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Abstract
Ten years after the uprising in Syria, millions of its citizens remain displaced and uncertain about their fate. Throughout that
period, media coverage about the ensuing civil war played a major role in informing Syrians and contributed to altering
their levels of fear and anxiety about their country’s future and their survival prospects. This study examined the role of
legacy media, online media, and interpersonal communication in increasing or reducing uncertainty among displaced and
non‐displaced Syrians. Through a revised construct of uncertainty reduction theory within the context of a civil war, we
assessed the relationship between exposure to these media sources and feeling anxious, uncertain, angry, and in danger,
and whether these feelings influenced information consumption trends. We also probed the connection between their
anxiety levels and sharing information, both interpersonally and on social media. The study surveyed 2,192 Syrian adults
(95% CI, ±2.5) living in Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey, both inside and outside refugee camps, using a random multi‐
stage cluster sampling technique. The findings revealed a strong relationship between positive emotions and time spent
on legacy and online media. The more secure, proud, and hopeful people felt, the more likely they were to spend time on
media sources. This relationship, however, wasmoderated by the perceived importance of these sources. Feelings of pride,
security, and hopefulness generated by television and online media correlated with the time people spent on these media
sources, and the perceived importance of such media further strengthened this relationship. A different picture appeared
in the relationship between positive emotions and interpersonal communication, where the perceived importance of talk‐
ing to people not only significantly moderated the relationship but also canceled out the main effect of positive emotions
on the time people spend communicating with others. The findings also indicated that feelings of uncertainty about these
sources may stand in the way of sharing information about the war on social media.

Keywords
Arab media; crisis communication; media and war; media exposure; media literacy; uncertainty reduction

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Ten Years after the Arab Uprisings: Beyond Media and Liberation,” edited by Hanan Badr
(Gulf University for Science and Technology, Kuwait) and Lena‐Maria Möller (Max Planck Institute for Comparative and
International Private Law, Germany).

© 2021 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu‐
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

The uprisings that took the Arab region by storm in 2011
quickly reached Syria and unraveled what was the begin‐
ning of years of strife between the government and its
opposers. Faced with life‐changing instances, the Syrian
people strove to make sense of the traumatizing context,

seeking to reduce the uncertainty that is bound to accom‐
pany distressful times. Considered as the fuel that drives
information seeking, uncertainty arguablymotivated peo‐
ple to obtain such information through interpersonal and
mediated sources (Baxter & Wilmot, 1984). Responses
to political and social changes, however, are bound to
vary depending on individuals’ coping mechanisms and
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experiences (Boyle et al., 2004). Although not all Syrians
have undergone life‐threatening circumstances, when a
nationwide conflict occurs, most civilians experience the
war through the media (Boyle et al., 2004). Nevertheless,
this indirect mediated experience of the crisis could gen‐
erate honest emotions (Smith et al., 2001).

However, research is yet to explore how individuals’
emotions during wartime shape their media behavior.
To fill this gap in the literature, this study examines neg‐
ative and positive emotions concerning information pur‐
suit during wartime through the Uncertainty Reduction
Theory (URT). It also tests whether uncertainty about
media and interpersonal communication sources is
related to individuals’ sharing of information on social
media. Given the profusion of news and information
dissemination from both citizens and the government
(Powers & O’Loughlin, 2015), making Syria history’s
“most digitally documentedwar” (Lynch et al., 2014), the
country serves as an ideal case to examine the relation‐
ship between uncertainty reduction andmedia exposure
during wartime.

Assessing the Syrian people’s coping mechanisms
through the media—whether it is for survival, defiance,
or uncertainty reduction during the height of the war—
further allows us to build on URT and its applicability
beyond its traditional contexts. Initially established to
research interpersonal communication, URT has been
primarily used in relationship, workplace, and health
communication studies. However, we contend that the
logic of the theory can also be applied tomedia research,
as it was successfully adopted in research related to
political candidacy (Pfau et al., 1997) and media cover‐
age of distressing events, such as space shuttle crashes,
the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and hurricanes (Boyle et al.,
2004; Kubey & Peluso, 1990; Procopio & Procopio, 2007).
The significance of this study rests upon its contribution
to the extant literature in two ways: it introduces war as
a new context area in URT, and it provides insight into
how citizens in war‐torn countries use media as a form
of survival that reduces their negative emotions.

The study encompassed a survey of 2,192 Syrians
living in Syria and displaced in the three neighboring
countries: Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey. The data were
collected in 2014, a year that marked the peak of uncer‐
tainty in Syria. During that year, Syria witnessed the high‐
est death toll (76,268 killed), a surge in the numbers of
displaced people (“Syria conflict,” 2015), and the rise of
Islamist groups—such as the Islamic State in Iraq and
Syria (ISIS; Melki & Jabado, 2016).

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Uncertainty Reduction Theory

Social psychologists have employed social identity theory
to understand intergroup relations, at the core of which
are two individual‐level motivations (Reid & Hogg, 2005):
Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) self‐enhancement motive that

people use “to maintain or enhance their self‐esteem”
(p. 40) and Hogg’s (2000) uncertainty reduction, “an epis‐
temic motive that reflects a need for meaning, knowl‐
edge, and understanding of self and the social world”
(Reid & Hogg, 2005, p. 804). Scholars have agreed that
uncertainty is a basic human condition, and subsequently,
the management of uncertainty, a basic human activity
(Goldsmith, 2001). People’s need to feel certain about
their environment is important since it gives them the
confidence to know how to act and what to expect from
their surroundings (Hogg, 2000). As such, uncertainty is
a negative feeling (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Neuberger & Silk,
2016) because it is associatedwith reduced control (Hogg,
2000). The theoretical framework that has informed this
line of research is Berger and Calabrese’s (1975) URT.
Although URT was initially “proposed to explain how peo‐
ple manage uncertainty in initial interactions” (Stefanone
et al., 2013, p. 62), media scholars adapted it to medi‐
ated situations,making it “an importantmotivational con‐
struct for communication theories” (Hogg, 2000, p. 228).
Their conviction is based on one of the seven axioms that
Berger and Calabrese (1975, p. 103) devised as constructs
of URT, andwhich states, “high levels of uncertainty cause
increases in information‐seeking behavior. As uncertainty
levels decline, information‐seeking behavior decreases.’’

The literature on uncertainty reduction, however,
has been fraught with competing stances and alterna‐
tives, which mainly stem from communication scholars’
interest in explaining the information‐seeking process
(Afifi & Weiner, 2004). Most research in this area has
lamented the narrow scope of the theory (Bradac, 2001),
contending that uncertainty reduction is not the only
solution people seek (Brashers, 2001) and that expe‐
riencing uncertainty is not necessarily an uncomfort‐
able situation they need to diminish (Brashers et al.,
2000). While it is probable that people might want to
reduce anxiety for proper decision‐making, others might
seek to increase uncertainty (Brashers et al., 2000; Ford
et al., 1996) or simply maintain it as a form of optimism
or hope (Brashers, 2001). In essence, uncertainty man‐
agement theory argues that people experiencing uncer‐
tainty sometimes avoid information instead of seeking
it if they perceive the information to be overwhelming
or difficult to accept (Brashers, 2001), as in the case
of health communication (Lerman et al., 1999). Other
contentious stances that have challenged URT have cen‐
tered on the predicted outcome value theory, which
suggests the goal of individuals in initial interactions is
to maximize relational outcomes and not necessarily to
reduce uncertainty (Sunnafrank, 1986), as well as the
URT’s presumed role of motivation in uncertainty reduc‐
tion (Kellermann & Reynolds, 1990).

2.2. Uncertainty Reduction Theory: Role of Motivation
and Affect

In the original conceptualization of the theory, Berger
and Calabrese (1975) contended that the level of
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uncertainty, by itself, serves as a determinant of vari‐
ous communication behaviors. Although people might
naturally try to explore what they do not know, this
rationale, Kellermann and Reynolds (1990, p. 67) argue,
“assumes that persons want to acquire the informa‐
tion.” Integrating the concept of motivation to reduce
uncertainty within the axioms of URT, Kellermann and
Reynolds (1990) found that concern for uncertainty
reduction—and not level of uncertainty—to be a critical
determinant of information‐seeking behavior. In other
words, lack of knowledge is not enough for someone to
seek information, but how much one wants to know is
what carries the person to obtain knowledge. The “desire
to obtain information,” Lachlan et al. (2009, p. 102) con‐
tend, significantly increases to “understand the situation
and take appropriate actions.” Applying this rationale to
a wartime situation supports the idea that in times of
danger, people would want to know what is going on
around them and would thus seek information.

Factoring in the role of affect could provide us with
more information about the willingness to reduce uncer‐
tainty during crises and conflict situations. Although
Berger and Calabrese’s (1975) model for URT views
uncertainty in terms of cognition, others have explained
the role of negative emotions in uncertainty reduction.
Nabi (2003) found that when emotions are induced, peo‐
ple become guided by relevant actions in the process of
acquiring information. For instance, they might abstain
from seeking knowledge if such actions “reveal bad news,
heighten vulnerability, threaten identities, incite feel‐
ings of hurt, and/or damage relationships” (Knobloch,
2015, p. 11). Within the context of political commu‐
nication, in general, and political judgments, in partic‐
ular, research on emotions has revealed the nuanced
effects different emotions have on people (Huddy et al.,
2005). According toMarcus et al.’s (2000) theory of affec‐
tive intelligence, anxiety is positively related to politi‐
cal interest and could encourage people to seek out
political information. Anxiety and threat, two negative
emotions, were also found to be heightened when peo‐
ple are exposed to terror, with anxiety leading to risk
aversion and threat leading to retaliation (Huddy et al.,
2005). Perceiving a situation as susceptible is yet another
instance that causes anxiety in people while perceiving a
situation as severe leads to fear (So et al., 2016). Taken
together, the complexity of the above findings further
highlights the significance of measuring the role of emo‐
tions in media consumption during crises.

Other studies found people who reported experienc‐
ing strong emotional reactions to bad news, such as
the case of the 1986 explosion of the Challenger space
shuttle, were more likely than others to spend more
time following TV news and talking to others (Kubey
& Peluso, 1990) or share information about the event
(Riffe & Stovall, 1989). Affect was also found to drive
interest in gathering information during turmoil, partic‐
ularly during the 9/11 attacks where people who expe‐
rienced negative emotions exerted more effort to learn

about the attacks by seeking the media for information
(Boyle et al., 2004). Studying the same context, Lachlan
et al. (2009) contended that people who were suffering
from negative emotions may have sought the media to
reduce stress, considering those individuals who spent
more time on media believed them to be useful, and
might thus believe they would make them feel better.

Based on the reviewed studies, it seems plausible
that individuals who want to reduce uncertainty tend to
seek information from outside sources (media and peo‐
ple). If these sources cause negative feelings, they will
avoid them, and vice versa. The first set of hypotheses
tests this assumption about media sources and interper‐
sonal relationships:

H1a: The more negative emotions individuals
attribute to the media they follow, the less they will
seek them for information.

H1b: The more negative emotions individuals
attributed to talking to others, the less they will seek
them for information.

While people in a conflict situation are expected to expe‐
rience negative emotions, such as hopelessness, anxi‐
ety, and uncertainty, war might also stimulate positive
emotions. The media and/or interpersonal relationships
may bring people together to create a sense of commu‐
nity, inspiring pride and security in the efforts to over‐
come the conflict (Boyle et al., 2004). The second set of
hypotheses tests the correlation between positive emo‐
tions and media uses and interpersonal relationships:

H2a: The more positive emotions individuals
attribute to the media they follow, the more they
will seek them for information.

H2b: The more positive emotions individuals
attribute to talking to others, the more they will seek
them for information.

For a more direct test of uncertainty and its relation
to information‐seeking, we pose the following research
questions:

RQ1a: Is higher uncertainty about media related to
less media exposure?

RQ1b: Is higher uncertainty in talking to people
related to less time talking to them?

2.3. Involvement, Information‐Seeking, and Media
Usefulness

The importance of information access is fortified dur‐
ing times of war, especially for those directly involved.
During crises, people resort to easy‐to‐reach communi‐
cation channels to gather information. However, if these
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channels were deemed insufficient, people would turn
to other sources and/or resort to official sources (Stiegler
et al., 2011). In such situations, people are willing to
use any availablemedia channel for information retrieval.
This allows them to be aware of urgent events, trace fam‐
ily, and reduce uncertainties (Stiegler et al., 2011).

Several models have established the reasons behind
individuals’ information‐seeking behaviors. Developed
by Griffin et al. (1999) and supported by Kahlor (2007),
the risk information seeking and processing model
explains that people tend to acquire and process infor‐
mation based on the following characteristics: infor‐
mation gathering capacity, potential hazards, beliefs,
emotional response, and perceived usefulness of the
information. Moreover, research on cognitive involve‐
ment has revealed involvement and uncertainty to moti‐
vate information acquisition (Heath&Gay, 1997). Studies
show that highly involved people will actively seek
out information and apply strategic tactics to obtain
information that would help them develop a stronger
base about a particular topic (Aldoory & Austin, 2011).
Involvement, in this sense, could equate to Kellermann
and Reynolds’ (1990) concern for uncertainty reduction.
Stated differently, thosewho are concerned about reduc‐
ing their uncertainty, that is those who want to know,
are those who are involved enough to seek information.
Considering that people in unstable situations tend to
be more attentive to information that could potentially
help them cope with their situation (Driskill & Goldstein,
1986),we can expect Syrians to be highly involved in their
wellbeing. Thus, they want to know about the situation
they are in, and in turn would be more attentive to infor‐
mation about the war.

People highly involved in an issue and who perceive
their self‐interest to be at risk not only seek informa‐
tion (Grunig, 1997; Heath & Gay, 1997) but also gravi‐
tate toward more authoritative media and interpersonal
sources (Heath & Gay, 1997; Heath et al., 1995). Here,
it is important to understand the role of credibility and
usefulness of the source. Goldsmith (2001) argued that
Berger and Calabrese’s (1975) original model of URT did
not consider “the quality of information‐seeking behav‐
ior and the quality of the information obtained” (p. 518).
This suggests that how respondents perceive themedia’s
importance in fulfilling their information‐seeking behav‐
ior would influence whether they would choose these
media to reduce their uncertainty. Neuberger and Silk
(2016) also reveal that uncertainty alone does not moti‐
vate people to seek information, but rather the percep‐
tion that the information would be of value is the prime
motivator to obtain information. This idea gains traction
when we consider that time spent on media is positively
related to people’s perception of these media’s useful‐
ness, indicating people believe these sources couldmake
them feel better (Lachlan et al., 2009). Syrian citizens,
however, relied on additional factors to gauge media
importance, depending on their perception of the con‐
flict (Kozman & Melki, 2018; Melki & Kozman, 2021).

Based on this rationale, we posit that the process of seek‐
ing media for information to reduce uncertainty is mod‐
erated by individuals’ perceived ability of the media to
help. Hence, the following hypotheses emerge:

H3a: The relationship between positive emotions
and media exposure is moderated by the perceived
importance of the media.

H3b: The relationship between positive emotions
and talking to people is moderated by the perceived
importance of talking to people.

2.4. Uncertainty Reduction Theory and Social Media
Posting

People’s interest in social media can be understood
through the context of social capital (Stefanone et al.,
2013), or the idea that “involvement and participation
in groups can have positive consequences for the individ‐
ual and the community” (Portes, 1998, p. 2). Social sup‐
port, defined as “a process of using communication and
other sorts of behavior to help another person manage
problematic integration” is one form of social capital that
facilitates coping through uncertainty reduction (Ford
et al., 1996, p. 191; see also Albrecht & Adelman, 1987).
Although the concepts of social capital and social support
are not new, they have gained revived attention in the
age of social media. In this context, URT has been suc‐
cessful in explaining information‐seeking and uncertainty
reduction through social media encounters (Antheunis
et al., 2010). Due to social media’s ability to represent
“a face‐saving avenue for uncertain or apprehensive com‐
municators,” online information seeking becomes “an
effective method for gaining confidence about the world
and future interactions” (Stefanone et al., 2013, p. 62).

Focusing on the conditions that exist before uncer‐
tainty reduction, scholars posited that people use pas‐
sive, active, and interactive strategies to reduce uncer‐
tainty (Berger & Bradac, 1982). Of particular importance
to this study are the active and interactive strategies.
In the active strategy, people seek information about
a situation through indirect means, such as the media,
to reduce uncertainty. In the interactive strategy, indi‐
viduals engage in direct communication with others,
including through social media and mobile telephony.
In fact, information‐seeking through conversation with
another person is an option for people facing uncer‐
tainty in a social situation (Berger & Kellermann, 1994;
Knobloch & Solomon, 2002). Social media and mobile
phones have facilitated such interactionswith individuals
and extended them to effective interactions with groups.
When people use social media during crises as a source
of information, they cultivate relationships and provide
reciprocal communication, which are two characteristics
of URT (Merrifield, 2011).

With regards to the media landscape, TV and online
news websites are prominent information channels in
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Syria, where most TV stations are owned by the govern‐
ment and adopt a pro‐government agenda (Trombetta
& Pinto, 2018). The pro‐government station Sama TV
is ranked as the most viewed channel (Fiedler et al.,
2016). Among the pan‐Arab stations watched by the
Syrians, Al Jazeera and Al Arabia are anti‐government,
whereas Al Mayadeen is pro‐government concerning
Syria (Trombetta & Pinto, 2018). During the Syrian con‐
flict, the government and revolting citizens engaged in
what Shehabat (2012, p. 1) called the “first social media
cyber‐war.” In November 2012, the Syrian Electronic
Army launched multiple campaigns against local and
regional television stations and media outlets that sup‐
ported the rebels (Shehabat, 2012). This disrupted sev‐
eral TV channels and online outlets and led many to
engage in online information dissemination (Setrakian
& Zerden, 2014). Given the relationship between inter‐
active uncertainty reduction strategies and social net‐
works that can alleviate uncertainty during wartime
through social support and a sense of community, we
would expect people to post more on social media
when they are uncertain. Thus, we raise the following
research question:

RQ2: Is uncertainty toward media and people related
to a higher tendency to post on social media?

3. Method

This study is based on a cross‐sectional survey of 2,192
Syrian individuals living in Syria, aswell as Lebanon (28%),
Jordan (24%), and Turkey (8%), the three countries that
hosted the largest number of displaced Syrians during
the conflict (Connor, 2018). The sample size was based
on an estimated population of 22,5 million (95% CI, ±2.5)
and divided proportionally across Syria (40%), Lebanon
(28%), Jordan (24%), and Turkey (8%) based on the esti‐
mated proportion of refugees in these countries and
according to UNHCR numbers in January–February 2014
when the fieldwork was conducted. Overall, 80% of par‐
ticipants were living outside of refugee camps and 20%
were living inside of refugee camps, while 9% were inter‐
nally displaced. Of those outside Syria, 30% lived in
refugee camps in Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey. After dis‐
carding incomplete questionnaires, a total of 1,820 cases
were analyzed.

3.1. Sampling Procedure

Because Syrians inside refugee camps tend to be orga‐
nized in a relatively discernable distribution, a weighted
multistage cluster sampling technique was used for
recruitment. Multistage cluster sampling is a common
method used in refugee camps, especially when a simple
random sample is not possible, and a sampling frame is
not available. Refugee camps are organized into clusters,
with each of these clusters containing several “house‐
holds.” We first selected a random sample of clusters

from each camp. Then we selected a random sample of
households from each cluster. Within each household,
one person was interviewed following a selection pro‐
tocol that ensures diversity: the oldest male under 65,
then (in the next household visited) the youngest female
above 18, then the youngest male above 18, then the
oldest female under 65, and so forth.

As for displaced Syrians living outside camps, these
so‐called socially invisible communities tend not to be
registered and widely dispersed in homes of relatives
and friends and hotels and privately rented apartments
across each country (Sulaiman‐Hill & Thompson, 2011).
The best method of recruitment for such a popula‐
tion where no adequate sampling frame or contact
lists exist is a snowball sampling technique with multi‐
ple entry points. To reduce selection bias, researchers
used multiple and diverse entry points, using a small
number of links from each entry point. Researchers
used their significant list of Syrian contacts as entry
points, including Syrian researchers, students, and col‐
leagues, as well as various Syrian NGOs. Additionally, aid
organizations (International Rescue Committee, UNHCR)
provided information about potential participants who
approach them for registration. Within each family or
household, the same selection protocol used inside
refugee camps was implemented to ensure diversity.

Due to varying degrees of literacy among the partici‐
pants, researchers used a researcher‐administered ques‐
tionnaire approach to ensure higher reliability and more
complete information. Additionally, the study used hard‐
copy questionnaires instead of online questionnaires to
limit sampling bias against participants who are not com‐
puter literate. The survey questionnaire was in Arabic,
comprised 35 close‐ended questions, required approxi‐
mately 15 minutes to complete, and generated 185 vari‐
ables, of which 67 are related to this study.

3.2. Sample Demographics

The sample consisted of adults between 18 and 65 years
old, 54% of whom were males. Four demographic mea‐
surements were controlled for gender, age, education,
and income. Most respondents were between 25 and
34 years old (35%), followed by those between 18 and
24 (27%). As for education, approximately three‐quarters
of the sample indicated they had at least completed high
school, while less than a quarter (22%) had a bache‐
lor’s degree, and only 3% had a graduate degree. Among
the respondents, half reportedmaking between $75 and
$350 per month, while 18% reported a monthly income
of less than $70.

3.3. Measurements

Four variables measured media exposure: newspaper,
TV, radio, and online media (news websites, blogs, and
socialmedia). Each variablemeasured time spent on that
media for news on a typical day. Respondents indicated
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how much time they spent talking to others on a typical
day. Responses weremeasured on a 6‐point scale (0–1hr,
2hr, 3hr, 4hr, 5hr, 6hr or more). In addition, respondents
were asked to write down the TV station they follow
the most.

Four variables measured emotional reactions about
negative emotions and four about positive ones as they
relate tomedia sources. Answers weremeasured using a
4‐point Likert‐type scale (1 = less; 4 =more). For negative
affect, participants were asked whether each of the four
media—and whether talking to people—makes them
feel more or less anxious, uncertain, angry, or in danger.
An indexwas then created by averaging the four negative
emotions for each type of information source. Reliability
of each index wasmeasured using Cronbach’s alpha with
the following results: TV = .718; radio = .806; newspa‐
pers = .783; online media = .774; talking to people = .780.
For positive affect, respondentswere asked about feeling
secure, proud, aware, and hopeful. The variables related
to emotions were retrieved from previous studies as fol‐
lows: (a) Feelings of anger, pride, and hopefulness were
used in Boyle et al.’s (2004) study on emotional reac‐
tions and consumption behavior after the 9/11 attacks;
(b) feelings of danger and security were reported by the
Syrians themselves in Melki and Kozman (2020); and
(c) anxiousness and awareness were included in Berger
and Calabrese’s (1975) study on the development of
interpersonal communication. To these, “feeling uncer‐
tain” was added as a direct measure of uncertainty in
URT. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for positive emotions
of each index are: TV = .703; radio = . 823; newspa‐
pers = .840; online media = .745; talking to people = .730.

Tomeasure the perceived importance of information
sources, respondents indicated the level of importance
they consider the media and interpersonal relationships
to have for daily news about Syria. Response choices
were based on a 4‐point Likert‐type scale ranging from
not at all important to very important.

4. Results

4.1. Emotions and Media Uses

H1a, which posited a negative correlation between neg‐
ative emotions connected to the media people follow
and time spent following news from these media, was
not supported for any of the four media types (rTV = .01,
p < .30; rradio = −.02, p < .35; rnewspapers = .08, p < .09;
ronline = −.01, p < .33). Similarly, H1b, which predicted a
negative correlation between negative emotions caused
by talking to people and time spent talking to people,
was not supported (r = −.02, p < .30).

H2a, which hypothesized that positive emotions con‐
nected to the media people follow are positively corre‐
lated to the time they spend following news from these
media, was supported for all four media. Pearson’s one‐
tailed correlation tests revealed a significant relationship
between people’s positive emotions toward television

and the time they spend receiving news on television,
r = .16, p < .001. The relationship was also significant for
radio (r = .24, p < .001), newspapers (r = .10, p < .05),
and online media (r = .22, p < .001). H2b, which posited
that the positive emotions causedby talking to others are
positively related to the time individuals spend talking to
others, was also supported (r = .09, p < .001). We also
tested the relationship between individual emotions and
time spent on information sources. All individual posi‐
tive emotions were significantly related to all four media
sources and people. For negative emotions, none of the
individual emotions were significant for TV or for talking
to people, but they were all significant for newspapers.
For radio, only feeling in dangerwas related to time spent
on the medium, while feeling angry was related to time
spent on the internet.

4.2. Uncertainty and Media Uses

RQ1a, which examined the relationship between uncer‐
tainty connected to media exposure and time spent on
these media, was not supported for any media source
(rTV = −.01, p < .69; rradio = −.05, p < .27; rnewspapers = .06,
p < .28; ronline = −.05, p < .15). Similarly, RQ1b was not
supported for interpersonal communication (r = −.02,
p < .34).

4.3. Positive Emotions and Perceived Media Importance

H3a, which hypothesized that the relationship between
positive emotions and media uses is moderated by the
perceived importance of the media used, was supported
for TV and online news. To test this hypothesis for each
medium, we conducted an analysis of covariance where
time spent on media was the dependent variable, the
index of positive emotions toward the media was the
independent variable, and the perceived importance of
media individuals considered for daily news about Syria
was the covariate. To create the fixed factors needed to
perform the analysis of variance, the index of positive
emotionswas recoded into an ordinal variablewith three
levels: low, medium, and high positivity. In the case of
TV, the covariate was significantly related to time spent
on TV, F(1, 1,642) = 90.9, p < .001. As for online media,
the covariate was the index of three variables: perceived
importance of news websites, blogs, and social media
for daily news about Syria (Cronbach’s alpha = .714).
The covariate was also significantly related to time spent
on online media, F(1, 935) = 65.01, p < .001. The mod‐
erators for radio and newspaper exposure could not be
tested because both dependent variables were not nor‐
mally distributed. Data transformation also did not nor‐
malize the data. Due to the presence of many outliers,
we deemed it inappropriate to delete all those cases.
Regardless, newspapers and radio had few followers in
Syria to start with.

H3b, which predicted that the perceived impor‐
tance individuals have about talking to people about
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Syria moderates the relationship between positive emo‐
tions and media, was supported. The covariate was
significantly related to time spent talking to people,
F(1, 1,619) = 45.9, p < .001. Entering the covariate in
the model, however, rendered the previously significant
effect, F(2, 1,643) = 7.15, p < .002, of the main indepen‐
dent variable of positive emotions non‐significant.

4.4. Uncertainty and Posting on Social Media

To test RQ2 concerning the correlation between uncer‐
tainty and frequency of posting on social media, we cre‐
ated indexes for uncertainty and social media posting.
The uncertainty index was created by averaging six ques‐
tions about uncertainty toward TV, radio, newspapers,
online media, mobile phones, and talking to people
(Cronbach’s alpha = .645), while the social media posting
index was the average of three questions asking respon‐
dents how often they post news and information about
Syria on Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube (Cronbach’s
alpha = .639). Pearson’s correlation analysis indicated a
very weak negative correlation, where the less uncer‐
tain (the more certain) individuals are, the higher their
tendency to post on social media, r(1,435) = −.046,
p < .05. Testing the relationship between posting and
uncertainty toward each of the six sources revealed the
significance is due to the presence of TV. In other words,
the more certain (the less uncertain) respondents were
from watching TV news, the more they posted on social
media (rTV = −.06, p < .05). All other source types were
not significant (rradio = .03, p < .47; rnewspapers = −.02,
p < .71; ronline = −.01, p < .97; rmobile = .02, p < .62;
rinterpersonal = −.01, p < .68).

5. Discussion and Conclusion

This study examinedURT duringwartime through a cross‐
sectional survey of displaced and non‐displaced Syrians
living in Syria, Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon. The study
assessed people’s emotions and their media uses as
methods for reducing uncertainty to copewith the stress‐
ful situation under which they found themselves dur‐
ing the Syrian civil war. The findings show a positive
relationship between positive emotions and time spent
on media. The data also demonstrate that the per‐
ceived importance of the media moderates the relation‐
ship between positive emotions towards these media
and time spent on them, particularly TV and online
media. The same applies to interpersonal communica‐
tion. In other words, time spent on TV, onlinemedia, and
interpersonal communication is influenced by people’s
perception of how important these sources are in pro‐
viding news about the Syrian conflict. Finally, a significant
relationship between (un)certainty towards TV and post‐
ing on social media indicated that themore some people
are certain about TV, themore likely they are to engage in
social media posting. However, our findings show no cor‐
relation between negative emotions connected tomedia

uses and interpersonal communication, on one hand,
and time spent on these media and on talking to peo‐
ple, on the other. In addition, the data show no relation
between uncertainty connected tomedia uses (or talking
to people) and time spent consuming information from
these media (or interpersonal communication sources).

The positive, albeit weak, relationship we found
between positive emotions attributed to the media
and information‐seeking, could mean the more secure,
proud, and hopeful people feel, the more likely they
are to spend time on television, radio, newspaper, and
online media. The same pattern appears in interper‐
sonal communication, only when people perceive it to
be important. These findings agree with Brashers’ (2001)
notion that people seek information to sustain feelings
of optimism or hope. We conclude that people use dif‐
ferent forms of communication to reassure themselves
during a crisis, perhaps seeking more positive informa‐
tion and hope. During a war that is as long as the Syrian
experience, it seems people look for information that
reaffirms their positive feelings and brings them hope.
This supports Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) concept of self‐
enhancement as a motive, whereby people want to sus‐
tain if not intensify their self‐esteem.

This study also addressed Goldsmith’s (2001) criti‐
cism of the original model of URT that failed to account
for the quality of obtained information, by testing the
perceived importance of information sources. Findings
reveal the relationship between positive emotions and
media uses wasmoderated by the perceived importance
of TV and online media, which include news websites,
blogs, and social media. In other words, feelings of pride,
security, and hopefulness that TV and online media
generate in people determine the time they spend on
these sources, where the perceived importance of these
media is an important but not essential determinant to
the equation. The findings are consistent with those of
Neuberger and Silk (2016), who suggest how respon‐
dents perceive media’s usefulness influences whether or
not they choose these media to consume information.
This goes hand in hand with the risk information seek‐
ing and processing model, which suggests people tend
to acquire information and process it based on charac‐
teristics that include perceived usefulness of informa‐
tion (Griffin et al., 1999; Kahlor, 2007). During the Syrian
uprising, the credibility, usefulness, and importance of
the medium were highly important, specifically because
most traditional news media were in the hands of the
government. The same could not be said about the rela‐
tionship between positive emotions and time spent talk‐
ing to others, where the moderating role of perceived
importance of talking to people about Syria canceled out
any initial effect positive emotions generated. Thus, feel‐
ings of pride, security, and hopefulness generated by
talking to others are not related to time spent talking to
them. Rather, the perceived importance of human inter‐
actions determines howmuch time people spend talking
to one another about Syria.
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In contrast to the significant link between positive
emotions and time spent on certain media, this study
found no evident relationship between these media
uses and negative emotions. These findings run con‐
trary to previous research that determined individuals
put more effort into getting information when they expe‐
rience negative emotions (Boyle et al., 2004; Lachlan
et al., 2009), among which is uncertainty (Kellermann
& Reynolds, 1990). Although it is plausible that people
would seek to reduce negative feelings to be able to rea‐
son and reach proper decisions (Brashers et al., 2000;
Ford et al., 1996), the evidence in these studies contra‐
dicts ours possibly because protracted war is marked
by different circumstances than relatively short, violent
incidents such as the 9/11 attacks. As the current study
was conducted several years into the conflict, it is appar‐
ent Syrians were exhausted from the negativity and war
trauma, and thus, any negative feelings regarding media
or interpersonal sources did not translate into seeking or
avoiding them for information. We would have expected
these negative feelings to prompt media and informa‐
tion avoidance in a manner similar to the effect of com‐
passion fatigue (Moeller, 2002), but the findings do not
point in that direction either. Perhaps the importance
of seeking information during wartime counterbalances
the need to avoid painful feelings generated frommedia
and people alike.

Finally, the question of whether uncertainty toward
media and interpersonal communication is related to a
higher tendency to post on social media revealed the
opposite, where those who posted frequently were less
uncertain than others. This finding is consistent with the
relationship between positive feelings and time spent
consuming media. These social media activities could
also be explained through the context of social capi‐
tal (Stefanone et al., 2013), where people’s participa‐
tion in the community can have positive outcomes and
social support—the process of using communication to
aid others (Ford et al., 1996). Additionally, people cul‐
tivate relationships and provide reciprocal communica‐
tionwhen they use social media during crises (Merrifield,
2011). Given that legacymedia were controlled by either
the Syrian government or the rebels, some people may
have taken upon themselves the responsibility of shar‐
ing information on social media and were more likely
to do so when they felt certain about the information
they got from legacy media. Sharing material on social
media exposes new facts not covered in legacy media
but also promotes certain news already disseminated in
dominant legacy media (Lynch et al., 2014). In fact, our
findings revealed that the significance between posting
and uncertainty is mainly due to TV. The less uncertain
respondents were about watching TV news, the more
they posted on social media, while the relationships with
all other media were not significant. This confirms the
primacy of TV during a crisis (Melki & Kozman, 2020;
Melki et al., 2020; Spence et al., 2007) and establishes a
relationship between exposure to this dominant legacy

medium and the tendency of audiences who feel certain
about it to post on social media. This finding is impor‐
tant given that global news media outlets were highly
dependent on user‐generated content during the Syria
war (Hänska‐Ahy & Shapour, 2013). Based on our data,
such content is tightly related to legacy media consump‐
tion, further signaling the role traditional television still
plays in people’s lives in uncertain times. It is possible
that regions where different media dominate would also
witness a significant link between user‐generated con‐
tent and certainty toward these media. Also important
to note is the significant differences between the coun‐
tries housing Syrians in terms of TV following. Although
in the sample Al Arabia ranked first (n = 407), followed
by Al Jazeera (n = 264), pro‐government Syrian channel
Sama TV (n = 140), pan‐Arab channel Orient TV (n = 137),
Lebanese channel Al Jadeed (n = 103), and pan‐Arab
channel Al Mayadeen (n = 103), we found these choices
to differ based on the host country, x2(15) = 645.48,
p < .001. Al Arabia was still the most followed chan‐
nel in Jordan and Lebanon, as well as Syria, where
respondents equally followed Sama TV (n = 123 and
124, respectively). In these countries, the second most‐
watched channel was either a local channel (as in the
case of Lebanon) or Al Jazeera (as in the case of Jordan).
In Turkey, themost followed channels were Syrian Orient
TV and Al Jazeera, respectively. These numbers highlight
the nuances attached to amediumof preference, leading
us to refrain from making broad generalizations about a
specific channel.

In sum, this study challenges some established
premises of URT, particularly in the context of protracted
war. The discrepancy between our findings and extant
research is most likely due to the differences in the time
element. While the studies we have referred to focused
on uncertainty reduction, emotions, and media use in
the direct aftermath of catastrophic events, the current
research measured these relationships years into the
war. Based on Ball‐Rokeach and DeFleur’s (1976) depen‐
dency theory, people seek information more frequently
in the early stages of a particular event. It is arguable,
then, that individuals would change their behavior after
significant time has passed. People living in extended
circumstances of negativity and surrounded by nega‐
tive news, as in the case of this study, become either
overwhelmed by such negativity and try to avoid exac‐
erbating it with further negative news, or such circum‐
stances become the norm and audiences become numb
to additional doses of negativity. Regardless, for audi‐
ences living through war, the feeling of uncertainty is
not a trigger for more media exposure. On the other
hand, positive emotions attract more media exposure,
thus audiences living in war prefer to increase positive
emotions, which in return may minimize negative emo‐
tions, including the feeling of uncertainty. By joining both
lines of thought, we can conclude that people indirectly
reduce uncertainty when there is an opportunity to max‐
imize positive emotions but do not seek to reduce it
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through additional exposure to media, about which they
are uncertain. In other words, during extended crises,
people aim to maximize positivity, exposing themselves
to sources they associate with positive emotions.

Although the findings demonstrated the critical role
media and interpersonal communication play duringwar,
we highlight some limitations that may be addressed
through future research. Our snapshot survey data may
have led to different findings if the fieldwork had taken
place at different periods of the war, indicating the
benefit of longitudinal data collection and comparisons
over time. Regarding individual motivations, research
has demonstrated that people who are highly involved
in politics are active consumers of media and purposely
seek information (Chaffee & McLeod, 1973; McCombs,
1972; Melki & Kozman, 2020). Thus, future research
can differentiate between highly motivated consumers
and individuals who are less or not engaged politically.
Finally, the limitations related to researching war con‐
ditions include limited access to dangerous areas and
regions experiencing active conflict, particularly regions
controlled by ISIS. In addition, the lack of a sampling
framemade probability sampling impossible, preventing
generalizations to the Syrian population. Nevertheless,
these allow the generalization to the common conditions
of populations living under war conditions.
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