; p < 0.01). However, the B value of the relationship between the
variables was calculated to be 0.754, suggesting that the participants’ perceptions of information and
news in the mass media had an important effect on their pandemic behavior.

Discussion

Analysis of the data revealed that for their mass media health coverage during the pandemic,
most of the participants used social media tools such as Facebook and Twitter. At the same time,
they named social media as the least trustworthy mass media source. In other words, they had the
least trust in the sources they used most, and the most trust in sources they used least, confirming
that Turkey’s most important mass media platform for health communication is social media—a
news communications mode that is easier, less costly, and more effective than traditional mass media.
Similar to our findings, Cerg¢i et al.’s (2020) research with 764 people found that individuals use
social media for informed them about the COVID-19 crisis in Turkey. The authors similarly found
that social media is one of the minor reliable sources. In Aydin’s (2020) research on social media
disinformation during the COVID-19 process, it was seen that the information spread on social media
was primarily wrong. It has been revealed that almost all of the news that emerged within a week
from March 11, 2020, when the first coronavirus case was detected in Turkey, and that set the agenda,
were false. In addition, it was determined that most of the news that was found to be false fell into
the category of “fake,” which is one of the types of incorrect information. This suggests the need to
ensure that social media is delivering the correct information. Likewise, Dhanani and Franz (2020)
found that social media use is associated with several adverse outcomes, including confirmation of
misinformation about COVID-19, less knowledge of how the disease is treated, and more prejudice
against Asian Americans. According to the authors, this may be because social media allows for the
easy and widespread distribution of information and has minimal standards for assessing the
reliability of such information.
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Citizens’ trust in news is vital to the media and political systems (Kalogeropoulos et al.,
2019). Therefore, decision-makers must develop methods to ensure confidence in news in times of
social crisis. Sterrett et al. (2019) stated that when people consider news on social media, who shares
the information is a critical criterion. Hence, social media use can also mean exposure to mainstream
brands that present their content on social media. Thus, citizens have the opportunity to interact with
journalists and news organizations and shape the discussion about a particular news topic using social
media platforms. This experience is the advantage of social media compared to other media channels
(Kalogeropoulos et al., 2019). For this reason, opinion leaders who provide reliable information on
social media in times of crisis can positively contribute to the solution of the issue. For example,
strategic use of social media influencers can effectively promote peer-led outreach among
adolescents to encourage the adoption of protective behaviors and increase support for testing. In the
UK, the government is actively working with social media influencers to promote testing for COVID-
19, especially among adolescents (Jalloh et al., 2021). People with high reputations have an essential
role in producing policies that transform to reliable information sources that society provides easy
and fast access to reliable channels.

The most trusted mass media was found to be websites, which underscores the importance
of ensuring that websites that offer professional and scientific information that will instill and
reinforce positive preventive and avoidance behaviors during the pandemic. According to Durmus
(2021), it is crucial to provide an environment of trust in the pandemic. The establishment of
confidence by individuals or society facilitates compliance with the directives and regulations of the
government, the adoption of protective measures, compliance with restrictions. It allows the accuracy
of the information circulating about the pandemic to be investigated. Van Aelst et al. (2021) found
that the increase in media use was especially evident for people who had high confidence in old news
in the pre-crisis period and stated that this result was an indicator of a behavior pattern that could
increase media trust later on media use. Consequently, citizens’ trust in media channels during social
unrest periods is based on past experiences. The sense of confidence develops due to positive
interactions in the past. The findings showed that positive avoidance behaviors could become more
prevalent through the dissemination of correct, reliable, understandable, fast, and interesting
COVID-19-related information, and this would mean fewer infected people, which would reduce the
burden on the healthcare system by “flattening the curve.” The healthcare system would be less likely
to be overwhelmed and could provide the required care to patients, save lives, and reduce the number
of deaths from COVID-19.

In modern societies, the public can interact with each other or their communities through
various mass media. Mass media can significantly influence public perceptions of societal problems
by improving public perceptions of social norms on media issues; this perception then shapes public
behavior towards these issues (Thanh and Tung, 2021). Clearly, the mass media can play a strategic
role in how Turkey manages the pandemic. The main hypothesis (H1) of the research posited that
the positive perceptions of individuals toward mass media health coverage during the COVID-19
pandemic would positively affect their virus avoidance behaviors. The analysis showed that positive
perceptions toward the mass media could explain 59.9% of the change in avoidance behavior (B
coefficient 0.754), confirming the hypothesis: the positive perception of mass media COVID-19
coverage had a significant effect on the participants’ avoidance behaviors. Analyses addressing the
sub-hypotheses also provided significant and important findings. One result found that when
individuals perceived the coverage as important (significance), that had the greatest effect on both
their precautionary and personal avoidance behaviors; thus, Hypotheses Hlc and H1lg were
supported. An example that supports the rapid effect of mass media on behavioral changes in society
is the permission to visit a bar, cafe or restaurant, museum, library, theme park, cinema, hotel,
hairdresser, or barbershop in the United Kingdom on July 4, 2020. Society appeared to be giving a
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strong signal in the easing of the Shutdown. Because these decisions were heralded as “freedom”
and “end of isolation” in mass media. Therefore, surveys reported a short drop in people’s adherence
to physical distancing (Drury et al., 2021). This case supports the research findings in showing the
power of mass media on significant audiences. Mass media is a critical policy and strategy tool to
reduce or eliminate the devastating effects of the pandemic.

When the participants followed pandemic news that they perceived as important, they
translated the information into avoidance behavior. Girgin (2014) reported that news directly affects
social, political, economic, or cultural life and causes developments and changes in these areas. Thus,
it can be stated that the participants considered the COVID-19-related news important, and this drove
their virus avoidance behaviors. If news content and discussions are cognizant of this framework and
present significant news, this will develop the avoidance behavior of individuals, and fewer people
will fall ill during the pandemic. Notably, the participants’ perception of the accuracy of the coverage
(truthfulness) did not affect their personal avoidance behavior, although it did increase their
precautionary behavior. This meant that Hypothesis Hla was supported but Hle was rejected.
According to Yaou et al. (2020), the individual who avoids illness avoids death and survives to pass
on the same idea to his children. The individuals do this idea within their network of relations varies
from individual to individual. The individual may take drastic steps to avoid physical illness or avoid
worrying about illness. Another person may work with others to face the disease despite the cost of
death. This idea of illness and death plays a vital role in shaping the behavior and actions expressed
by individuals during the COVID-19 era.

Ahmed and Bates (2013) stated that to encourage audiences to pay attention to necessary
information, overly scientific descriptions of the evidence should be avoided to improve
understandability, and the source of all transferred information should be checked and filtered. This
study’s research revealed that when individuals perceive that the mass media’s presentation of the
news or information is correct, this encourages their precautionary behavior but not their personal
avoidance behavior. The mass media could influence people to increase their preventive actions
unconditionally; that they have not doing so comprehensively and consistently is a health
communication problem. People’s interest in learning about the risks during pandemic is high, and
this has contributed to increased public participation in taking preventive measures (Cowling et
al., 2010; Ibuka 2010; Van der Weerd et al., 2011; Whelan, 2018). This requires effective
communication on the current state of knowledge regarding the outbreak and the practical and
actionable measures that people can take to mitigate transmission risk. Society is informed by
behavioral insights data and constructed by localized two-way interpersonal communication and
community engagement approaches that build on existing trusted networks and address community
concerns and needs (Jalloh et al., 2021). Social and behavioral plans and policies like communication
design are as crucial as technical efforts such as vaccines and treatment methods in health crises.

People with higher levels of health literacy are likely to have a better perception of health
information (Nguyen et al., 2020). For this reason, it is crucial to discuss the presentation style of
news in research on mass media and health communication. The interestingness factor was found to
have a significant positive effect on both precautionary behavior and personal avoidance behavior,
supporting hypotheses H1d and H1h. The participants found the COVID-19-related mass media
coverage interesting; therefore, based on the information they got from the news, they increased their
preventive behaviors (e.g., frequent hand-washing, face masks) and avoidance behaviors (e.g., social
distancing).

Finally, while the understandability variable had a positive effect on personal avoidance
behavior, it did not have a significant effect on avoidance behavior. Thus, hypothesis H1b was
rejected, and hypothesis H1f was supported. One problem with much of the mass media’s health
coverage is how it presents (and often misrepresents) medical terminology, research, and
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implications. Therefore, health literacy is not only access knowledge of facts but also the
transformation of acquired knowledge into the ability to adopt supportive health behavior, critically
analyze background reasoning, and access reliable health information to improve or maintain health
status (Gautam et al., 2021). Such that, false and garbled messages can spread quickly, gaining
acceptance by the medically illiterate public before the misinformation can be debunked or clarified
by knowledgeable professionals (e.g., the public’s erroneous belief that vaccinations cause autism
based on one flawed and misrepresented “study”). Establishing effective health communication with
a target audience requires an understanding of the medical literacy of that audience (Cinar et al.,
2018; Kreslake et al., 2019); lay audiences cannot be expected to understand the same depth of
information as scientifically and medically trained audiences. For example, Germany has
implemented a very successful health communication strategy based on easy-to-understand and easy-
to-use health information on COVID-19 (e.g., hand washing, physical distancing, wearing masks)
that is low in complexity. The mode of communication was primarily push-based, channeling
information to people through all media and communication channels (Dadaczynski et al., 2021).
Our findings on the positive effect of the professional use of mass media in changing individual
behaviors during the pandemic match these results.

Conclusion

Studies to reveal and evaluate the characteristics of attitudes and behaviors toward the mass
media, which can differ from one society to another, can provide valuable insights into ways to fight
against the epidemic. This study examined individuals’ perceptions of mass media health coverage
during the COVID-19 pandemic and the effect on their preventive and avoidance behaviors. For this
purpose, it was developed two COVID 19-specific scales for test the relationship between and mass
media perception and avoidance behavior: the “Perception of COVID 19 News Scale” and the
“COVID 19 Avoidance Behavior Scale.” These tools were used in an online Google forms
questionnaire completed by 748 people in Turkey April 4-9, 2020, using the online snowball
sampling method. Not surprisingly, this study found that when the participants followed publications
they understood, this led to positive developments in their personal avoidance behaviors. The more
they understood about the risks, the more they avoided crowds and common areas. Therefore, to
ensure that people are practicing public avoidance behaviors, the mass media’s health coverage
relating to the pandemic must be presented in a more understandable way. These outcomes should
enable policymakers to redesign their mass communication strategies to increase the effectiveness of
their pandemic management. In this way, fewer people can be infected with the disease, and the
pandemic can end in a shorter time.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

This research had certain limitations. One, it was conducted in only one country, Turkey.
Two, it was conducted through an online vehicle only, so questionnaire forms were only delivered
to those with internet access and users of the internet and social media. Third, the final sample was
small, reaching only 748 participants in a country with a population of approximately 84 million.
Therefore, future researchers should repeat the study in different countries and include methods other
than online gquestionnaires.
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