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Abstract. Based on recent ramifications of the traditional agenda-setting 

model, this paper aims at analyzing the convergence of the media and the 

public agenda in times of crisis. Specifically, drawing upon the network 

agenda-setting theory, this article explores the main key words associated 

with COVID-19—related topics in both the media and the public agendas. 

Main findings suggest that the media used context dependent key words to 

refer to the pandemic. At the beginning of the pandemic, in March 2020, 

both television and online news stories referred to issues related to the vi-

rus itself, to the measures taken to limit its spread, and to some medical 

conditions, while in January 2021 media focused on key words related to 

vaccination and immunization. In terms of public agenda, results show 

that people tended to refer to pandemic-related issues mainly in negative 

terms, due to both media exposure and, presumably, personal experiences. 

These results offer valuable insights into the dynamics of both media and 
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public agenda in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, providing fertile 

ground for better understanding how media shape several public attitudes 

and behaviors.

Keywords: Network agenda-setting; Media agenda; Public agenda; 

COVID-19 pandemic.
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Introduction

Communication researchers are currently engrossed in unveiling the role media 

play in shaping how people think, act, or react within certain contexts. One par-

ticular way of analyzing this is by studying agenda-setting effects. According to the 
traditional agenda-setting hypothesis, media are successful in telling people what 

to think about, in giving them the main topics of discussion (McCombs & Shaw, 

1972). Network or third-level agenda setting, a more recent ramification of this 

theory, assumes that media do even more than initially expected in the sense that 

they can provide complete “pictures” about certain topics; the media do not offer 

the public only the order of importance of the issues and their attributes, but also 

the connections between them (Cheng, 2016; Guo, 2012; Guo & McCombs, 2011, 

2015; McCombs et al., 2014; Vu et al., 2014). Furthermore, the role of news media on 

public opinion and behavior differs according to the context. Some scholars argue 

that media significantly contribute to shaping public opinions, attitudes, and be-

haviors in times of crisis (Dearing et al., 1996). This happens because during crises 

people tend to turn their attention to the news media “for critical information about 

what to expect, who is effected, and how to behave” (Krupenkin et al., 2020) and to 

actively seek out news to “gain access” to social reality (Gamson et al., 1992). The 

latter behavior is explained with reference to what is known as “the need for orien-

tation” (NFO) (McCombs & Weaver, 1973; Matthes, 2008); the higher the need for 

orientation is, the higher the agenda-setting effects are. A high NFO is associated 

with two components, namely relevance and uncertainty; if people are exposed to 

relevant topics and if they are uncertain or unsure about them, then they tend to 

follow the media. Therefore, the crucial role of the mass media in times of crisis can 

be explained with reference to the fact that, in times of crisis, even the simple pres-

ence of a topic on the media agenda and the repetitive exposure of the audience to 

that topic significantly influence how people perceive the importance of that topic 

and further relate to it (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; Chakraborty & Bose, 2020).
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As already mentioned, determining agenda-setting effects during the current 

COVID-19 pandemic is important for some reasons. One of them is that both tra-

ditional and digital news media “can reach people at the grassroots” (Medina et 

al., 2021). Statistics show that most of Romania’s households (99.6%) receive TV 

services, with cable TV dominant (Romania Insider, 2018) while over three quar-

ters (78.2%) of the households in Romania had access to internet networks in 2020 

(Romania Insider, 2021). Therefore, there is ground to believe that news media 

(irrespective of its form) can have the power to disseminate crucial information 

about various topics, mainly about those to which people did not have prior direct 

experience with (COVID-19 topics included). By offering them the topics of inter-

est, by exposing them to a certain order of topics, media can make some issues 

more salient in people’s minds. Another reason is related to the fact that media 

do have the power not only to direct people’s attention to certain topics or details 

(through framing), but also to make them think about those topics in a certain way 

(i.e., by borrowing certain words specifically used by the media to report on these 

events). Thus, taking a look at the main key words used by the media with refer-

ence to a certain topic can be useful when trying to explain certain public opin-

ions, attitudes, and behaviors. For example, in crisis situations like the COVID-19 

pandemic a thorough analysis of the key words used by the media to describe the 

events might explain certain public attitudes and behaviors such as trust in institu-

tions and people involved in managing the pandemic, different levels of compli-

ance with the measures taken to limit the spread of the virus, and even attitudes 

towards vaccination as a solution to achieve herd immunity and put an end to the 

current sanitary crisis.

Given this context, this paper aims at revealing if and how the media and the 

public agendas are convergent in terms of the main key words associated with 

COVID-19–related topics in both a peak event period (i.e., the period of the national 

lockdown in Romania, in March 2020) and a routine period (i.e., a period when no 

very significant event was taking place, in January 2021). The originality of this 

research resides in the fact that it is the first in Romania so far and among the very 

few academic works already published on the topic of agenda-setting in the context 

of the COVID-19 pandemic (other published research papers belong to Gjylbegaj, 

2021 and Medina et al., 2021). Furthermore, this research is intended to shed more 

light on the importance of agenda-setting effects in times of crisis, with particular 

emphasis on the third-level or network agenda-setting (NAS) effects. In this respect, 

we aim at determining whether people “borrow” COVID-19—related words from 

the media when referring themselves to such topics, in an attempt to offer some 

explanations about the importance of news media in driving people’s opinions, at-

titudes, and behaviors.
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Theoretical framework 

The agenda-setting theory. Historical development

The agenda-setting theory has a long and rather disputed tradition. In his book 

The Press and Foreign Policy, referring to the power of the press, Cohen (1963, 27) 

noted about the press that “it may not be successful much of the time in telling 

people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to 

think about”. In other words, (Cohen, 1963) referred to media as the interface be-

tween all the other components of a state, mandated with the role of reasoning and 

dialoguing on issues of public interest. Due to the societal complexity, by setting 

the public agenda, the communicators retain facts intended for mass consumption, 

thus contributing to the condensation of hyperreality. Scattered events become part 

of the decoding and orchestration rituals of the media, anticipating the possible 

consequences by presenting them (Baudrillard, 1994). Transformed into a media 

construct, the reality offered to the public is recommended to be cohesive through 

diversity and in line with the need for information that functional democracies de-

mand from the citizen.
The beginnings of the agenda-setting theory can be found in Walter Lippmann’s 

(1922) scientific discourse. Individuals do not act according to reality, but rather 

through their own constructs of this previously internalized reality, the so-called 
“the world outside and pictures in our heads”. Robert E. Park (1922) initiated one of 

the first research studies in mass communication in order to determine how media 

content influences public opinion and promotes social change. He identified the 

role of decision-makers in the monitored media institutions with selection preroga-

tives on what issues would or not become press news: “from all the events that take 

place and are recorded daily by correspondents, reporters, news agencies, the pub-

lisher chooses for publication certain aspects that he finds more important or more 

interesting; the rest is forgotten or doomed to end up in the trash. There is a huge 

amount of news that is being killed every day” (Park, 1922, 328).

Two more contributions are worth mentioning as predecessors of the formula-

tion of the agenda-setting theory. One of them belongs to David Manning White 

who, following the research of Kurt Lewin (1943), introduced the concept of gate-

keeper after analyzing the news filtering behavior of a chief editor. His conclusion 
was that the circulation of information depends on the choices of people who oc-

cupy strategic positions in the media (White, 1950). Kurt Lang and Gladys Engel 

Lang paved the way for the statement of the new theory by suggesting that the 

media constantly present events, suggesting what most individuals would think 

about these events, what they know about them, and how they feel about them 

(Weaver, 2007).

In 1968, Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw conducted the first systemic study 

of the agenda-setting hypothesis. Their study was conducted on 100 subjects in 
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Chapel Hill, North Carolina, and the results of the survey they underwent were 

corroborated with the content analysis of regional dailies such as Time, New York 

Times, Newsweek and news programs broadcast such as CBS and NBC. They iden-

tified a high level of correspondence between the rank-order of issue salience in 

the news coverage and the salience of those issues among the interviewees’ agenda 

(DeFleur & Ball-Rokeach, 1989). Media can help citizens find out not only what 
their problems are, but also how they are ranked in terms of importance (McQuail 

& Windahl, 1993).

Recent ramifications of the agenda-setting theory: 
NAS and key words agenda 

Numerous studies established firm correlations between media and public prior-

ities (Dearing et al., 1996; Iyengar et al., 1982; Kiousis & McCombs, 2004; McCombs 

&Shaw, 1993; Walgrave, 2006). The agenda-setting theory’s core proposition is that 

the importance of items on the media agenda influences their salience on the pub-

lic agenda. According to Vowe and Henn (2015, 26–27), several assumptions have 

proved their viability on the topic of agenda-setting. The first refers to media’s 

ability of highlining several issues in order to shape audiences’ agenda or priority 

of issues; there is a cause-and-effect relationship between the media and the public 

agenda; the public looks at news media for cues to know what is important (and 

what is not); because of restricted time and space, the mass media have to select 

news items and, by doing so, they do not reflect reality but rather filter and shape it; 

media gatekeepers play a central role in determining media agenda; different media 

have a different agenda-setting potential. 

The Chapel Hill study (McCombs & Shaw, 1972) demonstrates what is known 

as the first-level agenda-setting, i.e., that the prominence of issues highlighted by 

the media could be transferred to the public’s mind. The media may, under certain 

conditions, introduce topics of interest into the public agenda, topics and issues that 

thus become part of the public debate (Vu et al., 2014). First level of agenda-setting 

involves a discrete transfer of themes from the media to individuals or groups in 

the form of distinct elements. By comparing the rank-ordered issues on the media 

agenda with the key issues of the public agenda, studies revealed a high correlation 

between the first level of the two agendas (McCombs, 2005). 

While the first level of agenda-setting refers to the importance of topics, the sec-

ond level of agenda-setting is associated with the attributes of topics on the public 

agenda (Fortner & Fackler, 2014; Guo & McCombs, 2011a; Lee et al., 2005). Agen-

da-setting research advanced to its second level by determining how people think 

about a problem, a public figure, or an object and focuses on the attributes, charac-

teristics, and properties that describe it and the tone of its coverage (Cheng & Chan, 

2015; McCombs & Shaw, 1976; Stone & McCombs, 1981). Therefore, while first-

level agenda-setting theory suggests that news media can organize what people 
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think about, the second level indicates that the media can also influence how they 

think about objects (Davie & Maher, 2006; Wanta et al., 2004).

Over fifty years ago after McCombs and Shaw (1972) suggested that the salience 

of issues emphasized by the news media can be redirected to the public, making 
implicit reference to “the pictures” in people’s heads, new directions of research 

nuanced the understanding of this idea (Vu et al., 2014). Due to the emergence 

of digital media platforms, the volume of news and information available exceeds 

the amount that any individual can consume (Guo & Vargo, 2015). In such a com-

plex media landscape, revisiting the initial approach of the agenda-setting theory 

to identify discrete objects or attributes seemed a necessity. The newest branch of 

agenda-setting involves what is being called the “third level” of agenda-setting. 

Theorizing about object attributes having an agenda-setting effect, the third level 
or attribute agenda contains cognitive components that describes characteristics of 

the object as well as affective components including the tone (positive, negative, or 

neutral) of the media coverage (Kim et al., 2017). Guo et al. (2012) bring up a new 

theoretical model called Network Agenda-Setting Model, referred to as the third level 

of agenda-setting theory. The initial theory chained in the direction of investigating 

the salience of networked bundles of issues or other objects of attention and their 

attributes, rather than the salience of discrete message elements (Cheng, 2016; Guo 

& McCombs, 2011a; 2011b; Guo et al., 2012; Guo, 2013).

The social man operates an elaborate form of mapping reality, a complex sys-

tem of attributions of meanings, simplifications, reformulations, contextualization 
and decontextualization, construction and deconstruction of language to form the 
representation of the ecosystem of human society as a whole. The public maps ob-

jects and attributes as network images, depending on the interdependence between 

these elements (Chen et al., 2019; Guo, 2012). From this perspective, the media sug-

gest to the public the prominence of relationships in a set of elements (Guo et al., 

2015). These sets of relationships between the media and public agendas are the 

third level of agenda-setting (Su & Hu, 2020). Therefore, this is an articulated im-

age of the three valences of the agenda-setting starting from the substrate of the 

agenda transfer of the favorite topics, continuing with the establishment and intro-

duction of the attributes of these elements and culminating with the delivery of a 

complex set of relationships between these elements, all part of a cumulative effect 

of converting the media agenda into the public agenda (Guo & Vargo, 2020; Vargo 

& Amazeen, 2017). In other words, the media not only manage to tell us what to 
think and how to think, but they also have the potential to link these objects and 

attributes with one another (Vargo et al., 2014; Ragas & Roberts, 2009; Wang, 2016; 

Wanta & Alkazemi, 2017).
The initial postulate of the agenda-setting theory was that the perception of in-

dividuals operates with logical hierarchies based on various criteria of importance 

of the information received from the media. Numerous studies (Anderson, 1986; 
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Barsalou, 1999; Guo & McCombs, 2011b) have suggested that the audience is “ac-

tive”, and, therefore, responsible for establishing a relationship between objects and 

their perceived attributes in a structured network. In other terms, this is similar to 

a process of reality representation involving a “cognitive map” (McCombs, 2004) of 

interdependent constructs (Guo & McCombs, 2011b) (see Figure 1).

  
 
 

Note: Elements could refer to objects, attributes, or combinations of objects and attributes

Figure 1. The Comparison of Traditional Agenda-Setting Approach 

and Network Agenda-Setting Model

The main focus of the NAS model is to describe the media mechanisms of build-

ing or enhancing new connections in audience’s cognitive network (Kweon et al., 

2019). News media build the connection and then transfer it to the audience. The 

more frequently two items are associated on the media agenda, the more likely they 

are to be perceived as interdependent on the public agenda. For example, in the 

current COVID-19 pandemic, the more the media amplify the association between 

public vaccination policy and the declining number of diseases, the more the audi-

ence may perceive the two topics as related. 

The operational definitions of agendas continue to expand, thus offering schol-

ars new research areas to examine. Semantic network analysis is used to quantify 

network relationships among objects and attributes found in the news coverage and 

public agenda (Drieger, 2013). Borrowing methods from the cognitive psychology 
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based on Lang’s (2000) research, the NAS model measures the associative model 

of memory, while also using network analysis to present an individual’s cognitive 

understanding of social reality as a map where various nodes are connected to one 

another (Guo & Vargo, 2015). Two distinct topics coming from the news media, if 

packaged and disseminated together, with a high recurrence, will work in inter-

relation, both at the time of storage in the receiver’s memory and at the time of 

recall in a triggering context (Guo & McCombs, 2011a). The spreading activation 

(Anderson, 1983) is a method for searching associative networks, such as semantic 

networks. When a semantic token (node) is activated in semantic memory, other 

related tokens are pre-activated as well. As each item is activated, further activa-

tion may spread through the network, making it more likely that associated items 

will be retrieved from one’s memory (Anderson, 1996). These pre-activated tokens 

activate other tokens by spreading to various neighboring nodes. By analyzing the 
interactions between nodes may offer a better understanding about how people 

perceive the world. The result is a network of interrelated “tags” that indicate the 

incipient node and the one that precedes (Hussein & Neuhaus, 2010). The memory 

activation process occurs when accessing the interaction points between nodes and 

tags Collins and Loftus (1975). Following the research of Quillian (1962), Corbu and 

Hosu (2017) proposed a new branch of the NAS model—the key words agenda. 

Their research is based on the articulation function of the media. Coined by 

Elizabeth Noelle-Neumann (1974), the articulation function of the media suggests 
the fact that the media provide the words and phrases that people use to articulate 

an opinion and to express it when talking to others about specific issues. In an at-

tempt to avoid social exclusion or marginalization, individuals will seek gratifica-

tions and rewards from others for acceptance and confirmation. Thus, through its 

articulation function, the media provide key words and phrases as tools that allow 

individuals to form the impressions regarding the dominant opinions, regarding the 

opinions that might become predominant and about those opinions that might end 

up being expressed publicly. People will borrow from the media discourse terms, 

even syntax, and associated meanings to construct an articulate, relevant discourse 

and somehow axiomatic because it has been previously validated by the media 

through its channels. Therefore, Corbu and Hosu (2017) argue that the NAS model 

operates through key words associations bundled together with the topics in news 

media coverage. Acting as memory tags, the key words facilitate the transfer from 

the media to the public agenda.

In this context, this study seeks to explore the convergence between the media 

and the public agendas in terms of the main key words associated with COVID-19—

related topics. The following first research question is provided to investigate the 

main key words used by various news media outlets in the current media landscape:

Research question 1: Which are the main key words used by TV and online media 

to cover COVID-19–related topics in a peak-event vs. a routine period?
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In order to achieve the main goal of this paper, two extensions of the basic 

agenda-setting effects will be discussed further—the concepts of agenda-meld-

ing and the need for orientation (McCombs, 1977; Weaver 1977; 1980). In an at-

tempt to avoid social isolation, individuals tend to join other people from various 

groups with whom they share cognitive, attitudinal, and behavioral similarities 

(Noelle-Neumann, 1974). Affiliation to such groups is based on common systems of 

attitudes, beliefs, values, and opinions, the very mix that underlies the formation of 

the agenda – the individual’s agenda merges with the group’s agenda, dissolves in 

its amorphous mass, thus inducing group membership through the set of elements 

at the intersection of all members. This phenomenon is known as agenda-melding 

(McWhorter, 2020; Ragas & Roberts, 2009; Shaw et al., 1999). The concept refers to 

that unequipped construction people have invented to describe the intimate, often 

unconscious, process by which they borrow issues from a variety of agendas to find 

or create the personal communities in which they choose to live; how they combine 

the civic agendas of the media and the agendas of their evaluated reference com-

munities with their own opinions and experience to create a satisfying “picture” of 

the world (McCombs et al., 2014). 

The concept of NFO emerged as an addendum closely related to the notion of 

agenda-melding. Part of the so-called psychology of agenda-setting, Weaver (1977; 

1980) and Shaw and McCombs (1977) grounded in the concept which remains the 

most studied individual-level factor for attributing differences in the strength of 

agenda-setting effects (Valenzuela, 2014). The NFO predicts information-seeking 
behavior, acting as a moderator of agenda-setting effects to explain people’s use of 

mass media in their desire to understand new environments or situations (Camaj, 

2019). The core assumption of NFO theory hypothesis is that the individuals feel 

psychologically uncomfortable in new settings until they achieve some degree of 

orientation to their new surroundings. To bypass such cognitive dissonance, active 

audiences search media for guidance (McCombs, 2014). The agenda-setting does 

not take place to the same extent and following the same path for every individual. 

Two concepts define NFO: relevance and uncertainty (Fortner & Fackler, 2014). The 

priority condition for high level of NFO is relevance described as the measure of 

the individual’s interest in a topic of public discussion, in line with the projected 

impact of the issue on oneself. Numerous public affairs topics are not interesting for 

many people; therefore, they are referred to as topics with low NFO (Matthes, 2005; 

Severin & Tankard, 2014). 

The relevance of a topic or issue to an individual springs from many sources 

and is deeply attached to the individual’s personality imprint and historical social 

background. Research of Evatt and Ghanem (2011) revealed three underlying di-

mensions in this respect. The first is social relevance measured with scales varying 

from relevant/ important to irrelevant/ unimportant; irrelevant/relevant and unim-

portant/ important; the second is personal relevance—e.g., matters to me/ of concern 
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to me or does not matter to me/ of no concern to me; while the third is emotional 

relevance—e.g., boring/ unexciting versus interesting/ exciting.

The distinctions between social, personal, and emotional relevance for every 

individual reveal various levels of NFO and specific media topics that may be im-

ported to the agenda. On the other hand, uncertainty refers to how much informa-

tion individuals so already know on the topics under discussion. If uncertainty is 

high, people tend to seek information in order to deliberate on relevant issues. In 

such conditions, the higher the NFO is (high relevance and high uncertainty con-

cerning the subject), the more susceptible the individuals are to look at the media in 

search for answers. In turn, this leads to high agenda-setting effects (Camaj, 2014; 

Chernov, 2011).

In this context, this paper aims at offering answers to the following two research 

questions:

Research question 2: Which implicit associations do people make with reference 

to the COVID-19 pandemic? (i.e., which key words people implicitly associate 

with COVID-19—related issues)

Research question 3: How similar are the media and the public agenda on topics 

related to the COVID-19 pandemic? (i.e., how people describe issues related to 

the COVID-19 pandemic in general)

Methodology

To answer the research questions, we conducted a two-step analysis. As a first 

step, to reveal the main key words used by television and online media to cover 

the COVID-19 pandemic, we employed quantitative content analysis on television 

and online news stories on COVID-19—related topics released during (a) March 

18–31, 2020, a peak-event period marking the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic 

and the nationwide lockdown in Romania (N=1511) and (b) January 18–31, 2021, a 

routine period when no exceptional events were taking place in Romania (N=834). 

The content analysis was undertaken on the news stories broadcasted on three 

prime-time television newscasts from Romania (two commercial and one public) 

—PRO TV, Antena 1, and TVR 11—and on the news stories published by two Roma-

nian online newspapers (one broadsheet and one tabloid)—adevarul.ro and liber-

tatea.ro2. The unit of analysis was the news story and for each analyzed news story 
all the key words associated with the pandemic were coded separately. Intercoder 

1 PRO TV and Antena 1 are the first two television outlets in terms of audience reach according to 
www.paginademedia.ro for March–April 2020 and the national public television (TVR 1).

2 These online news outlets are listed as the first two news outlets in terms of unique users accord-

ing to BRAT statistics for March and April 2020; www.brat.ro/sati for March-April 2020. 
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reliability was not measured for the variables included in this study, as the key 

words list was not limited to a number of words, and further decision of eliminat-

ing no-specific words was made. We report here Krippendorff’s alpha measured for 
other key variables in the study; it ranged from .626 to .991 for the online coding 

and from .786 to .960 for TV.

During the peak-event period (March 18–31, 2020), in the analyzed television 
news stories there were references to 1217 different key words, while in the ana-

lyzed online news stories there were references to 595 different key words. On the 
other hand, during the routine period (January 18–31, 2021), in the analyzed televi-
sion news stories there were references to 281 different key words, while in the 

analyzed online news stories there were references to 597 different key words. Out 
of these, we selected the top 10 most frequently used key words, by type of media 

outlet (television or online) and by period (peak-event or routine). 

As a second step, to reveal the implicit associations people make with reference 

to the COVID-19 pandemic (i.e., the key words people implicitly associate with 

COVID-19–related issues) and to determine how people describe issues related to 

the COVID-19 pandemic in general (i.e., if and how the public agenda follows the 

trends in the media), we conducted 21 semi-structured in-depth interviews with 

young, educated Romanians. The interviews were conducted via Zoom, between 

February 22–March 5, 2021. The average duration of each interview was 30 min-

utes. This second step is linked to the third-level or network agenda-setting rami-

fication (attribute agenda-setting) and within the interview we asked the partici-

pants (1) to list the most relevant key words that come into their minds when they 

think about COVID-19 topics and (2) to describe the way they would tell a friend 

about the pandemic; other similar methodological approaches are often referred to 

as mind-mapping techniques (Guo et al., 2012).

Results and discussion

Main findings show that in March 2020 the most frequently mentioned key 

words in the analyzed news stories are those related to the virus itself, to the medi-
cal conditions (e.g., hospital, patient), and to the measures taken to limit its spread 

(e.g., tests, isolation/ self-isolation, quarantine, mask-wearing), while in the ana-

lyzed period from January 2021 the most frequently mentioned key words are those 
related to vaccines, vaccination, and immunization (for details, see the Appendix). 
These results confirm that the way media portray certain topics is context depend-

ent (Vu et al., 2014). While at the very beginning of the pandemic in Romania (that 

coincided with the period surrounding the national lockdown in Romania and in 

many other countries) the discourse in the media referred more to the medical 

conditions related to the virus, in January 2021 (when no very important event was 

taking place) the main key words used in the analyzed media outlets to refer to the 
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pandemic-related topics were those related to vaccination and immunization. Nev-

ertheless, we can notice that those key words related to the main measures taken to 

limit the spread of the virus and reduce the overall negative outcomes of the pan-

demic (such as isolation, mask-wearing, quarantine) are present in both analyzed 
periods, letting us assume that media acted in a responsible way, possibly orienting 

people to better understanding the importance of certain measures that might help 

reduce the negative effects of the current pandemic. 

In what regards the public agenda, results show that people tend to implicitly 

associate the COVID-19 pandemic with negative issues (in line with the way the 

media portrayed these topics). These results also confirm prior studies on the NAS 

model, showing that people tend to borrow not only topics from the media, but 

also their attributes (Vargo et al., 2014; Ragas & Roberts, 2009; Wang, 2016; Wanta 

& Alkazemi, 2017). With only one exception, all the interviewees mentioned firstly 
the negatively valenced key words they associate the COVID-19 pandemic with. 

Specifically, when asked to think about the first five key words that come to their 

minds when thinking about the pandemic, most people mentioned words such as: 

“fear”, “uncertainty”, “distrust”, “panic”, “depression”, “sadness”, “loneliness”, “frus-

tration”, “death”, “trauma”, “anxiety”, or “terror”. Besides these, other frequently 

mentioned key words were related to measures taken to limit the spread of the 

virus such as: “vaccine”, “lockdown”, “isolation”, “social distancing”, “masks”, “dis-

infectant”, “restrictions”, “hand-washing”. Other frequently mentioned key words 

were those related to “polluted information” environment; people mentioned “dis-

information”, “fake news”, “propaganda”, “conspiracy”, “5G”, “microchips”, or “an-

ti-vaxxers”. Others also mentioned the changes brought by the pandemic in terms 

of the work environment and thus described the pandemic in terms of “work from 

home” or “online school”. Only one of the interviewees mentioned the positive 

aspects of the pandemic first, referring to them in terms of “free time”, “time for 

family”, “time for travelling”. 

Unsurprisingly, these results provide ground to believe that the COVID-19 pan-

demic is perceived in very negative terms, probably due to personal experience 

with the disease, but also with reference to how the media in general portrayed 

COVID-19–related topics. Even though there is no explicit connection between the 

analyzed media and public agenda (i.e., one cannot say for sure if certain media 
outlets specifically influenced people), we might assume that people got their in-

formation related to the pandemic from the media, at least at the beginning of the 

pandemic, when they did not know very much about such topics and their direct 

experience with the virus and the disease was limited; therefore, we can identify a 

sort of pattern in the two types of agendas (Camaj, 2014; Chernov, 2011). If we look 

at the media agenda, we can see that the most prominent key words were those 

related to the virus, to medical conditions, to measures taken to limit the spread of 

the virus, and also to vaccination and immunization. Such key words might be (to 
a certain extent) responsible for making people think about the pandemic in nega-
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tive terms. At the same time, people tend to evaluate the way media portrayed the 

pandemic by pointing at various disorders related to the media ecosystem, namely 

disinformation, conspiracy theories, fake news, and propaganda.

Furthermore, results show that, when asked to describe issues related to the 

COVID-19 pandemic in general, people referred mainly to the measures and restric-

tions taken by the authorities in order to limit the spread of the virus, specifically 

mask wearing, using disinfectants, avoiding crowded places, and practicing social 

distance. All of the interviewees stressed the importance of respecting the rules 

imposed by the authorities and the importance of vaccines as a “tool” to come back 

to “normal”. 

Despite these more general answers offered by the participants, results show 

that half of them perceived that the issues related to the information sources are 

among the most relevant ones when trying to describe the current pandemic. Peo-

ple referred to the importance of using trustworthy, official sources of information 

to keep up-to-date with the pandemic. They pointed to the fact that it is important 

“to get to know information only from official sources, because it is very easy to 

come across fake news on social media. Even though you do not follow a certain 

page, you can come across fake content because a friend commented to it, or liked 

that post and it then comes to your feed as well.” (P01); “to get information from 

verified sources, i.e., they do not trust each and every source; to check various web-

sites and reliable news bulletins even from abroad.” (P15); “to get to know about the 

virus seriously, meaning by following real topics from news articles in which doc-

tors are cited or in which research studies are present.” (P17). Another frequently 

mentioned topic was related to the dangers associated with various forms of in-

formation pollution within the media ecosystem (disinformation, fake news, con-

spiracy or toxic narratives about the virus and the vaccines). In this sense, people 

pointed that “I would explain them about the media news articles, so that they do 

not believe all the news from all the sites only because they have a lot of visitors. I 

would also say that it is important to check many sources when coming over infor-

mation about this virus.” (P10); “I would start describing the pandemic by referring 

to the origins of the virus because many people developed and believed in many 

conspiracy theories about the emergence of the virus, blaming Bill Gates or think-

ing it was released from a lab.” (P13); “If they want to have fun, I suggest reading 

these alarmist issues, these topics related to DNA change or microchip implanta-

tion with the vaccine.” (P17); “I would say to avoid watching TV because there is 

much disinformation.” (P21). At the same time, some people referred to the high 

negativity and alarmist coverage within the current media ecosystem: “I would 

stress the idea that one should not be worried about everything because the news is 

very aggressive.” (P12); “I would suggest that they follow the news only if they do 

not have certain problems or emotional instability because the news can influence 

them in a negative way. They can see or hear something and they can further think 

the same might happen to them.” (P15).
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Other worth mentioning topics discussed by the participants in relation to the 

COVID-19 pandemic are those related to the macro-level changes. Accordingly, 

people say that the pandemic “has changed the course of life and activities each 

of us have had before.” (P16). These changes are often associated with high levels 

of uncertainty. People report being frightened about the whole situation with the 

pandemic, both on a personal and societal level: “To be terrified for the safety of 

your life when you do not know what happens and, even more important, to be 

uncertain about what is happening tomorrow, about what is coming next, about 

what the authorities are deciding, about how the whole situation is growing.” (P16).

Such results let us assume that the media played a role in influencing people’s 

agenda. Specifically with regards to a very new topic and due to the high NFO (high 

relevance and high uncertainty), people tended to follow the media in keeping up-

to-date with the pandemic (Fortner & Fackler, 2014). As a result, they borrowed 

certain attributes that media themselves used in order to refer to COVID-19—re-

lated topics. For example, when asked to describe in their own words the pandemic 

situation to a friend, people tended to use more or less the same key words the 

media used (focusing, to a large extent, on the measures taken to stop the spread of 

the virus). Furthermore, a possible outcome of such media coverage is reflected on 

people’s agenda (i.e., people are aware of the main measures taken in order to limit 

the spread of the virus; this responsible behavior might be attributed, at least to a 

certain extent, to the way some media outlets covered the pandemic-related issues). 

Even though it is very hard to determine which media played the most relevant role 

in guiding people through the topics related to the pandemic, it is certain that me-

dia do have a role in orienting people in the “information jungle”, thus influencing 

their opinions, attitudes, and related behaviors. 

Conclusion

To sum up, this research offers empirical ground showing that media still influ-

ence public agenda especially in times of crisis, when people’s need for orienta-

tion is very high. Findings from this study offer the premises to believe that peo-

ple tend to “borrow” the main topics of discussion from the media. Specifically, 

when analyzing the main key words the media and the public associate with the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the convergence is visible in the sense that the most promi-

nent key words used in the media coverage of the pandemic are also found on peo-

ple’s agenda. References to the measures taken to limit the spread of the virus, as 

well as to vaccination and immunization are present on both agendas. Such results 
are relevant because they might offer some insights into the emergence of develop-

ment of various public attitudes and behaviors. By analyzing the dynamics of the 
media and the public agenda in crisis periods, communication scholars might offer 

evidence-based explanations about the dynamics of various public attitudes, includ-
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ing trust in institutions and people involved in managing the pandemic, different 

levels of compliance with the measures taken to limit the spread of the virus, and 

even attitudes towards vaccination as a solution to achieve herd immunity and put 

an end to the current sanitary crisis.

There are some limitations of this study. First, results are bound to the 

socio-cultural context and implications are, therefore, limited. In this study, we 

have analyzed only certain legacy media outlets, thus letting apart all the other 
information sources that might play a role in setting people’s agenda. Second, we 

cannot say for sure which media functioned as agenda-setter at a certain time. 

This happens mainly because nowadays there is an overabundance of information 

(i.e., people take their information from many sources at the same time). Third, the 

interviews were conducted only with young and educated Romanians and, thus, 

the conclusions are limited to this sample and cannot be generalized to the whole 
population of Romania. It is highly probable to be significant differences in peo-

ple’s agendas according to different age groups and education levels. Nevertheless, 

despite limitations, this research advances an accurate picture regarding both the 

media and the public agenda with reference to the COVID-19 pandemic, being the 

first attempt of this type in Romania so far. In conclusion, this paper offers fertile 

empirical evidence for further studies investigating the role of the media in driving 

people’s opinions, attitudes, and behaviors in times of crisis. 
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Appendix

Table 1. Top 10 most frequently used key words 
in the television news stories 

from 18–31 March 2020 (peak-event period)

Key word Frequency

coronavirus 256

doctor/ s 197

covid/ covid-19 173

isolation 162

measure/ measures 156

hospital 148

patient/ patients 131

infection 130

quarantine 125

pandemic 122

Table 2. Top 10 most frequently used key words 
in the online news stories 

from 18–31 March 2020 (peak-event period)

Key word Frequency

coronavirus 407

covid/ covid-19 230

pandemic 161

virus/ viruses 153

quarantine 138

infected 118

isolation 115

epidemic 78

infection 62

auto-isolation 61

Table 3. Top 10 most frequently used key words 
in the television news stories 

from 18–31 January 2021 (routine period)

Key word Frequency

vaccine/ vaccination 248

anti-covid 200

covid 88

pandemic 84

immunize/ immunization 78

test 64

virus/ viruses 59

infection 54

mask/ masks 52

hospital 52

Table 4. Top 10 most frequently used key words 
in the online news stories 

from 18–31 January 2021 (routine period)

Key word Frequency

vaccine/ vaccination 225

covid/ covid-19 187

infection 173

pandemic 139

coronavirus 134

test 102

case/ cases 87

virus/ viruses 83

quarantine 68

isolation 62


