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Purpose: The aim of this study was to investigate the television (TV) consumption patterns (viewing behavior and motivation) of 
older adults in Wuhan, China, during the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on older adults’ mental health, particularly in relation to 
COVID-19-induced fear.
Participants and Methods: A questionnaire survey was conducted with 405 older adults in Wuhan, China. The data were analyzed using 
a structural equation model to understand the relationship between TV viewing behavior, motivation, and fear related to COVID-19.
Results: The findings indicate that the motivation to watch TV has a positive influence on viewing behavior among older adults 
during the pandemic. However, this motivation negatively impacts their COVID-19-related fear. Furthermore, a negative correlation 
was observed between viewing behavior and fear. The primary motivations for TV viewing among older adults during the pandemic 
were identified as social interaction and emotion management, followed by information seeking and value expression.
Conclusion: The findings suggest that TV viewing plays a significant role in the mental well-being of older adults during the COVID- 
19 pandemic. By addressing the motivations of social interaction, emotion management, information seeking, and value expression, 
public health organizations and TV stations can contribute to the mental health of this vulnerable population.
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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on the mental health of individuals worldwide, particularly 
vulnerable populations, such as older adults. The world emergency triggered by the pandemic has triggered reflection on 
various aspects, especially security and vulnerable groups.1 During the COVID-19 pandemic, people faced serious 
challenges to their mental health, including negative emotions such as anxiety, depression, loneliness, and fear due to 
restrictions on movement and the spread of the virus.1–3 Several scholars have offered suggestions on how to improve 
mental health during the pandemic. This includes encouraging senior citizens and their families to connect with each 
other as much as possible on a daily basis to reduce loneliness in this population.4 Distraction in times of loneliness, such 
as interacting with loved ones online and watching serials and movies, may also be helpful.5

However, there is a lack of research on COVID-19-related fear among older adults. Fear of COVID-19 has emerged 
as a prevalent psychological issue that can lead to anxiety, stress, and other mental health problems.2,6,7 The fear of 
contracting COVID-19 can lead to social isolation and other behaviors that may negatively affect older adults’ well- 
being.8 Older adults, who are at higher risk for severe illness and death from COVID-19, may experience higher levels of 
fear and anxiety.9,10
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Extensive media coverage during the outbreak heightened people’s concern over the spread and impact of the virus, 
which further exacerbated their fears. Some studies have suggested that media coverage may have exaggerated the spread 
and impact of the virus, leading to further fears about the outbreak.11,12 However, some studies have also shown the 
potential of the media to alleviate people’s sense of fear. For example, one study found that social media can alleviate the 
fear of COVID-19 in people with diabetes.13 Thus, although media usage may have further exacerbated the fear of 
COVID-19, it also has the potential to alleviate it.

Television (TV) watching is a common activity among older adults, and watching TV series, especially literature and 
action-related themes, can be effective in reducing the fear of COVID-19.14 In addition, they prefer to watch TV news, 
variety shows and sports events.15 TV played an important role for older adults during the pandemic,16,17 serving as 
a source of emotional support,18,19 social interaction,20,21 and information.22,23 Research has shown that viewing TV 
dramas may have been a recovery strategy for relieving stress caused by the pandemic during COVID-19 lockdowns.24 

However, the effects of TV as a form of mass media on older adults’ fears, as well as the relationship between older 
adults’ TV viewing behaviors, motivations, and fears of COVID-19, remain understudied and needs further investigation.

Based on the above background and problems, the two objectives of this study are: (1) to explore the relationship 
between TV viewing behavior, motivation, and fear-related COVID-19 among older Chinese adults during the pandemic, 
and (2) to identify the main motivations for TV viewing among older Chinese adults during the pandemic. This study 
constructed a conceptual framework and proposed three hypothesized hypotheses. Before delving into the specific 
hypotheses, it is imperative to contextualize the rationale behind their formulation. First, it is widely accepted that 
motivation is the driving force behind any behavior, including TV viewing. For older adults, motivations such as 
relieving loneliness and maintaining social connectivity are often cited as key reasons for engaging in this activity.19,21 

Hence, it is logical to hypothesize that their motivations positively influence their TV viewing behaviors (H1), especially 
during crises in which traditional social interactions are limited, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Second, TV has been identified as a source of emotional support, social interaction, and information during 
crises.20,21,25 Its ability to provide comfort, distraction, and updates on current affairs may alleviate fears related to 
COVID-19. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the more TV older adults watch, the less fearful they may be during 
this pandemic (H2). Third, the relationship between motivation and fear is complex but intuitive. If motivations for 
watching TV are primarily rooted in positive constructs, such as social connectivity and emotional support, it stands to 
reason that these motivations would negatively correlate with fear. In other words, having strong motivations to watch 
TV for positive reasons may mitigate the fears associated with the pandemic (H3).

Based on these considerations, the following hypotheses are proposed to examine the relationship between TV 
viewing behavior, motivation, and fear-related COVID-19 among older Chinese adults during the pandemic.

H1: Older adults’ motivation to watch TV positively predicts their viewing behaviors during the pandemic.

H2: Older adults’ TV viewing behavior negatively predicts their fear of COVID-19 during the pandemic.

H3: Older adults’ motivation to watch TV negatively predicts their fear of COVID-19 during the pandemic.

Materials and Methods
Participants and Procedures
A total of 405 older adults from Wuhan, China, participated in this study by completing an online survey between 
May 11 and May 22, 2022. Given that Chinese society was severely affected by the zero-COVID-19 policy during the 
survey period, all our surveys were disseminated through WeChat groups, which included groups for elderly activity 
centers, nursing homes, and communities in urban and rural areas.

The researcher disseminated the online questionnaire through WeChat because it has become one of the most 
widely used and popular messaging applications in China since Tencent released the application in 2011,26,27 with over 
1 billion active users per month. WeChat features include text, verbal and video chats, social photo sharing tools, 
interactive features, and public platform features, which have been used to provide health information during the 
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COVID-19 pandemic.14,28 In China, many researchers have collected data via WeChat during the course of the 
pandemic to circumvent the movement control restrictions in place, for example, to analyze the perceived risks and 
factors associated with COVID-19 outbreaks among residents of Chongqing, China29 or to explore the behavioral and 
psychological responses of older Chinese adults to the COVID-19 pandemic.30 Accordingly, WeChat has been 
essential for all Chinese people during the pandemic, and it made sense to use it to disseminate the online 
questionnaire.

We did not set specific inclusion criteria, apart from the age requirement, allowing for a diverse pool of participants. 
Voluntary participation was emphasized throughout the study, and measures were put in place to ensure the anonymity 
and privacy of all participants. After completing the questionnaire, older adults were rewarded with a small monetary 
compensation of 1–2 RMB. From May 5 to May 15, 2022, 416 eligible participants took part in this survey, and we 
removed 11 ineligible questionnaires based on the completeness and timing of the responses, leaving a final sample of 
405 eligible participants.

Ethical Considerations
In accordance with the ethical standards outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki, this study was conducted with full 
consideration of the rights and well-being of the participants. Before commencing the survey, we thoroughly informed 
the older adult participants about the objective, scope, and specific data collection methods employed in the study. 
Additionally, we ensured that all participants provided their consent by signing an online consent form that explicitly 
outlined their agreement to participate. The University of Malaya (UM) Research Ethics Committee (TNC2/ 
UMREC_1840) granted ethical approval for this study, attesting to its adherence to rigorous ethical standards and 
guidelines. Additionally, necessary permissions were obtained from administrative health agencies in Wuhan, China, to 
conduct research involving older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study adhered to all ethical guidelines and 
regulations set forth by the participating institutions and governmental authorities.

In particular, we took into account several key ethical considerations. First, we ensured the privacy and confidentiality 
of all participant data by implementing robust data protection measures. Second, we respected the autonomy of 
participants by allowing them to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. Third, we minimized the potential 
for participant burden by limiting the duration and complexity of the survey. Finally, we ensured that the survey did not 
involve any procedures that could cause harm or discomfort to the participants.

Measures
Participant Information Sheet
The information sheet contained four items intended to capture the descriptive characteristics of older adults: age, gender, 
educational status, and occupation.

TV Watching Behaviors
To measure the behavior of older adults watching TV during the pandemic, we designed three items. The study measured 
TV watching behaviors (BTV) and included questions about the frequency of use and duration of use.31 According to 
Umesh and Bose,32 binge watching has been considered an important factor in deciding to continue using information 
and media systems, so binge watching was also chosen as an evaluation indicator for BTV. The measurement standard 
was a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

TV Watching Motivations
Wang33 developed a scale based on the use and gratification theory to measure Chinese people’s motivations for and use 
of mainstream and social media during the COVID-19 pandemic. The motivations in the scale consist of emotion 
management, information seeking, social interaction, and value expression, for a total of 14 items. The motivation 
measure (TV watching motivations, MTV) for this study was adapted from this scale using a five-point Likert scale (1 = 
strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree).
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Fear of COVID-19 (FCV-19)
Ahorsu et al34 developed the FCV-19S, which was later translated into Chinese.35 The scale consists of seven items that 
measure an individual’s fear of COVID-19. Examples of these items include feeling apprehensive or anxious while 
watching news and stories about COVID-19 on social media and being afraid of losing one’s life due to the virus. Each 
item is rated on a five-point scale, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).

Data Analysis
We used SPSS 23® software to determine the reliability, validity, and usability of the scale and data. Following reliability 
and validity analysis, structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed using SmartPLS (Version 4.0). SEM can be 
used to establish, estimate, and test the relationships between variables.36

Results
Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Sample
As shown in Table 1, most respondents were aged between 60 and 64 years, and there were fewer men (30.86%) than 
women (69.14%). The highest proportion of the participants had a junior high school education (36.05%), followed by 
a high school education (32.84%) or a diploma (11.36%).

Analysis of the demographic data revealed several notable trends and patterns. First, the significant majority of 
participants being female (69.14%) suggests a potential gender bias in the sample, possibly reflecting a higher will-
ingness among elderly women to participate in such studies or a higher visibility of the female elderly in society. Second, 
the concentration of participants in the 60–64 age group (71.85%) highlights the focus of the study on the younger 
elderly, which may limit our understanding of the health needs and challenges faced by older age groups. Third, the 
education level distribution reveals that most participants completed junior high school or high school, indicating 

Table 1 Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Sample

Number Percentage (%)

Gender

Male 125 30.86%

Female 280 69.14%
Age category

60–64 291 71.85%

65–69 61 15.06%
70–74 32 7.9%

75+ 21 5.19%

Level of education
Primary school or below 40 9.88%

Junior high school 146 36.05%
High school 133 32.84%

Diploma 46 11.36%

Bachelor’s degree 31 7.65%
Master’s degree or above 9 2.22%

Occupation

Farmer 79 19.51%
Worker 72 17.78%

Civil servant 32 7.9%

Entrepreneur 49 12.1%
Businessperson 37 9.14%

Educational or cultural worker 21 5.19%

Housewife 55 13.58%
Other 60 14.81%
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a general trend of lower educational attainment among the elderly population, which may affect their ability to access and 
understand health information. These trends and patterns provide valuable insights into the demographic characteristics 
of the study participants and offer potential directions for future research.

Reliability and Validity
Before analyzing the data, we tested the reliability and validity of the observed indicators using SPSS (Table 2). The 
KMO (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin) values were all more than 0.6 (p = 0.000), and the α values were all more than 0.7. Thus, the 
data passed the reliability and validity tests and could be used for further analysis.

Structural Equation Modeling
A structural equation model was constructed with SmartPls (Version 4.0) for this study (Figure 1). To confirm the validity 
of the measurement model, we examined the model fit indices of this study (GFI = 0.956, RMSEA = 0.042, CFI = 0.985, 
NFI = 0.965, NNFI = 0.982), and Table 3 shows the model fit indices and criteria. To test the hypothesized structural 
relationship between MTV, BTV, and FCV-19, Table 4 shows the path normalization coefficients from SEM.

MTV had a significant positive effect on BTV (β = 0.58, p = 0.000), indicating that the stronger the motivation of the 
elderly to watch TV, the greater their TV viewing behavior. This finding suggests that intrinsic motivations play a crucial 
role in shaping TV viewing habits among the elderly. Further, there was a significant negative effect of BTV on FCV-19 
(β = −0.23, p = 0.002), implying that those who watched TV more actively during the pandemic exhibited less fear of 
COVID-19. This could be attributed to TV being a source of information and comfort during times of uncertainty. Lastly, 
MTV also had a negative effect on FCV-19 (β = −0.22, p = 0.002), suggesting that stronger motivation to watch TV led to 
less fear of COVID-19 among the elderly. This finding highlights the potential of TV as a medium for reducing anxiety 

Table 2 Reliability and Validity 
Analysis

Cronbach’s Alpha KMO

BTV 0.832 0.698 

0.882 

0.936

MTV 0.929

FCV 0.948

Abbreviations: FCV, fear of COVID-19; BTV, 
behavior of TV watching; MTV, motivations of 
TV watching; KMO, Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin.

Figure 1 Structural equation model.
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and fear during pandemic situations. The standardized coefficients for each motivation are shown in Table 4 and Figure 1 
(VE = 0.66, SI = 0.78, IS = 0.67, EM = 0.78), indicating varying degrees of influence on TV viewing behavior and 
COVID-19 fear.

In summary, our findings suggest that the elderly’s motivation to watch TV is positively correlated with their TV 
viewing behavior and that both are negatively correlated with their fear of COVID-19. This indicates that TV can serve 
as a valuable resource for the elderly, not only as a source of entertainment but also as a means of reducing anxiety and 
fear during times of crisis. The implications of these findings are discussed further in subsequent sections.

Discussion and Conclusion
According to the findings, older adults’ motivation to watch TV during the pandemic influenced their viewing behavior. 
Social interaction and emotional management were the main motivations for older Chinese adults to watch TV, followed 
by information seeking. These findings are consistent with previous studies that have shown social interaction to be a key 
motivation for TV viewing.37,38 This study’s findings regarding emotion management as a motivator for TV viewing are 
also consistent with previous research suggesting that TV can serve as an emotional outlet for people,39 especially since 
watching TV series during a pandemic can provide emotional support.24 Previous studies have shown that exposure to 
media, including TV, can influence people’s perceptions of and emotional response to health threats, such as 
pandemics.40,41

Table 3 Model Fit

Fit index GFI RMSEA CFI NFI NNFI

Ideal value >0.9 <0.10 >0.9 >0.9 >0.9

Test data 0.956 0.042 0.985 0.965 0.982

Abbreviations: GFI, Goodness of Fit Index; RMSEA, Root Mean 
Square Error of Approximation; CFI, Comparative Fit Index; NFI, 
Normed Fit Index; NNFI, Non-Normed Fit Index.

Table 4 Path Standardized Coefficients for the Structural Model

X → Y Unstandardized  
Coefficients

SE z (CR) p Standardized  
Coefficients

BTV → FCV −0.223 0.072 −3.111 0.002*** −0.226

MTV → BTV 1.030 0.118 8.766 0.000*** 0.582

MTV → FCV −0.384 0.126 −3.038 0.002*** −0.220

BTV → BTV3 0.855 0.063 13.548 0.000 0.792

BTV → BTV2 1.014 0.074 13.605 0.000 0.799

BTV → BTV1 1.000 – – – 0.730

MTV → VE 1.024 0.084 12.181 0.000 0.657

MTV → SI 0.989 0.070 14.186 0.000 0.776

MTV → IS 0.863 0.070 12.399 0.000 0.669

MTV → EM 1.000 – – – 0.781

FCV → FCV7 0.980 0.043 22.781 0.000 0.851

FCV → FCV6 0.969 0.043 22.520 0.000 0.846

FCV → FCV5 0.956 0.042 22.784 0.000 0.851

FCV → FCV4 0.962 0.044 22.096 0.000 0.837

FCV → FCV3 1.026 0.044 23.521 0.000 0.865

FCV → FCV2 0.925 0.040 23.134 0.000 0.858

FCV → FCV1 1.000 – – – 0.871

Note: ***Significant at 0.01. 
Abbreviations: FCV, fear of COVID-19; BTV, behavior of TV watching; MTV, motivations of TV watching; VE, value expression; SI, social 
interaction; IS, information seeking; EM, emotion management.
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The findings of this study support the idea that TV watching behavior may have an effect on the fear of COVID-19 
among older adults in China. These Results are consistent with previous research that has linked media exposure to fear 
and anxiety about health issues.42,43 However, the results of this study suggest that TV watching behavior may have 
a protective effect against the fear of COVID-19 among older adults in China.

Although our findings clearly indicate that TV viewing reduced fear related to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
mechanisms behind this relationship warrant further exploration. One potential mechanism is the role of TV in providing 
accurate and timely information, which can reduce uncertainty and fear.12 Additionally, TV programs designed to offer 
emotional support or distraction might help viewers manage stress and anxiety by shifting their focus away from the 
pandemic.44 Future research could explore these mechanisms in more detail, perhaps through qualitative studies that 
examine how specific types of content contribute to emotional well-being.

Our findings contrast with some previous research that has suggested that media exposure may increase or reduce fear 
and anxiety about health issues.45,46 This discrepancy may be due to cultural differences or variations in media coverage 
of the pandemic. It is also possible that the older adults in this study found comfort watching TV during a time of 
uncertainty and isolation, which reduced their fear of the pandemic. Cultural norms and values significantly influence 
media consumption patterns and the psychological impact of media content. For instance, in collectivist cultures, content 
that emphasizes community solidarity and collective well-being may resonate more deeply and provide greater emotional 
comfort than in individualist cultures.47 Additionally, the portrayal of COVID-19 in the media might differ across 
cultures, influencing viewers’ perceptions and emotional responses.48 A deeper exploration of these cultural factors could 
provide a more nuanced understanding of how TV serves as a coping mechanism in different cultural contexts. Future 
studies could compare Wuhan’s findings with those from other regions or countries to identify cultural variations in TV 
viewing behavior and its psychological impacts.

Our findings also show that motivation to watch TV was negatively related to fear of COVID-19, suggesting that TV 
watching can be a coping mechanism for older adults during times of crisis. Specifically, the stronger the motivation to 
watch TV, the lower the fear of COVID-19 among older Chinese adults. This result is consistent with previous studies 
that have explored the relationship between media consumption and fear or anxiety.42,43 Media use is a primary strategy 
of coping for people facing health issues or academic stress, and stressed individuals may turn to media for relaxation 
and recovery.49 For example, Thygesen et al50 found that motivation for social media usage and people’s mental health 
were correlated during the pandemic, with poorer mental health associated with using social media to decrease loneliness 
and for entertainment purposes.

In situations of limited social distance, in which people are locked in their homes, in relative isolation, with external 
limitations on their ability to travel or work, and with limited personal agency in combating global pandemics, the 
population may not feel autonomous and socially connected in other ways. Consistent with the findings of Eden et al,51 

media motivation has a mediating effect on mental health at this time, and it may motivate people to use the media to 
reduce stress, and anxiety.

In conclusion, this study underscores the critical role of TV viewing in supporting the mental well-being of older 
adults during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings reveal that motivation to watch TV, driven primarily by the need for 
social interaction and emotion management, significantly influences viewing behavior and reduces the fear of COVID-19 
among older adults in China. This highlights TV’s potential as an effective coping mechanism during times of crisis, 
providing both emotional support and a means to mitigate anxiety.

The identification of social interaction as a primary motivator for TV viewing has important implications for public 
health interventions aimed at promoting social support and reducing social isolation among older adults. By under-
standing the motivations behind TV consumption and taking cultural influences into account, public health organizations 
and media producers can better tailor their content to address the needs of this vulnerable population.

Future research should delve deeper into the mechanisms underlying the observed relationships and explore the 
impact of cultural factors on TV viewing behaviors and their psychological effects. Such studies could provide a more 
nuanced understanding of how media can be leveraged to enhance mental health and well-being, particularly during 
global health crises. This would not only enrich our theoretical knowledge but also improve practical strategies for using 
TV and other media as tools for psychological support and stress reduction.
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Limitations and Recommendations
While this study provides valuable insights into the relationship between television viewing behavior, motivation, and 
fear of COVID-19 among older adults in Wuhan, China, several limitations must be considered. The study relied on self- 
reported data, which may be subject to biases and inaccuracies, such as social desirability bias or recall bias. Participants 
might have misreported their TV viewing habits or the extent of their fear.

Additionally, the context-specific focus on older adults in Wuhan during the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with 
potential sample bias and lack of demographic diversity, limits the generalizability of the findings. The unique cultural 
and policy environment in Wuhan during the pandemic may have shaped television viewing motivations and fear 
responses differently compared to other regions or countries. The sample predominantly included older adults from 
a single urban area, which may not represent the experiences of older adults in rural areas or other cities with different 
socio-economic backgrounds. Therefore, caution should be exercised when applying these findings to broader 
populations.

Based on the findings and limitations of this study, several recommendations for future research are suggested. First, 
to address the limitation of potential biases and inaccuracies from self-reported data, future studies should incorporate 
more objective Measures, such as physiological indicators or direct behavioral observations. Additionally, replicating this 
study with a larger and more diverse sample across multiple regions would enhance the generalizability of the findings, 
as the current study’s focus on older adults in Wuhan during the COVID-19 pandemic may not be representative of 
broader populations.

Longitudinal studies are also recommended to explore how television viewing behavior and fear of pandemics evolve 
over time, providing a more dynamic understanding of these relationships. Furthermore, cross-cultural comparisons 
could shed light on how cultural differences influence television viewing motivations and pandemic-related fears, which 
could help contextualize the findings within different cultural and policy environments. Finally, expanding the scope to 
investigate other psychological issues such as anxiety and stress, and examining the effects of various media types on the 
mental health of older adults, would provide a more comprehensive understanding of media’s role in supporting mental 
well-being during health crises. By addressing these areas, future research can offer more robust insights into the factors 
affecting older adults’ television consumption and mental health during pandemics.
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