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Abstract

T tomes. of e, the medea play o crocind mole i offering people mformation and updates related
e the ongeing evean. Ths, the medis implicidy shape public opmion on the e they coves and,
mi & resalt dnfluence public atitodes asd bebovbor. In this context, this paper amu a7 analyring the
media coverage of the COVIR-1% pandemic, Specifically, by meani of quanfitative content anakysis
(A=1311) conducted on both televizion and enline news yoaries released during Marcl 18-31 2020, this
sty shads light on the agends-sening effect of te media snd the phepoinenon Imoven as Boemisedia
agendn-setting. Main resulfs show that, in spring 2020, both televinion and ooling news stories exfen-
smrely covered COVID- 19 topacs, focusang on domestic iswues such a5 deciions inken by the mhon-
thes 1o abder to manage the pandemic, effects of the virus and stativrics. Funbermore, resalty abow a
ralstyvely high ntermedia spends-senzng effect within the Remaman media environment. Canbent pih-
Tivhed coline (gither in the form of social media content or online storiex] v frequently “borrowed” and
cired in both anlbe and television sews starien, leading uy 1o the ddea that digiesl smedia might have
Bewomiee finbistreatn nfbmation iotrees,

Kevwords: COVID-19 pandemic, media coverage, media visthility, media prominence, imberme-
din agendn-setting

Intreduction

The current COVID- % pandenne represents an unprecedented criss in recent history, be-
ing ofien referred 1o as “sanimry erisis” (Maffesoli, 2020), “public health emergency™ (Crz
et al,, 2021}, or “natural disaster” {Seddighi. 2020). Mainly becmne of its huge proportions
and its potential to findamentally challenge all aspests of life. pandemic-related sines were
highly covered by the media worldwide | Jia & Lo, 2021). Eptci‘ﬁml]y. starting from Febru-
ary=-March 2020, both legacy and digital media extensively covered topics related fo the
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COVID- 19 pandemic {Ferraresi, 2020). In spring 2020, the media coverage of the pandem-
1c was Tocused on the number of new cases and deaths associnted wirth the disense and on the
rules and restrictions imposed by the authorities to limit the spread of the virus {including no-
tiomw ide fockdowns umposed in  almost each country all over the world). In Romanin, the na-
teony pde lockdown wis imposed on March 25, 2020, At that time, over 400,000 COVID- |9
cnses and over 18,000 deaths due to the disease were officially registered worldwide. The to-
tal pumber of COVID= 19 cases in Romanin was 762 and there were registered 11 deaths dug
to the dizease (Werld Health Crrganizotion, 2020),

The unpartance of this study residés in the fact that the way the meden cover public nter-
est issues hos a significant impact on the perceptions of those isswes among the audience (Mc-
Combs & Shiw, 1972). Especally during times of erisis, when people’s need for onentation
is high (Le.. when they face o refevant issue about which they are uncertamn), people use the
miedia in order to gain access to social reality (Cama) & Weaver, 2003, McCombs & Weaver,
1973; Weaver, 1980}, Furthermore, the medin have the abiliy to “reach people a1 the grass=
roots (Medina et al, 2021, p. 1), in thie sense that the medin hove the power to disseminne
crucinl informntion about severnl fopics, mainky obout those with which people do not have
first-hand experience. In wiat regards: the COVID-19 pandemic, the media (irrespective af
its form) represented the main information sources (at beast at the beginning of the pandem-
ic when there were not so many people who experienced the disease) (Poirier et al., 2020).

In this context, it becomes umportant to annlvze the way the media report on COVID- 1§
issues because it reflects inte how people might understand and further develop certain opin-
tons, attitudes, and behovior related 1o the pandemic, In other words, a therough analysis of
the media coverage on the COVID-19 issues might explain severl public attitudes and be-
howviars such oy people™s level of commpliance with the mensures aken by the authonies o
limit the spread of the virus, their level of trost in institotions and people in charge with man-
nging the pandemic, their level of vaccine peceptonce, etc: (for an overview regording the
sirmbiratees between the Romanmen madim and the public agenda in the COVID=19 contexr,
see Buturoin & Gavrbescw, 2020).

Ciiven this background, this analysis, the firt i Romania so far, ;s af revealing the me-
dia covernge of the COVID- 19 pandemic during a peak-event period (i.e.. the nationwide
lockdown in March 2020) by specifically looking at both relevision and onling news sories,
in an attempt to shed more light into the agenda-setting effects of the medin and into the phe-
nomenon known ai intermedia agenda-setting. Precisely, the purpose of this study is to ex-
plore ( 1) the most visibie topics on the agendn of both television and online news outlets: (2)
the prominence of the topics related to the COVID-19 pandemic on tefevision and online
pews sources: (3) the main topics asseciated with the COVID-19 pandemic on both televi-
shon and onling media agends and {4) the degree of reciprocity (intermedia agenda-semingj
between the television and the anline news agendn during o peak-event perod.

Literature review

The COVID- 19 pandemic has dramatically changed the woy people perceive access to
nevws, calising many mdiveduals to view the miedia as a beacon of hght in nmes of erisis and,
simultaneously, a5 a main source of information. The need for oriemation (NFO), the psy-
chological concept that refers to the tendency ol people 1o create a “map” of their world, based
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on the information they recene from others (scquaintances or the media), in order to become
Farmiliar with their “surroundings” (MeCombs et al., 20 14), has greatly increased in this pe-
riod, mainly becxuse of the high level of uncertainty regarding the evolution of the pandem-
ig, o3 well mi the exrreémely high relevance of this repic, Prior reseprch studigs (MeCoinibs
& Strowd, 30144 show that individoals with a hugh need for ariemation are those who hove
a promipent level of uncertainty and consider the news medin relevant enough to clarify
their dowbis,

Giiven the novelty of the pandemic, its impact on evervoene's lives, and the infometion aver-
load {Melinat et al., 2014) regarding this topic, people have placed special attention on the
COVID-19 related topics covered by the media, and cach of these new's items has represent-
ed 0 new piece of the “puzzle” they were rying to solve in their minds in order 1o orient
themselves. A1 the same time. previous studies (Camnj. 2019) have shown that the people’s
information processing & influenced by two different tvpes of objectives: e acouracy gools
{those that meet the need 1o reach the correct conclusions ) or the directiond gouls (those tht
imeet the need 1o reach the preferved conclosians). In other words, some individunls rend 1o
rely oi the accurney and correctnegss of information presented by the media in order to form
thelr own opinions about a topie, while others are mainly engaged in selective exposure,
which leads 1o confirmation bias. Therefore, the agenda-setting effects of the media depend
o how people evaluste the information received based on their goals: the mare shjsctive in-
dividuats are in their evaluations. the higher their relucfance to receive mfermation is. On the
other hand, if people choose 1o expose themselves 1o information in a selecineg way, using
only those sources of information that confinm their expectations and present that part of the
reality they revonsite with, the impact of the media agenda on public perception 1 mich
stronger.

Especially chemng timses of crisis, such as the current COW 1D 19 pandermc, the medin o=
erage iy even more important, as it may be one of the main factors in “the transmission process
of infectious disease (Feing et al., 2020, p. 3619}, The media have the power to disseminane,
in o accessible language, crucial information about the severity of the disease. how it can
spread, the effectivencss of vaccines, the relevance of preventive measures. etc, As o result,
iy people leam, from what media reports abaut COVID- 19, how to protect thepmselves and
these around them, which suggests that. during a public health crisis. the impact of the me-
din on adopting a health-onented behavior 15 crucinl

Previous studies {Senrbes & Smth, 20 16) have also emphaszed that there 18 2 mutual -
fluence between the public and the medin agenda, which is lughlighted by the fact that the
[ssues perceived as importat by the nndience are those the medin covered more. In the case
of the COVID- 19 pandemic, it is possible thor discussions on this topic would have stood out
regardless ol media covernge (Wanto & A lknzemi, 20 18) and people would have filled infior
imation gaps through seciil media discissions,

A anews source, the soctal media platforms tend fo change the conyentional ways of dis-
septinating information, characterzed by public passwvity, Instead, they allow people fo con-
mect with each other, to form perenal nerworks, and 10 share their messages withowt restrictions
(Wang, 2008}, In times of crisis, the behavior of users of social media platformis ¢an be ana-
Ivzed both from the perspective of emotional invelvement of each individual, nnd throagh the
collective efforts they provede to better understand and manage the dilficull situanon

Prior resenrch {Smith et ab,, 200 8 suggests. that people tend fo perceive themselves either
as moderators who advocate on behalf of those directly affecred by the crivis siluation, argi-
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ing, af the same time, for policy changes (ugenda-sefting coping belravor), or as supporters
for thove who need o adapt w their ives afler the ervis (wsifionoe coping befinior), or as
hope givers {positive thinking coping beluor). However, the influence of the media on the
public agenda can be diminished when the message is channeled through social media, due
to the echo chambers that are formed within the online support groups for a certain cause {for
example, pro- or antkvaccinnfion), as the informafion disiributed there aims exclusively at
the luterests of the group, ignering the need for comect information.

Ciiven the rise of digital media and the growing imparance of onfing pkatforn in promot-
ing issues af general public concern, the concept of intermedin agenda-setting no longer refers
only to the journalistic co-orientation i order to ~legitimate news decisions” (Krimer et al.,
2008, p. 1), but also to the mfluence of online communities, comsidering their potential o
rench significant audiences. Thus, the social networking sites could become ~“important in-
termedin agenda-seriing agents” (Groshek & Clough CGroshek, 2013, p. 17}, especially due
to their fzature of ensily shonng stories and announcing news as soon as they eecur In fact,
the breaking newy penre has acquired broader meamings in the current néws media landscape,
as it i fo lenger an exéliukive matter for television, radio, or other legacy media, but can al-
10 be reported by opinion leadérs, public figures, or any user on social mvedin platforns. In
other words, journalists “have to share their role as mfermation gatekeepen” (Harder et al.,
2007, p. 277 with people who fermerly represented their audience, but new they have the
pppormmity t create and distribute their own content via blogs or social media.

Lis this coptext, some résearchers (Nowak, 2006} @ik about o bvbndization of medi svs-
tems, considering, mainly, the changing rele of the sudience, Le., the ransformation of the
users of madia content into its “producers”, Gruszezynski and Wagner (2017) have even pro-
posed a new concept to explain the tmnsfer of issue safience between different sctors pres-
ent in the digital imedis environment — the theary of vgenda-upiake, offenng an abyiract
framework to define the dynamics between ~the npendas of different types of news media and
the issues agendas of their audience” (Grnzezynski & Wagner, 2007, p. 397),

Regarding the degree of reciprocity hetween legacy media i Le., television, printed news-
popers. radio) and online news media, some studies (Comvay et al. 2013, p. 363) show that
there s a “symbiotic relationship™ between the online platfanns’ feeds and tradinanal news,
m they mfluence and support each other in transmitting messages to a wider audience. Thus,
citizens can become news producens and those who set the agendn, while jawmalists follow
what is published en social media in order to quickly identify the newswarthy stories (Maoy
etal, 2016).

From the pempective of apenda-setting effects, the social medin Bsue agenda iy influ-
enced, on the one hand, by users” interest in particulnr isswes (even if they are not onthe me-
din agendal, and, on the other hand, by their need 1o wocialize and v exchange informotion
with similar people about the main events of the day (Slaviie, 2006). In addition. studies
shoow' that crtizens are incidentally exposed fo information when using social media, comsid-
ering that “for every ten posts one serolls through on News Feed, ot least one contains hard=
news content (Feezell, 20| 8, p. 484), while other researchers (Maier, 20 10) have nrgued thar
the online news are highly comparable with those found in conventional media,

In arder 1o determine whether or ot there is-an influence between anline medin and el-
evision (s legacy news outletj agenda, we pdvance rwo research guestions réferring to the
miost visible and prominent topics that the fwo different types of news medin covered during
A peak-evend peciod (1.2., the natisimwide lockdown i Romiuna in March 2020),
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RQ1: Which are the most visible ropics on the agenda of the analyzed TV and online
new s sonrces duning the analvzed timeframe?

ROQ2: How prominent are the topics related to the COVID- 19 pandemic on the analyzed
TV and online news spurces™

Medin coverage hos a crucial rale in mitigating the spread of COVID-19 disense, by dis-
seminating accurmte pid timely information to the genemnl public abowt the severity of this
crists in order to avoid paie and to prevent possible conspirncy theories. In Bact, previous
sfudies (An & Gower, 2009; Coomby, 2006) have already emphasmed the great influence of
news covernge on ndividuals” perceptions and behaviers in times of a crisis. However, in
termin of the news sharing on sogial media during the current pandemic, o recent research
{Hanet al., 2021 shows that the public and medin agenda do not correlate: very few opics
publizhed by news media on Twitter can also be found in cittzens” posts; On the other hand,
the anling commmtinifies” respoise tn brenking news i miich stropger, and their lendency o
distribute and comment on those key events iz significantly higher compared to the regular
news (non-breaking newsj.

Althaugh onlineg social networks give people poceds 1o a huge amount of information, the
social medin issue ngenda is both limited and comprehensive {McCombs ef al.. 2014): indi-
viduald easily lose interest in serous topics, bul af the same time they need fo have réal-fime
access to important information in order to comment or share the news on their own net-
works. In terms of public health maotters, the media covernge s even more important as both
digital and fegacy media could “reflect, amplify or influence” (Dunn et al., 2017, p. 3040)
the public percepnon about the effectiveness of preventive measures in order to combat the
spread of the COVID- 19 disease or their attitudes towards COVID-19 vaccination, Given
that news i charscterized by the fact that it defines issves, identifies potential causes and
suggests selutions, media coverage of atopic {especially when it is ane that has implications
for many people) ofien facilitates e shaping of opiniois or evalustive beliels (Les e al.,
2020, which can later affect their behovior. From this perspective, the media con be per-
ceved as n sogial mstitution (Meding ¢f al, 2021} with a significant role in forming percep-
HaTE oF NeTTns 10 0 S0y,

Considering the role of the media in disseminating crisis-relevant information and the im-
poertance of this tews o an extremely wide audience, Whose opiniotis con be imore easily
shaped due fa a Wigh need [or anentation, the following research question aims o explonng
the main COVID-19 topics that both television nnd onfine news stories referred to ot the be-
guining of the nanonwide leckdown in Romani:

RQ3: Which nre the main vopics assocmated with the COVID- 18 pandemic on the agen-
dn of the anahzed TV and goline news sources duning the analyzed timeframe?

Becmise social nerworking siles are more hikely to infloence tradimional media after the oc-
currence of breaking news (Su & Bomb, 2019), it i expected that the transfer of information
from anline news media to television will be more infeise during » peak-event period. Tn ad-
dition, citizens” discussions on socinl medio platforms like Twitter or Focebook hove the po-
tetitial to build o uniqie agenda, leading troditional media to dedicate articles or special reports
1o those wopics debated i the digital environment. Therefore, the agenda-seming theory no
longer focuises only on the media influence on audiences, but it also analyees how, n certain
circumstances. citizens” detailed reports on cenain topics orevents can shape and define the
medin agenda, introducing a “reinvigorated conceprion of intermedia agenda serting” (Groshek
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& Clough Groshek, 2003, p. I7). Moreover, in light of the pandemie. socinl media plattorms
can play an wmportant role in “boosting” efforts of govemment authorities {Limnye et al.,
2020), by promptly disseminating scourate and sccessible information in order to prevent the
spread of COVID- 19 disease and 1w eliminote the sources of disknfarmation

In this confext, this study aims at revealing the media covernge of the COVID- 19 panderm-
ic, consickering the fimportance of the topics discussed in the public sphere in the conrexy of
n public health crisis, with a significant impact on people’s lives. Doe to the fact that we are
talking about a critical event that imvelves the dissemination of a very large amvount of infor-
mation and generates attention in both digital and legacy media, the coverage on this topic
has a significant potential to influence public opinion. Comidering the nie of social media
and 1ia increasing wmpact on malnstream jowrmalinm (vewman, 2008, i i worth iy estigats
ing whether the socinl sharing of the media agenda determines an intennedia ogenda-setting
effect berween the relevision and the online news agendn. Therefore, the st research ques-
tren for this stucy 15 the follow ing:

ROQ4: How frequently are COYVID=19-related news stories transferred from one media
ngenda to another and what 13 the direction of this trassfer®

Method

For the purpoie af ths paper, we conducted o quantitative content miialyvais on both 1ele
vision and online news stories relensed between March 18-31 2020, o peak-event period sur-
rounding the nationwide lockdown in Romania, imposed on March 25, 2020, Specifically, we
content analyzed all prime-time television news stories aired on PRO TV, Antenn | and TVR
I PROVTY and Antena | are the first two television outlets i tenns of nudignce reach ac-
cording o www paginadernedin.r for March-April 2020 and the national public felevision
(TVR 1) (N=0b4).

Alse, we condent pnalyzed onlime mew's stories published in the Coropovins section oo ade-
vanil.ro (quality anfine newspaper) and libertatearo (popular anling new spaper). These on-
line news outlets are listed as the first two news outlets in terms of unigue users sccording to
BRAT-SATI statistics for March and April 2020°. The overall news population (approxinsite
value) in the analyzed perod was N=4321 (V=1920 on adevarulre and A=2401 on
libertatea.ro), Populntion of news stories in the Coromay irus section was A=3381 (A= 105400
nebev amulre and 5= 1727 on libertatears). We applied a random sampling procedure. A fier smmn-
pling. the wtal number of online news stocies in the analyzed penod was V=845 (V=413 on
adevarul ro and V=232 on |ihertatea.ra),

The unit of nnalysis was the news story. Each news story was coded tsing a content amnly-
sis grid and a ceding book. Infercoder reliability was measured for key varinbles in the shudy,
vl ranged fom 626 10 991 for the online coding and [rom 786 to 960 for felevision news
ceding

Crenevd wisibiliny af COVID<] ®—rpluted ropicy was measured o percentnge of all news
identified in the analyzed period on each type of media outler.

Topicy of wews stermes were coded with reference 1o one in four categories as follows: “no-
tional-related news topics”, “both national and international-related news topics”, ~interna-
tionakrelated news topics”, “unidentified”.

Prowineree of news stoiies was measured differently, sccording to ench oews media out-
let, For television mews stories, promimence wa measiired with reference 1o the average du-
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ration of the news story (measured in number of seconds). For online news stories. promi-
nence was measiired with reference to the avernge number of words allocated for each news
story nid 1o the average number of commiénts following each news story (only the news sto-
ries from adevarulro were followed by comments).

Mast prominent topics af #he mews stones were coded by assigning each news story ane
or more fopics from o senes of 21 possible topics, including various aspects of the current
pandenie such as statistics relajed o the COVID= 19 pandemic, decisions! posinnons adophed
by the autherities in order 1o masnge the pandemic, different manifestations. sy mploms. trea-
ment related to the disease. main effects of the pandemic, vaccination, disinformation rela-
ed to the pandemic, and other topics. The 31 topics were further rearvanged in 7 clisters; (1)
statistics and situations (statistics from Romanin, statistics from other countries, the situation
in Romaniai hoepitals ), (2) decisions of anhorities (@ecisions tken by the authoritees, imeas-
ures tmken to limit the spread of the vimm, the position of the World Health Organzation, the
position of the Covenument, the position of the Stategic Communication Group, sanctions
granted for non-compliance with the measures imposed by the authorities); (3) manifesta-
tions or tregtment related o the disense (manitestations of the disease, particular case’ coves
of people who got the disease, svmptoms, forms of the disease, wreatment); (4) effecn of the
virus {effects of the virus on the economy in genernl, effects of the virus on o specific eco-
ipmic sector, eifects of the vinus on ordinary peopie, COVID-19 pandemic as an apporuni-
tv, protests against the rules imposed by the authorities): (5) disinformation (fake news
regarding the pandemic): (6) COVID-I% vaccination and {7} other fopics.

frederonedia ageada-sefiing Was measired by locking ot the explicitly mentioned refer-
ences to other news sources in a certain news story, I there was an explicit reference’ or more
explicit references to another news story/ to other news stories, this scconnted for the pres-
ence of an intermedin agenda-setting effect, If one or more certain explici references to an-
other seurce of information were mentioned, they were fiurther coded in order 1o identify the
fype of the cited seurce (ielevision, print newspapers, radio, enline sources or social media
content) and the direction of news transfer

Findings

With regards to the most visible topics on the agenda of the analyzed relevision and o
lime news sources, main findings show thot, durng March 18-31, 2020, televizion news sto-
res coversd COVID= [ 9-related topics in o very large proporton, accounting for 99.01% of
the totnl mumber of news stories broadeast in the penod. At the same time, 78,24% of the to-
tal number of onling news stones relensed in the same penod on the wo onling news outlels
were related o COVID=19 wpics. On o general level, these resulis show that both television
and anline media outlets were overwhelmed with COVID-19—related topics in that specific
peried of March 1831, 2020, precisely charactenized as a penk-event period mainly due 1o
lts proximity 1o the matiomwide lockdown in Romania mmposed on March 23, 2020,

Main results reveal that national-reinted news fopics were the most prominent tvpes of
topics in both the television and enline sevws stories {(over 50% of the tofal news stores dealt
with domestic topics . while internotionnl-relnted news stories occupied the second position
(Figure I}
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Figure 1. Most prominent types of topics in the analyzed television and online news sio-
ries {Mnorch 1531, 2020)

Television and online news topies. March 18-31. 2020
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Media's preference fowards dealing with domestic Bsues i not saprising, eapecially in
the context of the current sanitary erisis and becanse of the foet thot, of the beginning of the
pandemic in’ Bomanin (o March 20200, media dealt almoest sxclusively with such topics (as
seen from the visibilind of topics} emphasizing variows aspects that might be of intecest for
the Romonian sudience, such as the numbers of infections and deaths, the measures taken o
prevent the spread of the virs, ete,

Results show that the three analvzed welevision channebs dealt almmst exclusively (990 1%)
with topics related o the COVID-19 pandemic; therefors, given the fnct that the news about
COVID-1% ropecs were so visihle on the media agenda, it 1 mther difficult o assess their
prominence compared o the other news stories on the agenda within the annlyvzed limefrmime.
The average number of seconds allecated for each news story 5 around 147 seconds, oc-
counting for over 2 minutes) news sfory. The news stones broadenst on PRO TV are loiger
i 178 seconds ) than those broadenst on Antena | (135 seconds j and TVR | (133 seconds ). For
these results, we do not have n reference point. a5 there is no other similar study conducted
o far, in order To allow for comparisons,

In the online media environment, almost 80% (78.24%) of the analyzed news stories re-
lensed during March 18-31, 2020 dealt with COVID-19-related topics, The average number
of comments for the news stores on adevaruloro was 8, leading us to the idea that, at least for
the analyzed pews stories on adevarul.ro, there is low prominence compared, for example, to
the comments for the news stones related to the refugee crisis on adevarul.ro, for which the
pverage munber of comments per news story was 19°. This resait might be linked to the toct
that people tend to get the news frem o certain source and then further discuss it en alterms-
tve channels such as digital platforms or instant messaging apps rather than on the official
page of the news outlet,

On the other hand, the news stornies released by liberatea o are closed to comiments and,
s o resull, we canmiot refer to them. The average number of words for the analvzed mews sto-
ries on adevanl o was 438, while the overage number of words for the analyzed news sto-
ries on libertatearo was 409, In other words, the news stoneés released by adevarulre are
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longer than those released by libertater.ro, and this result might be explnined with reference
to the specificity of the news outlet — i.e., longer news stories are more prevalent in quality
online newipapers compared with popular ones {(which sezm o préfes shorer staries, sceord-
ing to the characteristics of their readership) (Boukes et al, 20204

Iin terms of the imoest visible opics by news outlet, results show that both 1elevisien and
online news stones referred mainly to topics regarding decisions taken by the authorities in
order to manpge the pandemic (including general meéasures taken to Hmif the spread of the
virus ), effects of the vinu on the econemy io general, certnin economic sectors, and ordinsry
people (including particular cases of people whio got the disease). and situation in hospitals
as well av stanistics fram both Romania and other countries, CONVID- 19 vaccination and dis-
informatien regarding the pandemic were the least mentioned topics on bath types of medin
agendas | Figure 2).

Figure 2: Most visible topicd i the aabyzed television and online news stories {March
831, 2020}
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These results show medm’s preference towaids covering “hat” topics that are context-
dependent (e, with reference to that specific period in March 2020, surrounding the na-
tionwide lockdown in Romama), while letting apart other topigs such as COVID-19
vaccination which hos become more relevant in December 2020, when the first vaccines
have become avmlable and widely wed ol over the world. These resuls confirm thay the
media tackled maostly those wpics related to thar specific moment of the pandemic, when peo-
ple did not know aboot the virus, about i effects, and about the possible ways o overcome
the crisis situatien. In thes respect, medi ought have lind a crucial mole in anemting people’s
opinions and ottitudes. This s in Ime with the amicointion furction of the medin {Noclle-New-
mann 19732004} and 1o the need for orentation (MeCombs & Weaver, 1973, Weaver, 1980)
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Especiaily in crisis situations, when they face relevant topics (as the COVID-1% one}, peo-
ple tend to follow the media to get to know about what s hoppening and reduce their levels

il uncertaingy

Im fermis of most promuinent topecs: i the analvzed mews stories, resulis show that both tele-
viston and onling pews covered topies that are less visible on their agenda (i.e, COVID-19 vac-
cination nnd dizinformation) by allocsting them erther more space in the news bulletin (for
felevised stories), or covering them in-depth {stories related to vaccination and disinformaten
pre losiger than all the other stories covering COVID- 19-relafed topics) (Figure 3 and Frgure 4)

Figure 3; Promingnse of topics in television news stories, in the analyzed period. For tel-
evision news stories, prominence was measured with respect to the avernge number of sec-

ofdds oy,

Prommnence of topics i television news stories (average
number of seconds’ news story )

COVTIE L yapanaton (I
L. N
npapalert afions of b eatmmis datediothe theenes [N |
densoms of setlionrtie (I |
chabietios s wifiiaticiie (I | ¢
effects o the vume (I | i

ot fopecs (I | ]

& LT} JE (RLT] S L) iy (L] LI

Figure 4 Promimence of topics in onling news stones, 0 the analvzed penod. For onling
nEws storkes, prominence was measured with réspect 1o the average number of wards stony
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Another important part of this research is dedicated to the phenomenon of intermed:n ogen-
do-setting. By looking nt those news stories explicitly citing other media sourees, including lega-
oy media (relevision, print newspapers, and radio), social media and online sources, resulis
show that content published on secial medin is o frequently mentioned source in the anakyzed
television news stories, followed by referénces to onling sources nivd télevision sources, For
the analyzed online news stories, we can see that they manke references most frequently to on-
line sources, followed by social media content and television sources (Figine 5)

Figure 5. Intermedia agenda-setting for the analvzed relevision and online news stories
(Morgh [8-31, 20207 (some of the news siores make references 10 more than one pe of source)
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Content published online (either in the form of social medin content or not) b frequently
“homowed” and cited in both enline and television news stories. This bs an interesting result,
letring s assume that digital media comtent does play a sigmificant mle. i the dynamics of
the Romanion media emvironment. One possible explanation is related to the growing wse of
digitnl media content for informuaton purposes. More nnd more people use socinl medin and
online news to ger their informntion ffom asd, therefore, citing such sources might endure o
better pccess to the public.

A3 the public have become increasingly selective and there is a high audience fragmen-
tation within the current medin enviranment, the “traditional” agenda-setting power of lega-
oy media (elevision, print pewspapers, and mdis) seems fo have been transferred fo digital
inedia (social media, online sources) that are now “mainstream soiwrces. At the same Hme,
the information i available almiost instanianeously n the digital media enviromnend, and,
therefore, i most situntions, news stories are first released in the anline media enw ironment
and then further retneved and amplified by other, more “traditional” news outlets

These results show a relatively high intermedia ngenda-setting effect within the Roman-
imn medin enviromment. This tendency to “borrow™ news stories from other media cutlets i3
mt e angd might be the result of multiple factors. One of them is related 1o the pressure o
cover, almost instantly, the most important aspects related to an event; as a resufi, joumalists
tend to search for mapiration and idens m other new s sources. Another factor might be annb-
uted to the above-mentioned idea regording the fsct that e digital media environment en-
ables an alimost instantinesus type of reporting (1e., one thal is veéry close ta The svent),
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compared to prime-time television news stories that report events that hoppened during the
day, beng rother far from the ongoing event, For some “hot” topica, their 1zlevision news
covemnge comes after the digital media haye already published a lot of content. Last but not
least, within the current medin emvironment. highly dominated by variows forms of disintor-
mation and other potential “palliters”, other ivews media sources imight be cited as a proof
te ensure that the topic hns been covered elsewhere as well and that the news story could be
properly documented,

Discussion

The present research repreients, o the beit of our knowledpe, the first approach in Ro-
mani 50 e afming af ungovering the media coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic during o
peak-event period (i.e., the notionwide lockdown in March 2020, Main results show both sel-
evizion and online media's preference townrds coverig “hot” events that are context-depend-
ent {Aldeory & Grumig: 2012 Pang et al., 20 14; Ungar, 1995} The mmportonee of the media
in erienting people’s opmaons and aftitudes 5 erucial in such penods of cnsis, a5 other stud-
ies {Abdulizh et al, 2620} hove already shown, highlighting the fact that the effect of news
dissermination abaut the COVID= 1% pandeimc cnn be mmanifeited not anly on individunls”
healh, but alvo on an econoimic, behavioral. or psvchological leviel.

As some researchers have pointed out, the COVID- 19 pandemic |s also "o crisis of infor-
mation” (David & Sommerlad, 2020, p. 7), becaue people did not know much about the
virus or the lockdown's implications on the economy and on their daily lives, which has led
to an overabundnnce of new s génerating opinwons o emations, i well as a lot of disinforma-
tion. Most individoals expected the mredia to znswer their questions related to the evolution
of the pandemic, the measures they must fake o profect themselves or their loved ones, or
nbout the impact that restrictions and social distancing will have on their personal and pro-
fessdomnl lives, Thus, all the news reluted 1o the COVID-19 pandemiic could became a trig-
ger {Ermolaey et al., 2020) for panic, onxiety. or mental disorders. worsening individunls®
Pre=ex Eting CONCETs OF chusing new ones [iL.e,, fear of mansmithing the virus to their family
and friends. fear of fiving in isolation for lengthy periods of time, fear of job loss, ete ).

From this point af view, the present study aimed o shed light on the particular siontion
of the Romanian medin covernge at the begmmimg of the pandemic, by presenting the mast
visible wpics in a period characierized by a high need for orieniation, given those unforeseen
pisd unprecedented events. Results show that both relevision and onling news stories referred
mainky to topics regarding decisions taken by the suthorities in order to manage the pandent-
ic, to effects of the vinis oii the econoiny and how it affects ondinary people (including par-
ticular cases of people who got the disease), a5 well as the sitnation in hospitals or statistics
pyailable ot o national or global level

On the other hand. COVID-19 vaccination and disinformation regarding the pandemic
were the keast mentioned tapics on both types of media agendas, even theugh the media cov-
ernge of these topics would have had important effects in terms of impreving peeple’s health
literacy and preventing possible anti-vaccination content, especially on socinl media. In fact,
stuchies {Pur et al, Z020) show thar the vaccing hesvancy is fnrgely anmbiied 1o false or imms=
leading information sbout COVID-19 on social media. which can be generied by both hu-
iman and isen-hiuman accounts, 10 is possible that the bick of ivedia interest in addressimg these
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issues at the beginning of the pandemic in Romania may be one of the rensons why a large
port of the country s population w still reluctant 1o ger vaccinated (394 percent of Roman-
ans do not intend to ke the COVID-19 vaocine in 20217,

This research wai also baved on the investigation of the iveemedin agenda-sening phe-
nemenon in the Romanian medias environment. referring to the way in which online and lega-
ey media influence each other in terms of priorifizing certain issues during a peak-event
peniod. Results show that content published an socinl medin s frequently mentioned s o
source of information in the analyzed tefevision news stories, followed by references to on-
line sources and television sources. Because digital actom do not have the same instittional
cofstraints as traditionnl medio when disseminnting news. their reactions can often be faster,
which determings the jowrmalists from legocy media organizations to cite them or to “bor-
row” their ideas. However, as other studics have already shown, it is possible that, even if
mraditional media plarforms react more slow iy 1o covering a news story, “their subsequent im-
pact may be larger” (Harder et al, 2017, p. 288)

Toking into account the general context of this sanikxry crisis that o immediare and sig-
nificant consequences on people’s [tves. they tend to look for the most convenient source of
information, which can provide them “insider infermation” and a way to “check in with fun-
{ly or friends” (Auostin & al., 2002, p. 197). Online social networks respond to this particular
need of individuals ond have the potential, at least during an ongeing pandemic, to influence
and determing news coverage of tradhitional media, as shown by a previows study (Valenzuela
ef af., 2017} en agenda-setting function of social media among television news profession-
als, durmg the first week following a natuml disasrer.

Being mware of the impact of online news, easily quantifishle depending on the number
of shores, likes or comments, poumalivts can be invpired by the topics presented in social mes
din, which amplifies the effect of the infermedia ngenda-setting between the two types of me-
dia. Therefore, the role of social medin in shaping public opinion seems o be imporiant in
the event of a crisis such o the COVID- 19 pandemic, which should lead to inoreased respon-
sibilivies for onling content producers, given the rapid spread of information on these pla-
forms and its patential influence on people’s behavior and nctions.

Conclusion

This study aim 1o investigate the media covernge of the COVID- 19 pandemic, shedding
light, af the sapme tinsg, on the agenda-ietting effects and the phenomenon known a3 intemmne-
dia agenda-setting in the Romantan meédia eovironment. As sévéml aithors (Haimet al . 2015
Mowak, 201 6) have already ihown, the agenda-setting theery 15 hning challenged by the sig-
nificont growth of ooling news outlets, by the sudiences that are both media wers and pro-
ducers, and by the more dynamic and faster flow of information and news provided by digitl
inedia. In this contest, the content published enling (either in the form of socinl media con-
tent or not) is frequently “borrowed  and cited in both online and television news stories.
which leads to the idea that the power of legacy medm has been transferred, af keast in the
early part of the COVID-19 pandemic. to digital medin that hove become mininstrem,

At the same time, it is imponant to keep in mind that traditionnl media con amplify the
effects of agenda-senming through secinl media, bringing online topics 1o the amention of o
larger audience, wihich iv aften different from the public wha uses onling wocial netwarks io
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get information. Last but not least, given the huge amount of information that can be trans-
mitted vin socinl medin and the high potential for spreading disinformation on these plot-
forma, it is important that onling content producens earefilly check ench piece of information
before disseminating i, and preferably cire other sources that may support the ohjectivity of
that specific news story.

Ad any other social serences arudy, this comes with seme hnntaroens. Fiest, resuln are
bound to the national context and, therefore, chnnot be generalized 1o other medin environ-
ments where the agenda-setfing roles might be distributed in order ways. Second, results are
mabnly descriptive and we cannol assurme gy epkation between the varables included in the
present study, Despite these limitafions, this study can be a good starting poind for discussion
and further research on the significant role of the medin in shaping the public agendn nnd
how it can subsequently be reflected in some public atfitudes and actions. Within the current
pandemic contest, the apalysis ol media coverage i even moere important due 1o the Eet that
the way the media report on COVID-19 issues might offer important insights into how peo-
ple might understand and further develop cermin opinions, attitndes, and behavion such as
comphance with the niles imposed by the suthorites in order 1o stop the spread of the dis-
ease, trust in autherities. and even vacane acceplance,

Notes

* Thay work was sappomed by 4 grast of the Mimuty of Bereasch, nivation and Digitization, CNCS
COCDI - UEFISCDL project number FRN-T-F 11 _1-PD-20 189-0024, within PRCDI I

* According ks wrw hmtonsasi for March-April 2020,
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