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A B S T R A C T   

In addition to worry, the accumulated unknowns and uncertainties about COVID-19 may also result in “worry 
fatigue” that could harm the public’s vigilance towards the pandemic and their adherence to preventive mea-
sures. Worry could be understood as future-oriented concerns and challenges that could result in negative 
outcomes, whereas worry fatigue is the feeling of extreme burden and burnout associated with too much worry 
unsolved. As the world embraces its second COVID-19 winter, along with the pandemic-compromised holiday 
season, the Omicron variant has been declared a variant of concern by the World Health Organization. However, 
the fluid and unpredictable nature of COVID-19 variants dictates that, instead of definitive answers that could 
ease people’s worry about Omicron, dividing debates and distracting discussions that could further exacerbate 
people’s worry fatigue might be the norm in the coming months. This means that, amid the ever-changing public 
health guidance, the forever-breaking news reports, and the always-debatable media analyses, government and 
health officials need to be more invested in addressing people’s potential worry and worry fatigue about the 
pandemic, to ensure the public’s rigorous cooperation and compliance with safety measures.   

On November 26, 2021, when the world is largely focused on bat-
tling the Delta spread, striving to digest or finish Thanksgiving leftovers, 
and outsmarting supply chain crunch for Christmas gifts, the World 
Health Organization declared that the new and highly mutated Omicron 
a variant of concern (World Health Organization, 2021). Almost coin-
ciding with the news release, different from its treatment of the Delta 
variant, the world had a panic attack—flights were stranded if not 
cancelled, borders were closely guarded if not sealed off, and travel bans 
along with other preventive measures have either been introduced or 
reinstated (Mallapaty, 2021). Yet in direct contrast to the certain and 
concrete difficulties imposed on international travel, in early December 
2021, the world’s knowledge about the arcana that is Omicron variant is 
scant and scarce (Callaway and Ledford, 2021). Factor in the accumu-
lated negative health consequences from previous variants (Our 2021), 
public health guidance that could range from disputable to deadly 
(Islam et al., 2020), and media coverage that feeds on both hope and fear 
(Su et al., 2021), the unknowns and uncertainties associated the 

Omicron variant may not only cause the public worry, but also result in 
“worry fatigue” as well. 

Worry is future-oriented concerns and challenges that could result in 
negative outcomes (Sibrava et al., 2006), whereas worry fatigue could 
be understood as the feeling of extreme burden and burnout associated 
with too much worry unsolved. Similar to worry associated with the 
pandemic (Taylor et al., 2020), by ways such as compromising people’s 
vigilance towards the pandemic and adherence to safety measures, 
worry fatigue might also harm people’s physical and psychological 
health. In other words, while worry could prompt people to wear masks 
and adopt COVID-19 vaccines rigorously (Sobkow et al., 2020), worry 
fatigue might result in people’s dismissal of the importance of masking 
and vaccination, effectively creating loopholes in society’s defence 
against COVID-19. 

One key root cause that could fuel the public’s worry and worry 
fatigue centres on the fact that it takes time for science to catch up with 
the speed at which COVID-19 variants like Omicron spread. Though the 
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world has advanced tremendously as it enters the second year into the 
pandemic, it will take at least weeks for scientists to fully understand 
Omicron’s transmissibility, virulence, and abilities to evade immunity 
induced by vaccines or the human immune system; and months for 
vaccine companies to develop tangible countermeasures if the current 
ones prove to be ineffective (Callaway and Ledford, 2021). The repeti-
tiveness of “highly mutated,” “caution is needed,” “mask mandates,” 
“booster shots,” and “we don’t know yet” could make gripping matters 
associated with Omicron and other COVID-19 variants soporific, trans-
forming the public’s well-justified worry into alarming worry fatigue. 

While both worry and worry fatigue could be quickly and effectively 
addressed with definitive answers about Omicron and COVID-19 at 
large, the fluid and unpredictable nature of COVID-19 variants, above 
and beyond the slow-motion of scientific discoveries, dictates that 
dividing debates and distracting discussions that could further exacer-
bate people’s worry fatigue might be the norm in the coming months. 
News reports and other media coverage on Omicron may further com-
pound the situation. The media have been ever-present in the release, 
analysis, and subsequent follow-up of news and reports about COVID-19 
(Su et al., 2021). In an analysis of 7,000 publishers of content in English 
in 2021, researchers found that among the 275 million hours people 
spent on reading about the most discussed topics, stories about various 
variants of the SARS-CoV-2 virus accounted for 27 million of the total 
hours, whereas an additional 43 million reading hours were spent on 
content related to COVID-19 vaccines (Economist, 2021). 

What is unique about the media industry is that, largely rooted in its 
duties and responsibilities to inform the public regardless of the nature 
of the news (Iggers, 1999), both concrete scares, cryptic suspicions, and 
consequential speculations could be reported (Su et al., 2020; Chang 
et al., 2020; Evanega et al., 2021). As different media companies may 
have varied businesses models (Chan-Olmsted et al., 2019), it could be 
difficult to gauge whether and to what extent the need for readership 
and the potential application of sensationalism may play a role in the 
news agencies’ COVID-19 reporting. What is clear, though, is that in 
light of the declining (advertising) revenue across the media industry 
and rising threats to independent journalism (Nielsen et al., 2020), it is 
ever-more important for media professionals to put people over profit 
and politics to honour their ethical and moral pledges. The consequences 
of not prioritizing people’s interests and wellbeing could be dire—it may 
not only erode the media’s industry’s trustworthiness, damage its 
reputation and legitimacy, compromise its accumulated goodwill 
established by informing the public about the pandemic and beyond, but 
also exacerbate people’s worry, and in turn, worry fatigue. These in-
sights combined suggest that, amid the ever-changing public health di-
rectives, the forever-breaking news cycles, and the always-debatable 
media analyses, government and health officials need to be more 
invested in addressing people’s potential worry and worry fatigue about 
the pandemic (Yang et al., 2020), to ensure the public’s rigorous coop-
eration and compliance with safety measures. 
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