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ARTICLE

News Avoidance during the Covid-19 Crisis:
Understanding Information Overload

Kiki de Bruina,b , Yael de Haana, Rens Vliegenthartb , Sanne Kruikemeierb

and Mark Boukesb

aResearch Group Journalism, HU University of Applied Sciences Utrecht, Utrecht, The Netherlands;
bAmsterdam School of Communication Research (ASCoR), University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The
Netherlands

ABSTRACT
This study investigates the degree of news avoidance during the
first months of the Covid-19 pandemic in the Netherlands. Based
on two panel surveys conducted in the period April–June 2020,
this study shows that the increased presence of this behavior, can
be explained by negative emotions and feelings the news causes
by citizens. Moreover, news avoidance indeed has a positive
effect on perceived well-being. These findings point to an acting
balance for individual news consumers. In a pandemic such as
Covid-19 news consumers need to be informed, but avoiding
news is sometimes necessary to stay mentally healthy.

KEYWORDS
Covid-19 crisis; information
overload; infodemic; news
avoidance; news
consumption; well-being

Introduction

The public has felt an extreme need to be informed during this Covid-19 crisis, leading
to substantial rises in (digital) news consumption in the beginning of 2020 (Newman
et al. 2020). Since the outbreak of Covid-19, public authorities and governments as
well as public health experts have been providing the public with information, with
news media playing a central role to reach the audience. In general, people depend
on news media to be informed on what happens around them, especially in times of
crisis (Ball-Rokeach 1985; Boukes, Damstra, and Vliegenthart 2021; Lee 2013). With
highly changeable policies concerning measurements to control the outbreak of the
Covid-19 virus and much uncertainty and insecurity on how the virus will develop,
news media play a crucial role in helping people try to cope with the situation. Based
on the uncertainty reduction theory, people feel the need to seek for information
when they are uncertain about a specific situation or context (Boyle et al. 2004).
However, at a certain stage, the news might also simply be “too much”, and can have
negative consequences, such as harming people’s mental well-being, and therefore
leading people to tune out from it. The current study explores this news avoidance:
Who tends to avoid the news and how is this related to their well-being?
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With a plethora of news, talk shows, current affairs programs and live blogs to fol-
low the most recent developments while the news unfolds, the public with access to
these channels does not have to worry about lacking the opportunity of being
informed. In fact, the abundance of information during this pandemic has been
described as an infodemic by the World Health Organization, describing the overload
of information out there, including rumors and misinformation (Zarocostas 2020), as
well as strongly varying opinions from politicians and experts. While news media are
crucial in informing people during large crises, too much information can create nega-
tive emotional public reactions (Boyle et al. 2004). Earlier studies already show para-
doxes of the high-choice media landscape (Chyi and Yang 2009; Prior 2007). The
abundant presence of information and ample choices of news media, particularly in
current digital media landscape, can lead to (temporarily) avoidance of (certain) news
media or news coverage (Bos, Kruikemeier, and de Vreese 2016; Skovsgaard and
Andersen 2020; Trilling and Schoenbach 2013).

In this study, we look at how news consumption has evolved during the first four
months of the Covid-crisis. Can we speak of an increase in news avoiders and more
importantly, what are the reasons for them to avoid the news? Previous research on
news avoidance has shown that people who avoid the news say that news consump-
tion is an “emotionally draining chore” (Palmer and Toff 2020, 1642): News demands
too much mental effort and emotional energy.

Taking this a step further, we want to understand how news consumption—or
more specifically, the avoidance of news—affects how people feel. Previous studies
showed that consumption of news can have negative effects on, for example, people’s
well-being and emotional state (Boukes and Vliegenthart 2017; Boyle et al. 2004;
Newman et al. 2017). However, until now there is no study analyzing the relationship
between news avoidance and people’s mental well-being, while a relationship between
the two is often assumed (Woodstock 2014). This study is, therefore, twofold.

First, we aim to get a deeper understanding of the presence of news avoidance
behavior while the pandemic evolved and potential antecedents of this behavior.
Second, we examine the consequences of news avoidance, by investigating to what
extent a causal relationship exists between news avoidance and well-being. Through
two different panel surveys, this study focuses on the Netherlands as trust in news has
been considerably high in 2020 (61%; Newman et al. 2020). This helps understanding
how news avoidance evolves in a relatively high trust environment. The case of the
Covid-19 pandemic and infodemic provides a deeper understanding of the phenom-
enon of news avoidance in an highly abundant digital news environment and the rela-
tionship between news and well-being of the public.

News Abundance and News Avoidance

The process of digitalization has dramatically changed the way people have consumed
news in the past decennia. News can be consumed at anytime, anywhere and can
even be tailored to the wishes of the consumer (Costera Meijer and Groot Kormelink
2015). News use has become more accessible and often intertwined with other daily
activities. At the same time, in this high-choice media society, research has also shown
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that more people consciously decide to avoid the news, either completely (Newman
et al. 2017) or to sometimes take a break from news (Palmer and Toff 2020).

If we zoom in on news behavior in times of crisis, previous research on news con-
sumption shows that people are willing and in need for more information, such as
was the case after the 9/11 terrorist attacks (Boyle et al. 2004). In line with uncertainty
reduction theory (Berger and Calabrese 1975), the argument is that during crisis people
try to reduce their uncertainty and negative feeling by seeking more information with
the hope to learn more. People can seek for information directly at government,
health or environment institutions, depending on the type of crisis, but more likely is
that they first consult (news) media to learn more about the crisis and to make sense
of what is happening around them. Actually, media dependency theory assumes that
in an increasingly complex society, people depend and rely more on mass media than
interpersonal relationships when seeking information (Lowrey 2004). During a crisis,
such as the 9/11 attack, people do not tend to avoid the news, but seek for more
information in the news media to try to get a better understanding of the situation
(Boyle et al. 2004). In times of a societal lock-down where people lack many of such
interactions with their peers, this could even more plausible. However, in current
media landscape with an overload of digital channels to follow the news, people
might also look for alternative channels to become informed and tune out from
mass media.

The phenomenon of news avoidance has recently gained attention with a growing
number of studies trying to understand it conceptually and empirically (Edgerly 2017;
Skovsgaard and Andersen 2020; Toff and Kalogeropoulos 2020; Toff and Palmer 2019).
Nevertheless, the concept still remains quite diffuse and fragmented as it has been
operationalized in numerous ways using different methodological approaches, such as
measuring news avoidance by the limited amount of news exposure compared to the
standard (Edgerly 2015), or using a cut-off point, such as using news less than once a
week (Shehata 2016; Schrøder and Blach-Ørsten 2016; Toff and Kalogeropoulos 2020).
In this study, we operationalize news avoidance by explicitly asking respondents about
how they perceive their own news avoidance behavior, similarly to what Newman
et al. (2020) ask in their survey, and so in the first wave we ask “Since Covid-19 I avoid
the news more often” on a seven-point likert-scale (see methodology for all items). In
the following waves we ask: “Since the past two weeks I avoid the news more often.”

The Reuters Institute has seen a general increase in active news avoidance, from
29% in 2017 to 32% in 2019 (Newman et al. 2017, 2019). Interestingly, country differ-
ences might be explained by specific incidents or crisis. The UK showed in increase of
11% in 2019 compared to 2017, due to Brexit. In 2017 Greece and Turkey showed the
highest percentage of news avoidance compared to other countries, which might be
explained by the political and economic turmoil in those countries at the time
(Newman et al. 2017).

Recent research on news consumption and avoidance in six European countries
during the Covid-19 crisis shows an increase in news consumption, particularly the
television news and online sources are consulted to follow the news on the pandemic
(Newman et al. 2020). While printed newspapers have seen a decrease, the use of
social media has substantially increased. Following this upsurge, research focusing on
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the UK shows a significant increase in people avoiding the news actively, from 15% in
mid-April to 22% in mid-May and if the people who say they sometimes avoid the
news are included, there is a rise from 49% to 59% (Kalogeropoulos et al. 2020a).

The question then remains whether we can assume that the uncertainty reduction
theory and media dependency theory can also be applied during a crisis in the current
high-choice online media society? Or that we see an increase in news avoidance as a
result of this information-overloaded media landscape. On the one hand, people need
information to reduce their uncertainty and therefore might consume more news but,
on the other hand, the infodemic might lead to people avoid news coverage all
together, therefore we ask:

RQ1: How does the public’s news consumption and avoidance develop during the pandemic?

News Avoiders and Their Motivations

After understanding how news use and avoidance develops during the pandemic, the
question is who these people who choose to avoid the news are and why do they do
so. Does the changing media landscape also lead to gaps between people who use
and avoid news?

Studies on news use show different factors for people using and avoiding news,
such as the role of age and socialization (Edgerly et al. 2018), gender norms (Toff and
Palmer 2019) and political ideology (Toff and Kalogeropoulos 2020). Younger people
and women tend to avoid the news more often, likewise left-wing are a little more
likely to avoid the news (Toff and Kalogeropoulos 2020). Recent research on news use
in the UK during Covid-19 pandemic showed similar results with women (26%) being
more likely to avoid the news than men (18%) (Kalogeropoulos et al. 2020a).

Reasons for avoiding the news are numerous, such as the possible negative effect
it can have on people’s moods (Kalogeropoulos 2017), the negativity of the news
might be depressing (Schrøder and Blach-Ørsten 2016), lack of time to consume news
(Toff and Palmer 2019), or the abundance of news that is out there leads to people
not wanting to choose at all what to consume. A feeling of information overload is
felt to create stress and anxiety (Eppler and Mengis 2004). Song, Jung, and Kim (2017)
show that receiving too much information can lead to fatigue and difficulties in infor-
mation processing. A strategy for coping with the cognitive concern and information
overload is to avoid the news. Recent research from the Reuters Institute on news
consumption and avoidance among UK citizens during the Covid-19 crisis shows that
people who say they always or often avoid news believe it might have an effect on
their mood (66%), while 33% feel there is an overabundance of news and 28% feel
that they cannot do anything with information (Kalogeropoulos et al. 2020b). In this
study, we also want to understand who these people are who choose to avoid the
news and why do they do so. Therefore, we formulate the following
research questions:

RQ2: Who avoids the news during the pandemic Covid-19?

RQ3: Why do people avoid news during the pandemic Covid-19?
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News Consumption and Well-Being

Following our understanding of news consumption and avoidance during the pan-
demic we subsequently want to understand how this might be related to people’s
well-being. (News) media consumption may have uplifting effects for people’s mental
well-being. This has already been found for television viewing in general (Zillmann
1991), but more specifically also entertainment experiences, such as binge-watching
(as long as people don’t feel guilty about this, Granow, Reinecke, and Ziegele 2018).
Similar to outdoor activities (Lades et al. 2020), positive effects of media consumption
on well-being are explained by the energetic arousal and recovery experiences that is
provides (i.e., “renewal of physical and psychological resources after phases of stress
and strain”, Reinecke, Klatt, and Kr€amer 2011: 195). One might seriously doubt whether
this potential also exists for the consumption of news coverage, in particular in the
times of this all-overwhelming Corona pandemic. Arguably, news consumption does
not provide the necessary relaxation and break-away from existing psychological con-
cerns (Boczkowski and Mitchelstein 2010), but may actually strengthen the concerns
that people have and be raising the negative emotions during this pandemic (Lades
et al. 2020). Additionally, more studies show that emotions play a role in the (dis)en-
gagement with news texts, (dis)trust in news media and selective exposure or news
avoidance of the audience (Wahl-Jorgensen and Pantti 2021; Song 2017) and we
therefore study the audiences’ affective relations with news media.

Research on the consequences that news consumption had in the days following
the terrorist attacks of 9/11 found that it was related to increasing stress reactions
(Schuster et al. 2001). Accordingly, those that are heavy consumers of such a traumatic
event run the risk of becoming a “secondary victim” (Shoshani and Slone 2008)—not
because they are physically harmed, but due to the negative psychological conse-
quences that they experience. If this was already found for news about an event for
which closure more or less had taken place—the terrorist attack happened and most
threat was gone—we may assume that such a negative impact of news consumption
on well-being will also exist for a threat (both health and economic) that persists
(Lades et al. 2020).

Conclusions from previous qualitative research pointed out that citizens are aware
of this negative impact on their mental well-being that news exposure may have, and
therefore is a reason for them to consciously avoid the news (Woodstock 2014). The
main reason, found in this research, to avoid in the news is the feeling of powerless-
ness that it evokes among viewers. Although citizens could take personal measures to
avoid being infected themselves during the first months of the pandemic, the news
will have made them aware of the increasing infection rates in the country, over-
crowded intensive care units, and little hope that this will improve in the time to
come. As this was mostly framed in an abstract manner (i.e., numbers of victims,
expected economic damage), this sense of powerlessness could also be a reason for
citizens to tune out from the news in 2020. Avoidance might then be a conscious
strategy to circumvent negative consequences.

The question that remains is whether news avoidance during the Covid-19 pan-
demic had indeed a positive influence on citizens’ well-being. Whereas we know that
news consumption may have a repressive influence on positive developments of men-
tal well-being (Boukes and Vliegenthart 2017)—with less news consumption leading
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to higher levels of well-being—it is still unknown whether the conscious avoidance of
news may have a positive impact on people’s psychological state. If that would be the
case—i.e., news avoidance positively affecting well-being—the question is whether
these people would return to the news when their well-being is back on a higher
level, and thus whether this results in a vicious circle of more/less news avoidance
and better/worse mental well-being. Survey research seems to indicate that negative
feelings do not relate to levels of news consumption in the American context (Edgerly
2021), but limited evidence is available for this relationship. Accordingly, we investi-
gate the causality and direction of the relationship between these two variables using
repeated measurements from a panel survey:

RQ4: What is the relationship between news avoidance and well-being during the pandemic?

Method

For this study, we rely on two different panel surveys conducted in the Netherlands.
We focus on the Netherlands as a specific country study. The Reuters Institute ana-
lyzed news consumption patterns during the first pandemic wave in six different coun-
tries and consequently focused on the UK to understand news avoidance behavior
(Newman et al. 2020). In this study, we focus on the Netherlands: a country that chose
a more lenient policy instead of a strict lockdown in the first few months of the pan-
demic. Moreover, trust in news in the Netherlands is relatively high (61%) in 2020,
while in the UK this is 39%. Studies have shown that news media distrust can lead to
more consumption of non-mainstream news (Str€omb€ack et al. 2020). Skovsgaard and
Andersen (2020) even state that a cause for news avoidance is distrust in news. The
first panel survey allows us to gain deeper insights in news avoiders and their reasons
for not consuming the news (RQ 1, 2 and 3). The second panel survey, additionally,
provides the necessary insights to disentangle the causal relationship between news
avoidance and mental well-being (RQ 4). We now continue with Study 1, and after-
wards discuss the methods and results of Study 2.

Study 1

The data for the first study were collected with a three-wave online panel survey dur-
ing the first four months of the Covid-19 crisis in The Netherlands. The dates for the
survey were carefully determined, based on new developments concerning the Dutch
measures to stop the spread of the virus. The survey was conducted by I&O Research,
an ISO-certified research company. The first wave was fielded on April 6, 2020, three
weeks after the lockdown was introduced. A stratified sample from the I&O’s panel
was drawn by gender, age, region and education level. Gross 3,517 panel members
were invited. The questionnaire was fully completed by 1635 panel members, a
response rate of 46.5%. The survey was closed on April 14, 2020. The second wave
was fielded on May six and closed on May 25, during this period the primary schools
were reopened. The second questionnaire was completed by 1,420 panel members, a
retention of 87%. The third and final wave was sent on June 16, 2020 and closed June
26 and was completed by 1,173 panel members (83%); this wave took place two
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weeks after public buildings and restaurants re-opened and most of the lockdown was
stopped and measurements were eased (on June 1).

Measures
In all three waves of the first panel survey, the same variables and questions were
measured to investigate the development of news consumption behavior during the
first months of the pandemic. Here, we focus on self-evaluation reports on news con-
sumption during the corona-crisis to research how they experience news and their
news consumption during the crisis.

The first question we consider is whether people report a change in news con-
sumption. More specifically, respondents were asked to report whether, since the
Covid-19 crisis started, they (1) avoided the news more often; (2) avoided the news
related to Covid-19 more often; (3) take a break from news on Covid-19 once in a
while and (4) want to avoid the news more often, but consider this difficult. We did
not provide a more detailed explanation on how we define news avoidance or a spe-
cification of the term “news”, but straightforwardly asked them these questions. All
items are measured on a 7-point Likert scale.

We used these four questions to construct a scale for news avoidance for each
wave separately (Mwave1¼3.13, SD wave1¼1.44, a wave1¼.85; Mwave2¼3.20, SD

wave2¼1.50, a wave2¼.87; Mwave3¼3.15, SD wave3¼1.47, a wave3¼.89). While variation in
individual items over time exists, mean scores are relatively stable.

The final question of substantial interest relates to the potential negative conse-
quences of news consumption, that might simultaneously function as motivations for
news avoidance. More specifically people were asked whether they agreed with the
following statements:

1. News related to Covid-19 has a negative effect on my mental well-being;
2. News related to Covid-19 makes me feel emotionally charged;
3. News related to Covid-19 gives me the feeling there is little I can do (low efficacy);
4. News related to Covid-19 gives me the feeling there is something I can do

(high efficacy);
5. I’d rather ignore the news related to Covid-19;
6. The news related to Covid-19 gives me the feeling getting overloaded with

information.

We used those six items to assess the news-related well-being of respondents. The
first, second, third, fifth and sixth item were reversely coded and mean scores per
wave calculated (Mwave1¼4.35, SD wave1¼.96, a wave1¼.74; Mwave2¼4.47, SD wave2¼.96,
a wave2¼.74; Mwave3¼4.57, SD wave3¼.96; a wave3¼.75). Here, we see a slight overall
increase in well-being over time. In the analyses, we initially use them as a scale, but
also focus on separate items to assess their potentially different impact on news
avoidance (RQ 3).

To answer the question who news avoiders are, we rely on background characteris-
tics age (M¼ 54.1, SD ¼ 15.7) gender (50.5% female) and education (seven categories,
ranging from no/primary education to obtained university degree, M¼ 4.68, SD ¼
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1.53) that the research company provided, as well as on the question “When you con-
sider your own political views, where would you position yourself?” (10-point scale,
ranging from left (1) to right (11), M¼ 5.92, SD ¼ 2.39).

Study 2

The second panel survey was conducted by the same research company (see Bakker,
van der Wal, and Vliegenthart 2020). The first wave was fielded on April 10, 2020, and
sent out to 3,750 potential respondents, again stratified by gender, age, region and
education level. Of these, 1,742 respondents completed the survey before April 20
(response rate¼ 49,8%). The second wave was in the field between April 30 and May
11 and yielded 1,423 responses (retention rate ¼ 81.7%). The third wave (May 25 until
June 3) resulted in 1,241 responses (retention rate ¼ 87.2%). The final wave was in
the field between June 29 and July seven had a retention rate of 87.3%. A total of
1,084 completed all four surveys of Study 2.

Measures
For the fourth research question, we rely on the data from the second panel survey.
Here, news avoidance is measured with the following three items (seven point scale,
second and third reversely coded to capture avoidance):

1. Since the start of the Corona-crisis I avoid the news more often;
2. Since the start of the Corona-crisis, I read, listen or watch more news;
3. Since the start of the Corona-crisis I use more different news sources.

(Mwave1¼3.45, SD wave1¼1.55, a wave1¼.62; Mwave2¼3.76, SD wave2¼1.52, a wave2¼.62;
Mwave3¼3.95, SD wave3¼1.45; a wave3¼.58; Mwave4¼4.07, SD wave4¼1.40, a wave4¼.57).

Here we find a clear upward trend: while in the earlier weeks of the crisis, people
reported to consume more news and refraing from news avoidance, we see a slight
yet consistent increase in avoidance over time.

In this survey, we focused on perceived general well-being, instead of one that is
explicitly related to news use. Inspired by the mental well-being subscale developed
by Vander Zee et al. (1996), we used the following four self-reported items to capture
well-being (seven point scale, first and third question reversely coded):

1. How often during the past four weeks did you feel very nervous?
2. How often during the past four weeks did you feel calm and peaceful?
3. How often during the past four weeks did you feel down and gloomy?
4. How often during the past four weeks did you feel happy?

(Mwave1¼5.06, SD wave1¼.80, a wave1¼.81; Mwave2¼5.13, SD wave2¼.80, a wave2¼.81;
Mwave3¼5.20, SD wave3¼.79; a wave3¼.82; Mwave4¼5.24, SD wave4¼.82, a wave4¼.83). Here,
we find a slight and consistent increase in perceived well-being over time, which
reflects that that the stress and uncertainty caused by the Covid-19 circumstances
somewhat decreased in the summer when the number of infections was
rather minimal.
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Analysis and Models

RQ1 (Study 1)
To provide insights into the development of news consumption and avoidance, we
present descriptive statistics and developments over-time from the first survey. Here,
we rely on means and percentages for all questions. For illustrative purposes, in some
instances we recoded our 7-point scales into three broader categories “disagree” (1–3),
“neutral” (4), and “agree” (5–7).

RQ2 (Study 1)
To answer the question which people are more prone to avoid the news, we rely on
the data from the first wave – using the news avoidance scale as a dependent variable
and age, gender, education and political orientation as independent variables in an
ordinary least squares regression model.

RQ3 (Study 1)
To assess the antecedents of news avoidance, we first estimate two OLS regression
models where we predict news-related well-being and news avoidance, each based on
its own value in the previous wave (lagged dependent variable) as well as the other
variable, also from the previous wave. To account for heterogeneity, i.e., variance in
the dependent variable that cannot be accounted by the included variables in the
model, we add fixed effects for each respondent. In that way, we remove all inter-indi-
vidual variance and focus on over-time, intra-individual variance. This provides a first
indication whether, overall, the items that are grouped under news-related well-being
are indeed antecedents, rather than consequences, of news avoidance.

In a second step, we add the separate items that compose the news-related well-
being (lagged) to a random effects model including the same background characteristics
as used to answer RQ 2 as well as a lagged dependent variable. This model demon-
strates the potential impact of specific considerations and assesses the degree to which
they improve our understanding of news avoidance beyond individuals’ background
characteristics.

RQ4 (Study 2)
Looking at the relationship between news avoidance and general well-being, relying on
the second panel survey, we use the fixed effects models as for the initial part of RQ 3.

Results

RQ1: How does the public’s news consumption and avoidance develop during
the pandemic?

During the first four months of the Covid-19 crisis we studied the news consumption
and avoidance behavior of the public in the Netherlands to understand how news
consumption and avoidance develops during the pandemic. Consistent with our
expectations—following media defense theory and the uncertainty reduction theory—
people’s news consumption changed considerably in the beginning of the crisis. A
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large part of the panel members indicated that their news consumption changed in
the first wave (65.7%) and actually increased: 61.1% stated they consumed news more
often. Interestingly, not only did people consume more, but 51% stated they con-
sumed a varied number of news sources. As the crisis developed, and policy on meas-
urements to contain the virus softened, this tendency to consume more news
decreased (see Figure 1).

Simultaneously, we see that although some people say they use more news and
sources in April, more than half of the participants (52.9%) also state they took a break
from the news about Covid-19, but this decreases to 44.2% while the pandemic devel-
ops (see Figure 2). While one part of the public has a need to be informed in the
beginning of the crisis, there is a similar share of the audience that feels the urge to
take a break from all the news on the developments of Covid-19. At the same time,
we see an increase in news avoiding behavior. Both general news avoidance (19.3%)
and news avoidance on Covid-19 in April (15.9%) show an increase to 23.2 in June
(see Figure 2).

Concluding, we can state that while there was initial increase in news consumption,
and individuals consult a diverse range of news sources, following is a rise in news
avoidance during the first few months of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Figure 1. News consumption (% agree).

Figure 2. News avoidance (% agree).
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RQ2 Who Avoids the News?

Table 1 presents the results from the regression analysis that predicts the level of
news avoidance. Results reveal that age affects news avoidance negatively: News
avoidance occurs more often among younger people. Regarding gender, we find most
news avoidance among females. Education has no effect. The influence of political
orientation is only marginally significant and indicators that the more right-wing a per-
son consider her/himself, the less (s)he avoids the news. It is important to note that
effects are small and background characteristics can only account for a very limited
share of the variance in news avoidance. This is clearly reflected in the low R2 (.02), as
well as in the small standardized regression coefficients (beta’s).

RQ3 Why Do People Avoid the News?

In all three panel surveys, respondents were asked how they felt about the news on
Covid-19 (see Figure 3). Almost 60% of the people felt overloaded with information in
the beginning of the crisis. However, while the crisis evolved this feeling somewhat
weakend: By June, it is 49.4% of the sample who indicates to feel overloaded. The
feeling of powerlessness (see also Nielsen et al. 2020; Toff and Palmer 2019) was also
experienced by almost half of the respondents: Between 48 and 44% of the sample

Table 1. Explaining news avoidance.
B (SE) Beta

Constant 3.70��� (.27)
Age �.01��� (.00) �.11
Female .21�� (.07) .07
Education �.03 (.02) �.03
Left-right orientation �.03� (.02) �.05
R squared .02

Note. N¼ 1,635; �p<.05; ��p<.01; ���p<.001

Figure 3. Effects of Covid-19 news (% agree).
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had the feeling they can’t do anything about the crisis (low efficacy). The feeling that
news consumption has a negative effect on their well-being and they are emotionally
overloaded, also both decreased as the crisis continues.

In Table 2, we present the results from our fixed-effects panel models that assess
the mutual relationships between news avoidance and news-related well-being. We
find evidence that well-being affects avoidance, and not the other way around. The
negative coefficient (b ¼ �.10) indicates that when people feel less well about news,
they will avoid the news more often. Thus, when people have the impression that the
news have a negative impact on their well-being or that it harms their efficacy, people
may indeed decide to avoid this news coverage. The effect in the opposite direction
(-.03) was not significant: Thus, news avoidance on itself does not affect the impres-
sions people have of news media’s influence on their well-being. Note that the nega-
tive coefficients from the lagged dependent variables can be attributed to the
simultaneous inclusion of fixed effects (dummies for each respondent), that correlate
with those variables.

As we can indeed consider the items as grouped under news-related well-being
antecedents, rather than consequences, the question how they individually impact
news avoidance becomes relevant. We recoded items when needed to have higher
scores reflecting higher levels of positivity. The random effects model presented in
Table 3 provides an answer.

We find that four considerations contribute significantly to news avoidance, all in
the expected direction. When people feel emotionally charged, have lost trust in news
media, feel the need to ignore news and feel overloaded, they are avoiding the news

Table 2. The relationship between news avoidance and news-related well-being.
News avoidance news-related well-being

B (SE) B (SE)

News avoidance (t–1) �33��� (.03) �.03 (.02)
News-related well-being (t–1) �.10� (.04) �28��� (.03)
Constant 4.63��� (.24) 5.66��� (.14)
R-squared .46 .48

Note. Fixed effects not reported in the table, N¼ 2,593; �p<.05; ���p<.001

Table 3. Understanding news avoidance.
News avoidance

B (SE)

Constant 3.13��� (.26)
News avoidance (t–1) .49��� (.02)
Age �.01�� (.00)
Female .09 (.05)
Education �02 (.02)
Left-right orientation .01 (.01)
Well-being (t–1) �.01 (.02)
Emotionally charged (t–1) �.04� (.02)
Low efficacy (t–1) �.01 (.02)
High efficacy (t–1) .00 (.02)
Media trust (t–1) �.04� (.02)
Ignore news (t–1) �.10��� (.02)
Overloaded (t–1) �.09��� (.01)
R-squared .52

Note. N¼ 2,593; �p<.05; ��p<.01; ���p<.001
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more in the subsequent period. Efficacy and more general well-being do not matter
significantly. It seems to be direct considerations about news quality, and in particular
emotions and feelings that the news yields make that people tune out. We see that,
after including those items, the effects of individual background characteristics are
insignificant, with the exception of age. The model provides a decent level of
explained variance (R-squared is .52), though the inclusion of the lagged dependent
variable is of key importance here and the explained variance only goes up .02 with
the inclusion of the various considerations (from .50 to .52).

RQ4 the relationship between news avoidance and well-being during
the pandemic

Finally, we present a model from our second panel survey to assess the relationship
between news avoidance and general well-being. We find no effect of general mental
well-being on news avoidance (Table 4): Thus, irrespective of people feel, this does
not necessarily lead to more or less news avoidance. However, an effect in the oppos-
ite direction has been found: News avoidance affects well-being. The positive coeffi-
cient (b ¼ .02) indicates that if people avoid the news more, their general well-being
improves slightly. This finding shows that those who opt for news avoidance to pro-
tect their mental well-being might make the right choice: After all, those who did not
avoid the news during the Corona pandemic, were confronted with relatively stronger
decreases of mental well-being.

Discussion

The Covid-19 pandemic has shown to not only be hazardous to people’s physical
health but has also created an infodemic: An overload of information is shared online
and might contain misinformation and even lead to the rise of possible conspiracy
theories. At the same time, in a crisis people feel the need to become informed about
the causes and consequences of the crisis. This study indeed shows that in the first
few months of the pandemic in the Netherlands, people consumed more news and
looked for information in a variety of sources, both offline- and online. However, while
the news consumption increased, we also saw an increase in people avoiding the
news, including news about the pandemic. Moreover, a large number of people also
felt the need to take a break from the news. Reasons for this tuning out have largely
to do with the overload of information that people are confronted with and in particu-
lar the negative feelings people experience when consuming the news. The findings
are similar to an ongoing research on news consumption and news avoidance in the

Table 4. The relationship between news avoidance and mental well-being.
News avoidance Mental well-being

B (SE) B (SE)

News avoidance (t–1) �.15��� (.02) .02� (.01)
Mental well-being (t–1) .03 (.04) �.16��� (.02)
Constant 4.29��� (.23) 5.96��� (.11)
R-squared .49 .64

Note. Fixed effects not reported in the table, N¼ 2,593; ��p<.01; ���p<.001

1298 K. DE BRUIN ET AL.



UK during the Covid-19 crisis (Kalogeropoulos et al. 2020b), where trends are observed
of increasing news consumption while also increases in news avoidance. These find-
ings show that indeed an information overload can lead to news fatigue, and, conse-
quently, leads to news avoidance, while at the same time people feel a need for
being informed (see also Song, Jung, and Kim 2017).

Our study takes a step further to understand how news avoidance is related to peo-
ple’s mental well-being. It points to the notion that the abundance of news coverage
on Covid-19 that is presented on a range of media platforms is sometimes just too
much for people to still absorb. And the people who decide to tune out, subse-
quently, also experience a positive effect on their general mental well-being. This is a
new insight that aligns with previous findings from other fields (e.g., Psychology) that
news exposure about dramatic events may evoke stress reactions and negative emo-
tions (Schuster et al. 2001; Shoshani and Slone 2008). Thus, it is not just that consum-
ing news negative affects citizens’ mental well-being over time (Boukes and
Vliegenthart 2017); the effects also works in the opposite direction with less news con-
sumption enhancing levels of well-being. A concrete advice could thus be—for indi-
vidual people, but also for public health officials—to encourage citizens to consume
fewer news, or only at specific times (e.g., Only in the morning), in times of crises
when they feel overwhelmed by the situation. Instead, they could tune in to entertain-
ment programming that may achieve media-induced recovery, increased psychological
well-being, and higher levels of vitality (Rieger et al. 2014).

These results point towards a dilemma for the citizen as to how much he or she should
consume news during a crisis. It seems to be about striking a balance between consuming
enough news to be well-informed while simultaneously not consuming too much to avoid
detrimental effects on mental well-being. At the same time, this study might indicate that
people are increasingly aware of the fact that news is out there all the time and that it might
be healthy to sometimes take a break. In current online era, in which our media landscape is
characterized by a high choice of mainly online channels and platforms, people might
increasingly decide to not consume news or at least not all the time.

Uncertainty reduction theory has been clearly applicable during the crisis of the 9/
11 attacks, which occurred at the beginning of the online era in which people felt the
need to consume more news to inform themselves (Boyle et al. 2004). The Covid-19
pandemic is an enduring crisis that takes place in a more extreme version of the high-
choice online media society and this might explain why people increasingly make the
choice to sometimes take a break from the news. The more there is to choose from,
the more people might decide not to consume. While this study shows that people
are dependent of the news media to be informed, particularly in a crisis, the fact that
this pandemic is more enduring over a longer period, this might also explain the
increase in news avoidance over time. At the same time, we should also take into
account that the act of news avoidance is not always an active or intentional behavior
that people choose to do. As Skovsgaard and Andersen (2020) point out, people
might not have an aversion for news, but with so much to choose from, people might
prefer other media content over news. And, in a crisis, this especially could be true.

While this study provides a better understanding on how news avoidance evolves
over time, it does have some limitations. First, the study took place during the first
four months of the pandemic. These four months or the first wave of infections
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disrupted everyone’s lives, threatening our health, economics and social life. News
coverage was 24/7 with live blogs having a permanent place on the home page on
practically every news site, press conferences broadcasted, and news media providing
daily figures of the deaths and infections. While this study shows a trend of four
months, it does not give a picture on how news use and avoidance evolve in concord-
ance with how the full pandemic evolves. In other words, can we actually see a
decrease in news avoidance in the summer of 2020 and increase in the fall in relation
to the decline and rise of infections and to different government measures? Second,
this study focuses on news behavior in one particular country, the Netherlands. While
the study shows similarities with the news behavior in the UK (Kalogeropoulos et al.
2020b), the results do not give an overall picture of news avoidance behavior during
the Covid-19 pandemic. Each country in Europe took different measures to fight the
pandemic. While some countries had a complete lock down, the Netherlands took less
drastic measures. Also, the number of deaths varied tremendously per country.

Nevertheless, this study does provide a better understanding of news avoidance
behavior during such an impactful crisis as Covid-19. While up till now research on
mental well-being was much correlated with news use, this study provides empirical
causal relationship between news avoidance and mental well-being.
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