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Abstract

In times of crisis, the media play a crucial role in offering people information and updates related
to the ongoing events. Thus, the media implicitly shape public opinion on the issues they cover and,
as a result, influence public attitudes and behaviors. In this context, this paper aims at analyzing the
media coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, by means of quantitative content analysis
(N=1511) conducted on both television and online news stories released during March 18-31 2020, this
study sheds light on the agenda-setting effects of the media and the phenomenon known as intermedia
agenda-setting. Main results show that, in spring 2020, both television and online news stories exten-
sively covered COVID-19 topics, focusing on domestic issues such as decisions taken by the authori-
ties in order to manage the pandemic, effects of the virus, and statistics. Furthermore, results show a
relatively high intermedia agenda-setting effect within the Romanian media environment. Content pub-
lished online (either in the form of social media content or online stories) is frequently “borrowed” and
cited in both online and television news stories, leading us to the idea that digital media might have
become mainstream information sources.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, media coverage, media visibility, media prominence, interme-
dia agenda-setting

Introduction

The current COVID-19 pandemic represents an unprecedented crisis in recent history, be-
ing often referred to as “sanitary crisis” (Maffesoli, 2020), “public health emergency” (Cruz
et al., 2021), or “natural disaster” (Seddighi, 2020). Mainly because of its huge proportions
and its potential to fundamentally challenge all aspects of life, pandemic-related issues were
highly covered by the media worldwide (Jia & Lu, 2021). Specifically, starting from Febru-
ary-March 2020, both legacy and digital media extensively covered topics related to the
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COVID-19 pandemic (Ferraresi, 2020). In spring 2020, the media coverage of the pandem-
ic was focused on the number of new cases and deaths associated with the disease and on the
rules and restrictions imposed by the authorities to limit the spread of the virus (including na-
tionwide lockdowns imposed in almost each country all over the world). In Romania, the na-
tionwide lockdown was imposed on March 25, 2020. At that time, over 400,000 COVID-19
cases and over 18,000 deaths due to the disease were officially registered worldwide. The to-
tal number of COVID-19 cases in Romania was 762 and there were registered 11 deaths due
to the disease (World Health Organization, 2020).

The importance of this study resides in the fact that the way the media cover public inter-
est issues has a significant impact on the perceptions of those issues among the audience (Mc-
Combs & Shaw, 1972). Especially during times of crisis, when people’s need for orientation
is high (i.e., when they face a relevant issue about which they are uncertain), people use the
media in order to gain access to social reality (Camaj & Weaver, 2013; McCombs & Weaver,
1973; Weaver, 1980). Furthermore, the media have the ability to “reach people at the grass-
roots” (Medina et al., 2021, p. 1), in the sense that the media have the power to disseminate
crucial information about several topics, mainly about those with which people do not have
first-hand experience. In what regards the COVID-19 pandemic, the media (irrespective of
its form) represented the main information sources (at least 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 important to analyze the way the media report on COVID-19
issues because it reflects into how people might understand and further develop certain opin-
ions, attitudes, and behaviors related to the pandemic. In other words, a thorough analysis of
the media coverage on the COVID-19 issues might explain several public attitudes and be-
haviors such as people’s level of compliance with the measures taken by the authorities to
limit the spread of the virus, their level of trust in institutions and people in charge with man-
aging the pandemic, their level of vaccine acceptance, etc. (for an overview regarding the
similarities between the Romanian media and the public agenda in the COVID-19 context,
see Buturoiu & Gavrilescu, 2021).

Given this background, this analysis, the first in Romania so far, aims at revealing the me-
dia coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic during a peak-event period (i.e., the nationwide
lockdown in March 2020) by specifically looking at both television and online news stories,
in an attempt to shed more light into the agenda-setting effects of the media and into the phe-
nomenon known as intermedia agenda-setting. Precisely, the purpose of this study is to ex-
plore (1) the most visible topics on the agenda of both television and online news outlets; (2)
the prominence of the topics related to the COVID-19 pandemic on television and online
news sources; (3) the main topics associated with the COVID-19 pandemic on both televi-
sion and online media agenda and (4) the degree of reciprocity (intermedia agenda-setting)
between the television and the online news agenda during a peak-event period.

Literature review

The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically changed the way people perceive access to
news, causing many individuals to view the media as a beacon of light in times of crisis and,
simultaneously, as a main source of information. The need for orientation (NFO), the psy-
chological concept that refers to the tendency of people to create a “map” of their world, based
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on the information they receive from others (acquaintances or the media), in order to become
familiar with their “surroundings” (McCombs et al., 2014), has greatly increased in this pe-
riod, mainly because of the high level of uncertainty regarding the evolution of the pandem-
ic, as well as the extremely high relevance of this topic. Prior research studies (McCombs
& Stroud, 2014) show that individuals with a high need for orientation are those who have
a prominent level of uncertainty and consider the news media relevant enough to clarify
their doubts.

Given the novelty of the pandemic, its impact on everyone’s lives, and the information over-
load (Melinat et al., 2014) regarding this topic, people have placed special attention on the
COVID-19 related topics covered by the media, and each of these news items has represent-
ed a new piece of the “puzzle” they were trying to solve in their minds in order to orient
themselves. At the same time, previous studies (Camaj, 2019) have shown that the people’s
information processing is influenced by two different types of objectives: the accuracy goals
(those that meet the need to reach the correct conclusions) or the directional goals (those that
meet the need to reach the preferred conclusions). In other words, some individuals tend to
rely on the accuracy and correctness of information presented by the media in order to form
their own opinions about a topic, while others are mainly engaged in selective exposure,
which leads to confirmation bias. Therefore, the agenda-setting effects of the media depend
on how people evaluate the information received based on their goals: the more objective in-
dividuals are in their evaluations, the higher their reluctance to receive information is. On the
other hand, if people choose to expose themselves to information in a selective way, using
only those sources of information that confirm their expectations and present that part of the
reality they resonate with, the impact of the media agenda on public perception is much
stronger.

Especially during times of crisis, such as the current COVID-19 pandemic, the media cov-
erage is even more important, as it may be one of the main factors in “the transmission process
of infectious disease” (Feng et al., 2020, p. 3619). The media have the power to disseminate,
in an accessible language, crucial information about the severity of the disease, how it can
spread, the effectiveness of vaccines, the relevance of preventive measures, etc. As a result,
many people learn, from what media reports about COVID-19, how to protect themselves and
those around them, which suggests that, during a public health crisis, the impact of the me-
dia on adopting a health-oriented behavior is crucial.

Previous studies (Searles & Smith, 2016) have also emphasized that there is a mutual in-
fluence between the public and the media agenda, which is highlighted by the fact that the
issues perceived as important by the audience are those the media covered more. In the case
of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is possible that discussions on this topic would have stood out
regardless of media coverage (Wanta & Alkazemi, 2018) and people would have filled infor-
mation gaps through social media discussions.

As anews source, the social media platforms tend to change the conventional ways of dis-
seminating information, characterized by public passivity. Instead, they allow people to con-
nect with each other, to form personal networks, and to share their messages without restrictions
(Wang, 2016). In times of crisis, the behavior of users of social media platforms can be ana-
lyzed both from the perspective of emotional involvement of each individual, and through the
collective efforts they provide to better understand and manage the difficult situation.

Prior research (Smith et al., 2018) suggests that people tend to perceive themselves either
as moderators who advocate on behalf of those directly affected by the crisis situation, argu-
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ing, at the same time, for policy changes (agenda-setting coping behavior), or as supporters
for those who need to adapt to their lives after the crisis (resilience coping behavior), or as
hope givers (positive thinking coping behavior). 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 anti-vaccination), as the information distributed there aims exclusively at
the interests of the group, ignoring the need for correct information.

Given the rise of digital media and the growing importance of online platforms in promot-
ing issues of general public concern, the concept of intermedia agenda-setting no longer refers
only to the journalistic co-orientation in order to “legitimate news decisions” (Krimer et al.,
2008, p. 1), but also to the influence of online communities, considering their potential to
reach significant audiences. Thus, the social networking sites could become “important in-
termedia agenda-setting agents” (Groshek & Clough Groshek, 2013, p. 17), especially due
to their feature of easily sharing stories and announcing news as soon as they occur. In fact,
the breaking news genre has acquired broader meanings in the current news media landscape,
as it is no longer an exclusive matter for television, radio, or other legacy media, but can al-
so be reported by opinion leaders, public figures, or any user on social media platforms. In
other words, journalists “have to share their role as information gatekeepers” (Harder et al.,
2017, p. 277) with people who formerly represented their audience, but now they have the
opportunity to create and distribute their own content via blogs or social media.

In this context, some researchers (Nowak, 2016) talk about a hybridization of media sys-
tems, considering, mainly, the changing role of the audience, i.e., the transformation of the
users of media content into its “producers”. Gruszczynski and Wagner (2017) have even pro-
posed a new concept to explain the transfer of issue salience between different actors pres-
ent in the digital media environment — the theory of agenda-uptake, offering an abstract
framework to define the dynamics between “the agendas of different types of news media and
the issues agendas of their audience” (Gruszczynski & Wagner, 2017, p. 397).

Regarding the degree of reciprocity between legacy media (i.e., television, printed news-
papers, radio) and online news media, some studies (Conway et al. 2015, p. 363) show that
there is a “symbiotic relationship” between the online platforms’ feeds and traditional news,
as they influence and support each other in transmitting messages to a wider audience. Thus,
citizens can become news producers and those who set the agenda, while journalists follow
what is published on social media in order to quickly identify the newsworthy stories (Moy
et al., 2016).

From the perspective of agenda-setting effects, the social media issue agenda is influ-
enced, on the one hand, by users’ interest in particular issues (even if they are not on the me-
dia agenda), and, on the other hand, by their need to socialize and to exchange information
with similar people about the main events of the day (Slavnie, 2016). In addition, studies
show that citizens are incidentally exposed to information when using social media, consid-
ering that “for every ten posts one scrolls through on News Feed, at least one contains hard-
news content” (Feezell, 2018, p. 484), while other researchers (Maier, 2010) have argued that
the online news are highly comparable with those found in conventional media.

In order to determine whether or not there is an influence between online media and tel-
evision (as legacy news outlet) agenda, we advance two research questions referring to the
most visible and prominent topics that the two different types of news media covered during
a peak-event period (i.e., the nationwide lockdown in Romania in March 2020).
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RQ1: Which are the most visible topics on the agenda of the analyzed TV and online
news sources during the analyzed timeframe?

RQ2: How prominent are the topics related to the COVID-19 pandemic on the analyzed
TV and online news sources?

Media coverage has a crucial role in mitigating the spread of COVID-19 disease, by dis-
seminating accurate and timely information to the general public about the severity of this
crisis in order to avoid panic and to prevent possible conspiracy theories. In fact, previous
studies (An & Gower, 2009; Coombs, 2006) have already emphasized the great influence of
news coverage on individuals’ perceptions and behaviors in times of a crisis. However, in
terms of the news sharing on social media during the current pandemic, a recent research
(Hanet al., 2021) shows that the public and media agenda do not correlate: very few topics
published by news media on Twitter can also be found in citizens’ posts. On the other hand,
the online communities’ response to breaking news is much stronger, and their tendency to
distribute and comment on those key events is significantly higher compared to the regular
news (non-breaking news).

Although online social networks give people access to a huge amount of information, the
social media issue agenda is both limited and comprehensive (McCombs et al., 2014): indi-
viduals easily lose interest in serious topics, but at the same time they need to have real-time
access to important information in order to comment or share the news on their own net-
works. In terms of public health matters, the media coverage is even more important as both
digital and legacy media could “reflect, amplify or influence” (Dunn et al., 2017, p. 3040)
the public perception 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 is characterized by the fact that it defines issues, identifies potential causes and
suggests solutions, media coverage of a topic (especially when it is one that has implications
for many people) often facilitates the shaping of opinions or evaluative beliefs (Lee et al.,
2020), which can later affect their behavior. From this perspective, the media can be per-
ceived as a social institution (Medina et al., 2021) with a significant role in forming percep-
tions or norms in a society.

Considering the role of the media in disseminating crisis-relevant information and the im-
portance of this news to an extremely wide audience, whose opinions can be more easily
shaped due to a high need for orientation, the following research question aims at exploring
the main COVID-19 topics that both television and online news stories referred to at the be-
ginning of the nationwide lockdown in Romania:

RQ3: Which are the main topics associated with the COVID-19 pandemic on the agen-
da of the analyzed TV and online news sources during the analyzed timeframe?

Because social networking sites are more likely to influence traditional media after the oc-
currence of breaking news (Su & Borah, 2019), it is expected that the transfer of information
from online news media to television will be more intense during a peak-event period. In ad-
dition, citizens’ discussions on social media platforms like Twitter or Facebook have the po-
tential to build a unique agenda, leading traditional media to dedicate articles or special reports
to those topics debated in the digital environment. Therefore, the agenda-setting theory no
longer focuses only on the media influence on audiences, but it also analyzes how, in certain
circumstances, citizens’ detailed reports on certain topics or events can shape and define the
media agenda, introducing a “reinvigorated conception of intermedia agenda setting” (Groshek
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& Clough Groshek, 2013, p. 17). Moreover, in light of the pandemic, social media platforms
can play an important role in “boosting” efforts of government authorities (Limaye et al.,
2020), by promptly disseminating accurate and accessible information in order to prevent the
spread of COVID-19 disease and to eliminate the sources of disinformation.

In this context, this study aims at revealing the media coverage of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, considering the importance of the topics discussed in the public sphere in the context of
a public health crisis, with a significant impact on people’s lives. Due to the fact that we are
talking about a critical event that involves the dissemination of a very large amount 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. Considering the rise of social media
and its increasing impact on mainstream journalism (Newman, 2009), it is worth investigat-
ing whether the social sharing of the media agenda determines an intermedia agenda-setting
effect between the television and the online news agenda. Therefore, the last research ques-
tion for this study is the following:

RQ4: How frequently are COVID-19-related news stories transferred from one media
agenda to another and what is the direction of this transfer?

Method

For the purpose of this paper, we conducted a quantitative content analysis on both tele-
vision and online news stories released between March 18-31 2020, a 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, Antena 1 and TVR
1. PRO TV and Antena 1 are the first two television outlets in terms of audience reach ac-
cording to www.paginademedia.ro for March-April 2020 and the national public television
(TVR 1) (N=666).

Also, we content analyzed online news stories published in the Coronavirus section on ade-
varul.ro (quality online newspaper) and libertatea.ro (popular online newspaper). These on-
line news outlets are listed as the first two news outlets in terms of unique users according to
BRAT-SATI statistics for March and April 20202, The overall news population (approximate
value) in the analyzed period was N=4321 (N=1920 on adevarul.ro and N=2401 on
libertatea.ro). Population of news stories in the Coronavirus section was N=3381 (N=1654 on
adevarul.ro and N=1727 on libertatea.ro). We applied a random sampling procedure. After sam-
pling, the total number of online news stories in the analyzed period was N=845 (N=413 on
adevarul.ro and N=432 on libertatea.ro).

The unit of analysis was the news story. Each news story was coded using a content analy-
sis grid and a coding book. Intercoder reliability was measured for key variables in the study,
and ranged from .626 to .991 for the online coding and from .786 to .960 for television news
coding.

General visibility of COVID-19—related topics was measured as percentage of all news
identified in the analyzed period on each type of media outlet.

Topics of news stories were coded with reference to one in four categories as follows: “na-
tional-related news topics”, “both national and international-related news topics”, “interna-
tional-related news topics”, “unidentified”.

Prominence of news stories was measured differently, according to each news media out-
let. For television news stories, prominence was measured with reference to the average du-
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ration of the news story (measured in number of seconds). For online news stories, promi-
nence was measured with reference to the average number of words allocated for each news
story and to the average number of comments following each news story (only the news sto-
ries from adevarul.ro were followed by comments).

Most prominent topics of the news stories were coded by assigning each news story one
or more topics from a series of 21 possible topics, including various aspects of the current
pandemic such as statistics related to the COVID-19 pandemic, decisions/ positions adopted
by the authorities in order to manage the pandemic, different manifestations/ symptoms/ treat-
ment related to the disease, main effects of the pandemic, vaccination, disinformation relat-
ed to the pandemic, and other topics. The 21 topics were further rearranged in 7 clusters: (1)
statistics and situations (statistics from Romania, statistics from other countries, the situation
in Romanian hospitals); (2) decisions of authorities (decisions taken by the authorities, meas-
ures taken to limit the spread of the virus, the position of the World Health Organization, the
position of the Government, the position of the Strategic Communication Group, sanctions
granted for non-compliance with the measures imposed by the authorities); (3) manifesta-
tions or treatment related to the disease (manifestations of the disease, particular case/ cases
of people who got the disease, symptoms, forms of the disease, treatment); (4) effects of the
virus (effects of the virus on the economy in general, effects of the virus on a specific eco-
nomic sector, effects of the virus on ordinary people, COVID-19 pandemic as an opportuni-
ty, protests against the rules imposed by the authorities); (5) disinformation (fake news
regarding the pandemic); (6) COVID-19 vaccination and (7) other topics.

Intermedia agenda-setting was measured by looking at the explicitly mentioned refer-
ences to other news sources in a certain news story. If there was an explicit reference/ or more
explicit references to another news story/ to other news stories, this accounted for the pres-
ence of an intermedia agenda-setting effect. If one or more certain explicit references to an-
other source of information were mentioned, they were further coded in order to identify the
type of the cited source (television, print newspapers, radio, online 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 television and on-
line news sources, main findings show that, during March 18-31, 2020, television news sto-
ries covered COVID-19-related topics in a very large proportion, accounting for 99,01% of
the total number of news stories broadcast in the period. At the same time, 78,24% of the to-
tal number of online news stories released in the same period on the two online news outlets
were related to COVID-19 topics. On a general level, these results show that both television
and online media outlets were overwhelmed with COVID-19-related topics in that specific
period of March 18-31, 2020, precisely characterized as a peak-event period mainly due to
its proximity to the nationwide lockdown in Romania imposed on March 25, 2020.

Main results reveal that national-related news topics were the most prominent types of
topics in both the television and online news stories (over 50% of the total news stories dealt
with domestic topics), while international-related news stories occupied the second position
(Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Most prominent types of topics in the analyzed television and online news sto-
ries (March 18-31, 2020)
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Media’s preference towards dealing with domestic issues is not surprising, especially in
the context of the current sanitary crisis and because of the fact that, at the beginning of the
pandemic in Romania (in March 2020), media dealt almost exclusively with such topics (as
seen from the visibility of topics) emphasizing various aspects that might be of interest for
the Romanian audience, such as the numbers of infections and deaths, the measures taken to
prevent the spread of the virus, etc.

Results show that the three analyzed television channels dealt almost exclusively (99,01%)
with topics related to the COVID-19 pandemic; therefore, given the fact that the news about
COVID-19 topics were so visible on the media agenda, it is rather difficult to assess their
prominence compared to the other news stories on the agenda within the analyzed timeframe.
The average number of seconds allocated for each news story is around 147 seconds, ac-
counting for over 2 minutes/ news story. The news stories broadcast on PRO TV are longer
(178 seconds) than those broadcast on Antena 1 (155 seconds) and TVR 1 (133 seconds). For
these results, we do not have a reference point, as there is no other similar study conducted
so far, in order to allow for comparisons.

In the online media environment, almost 80% (78,24%) of the analyzed news stories re-
leased during March 18-31, 2020 dealt with COVID-19-related topics. The average number
of comments for the news stories on adevarul.ro was 8, leading us to the idea that, at least for
the analyzed news stories on adevarul.ro, there is low prominence compared, for example, to
the comments for the news stories related to the refugee crisis on adevarul.ro, for which the
average number of comments per news story was 19°. This result might be linked to the fact
that people tend to get the news from a certain source and then further discuss it on alterna-
tive 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 stories released by libertatea.ro are closed to comments and,
as a result, we cannot refer to them. The average number of words for the analyzed news sto-
ries on adevarul.ro was 438, while the average number of words for the analyzed news sto-
ries on libertatea.ro was 409. In other words, the news stories released by adevarul.ro are
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longer than those released by libertatea.ro, and this result might be explained with reference
to the specificity of the news outlet — i.e., longer news stories are more prevalent in quality
online newspapers compared with popular ones (which seem to prefer shorter stories, accord-
ing to the characteristics of their readership) (Boukes et al., 2020).

In terms of the most visible topics by news outlet, results show that both television and
online news stories referred mainly to topics regarding decisions taken by the authorities in
order to manage the pandemic (including general measures taken to limit the spread of the
virus), effects of the virus on the economy in general, certain economic sectors, and ordinary
people (including particular cases of people who got the disease), and situation in hospitals
as well as statistics from both Romania and other countries. COVID-19 vaccination and dis-
information regarding the pandemic were the least mentioned topics on both types of media
agendas (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Most visible topics in the analyzed television and online news stories (March
18-31, 2020)

Most visible topics (by news outlet)
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These results show media’s preference towards covering “hot” topics that are context-
dependent (i.e., with reference to that specific period in March 2020, surrounding the na-
tionwide lockdown in Romania), while letting apart other topics such as COVID-19
vaccination which has become more relevant in December 2020, when the first vaccines
have become available and widely used all over the world. These results confirm that the
media tackled mostly those topics related to that specific moment of the pandemic, when peo-
ple did not know about the virus, about its effects, and about the possible ways to overcome
the crisis situation. In this respect, media might have had a crucial role in orienting people’s
opinions and attitudes. This is in line with the articulation function of the media (Noelle-Neu-
mann 1973/2004) and to the need for orientation (McCombs & Weaver, 1973; Weaver, 1980).
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Especially in crisis situations, when they face relevant topics (as the COVID-19 one), peo-
ple tend to follow the media to get to know about what is happening and reduce their levels
of uncertainty.

In terms of most prominent topics in the analyzed news stories, results show that both tele-
vision and online news covered topics that are less visible on their agenda (i.e., COVID-19 vac-
cination and disinformation) by allocating them either more space in the news bulletin (for
televised stories), or covering them in-depth (stories related to vaccination and disinformation
are longer than all the other stories covering COVID-19-related topics) (Figure 3 and Figure 4).

Figure 3: Prominence of topics in television news stories, in the analyzed period. For tel-
evision news stories, prominence was measured with respect to the average number of sec-
onds/ story.
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Figure 4: Prominence of topics in online news stories, in the analyzed period. For online
news stories, prominence was measured with respect to the average number of words/ story.
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Another important part of this research is dedicated to the phenomenon of intermedia agen-
da-setting. By looking at those news stories explicitly citing other media sources, including lega-
cy media (television, print newspapers, and radio), social media and online sources, results
show that content published on social media is a frequently mentioned source in the analyzed
television news stories, followed by references to online sources and television sources. For
the analyzed online news stories, we can see that they make references most frequently to on-
line sources, followed by social media content and television sources (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Intermedia agenda-setting for the analyzed television and online news stories
(March 18-31, 2020) (some of the news stories make references to more than one type of source)
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Content published online (either in the form of social media content or not) is frequently
“pborrowed” and cited in both online and television news stories. This is an interesting result,
letting us assume that digital media content does play a significant role in the dynamics of
the Romanian media environment. One possible explanation is related to the growing use of
digital media content for information purposes. More and more people use social media and
online news to get their information from and, therefore, citing such sources might ensure a
better access to the public.

As the public have become increasingly selective and there is a high audience fragmen-
tation within the current media environment, the “traditional” agenda-setting power of lega-
cy media (television, print newspapers, and radio) seems to have been transferred to digital
media (social media, online sources) that are now “mainstream” sources. At the same time,
the information is available almost instantaneously in the digital media environment, and,
therefore, in most situations, news stories are first released in the online media environment
and then further retrieved and amplified by other, more “traditional” news outlets.

These results show a relatively high intermedia agenda-setting effect within the Roman-
ian media environment. This tendency to “borrow” news stories from other media outlets is
not new and might be the result of multiple factors. One of them is related to the pressure to
cover, almost instantly, the most important aspects related to an event; as a result, journalists
tend to search for inspiration and ideas in other news sources. Another factor might be attrib-
uted to the above-mentioned idea regarding the fact that the digital media environment en-
ables an almost instantaneous type of reporting (i.e., one that is very close to the event),
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compared to prime-time television news stories that report events that happened during the
day, being rather far from the ongoing event. For some “hot” topics, their television news
coverage comes after the digital media have already published a lot of content. Last but not
least, within the current media environment, highly dominated by various forms of disinfor-
mation and other potential “polluters”, other news media sources might be cited as a proof
to ensure that the topic has been covered elsewhere as well and that the news story could be
properly documented.

Discussion

The present research represents, to the best of our knowledge, the first approach in Ro-
mania so far aiming at uncovering the media coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic during a
peak-event period (i.e., the nationwide lockdown in March 2020). Main results show both tel-
evision and online media’s preference towards covering “hot” events that are context-depend-
ent (Aldoory & Grunig, 2012; Pang et al., 2014; Ungar, 1998). The importance of the media
in orienting people’s opinions and attitudes is crucial in such periods of crisis, as other stud-
ies (Abdullah et al., 2020) have already shown, highlighting the fact that the effect of news
dissemination about the COVID-19 pandemic can be manifested not only on individuals’
health, but also on an economic, behavioral, or psychological level.

As some researchers have pointed out, the COVID-19 pandemic is also “a crisis of infor-
mation” (David & Sommerlad, 2020, p. 7), because 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 overabundance of news generating opinions or emotions, as well as a lot of disinforma-
tion. Most individuals expected the media to answer their questions related to the evolution
of the pandemic, the measures they must take to protect themselves or their loved ones, or
about the impact that restrictions and social distancing will have on their personal and pro-
fessional lives. Thus, all the news related to the COVID-19 pandemic could become a trig-
ger (Ermolaev et al., 2020) for panic, anxiety, or mental disorders, worsening individuals’
pre-existing concerns or causing new ones (i.e., fear of transmitting the virus to their family
and friends, fear of living in isolation for lengthy periods of time, fear of job loss, etc.).

From this point of view, the present study aimed to shed light on the particular situation
of the Romanian media coverage at the beginning of the pandemic, by presenting the most
visible topics in a period characterized by a high need for orientation, given those unforeseen
and unprecedented events. Results show that both television and online news stories referred
mainly to topics regarding decisions taken by the authorities in order to manage the pandem-
ic, to effects of the virus on the economy and how it affects ordinary people (including par-
ticular cases of people who got the disease), as well as the situation in hospitals or statistics
available at a national or global level.

On the other hand, COVID-19 vaccination and disinformation regarding the pandemic
were the least mentioned topics on both types of media agendas, even though the media cov-
erage of these topics would have had important effects in terms of improving people’s health
literacy and preventing possible anti-vaccination content, especially on social media. In fact,
studies (Puri et al., 2020) show that the vaccine hesitancy is largely attributed to false or mis-
leading information about COVID-19 on social media, which can be generated by both hu-
man and non-human accounts. It is possible that the lack of media interest in addressing these
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issues at the beginning of the pandemic in Romania may be one of the reasons why a large
part of the country’s population is still reluctant to get vaccinated (39.4 percent of Romani-
ans do not intend to take the COVID-19 vaccine in 2021%).

This research was also based on the investigation of the intermedia agenda-setting phe-
nomenon in the Romanian media environment, referring to the way in which online and lega-
cy media influence each other in terms of prioritizing certain issues during a peak-event
period. Results show that content published on social media is frequently mentioned as a
source of information in the analyzed television news stories, followed by references to on-
line sources and television sources. Because digital actors do not have the same institutional
constraints as traditional media when disseminating news, their reactions can often be faster,
which determines the journalists from legacy media organizations to cite them or to “bor-
row” their ideas. However, as other studies have already shown, it is possible that, even if
traditional media platforms react more slowly to covering a news story, “their subsequent im-
pact may be larger” (Harder et al., 2017, p. 288).

Taking into account the general context of this sanitary crisis that has immediate and sig-
nificant consequences on people’s lives, they tend to look for the most convenient source of
information, which can provide them “insider information” and a way to “check in with fam-
ily or friends” (Austin et al., 2012, p. 197). Online social networks respond to this particular
need of individuals and have the potential, at least during an ongoing pandemic, to influence
and determine news coverage of traditional media, as shown by a previous study (Valenzuela
et al., 2017) on agenda-setting function of social media among television news profession-
als, during the first week following a natural disaster.

Being aware of the impact of online news, easily quantifiable depending on the number
of shares, likes or comments, journalists can be inspired by the topics presented in social me-
dia, which amplifies the effect of the intermedia agenda-setting between the two types of me-
dia. Therefore, the role of social media in shaping public opinion seems to be important in
the event of a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic, which should lead to increased respon-
sibilities for online content producers, given the rapid spread of information on these plat-
forms and its potential influence on people’s behavior and actions.

Conclusion

This study aims to investigate the media coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic, shedding
light, at the same time, on the agenda-setting effects and the phenomenon known as interme-
dia agenda-setting in the Romanian media environment. As several authors (Haimet al., 2018;
Nowak, 2016) have already shown, the agenda-setting theory is being challenged by the sig-
nificant growth of online news outlets, by the audiences that are both media users and pro-
ducers, and by the more dynamic and faster flow of information and news provided by digital
media. In this context, the content published online (either in the form of social 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 media has been transferred, at least in the
early part of the COVID-19 pandemic, to digital media that have become mainstream.

At the same time, it is important to keep in mind that traditional media can amplify the
effects of agenda-setting through social media, bringing online topics to the attention of a
larger audience, which is often different from the public who uses online social networks to
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get information. Last but not least, given the huge amount of information that can be trans-
mitted via social media and the high potential for spreading disinformation on these plat-
forms, it is important that online content producers carefully check each piece of information
before disseminating it, and preferably cite other sources that may support the objectivity of
that specific news story.

As any other social sciences study, this comes with some limitations. First, results are
bound to the national context and, therefore, cannot be generalized to other media environ-
ments where the agenda-setting roles might be distributed in order ways. Second, results are
mainly descriptive and we cannot assume any causation between the variables included in the
present study. Despite these limitations, this study can be a good starting point for discussion
and further research on the significant role of the media in shaping the public agenda and
how it can subsequently be reflected in some public attitudes and actions. Within the current
pandemic context, the analysis of media coverage is even more important due to the fact that
the way the media report on COVID-19 issues might offer important insights into how peo-
ple might understand and further develop certain opinions, attitudes, and behaviors such as
compliance with the rules imposed by the authorities in order to stop the spread of the dis-
ease, trust in authorities, and even vaccine acceptance.

Notes

! This work was supported by a grant of the Ministry of Research, Innovation and Digitization, CNCS/
CCCDI — UEFISCDI, project number PN-III-P1-1.1-PD-2019-0034, within PNCDI III.

2 According to www.brat.ro/sati for March-April 2020.

3 Results from the content analysis conducted with reference to the refugee crisis are available in Butur-
oiu et al. (2017) and Corbu et al. (2017).

4 https://www.strategicthinking.ro/february-2021-public-perception-of-vaccination-romanians-confi-
dence-in-the-anti-covid19-vaccination/.

References

Abdullah, M. Q., Hayat, N., & Rahman, A. (2020). The Agenda-Setting of Corona: Analysis of the Corona
Dissemination Impact on the Community. Mediator: Jurnal Komunikasi, 13(2), 141-155.

Aldoory, L., & Grunig, J. E. (2012). The rise and fall of hot-issue publics: Relationships that develop from
media coverage of events and crises. International Journal of Strategic Communication, 6(1), 93-108.

An, S. K., & Gower, K. K. (2009). How do the news media frame crises? A content analysis of crisis news
coverage. Public relations review, 35(2), 107-112.

Austin, L., Fisher Liu, B., & Jin, Y. (2012). How audiences seek out crisis information: Exploring the so-
cial-mediated crisis communication model. Journal of applied communication research, 40(2), 188-207.

Boukes, M., Jones, N. P., & Vliegenthart, R. (2020). Newsworthiness and story prominence: How the pres-
ence of news factors relates to upfront position and length of news stories. Journalism, 1464884919899313.

Buturoiu, R., Stefanita, O., & Corbu, N. (2017). The Refugee Crisis From The Media To The Public Agen-
da. In A. Taranu (Ed.), Proceedings of the 4th Academos Conference, The Quality of Demogracy in the
New Political Era. Bologna: Filodiritto Publisher, 20-30.

Buturoiu, R. & Gavrilescu, M. (2021). Key Words Associated with the COVID-19 Pandemic. Comparing
the Media and the Public Agenda. Journal of Media Research, 14(2/ 40), 5-25.

Camaj, L., & Weaver, D. H. (2013). Need for orientation and attribute agenda-setting during a US election
campaign. International Journal of Communication, 7, 22.



Media Coverage in Times of Crisis. Intermedia Agenda-setting of COVID-19 21

Camaj, L. (2019). Motivational theories of agenda-setting effects: An information selection and processing
model of attribute agenda-setting. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 31(3), 441-462.

Conway, B. A., Kenski, K., & Wang, D. (2015). The rise of Twitter in the political campaign: Searching for
intermedia agenda-setting effects in the presidential primary. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communi-
cation, 20(4), 363-380.

Coombs, W. T. (2006). The protective powers of crisis response strategies: Managing reputational assets dur-
ing a crisis. Journal of promotion management, 12(3-4), 241-260.

Corbu, N., Buturoiu, R., & Durach, F. (2017). Framing the refugee crisis in online media: A Romanian per-
spective. Romanian Journal of Communication and Public Relations, 19(2), 5-18.

Cruz, M. P, Santos, E., Cervantes, M. V., & Juarez, M. L. (2021). COVID-19, a worldwide public health
emergency. Revista Clinica Espariola (English Edition), 221(1), 55-61.

David, Y., & Sommerlad, E. (2020). Media and Information in Times of Crisis: The Case of the Coronavirus
(COVID-19) Infodemic. Forthcoming in: COVID-19 and Similar Futures: Geographical perspectives,
issues and agendas.

Dunn, A. G., Surian, D., Leask, J., Dey, A., Mandl, K. D., & Coiera, E. (2017). Mapping information expo-
sure on social media to explain differences in HPV vaccine coverage in the United States. Vaccine, 35(23),
3033-3040.

Ermolaev, V. V., Sorokoumova, E. A., Voroncova, J., Nasonova, D. K., & Chetverikova, A. 1. (2020). Psy-
chological features of social fears associated with the COVID-19 content of news feed in Russia. Eurdsian
Journal of BioSciences, 14(1), 2403-2409.

Feezell, J. T. (2018). Agenda-setting through social media: The importance of incidental news exposure and
social filtering in the digital era. Political Research Quarterly, 71(2), 482-494.

Ferraresi, M. (2020). As Europe Confronts Coronavirus, the Media Faces a Trust Test. Nieman Reports. Ac-
cessed April 17, 2021. https://niemanreports.org/articles/a-trust-test-for-the-media-in-europe/.

Feng, L. X., Jing, S., Hu, S., Wang, D. F., & Huo, H. F. (2020). Modelling the effects of media coverage and
quarantine on the COVID-19 infections in the UK. Math Biosci Eng, 17(4), 3618-3636.

Groshek, J., & Clough Groshek, M. (2013). Agenda trending: Reciprocity and the predictive capacity of so-
cial network sites in intermedia agenda-setting across issues over time. Available at SSRN 2199144.
Gruszczynski, M., & Wagner, M. W. (2017). Information flow in the 21st century: The dynamics of agenda-

uptake. Mass communication and society, 20(3), 378-402.

Haim, M., Weimann, G., & Brosius, H. B. (2018). Who sets the cyber agenda? Intermedia agenda-setting
online: the case of Edward Snowden’s NSA revelations. Journal of Computational Social Science, 1(2),
277-294.

Han, C., Yang, M., & Piterou, A. (2021). Do news media and citizens have the same agenda on COVID-19?
An empirical comparison of Twitter posts. Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 120849.
Harder, R. A., Sevenans, J., & Van Aelst, P. (2017). Intermedia agenda-setting in the social media age: How
traditional players dominate the news agenda in election times. The International Journal of Press/Pol-

itics, 22(3), 275-293.

Jia, W., & Lu, F. (2021). US media’s coverage of China’s handling of COVID-19: Playing the role of the
fourth branch of government or the fourth estate?. Global Media and China, 6(1), 8-23.

Kramer, B., Naab, T., & Daschmann, G. (2008). The Effect of Journalistic Co-Orientation on Press Cover-
age: A Time Series Analysis. https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-57583-1

Limaye, R. J., Sauer, M., Ali, J., Bernstein, J., Wahl, B., Barnhill, A., & Labrique, A. (2020). Building trust
while influencing online COVID-19 content in the social media world. The Lancet Digital Health, 2(6),
e277-e278.

Lee, B., Liu, J., Choung, H., & McLeod, D. (2020). Beyond the Notion of Accessibility Bias: Message Content
as the Common Source of Agenda-Setting and Priming Effects. Mass Communication and Society, 1-24.

Maffesoli, M. (2020). Sanitary Crisis, Civilizational Crisis. Space and Culture, 23(3), 226-229.

Maier, S. (2010). All the news fit to post? Comparing news content on the web to newspapers, television,
and radio. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 87(3-4), 548-562.

McCombs, M. E., & Shaw, D. L. (1972). The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media. The Public Opinion
Quarterly, 36(2), 176-187.



22 Revista romana de comunicare si relatii publice

McCombs, M. E., & Weaver, D. H. (1973). Voters’ need for orientation and use of mass communication. Pre-
sented to the Political Communication Division, International Communication Association, Montreal,
Canada.

McCombs, M. E., Shaw, D. L., & Weaver, D. H. (2014). New directions in agenda-setting theory and research.
Mass communication and society, 17(6), 781-802.

McCombs, M., & Stroud, N. J. (2014). Psychology of agenda-setting effects: Mapping the paths of informa-
tion processing. Review of Communication Research, 2, 68-93.

Medina, L. M., Rodriguez, J. R., & Sarmiento, P. J. D. (2021). Shaping public opinion through the lens of
agenda-setting in rolling out COVID-19 vaccination program. Journal of Public Health (Oxf.).
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdab100.

Melinat, P., Kreuzkam, T., & Stamer, D. (2014, September). Information overload: a systematic literature re-
view. In International Conference on Business Informatics Research (pp. 72-86). Springer, Cham.

Moy, P., Tewksbury, D., & Rinke, E. M. (2016). Agenda-setting, priming, and framing. The international en-
cyclopedia of communication theory and philosophy, 1-13.

Newman, N. (2009). The rise of social media and its impact on mainstream journalism.

Noelle-Neumann E. (1973/2004). Spirala tdacerii. Opinia publicd — invelisul nostru social (V. Cucu Oancea,
trans). comunicare.ro.

Nowak, E. (2016). Agenda-setting theory and the new media. Studia Medioznawcze Media Studies, 3(66),
11-24.

Pang, A., Hassan, N. B. B. A., & Chong, A. C. Y. (2014). Negotiating crisis in the social media environment:
Evolution of crises online, gaining credibility offline. Corporate Communications: An International Jour-
nal, 19(1), 96-118.

Poirier, W., Ouellet, C., Rancourt, M. A., Béchard, J., & Dufresne, Y. (2020). (Un) Covering the COVID-19
Pandemic: Framing Analysis of the Crisis in Canada. Canadian Journal of Political Science/Revue cana-
dienne de science politique, 53(2), 365-371.

Puri, N., Coomes, E. A., Haghbayan, H., & Gunaratne, K. (2020). Social media and vaccine hesitancy: new
updates for the era of COVID-19 and globalized infectious diseases. Human Vaccines & Immunothera-
peutics, 1-8.

Searles, K., & Smith, G. (2016). Who’s the boss? setting the agenda in a fragmented media environment. /n-
ternational Journal of Communication, 10, 22.

Seddighi, H. (2020). COVID-19 as a natural disaster: focusing on exposure and vulnerability for response. Dis-
aster Medicine and Public Health Preparedness, 14(4), e42-e43.

Slavniz, D. N. (2016). Agenda-setting in the world of online news: New questions for new environment. CM
Komunikacija i mediji, 11(36), 47-70.

Smith, B. G., Smith, S. B., & Knighton, D. (2018). Social media dialogues in a crisis: A mixed-methods ap-
proach to identifying publics on social media. Public Relations Review, 44(4), 562-573.

Su, Y., & Borah, P. (2019). Who is the agenda setter? Examining the intermedia agenda-setting effect be-
tween Twitter and newspapers. Journal of Information Technology & Politics, 16(3), 236-249.

Ungar, S. (1998). Hot crises and media reassurance: A comparison of emerging diseases and Ebola Zaire.
British journal of sociology, 36-56.

Valenzuela, S., Puente, S., & Flores, P. M. (2017). Comparing disaster news on Twitter and television: An
intermedia agenda-setting perspective. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 61(4), 615-637.

Wang, Q. (2016). A comparative case study: Network agenda-setting in crisis and non-crisis news. Global
Media and China, 1(3), 208-233.

Wanta W., & Alkazemi, M. (2018). Journalism as Agenda-Setting. In Vos, T. P. (Ed.), Journalism (pp. 189-
204), (Vol. 19). Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co KG.

Weaver, D. H. (1980). Audience need for orientation and media effects. Communication Research, 7(3), 361-373.

World Health Organization. (2020). Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) Situation Report — 65.
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200325-sitrep-65-covid-
19.pdf?stvrsn=ce13061b 2 (last accessed on 17 May 2021).



