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Abstract
Drawing upon the stress buffering model of social support, this study investigated how perceived social support (PSS), defined 
as the amount of support individuals think they can mobilize from their network, and received social support (RSS), defined 
as the level of support individuals have received, moderated the direct and indirect relationships between COVID-19 news 
exposure (i.e., stressor) and stress via social trust. An online survey from six major cities in China (N = 636) revealed that PSS 
rather than RSS moderated the direct relationship between COVID-19 news exposure and stress such that this relationship 
was stronger at a low level of PSS than a high level. Additionally, RSS rather than PSS moderated the relationship between 
COVID-19 news exposure and social trust such that this relationship was stronger at a low level of RSS than a high level. 
These findings reveal the differential mechanisms by which PSS and RSS function to buffer against stress.
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Disaster is conceptualized as serious disruptions of the func-
tioning of a community or a society which require additional 
resources for coping and resilience (Perry, 2018). In addi-
tion to financial and physical damages, COVID-19 has been 
found to cause a series of mental health issues such as post-
traumatic stress disorder (Bridgland et al., 2021), anxiety 
and depression (Choi et al., 2020), and heightened levels of 
stress (El-Zoghby et al., 2020; Jewell et al., 2020; Szkody 
et al., 2020). These mental health issues can be caused by 
direct or indirect exposure to the pandemic such as con-
sumption of COVID-19-related news (Bendau et al., 2021; 
Bridgland et al., 2021). Coping with COVID-19-related 
stress requires additional resources such as social support 
(Grey et al., 2020; Szkody et al., 2020).

The stress buffering model of social support posits that 
social support can mitigate the stressor-stress relationship 
such that individuals with limited social support tend to 
report a higher level of stress than those with more sup-
port (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Two types of social support are 

identified in the extant scholarship: perceived social support 
(PSS) and received social support (RSS; Helgeson, 1993). 
While PSS refers to the amount of support individuals think 
they can mobilize from their network, RSS refers to the 
level of support individuals have received (Helgeson, 1993). 
Although research provided empirical evidence showing the 
differential main effects of PSS and RSS on stress buffering 
(Grey et al., 2020; Norris & Kaniasty, 1996; Szkody et al., 
2020; Yu et al., 2020; Zhou & Yao, 2020), whether these 
two types of social support may moderate the stressor-stress 
relationship differently needs further investigation.

First, although previous research found that RSS (Etzion, 
1984; Rhodes & Woods, 1995) could moderate the stressor-
stress relationship such that this relationship was weak 
when individuals reported a high level of RSS, these stud-
ies operationalized RSS as the support that recipients found 
satisfactory (Etzion, 1984; Rhodes & Woods, 1995). Given 
the boomerang effect of RSS on stress buffering (Bolger 
et al., 2000; Gleason et al., 2003; Lindorff, 2000; Norris 
& Kaniasty, 1996; Wethington & Kessler, 1986; Zhou & 
Yao, 2020), it is critical to retest whether RSS moderates 
the effect of stressor on stress. This study conceptualizes 
COVID-19 news exposure as the stressor, as research found 
exposure to news about disasters often enhanced one’s level 
of stress (Busso et al., 2014; Pfefferbaum et al., 2000; Stain-
back et al., 2020).
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Additionally, prior research shows that exposure to disas-
ter-related news could make individuals underestimate the 
level of social trust, which then elevates the level of stress 
(Gross et al., 2004; Moy & Scheufele, 2000). However, the 
role that social support plays in this indirect stressor-stress 
relationship remains understudied. Although empirical 
evidence showing that social support could moderate the 
indirect stressor-stress relationship has started to emerge 
(He et al., 2021), little research has compared the modera-
tion effects of PSS and RSS on this indirect relationship. 
Investigation on the potential differences in the moderation 
effects of PSS and RSS on the stressor-stress relationship 
can provide insights on the mechanism by which these two 
types of social support may buffer against stress. Hence, 
another goal of this study is to bridge this gap by investigat-
ing whether these two types of social support moderated the 
indirect relationship between COVID-19 news exposure and 
stress through social trust.

Stress Buffering Functions of PSS and RSS

No matter whether social support is perceived (i.e., PSS) 
or enacted (i.e., RSS, Helgeson, 1993), previous research 
has provided empirical evidence showing that both types 
of social support can weaken the effect of stressor on 
stress (Davidson & Demaray, 2007; Etzion, 1984; Mitchell 
et al., 2014; Rhodes & Woods, 1995; Smith et al., 2013; 
Wethington & Kessler, 1986). With specific regard to 
the stress buffering function of RSS, Rhodes and Woods 
(1995) found that received cognitive guidance moderated the 
effect of social strain on depression such that social strain 
exhibited a weaker effect on depression when individuals 
reported to receive a high level of social support. Likewise, 
Etzion (1984) found that among individuals receiving a 
high level of social support in the workplace, the effect of 
stress on burnout was weaker compared to those receiving 
a low level of social support. However, the measure of 
RSS in both studies addressed the level of satisfaction with 
received support (Etzion, 1984; Rhodes & Woods, 1995). 
Hence, the social support they measured was the level of 
RSS with which support recipients were satisfied (Etzion, 
1984; Rhodes & Woods, 1995). In other words, both 
studies suggest that only satisfactory RSS could mitigate 
the stressor-stress relationship (Etzion, 1984; Rhodes & 
Woods, 1995).

Indeed, research suggests that RSS may not always be 
effective in stress coping (Bolger et  al., 2000; Gleason 
et  al., 2003; Lindorff, 2000; Norris & Kaniasty, 1996; 
Wethington & Kessler, 1986; Zhou & Yao, 2020). Some 
research did not find that RSS could facilitate stress coping 
(Norris & Kaniasty, 1996; Wethington & Kessler, 1986; 
Zhou & Yao, 2020). For example, Zhou and Yao (2020) did 

not find a significant direct relationship between RSS and 
acute stress symptoms. Norris and Kaniasty (1996) found 
that RSS was indirectly related to psychological distress 
via PSS, but their direct relationship was not significant. 
Some studies provided empirical evidence showing that 
RSS could even heighten the level of stress (Bolger et al., 
2000; Gleason et al., 2003; Lindorff, 2000). For instance, 
Lindorff (2000) found that receiving emotional support 
elevated stress among men, whereas this relationship was not 
significant among women. This might be because receiving 
emotional support was an acknowledgement of being weak 
and challenged masculinity, which was especially critical 
to men and thereby made them more stressful (Lindorff, 
2000). Furthermore, even among those studies which found 
a negative direct relationship between RSS and stress, some 
research shows that the mitigating effect of RSS on stress 
was less strong compared to PSS (Szkody et al., 2020; Yu 
et al., 2020).

Several explanations are offered to account for these 
seemingly counterintuitive findings. The first noted the dis-
crepancy between PSS and RSS (Stefanone et al., 2012), 
which might not help lower the level of stress and could 
even elevate it. Second, even if individuals have received 
the support they expect, they may not find it helpful (Krause, 
1987). For example, Lehman et al. (1986) found that sup-
port recipients reported a range of support attempts that they 
perceived unhelpful. Additionally, although individuals may 
be unsatisfied with RSS, they are still expected to return the 
favor due to the social norm of reciprocation (Uehara, 1995). 
Therefore, the stress buffering effect of RSS should be con-
tingent upon many situational factors (Barrera, 2000) such 
as whether recipients are satisfied with the received support. 
As findings of Etzion (1984) and Rhodes and Woods (1995) 
suggest that satisfactory RSS mitigated the stressor-stress 
relationship, it was satisfactory RSS rather than RSS mod-
erated the stressor-stress relationship. In other words, the 
possible moderation effect of RSS on the stressor-stress rela-
tionship might be further moderated by the extent to which 
support recipients were satisfied with RSS.

Conversely, empirical evidence on the moderation effect 
of PSS on the stressor-stress relationship is more consistent 
(Davidson & Demaray, 2007; Mitchell et al., 2014; Smith 
et al., 2013; Wethington & Kessler, 1986). For example, 
through a longitudinal survey, Smith et al. (2013) found that 
military social support could lower the impact of stressful-
ness of training on posttraumatic stress symptomatology of 
Marines. Likewise, Mitchell et al. (2014) found that PSS 
moderated the effect of injuries on athletes’ psychological 
distress such that injured athletes perceiving high availability 
of social support reported lower impacts of injuries on their 
psychological distress. As PSS indicates the extent to which 
individuals think support is available when needed (Helge-
son, 1993), higher levels of PSS can provide individuals 
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with a sense of security and increase their confidence in 
stress coping (Wethington & Kessler, 1986). Therefore, PSS 
may moderate the stressor-stress relationship such that indi-
viduals perceiving higher availability of social support may 
be less affected by the stressor and report lower levels of 
stress (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Rueger et al., 2016).

The present study conceptualizes exposure to news about 
COVID-19 as a type of stressor, given that research consist-
ently found exposure to news about disasters could increase 
the chance of mental health problems (Busso et al., 2014; 
He et al., 2021; Pfefferbaum et al., 2000; Stainback et al., 
2020). Cultivation theory (Gerbner, 1998) provides a theo-
retical framework which may explain these results. Accord-
ing to cultivation theory, most people’s perception of reality 
is constructed by media (Gerbner, 1998). By describing a 
“media world”, media shape how people perceive the world 
such that heavy media users are more likely to perceive the 
world consistently with what media present (Gerbner, 1998). 
Despite a wealth of criticisms which argued that cultivation 
theory did not control other factors that may shape people’s 
perception of the world (Romer et al., 2014), research still 
provided empirical support to the theory. For instance, as 
violence is prevalent on American television, heavy viewers 
in the U.S. tended to view the world more dangerous after 
other variables were controlled (Riddle et al., 2011; Romer 
et al., 2003). During the COVID-19 outbreak, people may 
be exposed to a range of negative news such as death tolls, 
economic recession, lack of medical resources, and discrimi-
nation. These media messages can make people view the 
world more negatively, for instance, by heightening their 
estimated levels of threats of COVID-19 (Stainback et al., 
2020) or making them feel the future is characterized by 
more uncertainty (He et al., 2021). Consequently, COVID-
19 news exposure could be related to an elevated level of 
stress, which has received empirical support (Bendau et al., 
2021; Bridgland et al., 2021). As reviewed earlier, PSS is 
more likely to mitigate the stressor-stress relationship com-
pared to RSS. Thus, the following hypothesis was proposed.

H1: PSS rather than RSS moderates the relationship 
between COVID-19 news exposure and stress such that 
this relationship is weaker at a high level of PSS than a 
low level.

Stress Buffering of PSS and RSS 
through Social Trust

The explanation above suggests that the direct relationship 
between COVID-19 news exposure and stress may be par-
tially explained by an erosion in social trust, conceptualized 
as the extent to which individuals trust the general soci-
ety (Newton & Zmerli, 2011). Both cross-sectional (Moy 

& Scheufele, 2000) and longitudinal research (Gross et al., 
2004) provided empirical evidence showing that exposure 
to negative news could lower social trust. Moreover, natural 
disasters could trigger the instinct of self-protection (Miller, 
2006; Ritchie & Gill, 2007). Thus, excessive exposure to 
news about COVID-19 might make individuals feel insecure, 
which could make them over-evaluate selfishness of gen-
eral others and under-evaluate their altruism (Miller, 2006; 
Ritchie & Gill, 2007). All these perceptions could lower 
individuals’ appraisal of social trust. As social trust could 
make individuals less stressed by elevating their sense of 
security (Abbott & Freeth, 2008), the relationship between 
COVID-19 news exposure and stress may be mediated by 
social trust.

Another goal of this study is to examine whether PSS and 
RSS moderate the indirect relationship between exposure 
to news about COVID-19 and stress through social trust. 
Individuals with more social support may have better views 
about general others (Liu et al., 2021), which offers them 
more confidence in stress coping. Although individuals may 
not always receive the support they find helpful (Lehman 
et al., 1986), the act of providing support functions as an 
expression of concern for the support recipients (Semmer 
et al., 2008). Hence, individuals with a high level of RSS 
may be less affected by COVID-19 news exposure and report 
a higher level of social trust compared to those with a low 
level, which could help their stress coping.

H2: RSS moderates the effect of COVID-19 news expo-
sure on social trust such that its effect is weaker at a high 
level of RSS compared to a low level. The indirect rela-
tionship between COVID-19 news exposure and stress via 
social trust is moderated by RSS such that their indirect 
relationship is weaker at a high level of RSS compared 
to a low level.

Additionally, Norris and Kaniasty (1996) argued that PSS 
is often a result of RSS because people reporting a high 
level of PSS should have received a large amount of social 
support. Thus, individuals with a high level of PSS may 
dismiss the negative influence of news cultivation because 
of their perceived availability of coping resources. Hence, 
the negative effect of news exposure on social trust should 
be weaker among those with a high level of PSS compared 
to a low level.

H3: PSS moderates the effect of COVID-19 news expo-
sure on social trust such that its effect is weaker at a high 
level of PSS compared to a low level. The indirect rela-
tionship between COVID-19 news exposure and stress via 
social trust is moderated by PSS such that their indirect 
relationship is weaker at a high level of PSS compared 
to a low level.
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The present study focuses on China for the following 
considerations. Although preliminary evidence emerged 
which shows that Chinese reported a lower level of stress 
than Americans during the peak of COVID-19 (Wang 
et al., 2021), the way China’s government responded to the 
pandemic might have added to the stress level of Chinese 
citizens. First, the central government in China issued strict 
executive orders which placed millions of individuals under 
quarantine. As quarantine contributed to an increase in men-
tal health issues (Gan et al., 2020), the stress problem of 
Chinese individuals should not be dismissed. Additionally, 
despite an escalated level of media censorship in China dur-
ing the pandemic (Li, 2020), negative news still leaked on 
the lack of transparency of the government in revealing the 
truth of the early outbreak and the inability of the govern-
ment to handle the crisis swiftly and effectively. This nega-
tive news, along with media censorship, might have elevated 
the level of stress of Chinese individuals. Taken together, 
the unique sociopolitical environment in China suggests that 
Chinese individuals might have to cope with more stressors 
and thereby might be in greater need of social support. This 
provides a unique context for testing the hypotheses pro-
posed in the present study.

Method

Study Procedure and Sample

An online survey was launched between March 21 and 28, 
2020. The researchers collaborated with Wenjuanxing (a 
large company that provides sampling services in China) to 
recruit participants. Participants were adult residents in four 
largest cities in China (Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Shen-
zhen) and two big cities with a large number of COVID-19 
cases in late January and February (Wuhan and Hangzhou; 
Diao et al., 2020). This sample was prescribed because these 
cities are densely populated and have important domestic 
and international connections. This can increase the severity 
of the pandemic, which might elevate the level of stress of 
residents in these places. A convenience sample was used 
to recruit participants.

Participants were first exposed to the informed consent 
form, which presented the goal, procedure, benefits and risks 
of completing the survey. They were offered the option to 
proceed to or quit the survey at the end of the page where the 
informed consent form was shown. The survey started with 
a description of how COVID-19 broke out and developed 
in China in late 2019 and early 2020. This specific timing 
was selected because it was the time when the number of 
COVID-19 cases in China grew rapidly every day (Worl-
dometers, 2020). Participants were then asked to recall their 
experiences with other people and how they felt during that 

time, followed by questions measuring their level of stress, 
social trust, PSS, RSS, and demographic information. The 
research ethics committee at the university approved this 
procedure (21006).

All participants completed the survey, leading to a final 
sample of 636 responses. While there were 105 participants 
from Beijing and 107 from Hangzhou, 106 responses were 
collected from every other city. There were more female 
participants (57.9%) than males, with an average age of 
almost 30 (M = 29.79, SD = 7.21). Nearly two thirds of 
the participants (66.5%) received a bachelor’s degree, fol-
lowed by high school (17.1%), graduate degree (8.5%), mid-
dle school (7.1%) and elementary school (.8%). Less than 
half of the participants reported their monthly household 
income of 12,501–38,500 RMB (1890.82–5823.27 USD, 
46.2%), followed by 8001–12,500 RMB (1210.18–1890.67 
USD, 22.8%), 5001–8000 RMB (756.42–1210.03 USD, 
12.16%), 3501–5000 RMB (527.95–756.27 USD, 6.9%), 
38,501–83,500 RMB (5823.43–12,629.70 USD, 6.4%), 
3500 or below (527.8 USD, 2.5%), and 83,501 or above 
(12,629.85 USD, 2.5%).

Measures

Stress was assessed through a six-item Likert scale, which 
was adapted from Cohen et al. (1983), a 5-point Likert scale 
measuring perceived stress (0 = never, 1 = almost never, 
2 = sometimes, 3 = fairly often, 4 = very often). The origi-
nal scale did not receive good reliability scores probably 
because it was not validated in China. The researchers thus 
selected items with high factor loadings and conducted con-
firmatory factor analysis through the Lavaan package in R 
6.6. The final six questions in the scale (M = 2.39, SD = .73) 
demonstrated satisfactory results of reliability (Cronbach’s 
α = .80) and construct validity (χ2(9) = 17.67, p < .05, 
CFI = .99, TLI = .98, RMSEA = .04, SRMR = .02).

Social trust was measured based on the 8-item Likert 
scale by Sturgis et  al. (2010), which asked participants 
to indicate how much they trust general others on a 0–10 
Likert scale. Sturgis et al. (2010) suggested that scholars 
select items based on their research context. Six items were 
selected and several of them were reverse coded so that a 
large number indicates high levels of social trust (Cron-
bach’s α = .82; M = 4.80, SD = 1.11). Table 1 presents the 
questions measuring stress and social trust.

The received support scale by Wethington and Kessler 
(1986) was adapted to measure RSS (Cronbach’s α = .84; 
M = 4.90, SD = 1.11). Participants were asked to recall in 
late January and February whether someone would listen 
to them, cheer or comfort them, referred to some other 
helper, provided a new way of seeing the problem, gave 
them advice, provided them with medical supplies, and 
offered food or other supplies to them (1 = strongly disagree, 
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7 = strongly agree). The last two items were added to match 
the need of Chinese individuals in quarantine.

The scale on perceived availability of social support by 
Sherbourne and Stewart (1991) was adapted to measure PSS 
(Cronbach’s α = .93; M = 5.42, SD = .92). The final scale 
included 16 items measuring participants’ perceptions of avail-
ability of social support on a 7-point Likert scale (e.g., “some-
one could be counted on to listen to me when I need to talk”).

Exposure to news about COVID-19 was measured by ask-
ing participants to recall how often they were exposed to news 
about the pandemic every day in late January and February 
(1 = never, 2 = almost never, 3 = a little, 4 = less than half of the 
news to which I was exposed every day, 5 = half of the news 
to which I was exposed every day, 6 = more than half of the 
news to which I was exposed every day, 7 = almost all, 8 = all). 
Several examples of COVID-19 news were listed, including 
the number of cases, death tolls, excessive workload of health 
professionals, insufficient medical supplies, the inability 
of government officials and organizations to provide timely 
help. Participants’ response ranged from 1 to 7 (M = 4.39, 
SD = 1.29). Table 2 presents descriptive results of and bivari-
ate correlations between variables mentioned above.

Statistical Analysis

As PSS and RSS were proposed to moderate the direct and 
indirect relationship between COVID-19 news exposure and 
stress via social trust, hypotheses of the current study are 
essentially moderated mediation. Therefore, Hayes’ Macro 
Process 3.4, which provides a convenient method to test 
moderated mediations, was used to test hypotheses. Spe-
cifically, model 8 in Hayes’ Macro Process 3.4 was chosen 
because it matches the hypotheses (Hayes, 2017). Thus, 
PSS and RSS were entered in the model separately as the 
moderator to test the proposed moderated mediation hypoth-
eses, after biological sex, age, education, monthly household 
income, and city of residence which was dummy coded five 
times were controlled. Notably, Macro Process provides 
 R2 instead of adjusted  R2 and unstandardized coefficients 
instead of standardized coefficients (Hayes, 2017). 95% con-
fidence interval (CI) was reported to indicate the significance 
of the proposed moderation and moderated mediation rela-
tionships. If zero is not included in the 95% CI, the tested 
relationship is significant.

Table 1  The scales of stress and social trust

In late January and February when the number of COVID-19 cases grew rapidly every day, how often….
Stress (0–4)
1. Were you upset because of something that happened unexpectedly?
2. Did you feel that you were unable to control the important things in your life
3. Did you feel nervous and stressed?
4. Did you feel not confident about your ability to handle your personal problems?
5. Were you unable to control irritations in your life?
6. Did you feel difficulties were piling up so high that you could not overcome them?
Social Trust (0–10)
1. I tended to be cynical and skeptical of others’ intentions (reverse coding).
2. I believed that most people would take advantage of you if you let them (reverse coding).
3. I thought that most of the people I dealt with were honest and trustworthy.
4. I was suspicious when someone did something nice for me (reverse coding).
5. My first reaction was to trust people.
6. I had a good deal of faith in human nature.

Table 2  Descriptive statistics 
and zero-order correlations; 
means (standard deviations) 
presented along the diagonal

*** p < .001, ** p < .01

COVID-19 news 
exposure

Social trust Stress RSS PSS

COVID-19 news 
exposure

4.39 (1.29) −.27*** .24*** −.05 −.11**

Social trust 4.80 (1.11) −.39*** .34*** .44***
Stress 2.39 (.73) −.05 −.14***
RSS 4.90 (1.11) .71***
PSS 5.42 (.92)
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Results

COVID-19 news exposure, PSS, their interaction, and 
all control variables explained 25.86% of total variances 
in social trust  (R2 = .2586, F(12, 623) = 18.11, p < .001). 
Although COVID-19 news exposure (B = −.20, p < .001, 
Table 3) and PSS (B = .52, p < .001) both predicted social 
trust significantly, their interaction effect was not significant 

(p = .78). H3 was rejected. The mediation between COVID-
19 news exposure and stress through social trust moderated 
by PSS was not significant (−.002, 95% CI: [−.02, .01]).

However, PSS moderated the relationship between 
COVID-19 news exposure and stress (B = −.05, p < .02) 
such that this relationship was only significant at a low level 
of PSS (B = .12, p < .001, Fig. 1). Additionally, exposure 
predicted stress positively (B = .08, p < .001) whereas social 
trust lowered stress (B = −.24, p < .001). PSS was not related 
to stress (p = .17). H1 was supported.

In addition, COVID-19 news exposure, RSS, their inter-
action, and all control variables explained 20.38% of total 
variances in social trust  (R2 = .2038, F(12, 623) = 13.29, 
p < .001). RSS moderated the relationship between expo-
sure and social trust (B = .07, p < .01, Table 4) such that their 
relationship was stronger at a low level of RSS (B = −.29, 
p < .001, Fig.  2) compared to a high level (B = −.14, 
p < .01). Moreover, exposure predicted social trust nega-
tively (B = −.22, p < .001) whereas RSS elevated social trust 
(B = .34, p < .001). Furthermore, the moderated mediation 
was significant (−.02, 95% CI: [−.03, −.003]). Specifically, 
the indirect relationship between COVID-19 news exposure 
and stress via social trust was stronger at a high level of RSS 
(.07, 95% CI: [.05, .10]) compared to a low level (.04, 95% 
CI: [.01, .06]). H2 was supported.

However, RSS did not moderate the relationship between 
COVID-19 news exposure and stress (p = .36, Table 4). This 
lends further support to H1. Exposure (B = .08, p < .001) 
and social trust (B = −.25, p < .001) predicted stress signifi-
cantly. Notably, RSS was positively related to stress (B = .06, 
p < .03).

Table 3  The mediation model regressing stress on COVID-19 news 
exposure through social trust moderated by PSS

*** p < .001, * p < .05

Social trust Stress

B B
Sex −.11 .03
Age .00 −.00
Education .00 .01
Income .01 −.03
City (Wuhan) .15 −.01
City (Beijing) .08 .08
City (Shanghai) −.06 .09
City (Guangzhou) −.06 −.06
City (Shenzhen) −.22 .11
COVID-19 news exposure −.20*** .08***
PSS .52*** .05
Exposure * PSS .01 −.05*
Social trust NA −.24***
R2, F .26***, F(12, 

623) = 18.11
.20***, F(13, 

622) = 11.61

Fig. 1  RSS moderated the effect 
of COVID-19 news exposure on 
social trust

4

4.2

4.4

4.6

4.8

5

5.2

5.4

5.6

low exposure high exposure

low RSS high RSS
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Discussion

Although disasters like COVID-19 usually make people 
stressed, individuals often exchange social support as a 
coping strategy. The present study examined whether RSS 
and PSS moderated the direct and indirect relationship 
between COVID-19 news exposure and stress through 

social trust. Findings reveal that PSS rather than RSS 
moderated the direct relationship between COVID-19 
news exposure and stress. However, RSS moderated the 
relationship between COVID-19 news exposure and social 
trust such that RSS enhanced this relationship. Therefore, 
the indirect relationship between COVID-19 news expo-
sure and stress via social trust was stronger for those that 
have received a high level of social support. Conversely, 
PSS did not moderate the relationship between COVID-19 
news exposure and social trust. These findings extend the 
current scholarship on social support by demonstrating the 
differential functions of these two types of social support 
in stress buffering.

First, PSS moderated the direct relationship between 
COVID-19 news exposure and stress. Consistent with prior 
research which revealed that PSS moderated the stressor-
stress relationship (Davidson & Demaray, 2007; Mitchell 
et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2013; Wethington & Kessler, 1986), 
these findings provide additional evidence showing that the 
stressor-stress relationship is weaker when individuals report 
a high level of PSS than a low level. PSS indicates one’s 
appraisal of the availability of support (Norris & Kaniasty, 
1996). Thus, people reporting a high level of PSS likely 
think they can mobilize sufficient resources when needed. 
This gives them additional confidence in coping with stress 
(Wethington & Kessler, 1986), which may dampen the effect 
of COVID-19 news exposure on stress.

Notably, not all studies found a significant moderation 
effect of PSS on the stressor-stress relationship (Burton 
et  al., 2004). However, a meta-analysis study provides 
empirical support to the moderation effect of PSS on the 

Table 4  The mediation model regressing stress on COVID-19 news 
exposure through social trust moderated by RSS

*** p < .001, * p < .05

Social trust Stress

B B
Sex −.09 .03
Age .01 −.00
Education .00 .01
Income .04 −.03
City (Wuhan) −.00 −.01
City (Beijing) .13 .08
City (Shanghai) −.05 .08
City (Guangzhou) −.06 −.07
City (Shenzhen) −.14 .11
COVID-19 news exposure −.22*** .08***
RSS .34*** .06*
Exposure * RSS .07** −.02
Social trust NA −.25***
R2, F .20***, F(12, 

623) = 13.29
.19***, F(13, 

622) = 11.50

Fig. 2  PSS moderated the 
relationship between COVID-19 
exposure and stress
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stressor-stress relationship (Rueger et  al., 2016). This 
suggests that the reason why Burton et al. (2004) did not 
find a significant moderation effect of PSS may be related 
to the study. Specifically, the type of stressor that Burton 
et al. (2004) focused on was major life events. This type 
of stressor is more significant than news exposure. There-
fore, coping with major life events requires more resources. 
Hence, variables such as locus of control, self-efficacy, and 
personal resources should be more likely to moderate the 
effect of major life events on stress.

By contrast, the present study did not find evidence dem-
onstrating that RSS could moderate the relationship between 
COVID-19 news exposure and stress. This result challenges 
prior research which found that RSS moderated the stressor-
stress relationship (Etzion, 1984; Rhodes & Woods, 1995) 
and suggests that the significant moderation effect in those 
studies was perhaps found because they focused on satis-
factory RSS. In other words, the level of satisfaction with 
RSS in those studies (Etzion, 1984; Rhodes & Woods, 
1995) might moderate the moderation effect of RSS on the 
stressor-stress relationship. Hence, the present study not 
only provides additional evidence which demonstrates that 
RSS may not always be effective in stress coping (Bolger 
et al., 2000; Gleason et al., 2003; Lindorff, 2000; Norris & 
Kaniasty, 1996; Wethington & Kessler, 1986; Zhou & Yao, 
2020), but also lends support to Barrera (2000), which pos-
ited that the stress buffering effect of RSS depends on many 
situational factors.

In addition, the present investigation develops the schol-
arship on the stress buffering function of social support by 
distinguishing how PSS and RSS moderated the indirect 
relationship between COVID-19 news exposure and stress 
through social trust. The current research did not find that 
PSS moderated the relationship between COVID-19 news 
exposure and social trust. This can be explained by the dis-
crepancy between PSS and RSS (Stefanone et al., 2012). 
Even if people report a high level of PSS, they might be 
aware that they may not be able to mobilize all the resources 
when needed. This awareness may not help boost their 
evaluation of altruism of general others. Consequently, the 
relationship between COVID-19 news exposure and social 
trust was similar at a high versus low level of PSS. Taken 
together, PSS facilitates stress coping by dampening the 
direct effect of stressor.

Conversely, RSS moderated the indirect relationship 
between COVID-19 news exposure and stress through social 
trust such that this indirect relationship was stronger at a 
low level of RSS compared to a high level. One possible 
explanation is that the act of social support provision is an 
expression of concern for recipients (Semmer et al., 2008). 
Thus, no matter whether recipients are satisfied with RSS, as 
long as they have received support, they may feel that other 
people are altruistic, which might weaken the negative effect 

of COVID-19 news exposure on social trust. Thus, this find-
ing suggests that the stress buffering function of RSS may 
be indirect by first dampening the effect of stressor on social 
trust which then lowers stress level.

It is important to note that previous research found that 
RSS was indirectly related to stress. For instance, Norris and 
Kaniasty (1996) found that RSS predicted PSS which then 
mitigated distress because only when people receive social 
support can they be confident in the availability of these 
resources when needed. Similarly, Zhou and Yao (2020) 
found that the relationship between RSS and acute stress 
symptoms was fully mediated by needs for relatedness and 
autonomy. This finding aligns with these studies and sug-
gests that the stress buffering effect of RSS may be indirect. 
Furthermore, the current result extends these studies by sug-
gesting a moderated mediation. Therefore, RSS may not only 
exhibit a main effect on the mediator which can lower the 
level of stress (Norris & Kaniasty, 1996; Zhou & Yao, 2020) 
but also weaken the effect of stressor on the mediator.

In addition to theoretical implications above, this study 
highlights the importance of social support exchanges to 
stress coping during disasters. Although quarantines reduce 
the chance of social interactions, mediated communication 
through Internet-based technologies may compensate for 
this limitation. Online, individuals may maintain interac-
tions with existing offline contacts, and these relationship-
maintenance conversations can make them feel that they can 
mobilize social support from their network when needed, 
thereby potentially heightening their level of PSS. In addi-
tion, it is recommended to exchange RSS with online con-
nections that individuals do not necessarily know or meet 
frequently, as this can improve their overall evaluation of 
society and enhance their level of social trust. Specifically, 
although the geographic distance limits one’s ability to 
exchange instrumental support, individuals can exchange 
low-cost support such as informational and emotional sup-
port with online contacts. This makes reciprocating social 
support easier and could potentially mitigate the contribu-
tion of RSS to an increased level of stress.

Limitations and Future Directions

Findings of the current study must be interpreted with fol-
lowing caveats. First, although the relationship between 
media exposure, stress, and social trust is not the focus of the 
present study, the cross-sectional nature of this study makes 
it impossible to build causal relationships. Future research 
can conduct longitudinal investigations to understand the 
complex relationship between media exposure, stress, and 
social trust.

Second, this study was conducted between March 21 and 
282,020, when there was a wealth of negative news, rumors, 
and misinformation on media. This timing might account 
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for the decreased level of social trust and the heightened 
level of stress.

Additionally, the current study used a convenience sample 
limited to residents in six major cities in China. Compared to 
the national population, the current sample is better educated 
and richer. This limits the generalizability of current results 
to less developed cities and rural areas.

Finally, this study was conducted in China. As mentioned 
earlier, the unique sociopolitical environment in China may 
explain additional variances in stress and limit the gener-
alizability of current findings. Cross-cultural comparisons 
are needed.

Conclusion

The present study investigated how PSS and RSS affected 
Chinese individuals’ level of stress during the COVID-19 
outbreak. Findings extend the stress buffering model of 
social support by illustrating how these two types of social 
support may facilitate stress coping. While RSS could 
improve one’s appraisal of general others which indirectly 
helped stress coping, PSS directly dampened media effects 
on stress. Thus, even if disasters may limit the chance of 
communication, it is still important to encourage individuals 
to exchange social support so that a sense of community can 
be built and maintained.
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