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Objective: Public crises seriously affect social stability and personal health. When
individuals are in a public crisis environment, they will have the impulse and
intention to share information, which is a behavioral attitude shown in the face
of a crisis. Public crisis information sharing intention will be affected by many
factors. This study aims to examine how the process of social presence may
influence information sharing intentions during a public crisis and the mediating
effects of situational pressure, including risk perception of disease infection and
consistency of perception of opinion climate.

Methods: This was a cross-sectional study with 505 youth SNS users. In order to
collect as suitable samples as possible, a research website was commissioned to
conduct a questionnaire in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in China.
This questionnaire was utilized to measure social presence, risk perception of
disease infection, consistency of perception of opinion climate and intention to
share information about COVID-19. Structural equation modeling was used to
examine variable relationships in the research model.

Results: The results showed that social presence was significantly and
positively associated with risk perception of disease infection (B=0.42, p<0.001),
consistency of perception of opinion climate (B=0.43, p<0.001) and intention
to share information about COVID-19 (B=0.48, p<0.001). Risk perception of
disease infection (B=0.19, p<0.001) and consistency of perception of opinion
climate (B=0.18, p=0.002) positively predicted youth SNS users' intention to
share information about COVID-19. Risk perception of disease infection and
consistency of perception of opinion climate mediated the relationship between
social presence and intention to share information about COVID-19 (Z=2.66, Cl:
0.03,0.15; Z=2.66, CI: 0.02, 0.16).

Conclusion: The study further deepens our understanding of the mechanisms
underlying social presence and information sharing intentions. These new
findings suggest that some situational cues, including media environment factors
(social presence) and perceived stress factors (risk perception of disease infection,
consistency of perception of opinion climate) may influence information sharing
intention. From the perspective of communication psychology, this study
enriched the assessment of information sharing on social media and contributes
to understanding of social presence and situation pressure, and it helps to
provide specific references for effectively promoting netizens’ intention to share
information about public crises.
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1. Introduction

During the COVID-19 pandemic, people have become
increasingly dependent on the internet for access to and the sharing
of information (1). In particular, social media has become a dominant
mode of communication (2), and COVID-19-related content is one of
the major topics of discussion (3). Studies have shown that sharing
COVID-19-related information on social networking services (SNS)
can help individuals reach a consensus about the nature of the
outbreak (4). Moreover, the sharing of truthful and accurate
COVID-19 information can effectively address the negative social
impacts of fake news (5) and help many people learn about COVID-19
during home quarantine. The sharing of information by individuals
on social media and through interpersonal interaction can also affect
the availability and accessibility of the information people need (6). In
addition, scholars have suggested that a weak intention to share or no
access to relevant information may hinder individual understanding
of the pandemic (7). Research on COVID-19-related information
sharing therefore remains essential.

Studies have suggested that information sharing is influenced by
both personal and social factors. The former refers to personal
attitudes, positions, and intentions, while the latter refers to social
factors such as interpersonal relationships, social structures, social
networks, and family structures (8, 9). Conceiving of information
sharing as a subjective choice of individuals, these authors argue that
such sharing can also be influenced by others and by society. However,
several studies have explored issues related to COVID-19 such as
disinformation and unverified information sharing (10-12) and
emotions (13, 14). While these studies offer insights into the
discussions and concerns around this global health crisis, few scholars
have researched the intention about
COVID-19 itself.

In our view, the intention to share information about COVID-19

information-sharing

reflects individual choice considerations, which is more hidden than
actual information-sharing behavior and thus requires further study
and exploration. Moreover, while not as tangible as the information-
sharing behavior, studying the intention to share information has
practical implications. Not all people share information, and many
remain in an underlying state of consciousness, which we believe is
more critical because its hidden and uncertain nature is more
challenging for the long-term stability of society and the response to
COVID-19. Finally, research into the intention to share information
can guide individuals in regard to awareness and psychology and
propose measures to improve mental health and the perception of
COVID-19. Consequently, it is important to study the intention to
share information on COVID-19.

Currently, to prevent the adverse impact of COVID-19 on social
stability and personal health, areas in China with a relatively higher
case rate have adopted strict protective measures, asking residents to
work and study from home and restricting travel and gatherings. As a
result, people affected by the pandemic have turned to the internet for
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social and recreational activities that are not available offline. Tu (15)
found that individuals use the media to perceive the presence of others
and then develop a sense of social presence through online
networking. Several authors have suggested that the concept of social
presence is used to explain the impact of the media on communication
behaviors (16).
manifestation of personal media use, permeates all online behaviors

Information dissemination, as a behavioral
of individuals, enabling them to keep themselves informed about the
COVID-19 pandemic while sharing relevant information. From this
perspective, it is necessary to explore individuals’ perception of social
presence in the process of information dissemination. In addition to
the changes in the ways of interaction, the information environment
of COVID-19 in China is under twofold situational pressure: stress,
anxiety, and panic, mainly due to individuals’ perception of the risk of
being infected (17); and the pressure of the public information
environment in China, where individuals dissemination of
information about the pandemic is influenced by public opinion, the
media, friends, and strangers (18). Thus, it is useful to start from the
concepts of social presence and situational pressure to explore the
intention of the Chinese public to share information online during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Literature review
2.1. Stimulus-organism-response model

The S-O-R model, developed from the S-R (Stimulus-Response)
theory, is a theoretical model of environmental influence on individual
behavior proposed by Mehrabian and Russell (19), namely the
“stimulus-body-response” model. The model assumes that the
environment contains a variety of stimuli (S) that induce changes in
people’s internal or organic state (O), which in turn lead to approach
or avoidance behavior (R). The model posits that stimuli act on an
individual’s decisions, intentions, or behaviors by influencing the
organism’s (individual’s) cognition and emotions to promote its
these  three
conceptualizations constructs a formulaic theoretical model that

behavioral responses. The combination of
includes indirect links between emotion and cognition, rather than a
direct causal link between stimuli and actions (20). As one of the
classic theories of cognitive psychology, the S-O-R model has been
widely demonstrated in the fields of marketing, management,
communication, and is used to study and explain user behavior. In the
field of social media, some researchers focused on the perspective of
media users, and discussed the impact of social media use on user
emotions, behaviors or intentions through the S-O-R model
(12,21-23).

In the context of a global pandemic, we believe that the stimulus
should be the state in which individuals perceive the “real” presence
of others in the Internet environment. Zhu et al. (24) studying the
relationship between online reviews and purchase intention, also
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mention social presence as a possible stimulus for online review
generation. Because the widespread use of social media and the hyper-
relational connectivity exhibited by social media make COVID-19
unique among previous epidemics, we focus on the presence effect of
social media. To relate the organic aspects of S-O-R to the selected
stimuli, we focus on social presence (25-27), which we believe leads
to psychological and behavioral responses.

In addition, we use social information processing (SIP) theory to
support the S-O-R framework, which emphasizes the influence of
situational factors on peoplé’s attitudes and behaviors (28). Situational
cues, including stress perception (29) and peer comments (30)
influence an individuals online behavioral intentions. We believe that
people’s risk perception of COVID-19 is a situational stressor of the
disease in the early stage of the COVID-19 epidemic. In addition,
when people are in the COVID-19 information environment, they are
subject to public opinion environmental climate pressures from the
media, government agencies, and other personal information. These
two situational stressors may be important factors that influence
people’s processing of COVID-19 information.

For the research model, using the S-O-R framework (19),
we placed social presence as the environmental stimuli, two situational
pressures (risk perception of disease infection and consistency of
perception of opinion climate) as affecting the internal evaluation of
share information as

the organism, and intention to

behavioral responses.

2.2. Intention to share information

The use of social media as a form of digital media consumption
enables audiences to connect, communicate, and share information
(31). Especially in the age of the mobile internet, the impacts of the
widespread use of SNSs on people’s lives are obvious, of which the
most significant is the nonlinear trend of the relationship between
communicator and audience. In the age of social media, everyone can
be both an audience and a communicator of information (32).
Increasing numbers of people are sharing information or expressing
their positions, attitudes, and views on social events or phenomena on
social media (33).

The media acts as an important source of disease information,
conveying a range of information that the public urgently needs, such
as disease progression and treatment, policy interpretation, and
personalized advice (34). Health information is closely related to
people’s life and has become an important type of content that people
seek for and share online. Several studies have pointed out that people
are willing to share original or non-original health information with
friends and strangers via social media (3, 12). The “privacy;
“openness,” “immediacy;” and “breadth” of social media greatly
influence the intention and manner in which people share health
information (35, 36).

2.3. Situational pressure

In previous research, scholars have pointed out that situational
pressure is a key factor affecting individual behaviors. It is so named
because most of this pressure comes from other people or situations,
not from the individual (37). Here, we distinguish between two types
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of situational pressure: consistency in opinion climate perception and
risk perception of disease infection.

2.3.1. Risk perception of disease infection

Risk perception is at the heart of risk communication, and therefore
the perceptibility of risk is both the core issue and the purpose of risk
communication (38). As far as “risk” is concerned, it exists objectively
while the perception of risk is subjective. Slovic (39) argues that risk
perception refers to the public’s subjective judgment and perception of
external objective risks. Authors such as Setbon, Raude, Fischler and
Flahault (40) emphasize that situational responses to risk perception are
subjective psychological behaviors to people or objects when individuals
are at risk. Risk perception is also a commonly used concept in the field
of health communication. Risk perception of COVID-19 infection, based
on the individual’s risk judgment and perception, emphasizes the impact
of environmental risk on an individual’s cognition and behavior (41-43).

Risk perception theory holds that people’s intentions and
behaviors are not formed through simple, straightforward processes.
In the decision-making process, people are influenced by various
factors, especially the perception of potential risks (44, 45). For
example, the Impersonal Impact Hypothesis (IMH) derived from risk
perception theory, is a far-reaching theoretical hypothesis that has
been widely applied to the field of journalism and communication. It
argues that when individuals are at risk, they tend to compare the level
of risk threat to others and themselves. The IMH theory also highlights
the extent to which mass media and interpersonal communication
channels have different impact on risk perception (46). The situation
that created by news reports or media information has shown a greater
impact on the generation and effectiveness of public perception of risk
(37, 47).

Studies have shown that searching for information from different
sources is a way to amplify personal risk perception and fear, which
therefore contributes to information search (12, 48). When individuals
are acutely aware of the danger they face, the pressure prevents them
from assessing the validity of information and they rely on information
from other people or different media sources to substantiate their
judgment and feelings. The information provided in online media
platforms plays an important moderating role in this process in order
to help individuals to make an analytical opinion (49) and can have a
positive impact on their response to public health crises (50).
Additionally, it has been suggested that one of the key determinants
of healthy behavior is an individuals ability to perceive health risks
(51). It can be inferred that a higher risk perception increases the
public’s sensitivity, awareness, and need for risk information,
augmenting the frequency of communication with others and the
sharing of risk-related information with family and friends and
prompting themselves or other people to take protective measures
(52). We therefore posit the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis I: The risk perception of disease infection is positively
related to the intention to share information during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

2.3.2. Consistency of perception of opinion
climate

The spiral of silence theory is the most representative one for
explaining the perception of the opinion climate, which holds that
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individuals have the ability to perceive the climate of opinion (53, 54).
People are more likely to express their personal opinions when their
perceptions are those of the majority, and they choose to remain silent
if they perceive the majority opinion to be different from theirs, out of
fear of isolation (55). Thus, individuals under pressure continually
assess the opinion climate (56, 57). Such continual assessment would
enable one not only to keep abreast of the current opinion climate, but
also to assess how it will develop in the future and then act
accordingly (58).

The perception of the opinion climate refers to how an individual
perceives the environment of public opinion. According to Salmon
and Neuwirth (59), the perception of the opinion climate is not a
single and homogenous concept, but may have different layers and
should therefore not be measured simply or roughly. Rather, it should
be measured according to the relationship between individuals and a
“reference group,” which ranges from the media to the opinion climate
within the groups that individuals interact with (59).

Consistency of perception of opinion climate refers to the degree
to which people perceive their views as agreeing with those of others,
such as opinions from the media, family, friends, and online strangers.
Some studies have even suggested that the opinion pressure from the
majority can even change the attitudes of the “few;” indicating that
individual behavior is not exclusively rooted in one’s own mind
(53, 60).

Earlier studies have suggested that the opinion climate can have a
powerful effect on individual behaviors (61). Most scholars have a
positive attitude toward whether the perception of the opinion climate
can influence individuals’ behaviors (62, 63). Studies have also found
that people with a greater fear of social isolation are more likely to
keep up with specific sources of information about public opinion and
be motivated to determine what others are thinking (18). During the
COVID-19 pandemic, opinion climates have evolved on social media,
consisting of the views of friends and family and online discussions
with strangers. In a particular opinion climate, individuals may
be fearful of social isolation or social attack for their inappropriate
comments and are therefore more willing to share information
consistent with the prevailing opinion. We now posit the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: The consistency of perception of opinion climate is
positively related to the intention to share information during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

2.4. Social presence

As akey concept in social psychology, social presence refers to the
extent to which an individual perceives the presence of others in the
use of a medium that provides the individual with an experience close
to a face-to-face interactive connection with others (64). An individual
is perceived as a “real person” rather than a technological illusion.
Biocca et al. (65) define social presence as a sense of “co-presence”
between communicators and other individuals through media
platforms, claiming that social presence can be a close relation
between them from the perspective of relationship.

Studies have shown that the public has a strong sense of social
presence in communities in SNSs (66), and one of the main
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motivations for joining virtual communities is information exchange
(67). Thus, a sense of social presence may help to encourage forums
and community members to immerse themselves in information
sharing (68). In a study on information sharing among SNS users,
researchers found that social presence may shape users’ intention to
share information to a large extent (69). The perception of social
presence of SNS users may help increase their intention to share
information about the COVID-19 pandemic. We therefore posit the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Social presence is positively related to the
intention  to share  information

COVID-19 pandemic.

during  the

Risk perception, as a concept of social psychology, is the public’s
cognitive and psychological response to a threatening situation and
event (40). In the process, risk perception of the public is influenced
by the “pseudo-environment” constructed by the media: media
coverage and the information environment may create by others and
institutions on media platforms contribute significantly to the public’s
risk perception (37). Studies have shown that social media has become
a main way for the public to access risk information (70) and that high
exposure to risk-related information on media platforms can increase
the level of risk perception (41, 47, 71). Thus, instead of facing risk
directly, people may perceive risk based on the “virtual environment”
created by the media (39). The media may create an environment of
public opinion that has a social presence effect. People’s involvement
in risky events is positively correlated with the perceived risk
associated with the event (72, 73), and the stronger the sense of social
presence, the more individuals tend to perceive the risk as being closer
to them, thus inducing stronger behavioral intentions for risk
prevention (74). We therefore posit the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Social presence is positively related to the risk
perception of disease infection during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Biocca, Harms, and Burgoon (75) note that it is useful to assess
the similarities and differences of social presence between media, as
different media situations leading to diverse social presence
perceptions. These perceptions are influenced by media characteristics
such as interactivity, the abundance of nonverbal information,
suggesting that the social presence theory can reflect the
communication effect of varied media (65, 74). Obviously, there is a
dependency between social presence and the communication
situation. As for specific media, studies have shown that the loss of
nonverbal information and anonymity (such as facial expressions) in
computer-mediated communication (CMC) environments may
reduce the perception of social presence, and thus can relieve the
tension of the public in networking as well as the pressure brought by
unanimous opinions (76). Here, it is apparent that the degree of social
presence affects a group’s perception of social pressure and normative.
In China, SNS platforms (such as We-chat, Weibo and short-video
platforms) allow users to communicate anonymously and express
themselves through voice messages, video calls or memes. In this
communication environment of high context, the users’ perception of
social presence and their ability to perceive the consistency in opinion
climate are enhanced (Figure 1). We therefore make the
following hypothesis:
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FIGURE 1
Hypothesized model of the research framework.

TABLE 1 Demographic information of the respondents (N=505).

Demographics n (%)

Gender

Male 210 (41.6)
Female 295 (58.4)
Age groups (years)

14-19 69 (13.7)
20-29 219 (43.4)
30-39 135 (26.7)
40-44 82 (16.2)
Age (years), mean (SD) 27.9(8.4)
Education

High school or below 84 (16.6)
Two-year College 178 (35.2)
Four-year College 138 (27.3)
Graduate school or above 105 (20.8)
Employment status

Employed full time 307 (60.8)
Student 106 (20.9)
Self-employed 64 (12.7)
Unemployed or retired 19 (3.8)
Others 9(1.8)

Hypothesis 5: Social presence is positively related to the
consistency of perception of opinion climate during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

3. Research methodology
3.1. Data collection

Since the target population of this study are social networking
site users, in order to collect as suitable a sample as possible, a

research website was commissioned to conduct a questionnaire in the
early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in China. After the
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questionnaire is entered into the platform, the platform selects the
SNS users in the sample database, and pushes the questionnaire to
the target subjects through simple random sampling. Participants
were recruited from an online questionnaire platform' between July
15 and July 30, 2020, for a 15-min online questionnaire with a
compensation of $1.40. In total, 897 individuals took the
questionnaire, and 505 were retained in the final sample. The
excluded participants (1) failed to select the designated answer for
any of three attention check questions throughout the questionnaire,
or (2) spent less than 5 min with the questionnaire, which should take
at least 10 min based on our pilot test. (3) Due to the small number
of respondents aged 45 and above (N=11), the data of respondents
aged 45 and above were removed. Therefore, participants in this study
were 14-44 year olds who used SNS. According to the 50™ Statistical
Report on China’s Internet Development, there are approximately 737
million netizens aged from 10 to 49 years old in China, accounting
for 70.1% of total netizens (77). This data suggest that most Chinese
youths are netizens. Table 1 presents the demographic information of
the respondents.

3.2. Measurement

To ensure the validity of the constructs, the measurement of all
variables was adjusted from the established studies to the
background of the present study (see Table 2). All items were
measured on Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).
The six items for measuring social presence were identified based
on the research by Lu, Fan, and Zhou (25) and Gao et al. (66). Risk
perception of disease infection was measured with three items
according to the studies by Lin and Lagoe (78). Consistency of
perception of opinion climate was measured with three items based
on the studies of Salwen et al. (79). The measure of intention to
share information consists of six items and was built upon the work
of Zhang et al. (80) and Shang et al. (81).

4. Data analysis and results
4.1. Measurement model

Following conventional guidelines (82), a series of confirmatory
factor analyses (CFA) was conducted to obtain a proper measurement
model. The final CFA model fitted the data with y*(129)=305.73,
GFI=0.935, AGFI=0.914, RMSEA =0.052, TLI=0.951, CFI=0.935,
IFI=0.959. The measurement model was evaluated using indicators
of reliability and validity. Reliability of the constructs was tested with
Cronbach’s a and composition reliability (CR) values, which should
be above 0.700 (83). Cronbach’s a values ranged from 0.75 to 0.90 and
CR values from 0.76 to 0.90, indicating a good reliability in all
constructs, as shown in Table 3.

Convergent validity was evaluated by average variance extracted
(AVE). Table 3 shows that the AVE values of the constructs range
between 0.51 and 0.60, which are above the standard of 0.50 (83),

1 www.wijx.cn
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TABLE 2 Measurement items.

10.3389/fpubh.2023.1124876

ltem Loading

Social presence
SP1. On SNS, I can perceive the presence of others 0.72
SP2. SNS gives me an immersive feeling 0.72
SP3. SNS is like a person to me, it feels real 0.85
SP4. SNS makes me feel warm 0.86
SP5. On SNS, I feel a kinship 0.72
SP6. The intimacy can be felt on SNS 0.76
Risk perception of disease infection
RP1. If an SNS user is diagnosed with COVID-19, I will perceive a greater risk of the pandemic 0.77
RP2. The spread of COVID-19 makes it seem likely that anyone can get an infection 0.78
RP3. T will suspect myself of having COVID-19 if I have symptoms similar to those diagnosed with COVID-19 0.62
Consistency of perception of opinion climate
OC1. My opinions on the COVID-19 pandemic echoes what that of mainstream media 0.70
OC2. My friends and I share same views on the COVID-19 pandemic 0.62
OC3. My thoughts on the COVID-19 pandemic are with most users 0.81
Intention to share information
ISI1. I would like to discuss the COVID-19 pandemic on SNS 0.77
ISI2. On SN, I would like to share information about the COVID-19 pandemic 0.77
ISI3. I would like to initiate/participate in activities of knowledge sharing about COVID-19 on SNS 0.71
1S14. I would like to share my thoughts on the COVID-19 pandemic on SNS 0.76
ISI5. I would to repost information from other SNS users about the COVID-19 pandemic 0.81
1SI6. I am willing to forward information of the COVID-19 pandemic to SNS groups 0.71
TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics and reliability.
Mean SD Cronbach’s « CR AVE
Social presence 3.23 0.78 0.90 0.90 0.60
Risk perception of disease infection 3.08 0.87 0.77 0.77 0.53
Consistency of perception of opinion climate 3.66 0.72 0.75 0.76 0.51
Intention to share information 3.00 0.90 0.89 0.89 0.57
TABLE 4 Construct correlations.
1 2 3 4
1. Social presence 0.77
2. Risk perception of disease infection 0.36 0.73
3. Consistency of perception of opinion climate 0.39 0.42 0.72
4. Intention to share information 0.53 0.38 0.39 0.75

The diagonal elements represent the square root of AVE.

indicating a good convergent validity. The discretionary validity was
assessed through the relation between the square root of the AVE of
each construct and the value of the corresponding correlation matrix
square (83). Table 4 shows that the square root of the AVE of each
construct is greater than the value of the corresponding correlation
matrix square, suggesting adequate discriminant validity.

Frontiers in Public Health

4.2. Structural model

As Table 5 shows, the resulting model fit indices suggest an
acceptable fit (84, 85). Most indices are above their ideal criterion
levels: y*(130) =336.65, GF1=0.929, AGFI=0.907, RMSEA =0.056,
TLI=0.944, CFI=0.952, IF1=0.952.
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TABLE 5 Model fit of research model.

10.3389/fpubh.2023.1124876

Model fit index Criterion Model fit of research Fit
model
MLc2 Smaller is better 336.65 Ideal
DF (degree of freedom) Bigger is better 130 Ideal
Normed Chi-square (c2/DF) 1<c2/DF<3 2.59 Ideal
GFI >0.9 0.929 Ideal
AGFI >0.9 0.907 Ideal
RMSEA <0.08 0.056 Ideal
TLI(NNFI) >0.9 0.944 Ideal
CFI >0.9 0.952 Ideal
IFL >0.9 0.952 Ideal

The structural model was evaluated using the coeflicient of
determination (R?) and the significance of each path coefficient. The
data analysis showed that social presence accounted for 13.6% of the
variations in risk perception of disease infection and 16.6% of the
variations in consistency of perception of opinion climate. Social
presence, risk perception of disease infection, and consistency of
perception of opinion climate explained 33.6% of the variation in the
intention to share information.

In terms of path coeflicients, social presence positively predicted
risk perception of disease infection (B=0.42, p<0.001) and
consistency of perception of opinion climate (B=0.43, p<0.001). SNS
users with higher perception of social presence seemed to have a
higher risk perception of COVID-19 infection and a greater
consistency of perception of opinion climate. Thus, H4 and H5was
supported. Social presence has a significant impact on SNS users’
intention to share information about COVID-19 (B=0.49, p<0.001),
suggesting that when social presence increased, SNS users were more
willing to share information about COVID-19. Thus, H3 was
supported. Risk perception of disease infection (B=0.19, p<0.001)
and consistency of perception of opinion climate (B=0.18, p=0.002)
positively predicted SNS users’ intention to share information about
COVID-19, implying that the higher the risk perception or the
consistency of perception of opinion climate, the greater their
intention to share information about COVID-19. Thus, HI and H2
was supported (Figure 2 and Table 6).

4.3. Mediation analysis

To further analyze how social presence influences the intention to
share information, we examined the mediation effects of risk
perception of disease infection and consistency of perception of
opinion climate. We performed an analysis on mediation effects using
the bootstrap method, which involves 5,000 iterations with a 95%
confidence interval (86).

As Table 7 shows, under the 95% confidence interval, the total
effect is 4, the direct effect is 6.67, 6.5, 6.83, 3, 2.66 and the mediation
effect is 2.66, 2.66, respectively, and the Z value is greater than 1.96,
indicating that the mediation model is significant. of the eight
estimated intervals shown by the bootstrap, none of the interval values
contained 0, indicating a significant established confidence
interval of 95%.
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When social presence is an independent variable, “risk perception
of disease infection” and “consistency of perception of opinion
climate” have mediating effects on “the intention to share
COVID-19 information”

5. Discussion and implications
5.1. Discussion

The results confirmed that social presence is a positive predictor
of risk perception of disease infection, consistency of perception of
opinion climate, and intention to share information of SNS users in
China, further suggesting that when using new media technologies,
the perception of social presence puts SNS users under situational
pressure and influences their behaviors. The functions of SNS as an
information sharing tool have been of continuing interest to
researchers (87). It has been pointed out that there are several
underlying reasons users share information online (69). COVID-19
as a “booster” for information sharing (88, 89) has sparked a global
passion for discussing the pandemic.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media platforms have
been a key channel for the Chinese public to stay connected (90).
The contact with others achieved through a certain medium has
given the Chinese public a strong sense of social presence. Hassanein
etal. (91) note the expansion of social presence, which, as a hallmark
of the medium, can be used to measure media sensitivity, intimacy,
and friendliness. For SNS users, a sense of intimacy and co-presence
on the platform can lead to a psychological involvement and
participation that, while virtual, feels like being in a real
environment, improving their situational perception. Moreover, Lin
et al. (69) expects that users with a higher sense of social presence
are more willing to post and share information and knowledge, more
likely to receive social support, and to respond to others’ information
requests, leading to more positive attitudes toward information
sharing. Our research findings support this view. We argue that after
a public crisis, everyone is in a panic mood and expects to learn
about the social impact of the crisis and coping strategies from social
media, so the demand and sharing expectations for crisis
information are higher. Therefore, in the context of social media,
social presence not only makes social media an effective place for
users to connect with each other (92, 93), but social presence can
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TABLE 6 Hypothesis testing results.

strangers have jointly created an opinion climate on Chinese social
media platforms. There are two main views on the impact of the
online opinion climate on individuals’ expression of opinion: one
claims a weak influence, suggesting that perception of the opinion

Hypotheses Path t P Conclusion
coefficient value value

RP--->ISI (HI) 0.19 3.53 <0.001 Supported

OC--->1SI (H2) 0.18 3.04 0.002 Supported

SP--->1SI (H3) 0.48 7.18 <0.001 Supported

SP--->RP (H4) 0.42 6.82 <0.001 Supported

SP--->0C (H5) 0.43 7.53 <0.001 Supported

climate has little effect on the expression of opinion (54, 95, 96),
while the other claims that the perception of the opinion climate
can greatly affect the expression of individual opinions (58, 60).
Our findings have echoed the latter views. In a public opinion
climate in which the Chinese government tightly controls media

Path coefficient is unstandardized estimates.

also be an important media attribute that affects high or low
information sharing intentions of users.

Finally, we found that the risk perception of disease infection and
the consistency of perception of opinion climate can positively predict
the intention of Chinese SNS users to share information, implying that
their sharing of information about COVID-19 did not happen
randomly. Previous studies have pointed to the complexity of people’s
decision-making (94). Our study shows that Chinese SNS users are
affected by situational pressure when sharing information about
COVID-19 on social media, which is also driven by psychosocial
factors. As people are more likely to be alerted to risks of the pandemic
because of health concerns, this risk perception drives SNS users’
intent to share more of the information they receive to help more
people avoid risk.

Furthermore, during COVID-19, news reports in domestic
and foreign media, opinions of intellectuals or professional
institutions, information from and opinions of acquaintances and
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coverage and social media, a consistent online opinion
environment has been created. Perceiving the pressure of a
mainstream opinion climate, SNS users tend to express views that
align with the mainstream.

While conclusions are drawn above, they still work under the
actual situations that individuals faced in the Chinese context. When
individuals are outside a crisis situation, they may choose to express
views that are in line with the prevailing view out of self-preservation
and security concerns, under the pressure of consistency with the
opinion climate. However, when individuals are threatened by COVID-
19, their immediate interests and relationships are compromised.

In this circumstance, although people are aware of the prevailing
public opinion climate, they also tend to break the consistency and
express personal experiences and feelings in the hope that their claims
will receive public attention and support, thus forming an “inverse
spiral of silence” (97) in China’s online environment, influencing the
opinion climate, generating non-mainstream information, and
gradually changing mainstream views. As well as testing the
mechanism of the “spiral of silence” in which individuals tend to
exhibit self-favorable behaviors when relational connections are weak,
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TABLE 7 Result of mediation effects test (bootstrap 5,000 samples).

Point estimate

Product of coefficients

10.3389/fpubh.2023.1124876

Bootstrapping

SE z Bias-Corrected Percentile 95% ClI
95% ClI

Total effects
SP —ISI 0.16 0.04 4 [0.09, 0.26] [0.08, 0.25]

Direct effects
SP—1ISI 0.40 0.06 6.67 [0.28,0.52] [0.28,0.52]
SP—RP 0.39 0.06 6.50 [0.25, 0.48] [0.25, 0.48]
SP—-0C 0.41 0.06 6.83 [0.28,0.52] [0.28,0.52]
RP — ISI 0.18 0.06 3 [0.06, 0.30] [0.06, 0.30]
OC—1ISI 0.16 0.06 2.66 [0.04, 0.29] [0.03,0.28]

Mediation effects

SP—RP—ISI 0.08 0.03 2.66 [0.03, 0.15] [0.03, 0.15]
SP—-OC—1ISI 0.08 0.03 2.66 [0.02, 0.16] [0.02, 0.14]

we also suggest that when the high perception of social presence on
SN is related to personal experience and interests, their information
that is inconsistent with the prevailing opinion climate will resonate
strongly with the public, who may support the spread of
non-mainstream views, prompting policy changes and benign
social development.

5.2. Theoretical and managerial
implications

This study has produced some theoretical implications. Some
studies have explored COVID19 information sharing based on use
and satisfaction theory determined by different motivations, such as
altruism (98), social interactivity (99), and instant news sharing (10).
These motivational factors are a reflection of the individual’s sense of
subjectivity and needs. Our study, however, distinguishes itself from
this tendency by discussing COVID19 information sharing intentions
in terms of the psychology of new media use and individual perceived
contextual factors, focusing on information sharing from the
perspective of media environment perception, and further explains
the mechanism of social presence on information sharing intention,
discusses the mediating role of situational pressure, and constructs a
model of media environment perception for information sharing
intention research.

This study has some important implications. We found that social
presence is a positive influence on the intention to share information
about a public crisis. We argue that social media has a different
presence effect, with social media acting as a means of social
mobilization and a “stress valve” to reduce pandemic-induced tensions
and fears (100). Therefore, coping with public social emotions and
behavioral intentions brought about by public crises can be considered
effective by using the social media presence effect. Secondly, the
findings show that there is a positive relationship between social
presence and risk perception of disease infection and consistency of
perception of opinion climate, which suggests that in public crisis
events, in addition to the impact of information (54, 101-104),
we should also pay attention to the psychological perception of SNS
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users media use factors that affect people’s risk perception and
opinion climate perception. Finally, our study also found that risk
perception of disease infection and consistency of perception of
opinion climate can effectively influence information sharing
intention. This reflects the need for public crisis management
processes to pay attention to the quality of information and the
opinion pressure generated by the information.

5.3. Limitations and direction for future
research

Several limitations of the study should be acknowledged. The
study failed to distinguish or track peoples intention to share
information at different stages of the development of COVID-19.
After nearly 3 years of COVID-19, changes must have taken place in
public thinking and behavior as a result of the response to the
pandemic. Subsequent studies could use text-tracking to explore
differences in the intention to share information and the differences
in its impacts on users at different stages of COVID-19. Our
fundamental concern is the intention to share information, but the
discussion of information-sharing or non-sharing behaviors remains
to be explored, and more detailed discussions about sharing
disinformation or unverified information about COVID-19 (10-12)
and different types of information sharing (e.g., circle of acquaintances,
the community of strangers) may be fruitful for future research. In
addition, information sharing intention is the psychological
willingness of personal behavior, which may not necessarily transfer
to indeed sharing information. Finally, our research samples were
collected from the research website. Therefore, the sampling
population comes from the SNS users of the research website sample
database, and the obtained data is not a national representative
sample. However, the conclusions obtained by the research focusing
on SNS users can still show that social presence has a positive
predictive effect on the intention to share information about public
crises, and the research is instructive. On this basis, future research
can expand the scope of the overall sample or adjust the sample
proportion to collect a nationally representative sample. In addition,
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it is also possible to focus on a certain group (such as youth or the
older adult) to discover differences between samples.

6. Conclusion

Risk perception of disease infection and consistency of perception
of opinion climate mediated the relationship between social presence
and intention to share information about COVID-19. Findings
suggest that some situational cues, including media environment
factors (social presence) and perceived stress factors (risk perception
of disease infection, consistency of perception of opinion climate) may
influence information sharing intention. From a communication
psychology perspective, this study enriches the assessment of social
media information sharing, contributes to the understanding of social
presence and situational pressure, and helps to provide specific
references for effectively promoting netizens intention to share
information about public crises.
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