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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

What You See is How You Feel: How Framing Shapes Emotions in the Wake of Collective
Stressful Events

By
Emma L. Grisham
Doctor of Philosophy in Psychological Science
University of California, Irvine, 2022

Professor Roxane Cohen Silver, Chair

This dissertation examines how collective stressful events are framed and the implications of
these framings for mental health outcomes. Prior research has found that people often frame the
same events differently and that the way in which they frame an event can shape their emotional
responses to it. The research herein builds on the extant literature by testing this relationship in
the context of collective stressful and traumatic events, extending theoretical models to include
broader subjectivist conceptualizations and adopting a text-based approach to studying event
framing. Study 1 assessed framing of and responses to a national political event, the 2018 Judge
Brett Kavanaugh-Dr. Christine Blasey Ford Senate Judiciary hearings. Using qualitative and
quantitative data from a U.S. national sample, analyses explored how people framed this event,
whether there were partisan differences in framing, and whether partisan framings were
differentially related to acute stress responses following the hearings. Results suggest that
Democrats and Republicans did view this event differently and that Republicans and individuals
who adopted a Republican framing were less distressed by the event. Study 2 assessed the
longitudinal relationship between event framing and general and event-related emotional

responses to a mass violence event, the Boston Marathon bombings (BMB). Data from a U.S.
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national sample were analyzed to examine how people framed this event at its one-year
anniversary and whether those framings predicted BMB-related posttraumatic stress symptoms,
general distress, and violence- and terrorism-related worry one year later. Regression analyses
revealed that redemption-focused framing of the BMB was associated with lower BMB-related
posttraumatic stress responses and that framing that blamed legal actors was related to greater
posttraumatic stress and worry about future violence and terrorism. Study 3 explored how people
framed an ongoing, chronic stressful event, the COVID-19 pandemic, as it unfolded and how
those framings related to mental health over time. Framings were assessed by examining
individuals’ greatest pandemic-related worries in a national sample in the early days of the
pandemic in the U.S. and linking them to responses over the next six months. Regression
analyses revealed that several COVID-19-related worries were associated with concurrent and
prospective mental health outcomes. Health-related framing was associated with greater COVID-
19-related acute stress and general distress within the first month of the pandemic, economic
framing was related to greater general distress within the first month, and scarcity framing was
linked to general distress approximately six months later. The benefits of using a subjectivist,

text-based approach for advancing knowledge and theory across all three studies are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1:

Introduction



Introduction

Over the last several decades, the mental health impact of collective stressful events on
local, national, and global communities has been well documented and extensively investigated.
When these natural (e.g., hurricane) and man-made (e.g., terrorist attack) disasters strike, they
impact a large number of people who often exhibit adverse psychological responses in their
wake, from general distress to psychiatric problems and impaired functioning (see Norris et al.,
2002, for a review). The clinical implications of these events have been assessed in a variety of
ways, often examining outcomes by characteristics of the event, like its duration (e.g., acute,
chronic), type of event (e.g., natural disaster, mass violence, health crisis), type of exposure (e.g.,
direct, indirect), and timing (e.g., childhood, adulthood), and characteristics of the affected
population (e.g., demographics, prior adverse experiences, mental health history). While these
approaches have illuminated the ways in which objective aspects of collective stressful events
and those who experience them can shape short- and long-term mental health outcomes,
relatively less research has explored the subjective experience of these events and the role that
perceptions play in post-event psychological responses.
Subjectivism in Social Psychology

Historically, one of the defining features of social psychology has been its emphasis on
perceptions of social situations as determinants of human cognition, affect, and behavior (Ross et
al., 2010). Acknowledging that people often respond to and act on their construal of a situation,
or subjective interpretation, rather than its objective qualities alone, represented a departure from
the traditional stimulus-response model that failed to explain the great variability of responses to
the same stimuli (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). Hastorf and Cantril’s (1954) classic study demonstrated

this phenomenon by illustrating how football fans from two rival universities viewed the same



game quite differently, with each side defending their own team’s actions while excoriating the
acts of their rival. Since this seminal work, the role of construal has been investigated in various
intergroup contexts (e.g., partisans, Lord et al., 1979; ethnonational groups, Vallone et al., 1985)
and in relation to behavioral outcomes (e.g., bystander intervention, Darley & Latané, 1968), but
it has been most thoroughly explored and integrated into the study of emotion.

The notion that emotions are shaped by the personal and subjective meaning ascribed to
situations has dominated the contemporary emotion literature (Frijda, 1993). While many
cognitive theories of emotion have been proposed since their emergence in the 1960s, appraisal
theories remain the most influential. Their shared central proposition is that people’s emotions
are based on the ways in which they evaluate a precipitating event (Oatley et al., 2011). These
theories offer an explanation as to why the same event can elicit different emotional responses by
linking differing perceptions of the event to distinct emotional responses (Moors et al., 2013).
For example, events framed as out of one’s control or as the loss of something pleasurable tend
to evoke sadness, whereas events perceived as a source of unavoidable pain tend to elicit distress
(Roseman et al., 1996; Siemer et al., 2007). These theories, and the body of empirical work
testing them, provide support for the subjectivist perspective: The way in which people construe
an event shapes their emotions.

Subjectivism in the Context of Stress and Coping

Just as appraisal theories have been the prevailing theoretical framework in the
mainstream social psychological emotion literature, they have also guided empirical work on
psychological responses in the stress and coping context. The preeminent stress appraisal model
contends that people respond to stressful events based on the subjective appraisals they make

about them (Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Consistent with mainstream appraisal



research, this work asserts that people can experience the same stressful event but appraise it
very differently and these divergent appraisals, in turn, can explain the different psychological
outcomes exhibited by those who experience the same event (Folkman et al., 1986; Folkman et
al., 1986). Appraisals of stressful events can be categorized according to their alignment with a
number of domains (e.g., harm/loss, challenge, coping ability, control; Folkman, 1984), but the
most extensively investigated stress appraisals have been those that frame the event as a threat to
one’s well-being. Both correlational and experimental work has linked these stress appraisals to a
variety of adverse health outcomes, including heightened psychological (Gaab et al., 2003) and
physiological stress responses (cortisol: Gaab et al., 2005; heart rate: Johnston et al., 2016),
increased negative affect and emotions (Finkelstein-Fox et al., 2019; Porter & Goolkasian,
2019), including anxiety and sadness (Weinstein et al., 2009), higher depressive symptoms
(Mulvaney & Mebert, 2010), distress (Major et al., 1998), dampened subjective well-being
(Kaniasty & Jakubowska, 2014), and greater persistence and severity of psychiatric symptoms
(Spaccarelli, 1994) such as posttraumatic stress (Ehlers & Clark, 2000; Vaughan et al., 2016).
While these findings span a diverse range of stressful contexts, this literature has primarily
focused on individually-experienced stressors, with few studies exploring the emotional impact
of appraisals for collective stressful events. Nonetheless, this body of theoretical and empirical
work suggests that subjective perceptions of collective stressful events can powerfully shape
emotional responses to them.

Considering the role of subjective perceptions may be particularly relevant in
understanding emotional responses in the context of stressful events because of the unique
qualities of these situations. Collective disasters are typically unpredictable and ambiguous,

conditions that leave room for interpretation and foster feelings of uncertainty, uncontrollability,



and stress (Brosschot et al., 2016; Grupe & Nitschke, 2013; Rothbaum et al., 1982). To manage
these aversive feelings, people often employ a variety of coping strategies, including cognitive
appraisal, which involves reframing or reinterpreting the event to better align with preexisting
beliefs and worldviews (Park, 2010). By bringing the event in line with their understanding of
the world, people can make sense of these challenging experiences, thereby regaining a sense of
control and greater acceptance (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978; Rothbaum et al., 1982). Indeed,
despite the immediacy with which they are generated, these appraisals are not static; instead,
they are flexible and readily change in response to the situation or other components of the
emotion process (Moors et al., 2013; Park, 2010). Therefore, given the ambiguous nature of
stressful events, the drive to cope with and regain mastery over them, and the dynamic appraisal
and emotion process, collective stressful events are an ideal context in which to explore
subjective perceptions of events and their relations with emotional responses and mental health
outcomes.

While the extant literature on appraisals of stressful events provides crucial insight into
the ways in which psychological responses are shaped by event perceptions, this body of work
has primarily examined perceptions using specific types of event-neutral appraisals. These
appraisal types include evaluations of threat and harm, personal control, coping abilities, agency,
and goal relevance, among others, that can apply to perceptions of any event (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984; Roseman et al., 1996). The benefit of this approach is that its findings can more
broadly generalize across different events and event types. However, exclusively examining
these rich and nuanced construals along the narrow dimensions of specific appraisal types may
exclude event-specific, contextual features of these perceptions that may play a critical role in

shaping event-related emotional responses. For example, both a public health crisis and a mass



shooting could be appraised as threatening, and even threatening to the same extent, but the
nature of these threats are quite different. During a mass shooting, the threat may be perceived as
intense and imminent, whereas the threat of a health crisis may be construed as concealed and
chronic. However, this phenomenological distinction would not be captured by simply assessing
threat appraisals and this context could have meaningful implications for psychological
outcomes in these two instances. Both event-neutral and event-specific approaches are essential
to examine the breadth and depth of these stressful event construals and how they relate to
psychological outcomes. Thus, to address this empirical gap, more work is needed that adopts
this broader subjectivist approach that considers stressful event perceptions and construals
beyond specific appraisal dimensions and the specific context of an event.

One possible explanation for the limited adoption of this broader approach is the
limitation of the dominant methodology used in the study of these stressful event perceptions.
Most work in this area uses closed-ended survey items to measure specific aspects of event
perceptions, rather than open-ended questions to capture perceptions more holistically. While
quantitative approaches are preferred within the field for ease of data analysis and inferential
testing, qualitative methods may be better suited to assess the amount, variety, and depth of
information that respondents can provide about the ways in which they perceive stressful events.
Although in years past these methods may have been considered prohibitively time- and
resource-intensive, recent technological advances have enabled the development of automated
text analysis tools that have increased the accessibility of this approach (Boyd, 2017; Iliev et al.,
2014; Ziemer & Korkmaz, 2017). Incorporating text analytic methods into the study of stressful
event perceptions can facilitate empirical testing of a subjectivist approach and advance our

understanding of the ways in which people naturally frame these events.



Text-Based Approaches to Study Stressful Events

While text analytic methods have not yet been widely adopted to study framing of
stressful events, other bodies of psychological work predominantly rely on text-based methods
and their findings can inform empirical questions about perceptions of stressful events. For
example, the narrative literature typically uses manual human coding of autobiographical
accounts of various life experiences to explore the ways in which people construct their identities
(Adler et al., 2017). These studies primarily seek to address questions about personality and the
self but do so by examining key moments in individuals’ lives, often including “low points” and
distressing events such as the death of a loved one (e.g., Cox & McAdams, 2014). Work in this
area has found that the way in which people frame challenging experiences is tied to
psychological responses and mental health outcomes. Redemptive framing of life stories, in
which an initially negative experience is later seen as positive, has been consistently linked with
better mental health outcomes (see Adler et al., 2016, for a review). For example, people who
framed their personal accounts of the September 11" terrorist attacks as redemptive reported
greater psychological well-being, whereas those who framed the event as contaminated, or
starting positive and turning negative, were more psychologically distressed (Adler & Poulin,
2009). Similarly, framing stressful experiences as integrated into one’s life story is related to
dampened event-related stress responses: a study of mothers of children with autism spectrum
disorder showed that more integrated parenting narratives predicted lower parenting stress 18
months later (Mason et al., 2019). Although these and other narrative studies use text analysis to
explore personality and identity development in accounts of individually-experienced stressful

events, this work provides convergent evidence for the link between stressful event framing and



emotional responses and demonstrates the utility of this text-based method to examine that
relationship.

In addition to the narrative literature, work on expressive writing has also explored
responses to stressful life events using text data. Unlike narrative work’s manual human coding
method, expressive writing research typically uses a text analysis tool known as the Linguistic
Inquiry and Word Counter (LIWC), which analyzes text for the mention of words included in
validated dictionaries to capture psychological constructs (e.g., negative emotion; Pennebaker et
al., 2003; Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010). The expressive writing research primarily examines
whether the act of writing about emotional experiences can promote better physical and mental
health. However, some work has also explored how certain language use in these written
expressions is associated with better psychological adjustment. For example, people whose
written accounts of emotional experiences contained high positive emotion, moderate negative
emotion, and a rise in cognitive processing over time, reported greater happiness and improved
mood (Pennebaker & Seagal, 1999). In addition, narratives about traumatic experiences that
contained more cognitive processing and less perceived threat predicted fewer posttraumatic
stress symptoms six months later (Kleim et al., 2018). Despite their focus on responses to, rather
than framing of, the event, these studies suggest that cognitive and emotional features of
accounts of stressful events can have meaningful implications for mental health outcomes and
that a dictionary-based approach may be an effective method by which to identify these
characteristics.

The text analytic methods used in the narrative and expressive writing literatures
represent the text-based approaches that have thus far been adopted to study framing of stressful

events. However, natural language processing and machine learning techniques have recently



emerged as sophisticated computational tools that may also prove useful in psychological
research and the study of mental health, offering a novel methodological avenue for this work
(Chen & Wojcik, 2016; Shatte et al., 2019). Several studies have demonstrated the utility of
these methods for studying framing, primarily in the media and political contexts. For example,
content analyses of news articles about the 2014 Sony Pictures Entertainment hack revealed how
the media framed coverage of this event, ranging from a focus on the information stolen to the
political motivations of the culprits (Afful-Dadzie et al., 2016). Similarly, an analysis of tweets
using these methods demonstrated partisan differences in the framing of mass shootings, with
Republicans discussing the shooter and news updates and Democrats focusing on the victims and
policies (Demszky et al., 2019). Findings from these studies suggest that, like manual coding and
LIWC analyses, natural language processing tools may also be used to identify the ways in
which people frame stressful events.

In sum, across disparate literatures, text analytic tools have emerged as invaluable
methods for studying perceptions of, and responses to, stressful events. These bodies of work
demonstrate the applicability of various analytic tools and illustrate the diversity of information
that can be gleaned from text data about the ways in which people frame stressful events.
Building on prior work, this dissertation advances the current understanding of stressful event
framing and its association with mental health outcomes by adopting a multi-method, text-based
approach that integrates findings and draws tools from various disciplines. By examining
stressful event framing using text data, rather than solely using closed-ended survey items, this
work can provide rich, nuanced information about the ways in which people naturally frame

these experiences and account for greater variability in these perceptions.



Plan for the Dissertation

This dissertation describes the results of three studies that used multiple text-based
methods to examine event framing and emotional responses in the context of three distinct types
of collective stressful events. Chapter 2 explores the role of event-relevant identities in shaping
framings and how those framings are associated with psychological responses to a national
political event: the 2018 Christine Blasey Ford-Brett Kavanaugh hearings. Chapter 3 assesses
whether adaptive and maladaptive framings of a mass violence event, the Boston Marathon
bombings, at the one-year anniversary predict subsequent mental health sequelae. Chapter 4
examines how framings of an ongoing public health crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, shift over
time and relate to acute and short-term distress. The theoretical and practical implications of this

overall program of research are discussed in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 2:

They Saw a Hearing: Democrats’ and Republicans’ Perceptions of and Responses to the

Kavanaugh-Ford Hearings'
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Abstract
In several highly publicized hearings in September 2018, Dr. Christine Blasey-Ford and Judge
Brett Kavanaugh presented two opposing accounts of an alleged sexual assault. In the wake of
these proceedings, partisans appeared similarly divided in how they regarded this political event.
Using a national sample of Americans (N = 2,377) and a mixed-methods design, we investigated
partisans’ perceptions of, and responses to, the Ford-Kavanaugh hearings. Respondents reported
their views of the hearings soon after they occurred; we used topic modeling to analyze these
responses and found uniquely partisan topics emerged, including judicial impartiality and due
process. Acute stress (AS) responses to the hearings were also related to partisan identities and
perceptions; both Republicans (IRR = 0.81, 95% CI, 0.78, 0.84) and individuals who wrote more
about Republican topics (IRR = 0.72, 95% CI, 0.56, 0.92) reported lower AS than their
Democratic counterparts. Results demonstrate politically motivated perception with implications
for mental health outcomes.

Keywords: Ford-Kavanaugh hearings, politics, motivated perception, acute stress
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They saw a hearing: Democrats’ and Republicans’ perceptions of and responses to the
Kavanaugh-Ford Hearings

On September 27, 2018, Dr. Christine Blasey-Ford and Judge Brett Kavanaugh appeared
before the United States Senate Judiciary Committee to testify regarding Ford’s allegations that
Kavanaugh sexually assaulted her in high school. More than 20 million viewers tuned into
broadcasts of this landmark event, which came at a critical cultural juncture, as the U.S. grappled
with unprecedented political polarization and animosity, shifting norms and ongoing national
conversations about sexual violence in the wake of the MeToo movement, and a looming
midterm election in a fraught political climate (Pew Research Center, 2014, 2016, 2018;
Richwine, 2018).

Although billed as an impartial investigation of the facts, the Ford-Kavanaugh
proceedings were instead a display of adversarial partisanship (Ellis, 2018). In his opening
statement, Judge Kavanaugh proclaimed his innocence and accused Democrats of using the
allegations to discredit him (Shabad, 2018). Republican politicians echoed these charges and
claimed Democrats strategically waited until the eleventh hour to bring forth the allegations
(Kirby, 2018). Democrats, in turn, condemned Kavanaugh’s comportment during his testimony
and accused Republicans of undermining the FBI investigation into the allegations (Breuninger,
2018; Relman, 2018). Although politicians on both sides of the aisle witnessed the same events,
they appeared to interpret the situation in fundamentally different ways, according to the interests
of their respective parties.

Perceiving intergroup situations through the lens of group affiliation is a well-established
psychological phenomenon, dating back to the classic study of football fans who saw

dramatically different versions of the same rivalry game (Hastorf & Cantril, 1954). This identity-
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motivated perception has been best understood within the framework of social identity theory,
which argues that individuals derive their self-concepts in part from their membership in social
groups and are fundamentally motivated to maintain a positive social identity as part of their
need for a positive self-concept (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Of the strategies used to uphold
favorable sentiments about social identities, perceptual biases may be most likely to inspire
division, given the challenge of finding common ground without first sharing a common reality
(Stern & Ondish, 2018; Turner et al., 1994; Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018; Xiao et al., 2016). In a
time of political tribalism and sectarianism (Finkel et al., 2020), disagreement over the basic
facts of an event could thwart bipartisan compromise and further entrench partisan divisions.
Despite limited empirical work examining identity-motivated perception among
partisans, preliminary evidence suggests that partisans construe actions or events in ways that
affirm their groups’ worldviews. For example, people label identical political acts differently
depending on the identity of the actor; what is considered “legitimate political discourse”
(Dawsey & Sonmez, 2022) when committed by a member of one’s own faction becomes
terrorism when performed by an opponent (Shamir & Shikaki, 2002). Moreover, people attribute
motives and assign blame for political tragedies along ideological lines, offering exculpatory
explanations for actors with whom they are politically aligned (Hulsizer et al., 2004; Noor,
Kteily et al., 2019). While this work has demonstrated partisan differences in perceptions of real-
world events, its quantitative design limits the variety and richness of information that is
provided. To address this methodological limitation, researchers have increasingly adopted
narrative and text analytic approaches to examine partisans’ organic perceptions of political
events. For example, partisans’ written reactions to learning the 2016 Presidential election results

reflected divergent responses: Clinton supporters expressed dread and despair and Trump

21



supporters described triumph, hope, and redemption (Dunlop et al., 2018). Similarly, an analysis
of Twitter data on mass shootings found that partisans focused on aspects of the events that
aligned with their party’s platform; Republicans concentrated more on the shooter and news
updates whereas Democrats centered the victims and advocated for policy changes (Demszky et
al., 2019). Using text-based approaches, these studies have provided deeper insight into how
partisans naturally frame political events, finding convergent evidence that they perceive these
situations through the lens of their political identities.

Prior work demonstrates partisans’ identity-motivated interpretations, but no work has
yet addressed whether adopting identity-consistent narratives corresponds with divergent mental
health responses to these significant events, despite research suggesting this link. Partisans have
shown changes in physical and mental well-being in the aftermath of major political events:
following U.S. presidential elections, supporters of the losing candidate experienced elevated
levels of the stress hormone cortisol in the ensuing days and diminished subjective well-being
and happiness for up to six months (Hoyt et al., 2018; Lench et al., 2019; Stanton et al., 2010).
Furthermore, research suggests that people’s narratives about political events can predict their
psychological well-being in the aftermath (Adler & Poulin, 2009). Given the drive to maintain
positive views of one’s ingroup and view political events in an identity-consistent manner, and
the significance of political outcomes for partisans, we believe stronger identification with
political parties and their partisan narratives partially explains the resilience of victors, and
distress of losers, following political contests.

Building on this prior work, the present study examined how partisans viewed the Ford-
Kavanaugh hearings among a U.S. national sample in the days following the hearings up until

the confirmation vote. Using a mixed-methods design and natural language processing, we
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identified topics emerging from text responses recorded as these events unfolded, investigated
whether there were partisan differences in topic use, and tested whether engagement in partisan
topics was related to psychological responses to the event above and beyond partisanship. We
hypothesized that Democrats and Republicans would focus on topics that most aligned with their
party’s position to oppose and support Kavanaugh’s confirmation, respectively, and that
individuals who endorsed more of the winning Republican, and fewer of the losing Democratic,
topics would be less distressed by the event. The study and analyses reported were not
preregistered. The data and analytic code will be made available on a permanent third-party
archive upon publication.
Method

Design and Data Collection

To examine American adults’ perceptions of and responses to the Ford-Kavanaugh
hearings, a representative national sample was drawn from NORC’s AmeriSpeak Panel, which
uses address-based probability sampling to recruit individuals within U.S. households.
Participants were Web-enabled panelists who were invited to complete a confidential, self-
administered online survey starting five days following the Ford-Kavanaugh hearings between
October 2 and October 12, 2018. The full sample contained 4,894 individuals (59.4% completion
rate) who were compensated for their participation with credits to be redeemed for gift cards.
Due to the political nature of the event being studied, Republicans were oversampled to ensure
adequate representation and numbers for comparison. All procedures for this study were
approved by the Institutional Review Board of the University of California, Irvine.
Measures

Acute Stress (AS) Response to the Ford-Kavanaugh News Story
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Acute stress responses related to the Ford-Kavanaugh news story were assessed using the
Primary Care PTSD Screen for DSM-5 (PC-PTSD-5; Prins et al., 2015), which was modified to
allow responses from 1 (never) to 5 (all the time) to describe how often they experienced five
acute stress symptoms “as a result of the Judge Kavanaugh-Dr. Ford news story.” Items were
recoded to 0-4 to transform the lowest possible score (representing a total lack of symptoms)
from a five to a “true zero” for analytic purposes. Ratings were summed and ranged from 0 to 20.
Thoughts on Ford-Kavanaugh News Story

After completing the closed-ended survey items, participants were asked if they had
anything that they would like to share about their reaction to the Ford-Kavanaugh news story and
were provided with an unlimited text box in which they could write as much or as little as they
wished. Those participants who responded to this item with an open-ended response were
included in the analyses reported in this paper.

Demographics and Political Party Affiliation

Upon entry into the AmeriSpeak panel and prior to data collection for the current study,
participants reported demographic information, including age, gender, ethnicity, education level,
and income, along with political party affiliation. Participants indicated their political party
affiliation on a 7-point Likert type scale ranging from 1 (Strong Democrat) to 7 (Strong
Republican) with a midpoint that representing no affiliation (Don 't Lean/Independent/None).
Timing of Survey Completion

Because data were collected as events around the Ford-Kavanaugh hearings and
confirmation process were unfolding, survey timing completion was included as a covariate in
the model to account for variations in perceptions of and responses to the event as Kavanaugh’s

confirmation shifted from a possibility to a reality (e.g., Laurin, 2018). Participants were
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dichotomously coded based on whether they completed the survey prior to the Senate cloture
vote on October 5, 2018 (0) or following the Senate confirmation vote on October 6, 2018 (1).
Media Exposure Related to the Ford-Kavanaugh Hearings

Given prior work documenting media exposure as a powerful predictor of distress (e.g.,
Holman et al., 2014), we measured media exposure to control for this variance and assess the
extent of respondents’ indirect exposure to this event. Participants reported the average number
of hours per day over the prior week they spent consuming media related to the Ford-Kavanaugh
news story from five different sources (TV, radio or podcasts, online news sources, updates on
social media, print news sources). Ratings for each source were made on a 13-point scale (1 = 0
hours to 13 = 11+ hours), and then summed across all items. Outliers (1.4%) were capped at 3
SDs above the mean, with a range of 0 to 26.

Sexual and/or Interpersonal Violence (SIV)

Because hearing others’ personal accounts of sexual and interpersonal violence can be
distressing to survivors of sexual and/or interpersonal violence (SIV; Dworkin et al., 2014), we
included SIV in our model as a covariate. To assess prior experience with sexual and/or
interpersonal violence, respondents were asked to indicate whether they had experienced sexual
assault (“Has anyone ever touched or felt private areas of your body under force or threat or
forced you to touch or feel someone else’s private areas?”), rape (“Have you ever had sexual
relations under force or threat?””), and intimate partner violence (“Have you ever been hit or
pushed by a partner or spouse?”’). Occurrences of each experience were dummy-coded and
summed, with scores ranging from 0 to 3.

Qualitative Analysis
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To examine the text responses for partisan differences in perception and framing, we
combined natural language processing techniques with standard thematic analytic methods. We
conducted a form of unsupervised topic modeling known as latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) to
identify the central themes from the entire corpus of text responses. LDA is a cluster analytic
approach that examines similarities and differences in word distributions to generate latent topics
(Chen & Wojcik, 2016). After the topics are produced, each text response, referred to as a
document, is assigned a value indicating the probability that each document belongs to each of
the topics (Kosinski, Wang, Lakkaraju, & Leskovec, 2016). The number of topics produced by
these unsupervised models must be specified by the researcher prior to analysis. To determine
the number of topics for our model, two human coders reviewed a random subset of the text
responses to identify and count how many major themes emerged. Data-driven, rather than
theory-driven, fields traditionally rely on model fit statistics to select the number of topics that
yield the best fitting model, but this method tends to yield models with unwieldy numbers of
topics (e.g., 70), limiting its interpretability and practical utility (see Kosinski et al., 2016).
Therefore, we developed this novel approach to avoid this issue and to incorporate more theory-
driven practices to guide this data-driven method.

Thematic Analysis

To determine a numeric range of topics to specify in our unsupervised topic model, we
conducted a thematic analysis on a portion of the open-ended responses. Following practices
prescribed by grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), two researchers independently read a
randomly selected subset of 300 open-ended responses (150 responses from Democrats and
Republicans, respectively) and compiled a list of major themes that emerged among each party.

The researchers then compared their respective lists and jointly agreed upon a final set of 11
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themes that best represented different topics that arose in response to the Ford-Kavanaugh
hearings. However, because the coders recognized that there were several ways that the themes
could be recategorized (i.e., by combining subordinate or dividing superordinate themes), we
decided to test models with a range of 10 to 14 topics to account for these possible alternate
structures.
Topic Modeling

After performing standard text preprocessing procedures (e.g., remove punctuation), data
were manipulated using the tidytext package and analyzed using the topicmodels package in R
(Griin & Hornik, 2011; Silge & Robinson, 2016). Based on the results from the theme extraction,
we created 5 topic models with a range of 10 to 14 topics (one model for each number of topics),
the output of which were then independently reviewed by three researchers to select the best
model and label each topic in that model, in accordance with standard model selection practices
(Sangalang et al., 2019). Once the researchers completed this process, they jointly discussed their
respective results and collaboratively agreed upon the final model and its respective topic labels.
In this case, the researchers selected the 13-topic model as the most coherent and meaningful. All
topics were discussed and collectively labeled; when topic output was too ambiguous to label
with the model results alone, the researchers reviewed the top ten most representative text
responses for that topic to better determine the most appropriate label, which is a practice used in
previous research (Sangalang et al., 2019).
Analytic Strategy

Analyses were conducted using Stata Version 14.2 (College Station, TX). We first
examined whether Democrats and Republicans focused on different topics when discussing the

Ford-Kavanaugh hearings. After the researchers agreed upon the final topic model and labels for
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all its topics, thirteen Mood’s median tests with Bonferroni-corrected significance thresholds
were performed to identify partisan topics — that is, topics that were used more by Democrats
than Republicans or vice versa. This nonparametric test was chosen because the topic usage data
were highly skewed and, thus, violated the normality assumption of traditional parametric tests.
Given that these analyses compared topic usage among participants who identified as either
Democrats or Republicans, participants who indicated no affiliation with either political party (»
= 321) were not included in these analyses. Once partisan topics were identified, topic modeling
probability scores were then summed for Democratic and Republican topics, respectively, as
appropriate. Next, a negative binomial regression model was used to test whether partisan
construals of the Ford-Kavanaugh events were related to acute stress responses above and
beyond partisanship. This statistical approach is appropriate when analyzing data that are highly
positively skewed with a high prevalence of zero values, as were the scores for our outcome
variable, acute stress (Green, 2021). Covariates included age, gender, ethnicity, income,
education, media exposure related to the Ford-Kavanaugh hearings, personal history of sexual
and/or interpersonal violence, and timing of survey completion (i.e., before or after the
confirmation vote).
Results

Current Sample

Of the 4,894 participants in the full sample, roughly half (n = 2,474) provided optional
open-ended responses and thus qualified for the present study. To assess whether and how
participants who chose to respond to the open-ended question differed from those who did not, a
multiple logistic regression using sample weights compared responders to nonresponders (7 =

2,420) on demographics, exposure to media coverage of the hearings, previous history of sexual
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and/or interpersonal violence, and acute stress. Results indicated that participants in the present
study did not differ from excluded individuals in terms of gender, political party affiliation, or
acute stress. However, individuals included in the sample comprised proportionately fewer
African Americans (OR [odds ratio] = .70, p = .016), and were older (OR = 1.03, p <.001),
wealthier (OR = 1.04, p =.001), more educated (OR = 1.31, p = .002), consumed more media
coverage about the Ford-Kavanaugh news story (OR = 1.06, p <.001), and reported
experiencing more sexual and/or interpersonal violence (OR = 1.23, p <.001) than non-
responders.

The final subsample included in the current study was limited to respondents who
provided open-ended responses and completed the survey either before or after the Senate
cloture and confirmation votes. A small number of participants (n = 97) completed the survey
between these two votes and were excluded from analyses because of the low statistical power of
this small subgroup and limited interpretability of results from underpowered analyses (Button et
al., 2013). The final sample (N = 2,377) was 49.8% female, ranged in age from 19 to 90 (M =
53.64, SD = 16.34), and was 72.78% non-Hispanic White, 8.83% non-Hispanic Black, 11.11%
Hispanic, and 7.28% other non-Hispanic ethnicities. About 57% were married, 50.44% had at
least some college education, and 56.21% had an annual income of $60,000 or more. Almost
60% of the sample was currently employed, either as a paid employee or self-employed.
Participants were roughly evenly divided between Democrats (45.01%) and Republicans
(42.03%), with a small percentage identifying with neither party or as Independents (12.96%).
Participants reported exposure to an average of 7.72 (SD = 5.46) hours of Ford-Kavanaugh
coverage per day. About 52% of the sample had experienced at least one instance of sexual

and/or personal violence, with 11.02% reporting up to 3 experiences.
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Topic Modeling Results

The output and labels for the 13-topic model are presented in Figure 1, presented in the
form of wordclouds. The topics covered a diverse array of issues, capturing the multifaceted
nature of this event. Many topics appeared to align with Kavanaugh’s position, defending the
allegations against Kavanaugh as politically motivated (topic 8) and directly questioning aspects
of Ford’s testimony, such as her credibility (topic 13), memory (topic 7), and timing for bringing
these allegations forward now after all these years (topic 9). Only one topic portrayed the
opposite position and directly criticized Kavanaugh by emphasizing his emotionality and
allegedly false statements (topic 4). In addition to the emphasis on Ford and Kavanaugh
specifically, many topics addressed other political actors as well. Some topics spoke of
politicians on both sides, acknowledging President Trump’s involvement as Kavanaugh’s
nominator (topic 2) and Democrats as the original presenters of these allegations (topic 10).
There were also topics discussing various aspects of the political process itself, from the
politicization of the purportedly apolitical judicial branch (topic 5), the presumption of innocence
and need for corroborating evidence (topic 11), and the limited scope of the FBI investigation
(topic 12) to the general media spectacle that these events precipitated (topic 1). Finally, two
topics focused primarily on the sexual nature of the allegations, centering the issue of sexual

assault (topic 3) and its victims who tend to primarily be women (topic 6).
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Figure 1. Topic Model Output
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Identification of Partisan Topics

The results of the Mood’s median tests and topic classifications can be found in Table 1.
Of the 13 topics, 5 were identified as more prevalent in one partisan group than the other: 1 topic
was used primarily by Democrats (¢ = .15) and 4 topics were used primarily by Republicans (¢s
=.07-.13). The Democratic topic concerned the Supreme Court’s impartiality (topic 5) while the
Republican topics were focused on the media spectacle of the hearings (topic 1), the timing of
the alleged assault and of when the allegations were brought forward (topic 9), the Democrats’
involvement in this event (topic 10), and issues regarding due process and burden of proof (topic
11). Thus, consistent with our hypotheses, Democrats and Republicans were more likely to
endorse topics that related to their political group’s interests. Compared to Republicans,
Democrats wrote more about the politicization of the Supreme Court, which served as an
argument against Kavanaugh’s appointment. Conversely, Republicans were more likely to
provide responses that defended Kavanaugh’s nomination by questioning Ford’s allegations,
criticizing the Democrats, and emphasizing the importance of due process and corroborating

evidence when considering accusations of this nature.
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Table 1. Mood’s Median Test Results and Topic Classifications by Partisanship Use

# Topic label Democrat  Republican 7 )4 Partisan
Mdn Mdn grouping
(n=1,070) (n=999)

1  Media spectacle 0.016 0.018 8.81*  0.003  Republican

2 Focus on Republicans 0.016 0.013 2.11 0.147 -

3 Sexual assault 0.016 0.016 0.11 0.744 -

4 Kavanaugh’s conduct 0.016 0.013 6.09 0.014 -

5 Supreme Court’s 0.023 0.013 45.02* <0.001  Democratic
impartiality

6 Victims of assault 0.013 0.013 2.05 0.153 -

7 Ford’s testimony & 0.016 0.016 0.11 0.742 -
memory

8 Defending Kavanaugh 0.013 0.016 5.13 0.024 -

9 Timing of events & 0.013 0.018 19.16* <0.001  Republican
allegations

10 Focus on Democrats 0.013 0.018 17.65* <0.001  Republican

11 Due process & burden of 0.013 0.023 36.59* <0.001  Republican
proof

12 Handling of the process 0.013 0.013 1.36 0.243 -

13 Ford’s credibility 0.023 0.030 4.74 0.029 -

*Significant at Bonferroni-adjusted p-value of .004. df =1 for all tests.

Predictors of Acute Stress

The results for the negative binomial regression model can be found in Table 2.
Consistent with prior work (e.g., Lench et al., 2019), partisanship was significantly associated
with acute stress responses to the Ford-Kavanaugh hearings; Democrats reported more distress in
response to the Ford-Kavanaugh hearings than did Republicans (IRR = 0.81, 95% CI = 0.78-
0.84, p <0.001, Cohen’s d =-0.12). Also as predicted, we found that participants who wrote
more using Republican topics had lower rates of acute stress, regardless of their party affiliation
(IRR =0.72, 95% CI = 0.56-0.92, p = 0.009, Cohen’s d = -0.17). However, Democratic topic use
was not significantly associated with acute stress responses above and beyond partisanship and

Republican topic use (IRR = 0.94, 95% CI = 0.65-1.34, p = 0.72, Cohen’s d = -0.04).
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Table 2. Negative Binomial Regression Model Predicting Acute Stress (N = 2,377)

Predictors IRR (95% CI) z p
Survey completion timing (1 = After) 1.03 (0.90, 1.18) 0.48 0.629
Age 0.99 (0.99, 1.00)** -2.82 0.005
Gender (1 = Female) 1.19 (1.03, 1.37)* 2.39 0.017
Ethnicity

Black 1.01 (0.80, 1.27) 0.08 0.939

Hispanic 1.21(0.98, 1.49) 1.80 0.072

Other 1.16 (0.90, 1.48) 1.13 0.257
College education 1.01 (0.88, 1.17) 0.18 0.859
Income 0.97 (0.96, 0.99)** -3.20 0.001
Media exposure 1.04 (1.03, 1.05)*** 6.71 <0.001
Sexual and/or interpersonal violence 1.50 (1.40, 1.61)*** 11.47 <0.001
Party affiliation 0.81 (0.78, 0.84)*** -11.33 <0.001
Democratic topic use 0.94 (0.65, 1.34) -0.36 0.721
Republican topic use 0.72 (0.56, 0.92)** -2.60 0.009

Note. IRR = incidence rate ratios. CI = confidence intervals. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p <
0.001.

Discussion

Using a mixed-methods design, text analysis machine learning techniques, and data from
a national sample, we found that partisans viewed the same political event in divergent, but
identity-consistent, ways. Democrats emphasized judicial impartiality whereas Republicans
focused on the role of Democrats and the media, the timing of the alleged assault and
publicization, and due process and the burden of proof. These divergent perspectives of the same
event demonstrate the role of partisan identities in shaping construal of real-world political
events, consistent with related emerging work on partisan bias in basic sensory perception and
information processing (Demszky et al., 2019; Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018; Xiao et al., 2016).

We also found that psychological responses to the hearings were related to both
partisanship and partisan narratives. Democrats reported higher levels of event-related acute
stress than did Republicans, a finding consistent with prior work showing that partisans
experience adverse psychological responses following political outcomes that disfavored their

ingroup (Hoyt et al., 2018; Lench et al., 2019; Stanton et al., 2010). Moreover, partisan topic
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usage was related to distress about the hearings; regardless of their partisan identity, individuals
who focused on topics disproportionately used by Republicans experienced lower levels of acute
stress related to this political event, compared to those who referenced fewer Republican topics.
These findings provide initial support for the link between identity-motivated perceptions and
mental health outcomes, suggesting that, not only can belonging to the winning political group
be protective against adverse psychological consequences, but so can adopting the political
winners’ narrative, regardless of one’s political affiliation.

Limitations

Despite our large national sample and integrative statistical approach, we acknowledge
several limitations. Although Republican topic use was significantly linked to acute stress
responses, the effect was relatively small compared to the association between partisanship and
acute stress. We suspect that this small effect may be the result of the limited ability of
automated text analysis methods to detect shared latent meaning across dissimilar wordings.
Therefore, despite the advantage of its speed and processing power, this approach may have
failed to fully capture mention of themes and thereby lowered statistical power.

This statistical limitation may also explain why Democratic topic use was not
significantly associated with psychological distress. Comprised of only one topic (see Table 1),
Democratic topic use may have lacked the precision and statistical power for a relationship to be
detected with distress, especially above and beyond the more robust Republican topic use that
combined four topics. Future studies should integrate these machine learning techniques with
more traditional text analytic strategies to balance methodological tradeoffs.

Although we identified five partisan topics, there were no significant differences between

Democrats and Republicans in the use of the remaining eight topics. This finding could suggest
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that partisans’ perceptions were more similar than different; however, an alternative explanation
is that partisans discussed the same topics in different ways or that partisans referenced their
opponent’s positions, which are levels of nuance not easily detected by automated methods.
Given these plausible explanations, we advise caution in interpreting these null results and
encourage future work to explore how partisans differentially discuss the same topics.

Finally, we acknowledge the limited generalizability of the current study. Our subsample
is a self-selected group of respondents who provided text responses, drawn from a representative
national sample, so it is not itself representative of American adults. Furthermore, this study only
examined motivated perception in the context of a single U.S. political event. To better
understand the implications of these findings for contexts beyond the Ford-Kavanaugh hearings,
these issues should be examined in the context of other political events.

Implications and Future Directions

This study provides evidence for partisan-motivated perceptions of a major political
event and the link between partisan narratives and event-related emotional responses. These
findings add to an understudied but growing literature illustrating how partisanship and other
social identities may shape how individuals process and respond to information about their social
environments (e.g., Xiao et al., 2016). The extant literature has largely focused on partisan bias
in higher-order cognitive processes (e.g., motivated reasoning), but accumulating evidence finds
that partisanship may also shape the basic perceptions on which this complex processing relies
(e.g., vision; Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018). Politically motivated perceptions may significantly
challenge bipartisanship; if partisans cannot agree on the facts, then they are unlikely to interpret
those facts similarly, much less to agree on a solution. By deepening our understanding of

politically motivated perception, future research on this phenomenon may ultimately aid efforts
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to combat political polarization by identifying factors that support and/or obstruct the
development of a shared bipartisan reality.

Future studies should also examine factors that compound or reinforce politically
motivated perceptions. Research on political communication suggests that engagement with the
news media may be one such factor, given its key role in shaping and disseminating political
narratives; editorial choices by media outlets on how to cover an event and weave a cohesive
story result in framing the event in ways that audiences can adopt (e.g., [yengar & Kinder, 1987).
By tailoring their messaging to align with the political leanings of their audiences, outlets may
contribute to divergent political perceptions by producing or reiterating partisan narratives.
Therefore, future research should explore the news media’s role in driving politically motivated
perceptions as well as its potential consequences for mental health, given the known link
between media exposure and event-related distress (e.g., Holman et al., 2014).

Lastly, the present study is to the first to our knowledge to link politically motivated
perception to mental health outcomes. Our findings demonstrate that partisan perceptions of a
real-world political event are associated with distress; in a society where contemporary events,
such as mass shootings, the COVID-19 pandemic, and climate-related natural disasters, are
increasingly politicized, adhering to a political take on these events could contribute to a cycle of
worsening mental health as these events continue to occur. Future research should further
elucidate the role of politically motivated perception in exacerbating or attenuating stress in the
face of these increasingly politicized threats. Greater understanding of the partisan perception-
mental health link could inform interventions designed to ameliorate psychological

maladjustment following future politicized events.
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CHAPTER 3:

Celebrating or Mourning #0OneBostonDay: Anniversary Framings of and Mental Health

Responses to the Boston Marathon Bombings
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Abstract

Trauma scholars have long acknowledged the significance of anniversaries of major life
events for coping, but relatively scant work has empirically examined perceptual or emotional
processes in the context of these meaningful milestones. Using longitudinal data from a U.S.
national sample (N = 505), this study explored framings of and emotional responses to the 2013
Boston Marathon bombings (BMB) at its first and second anniversaries. Open-ended responses
were analyzed using a grounded theory approach to identify how American adults framed the
BMB at the one-year anniversary and test how framings of the BMB at the first anniversary
predicted posttraumatic stress (PTS), psychological distress, and violence- and terrorism-related
worry two years post-event. Of the nine framings identified at the first anniversary, two predicted
psychological outcomes one year later; celebrating the marathon’s continuation was associated
with lower BMB-related PTS while framing that focused on perceived failures by legal actors
was related to greater BMB-related PTS and worry about future violence and terrorism. Findings
suggest that the way people frame collective traumatic events at their anniversaries can provide
insight into ongoing coping and predict subsequent psychological adjustment, with implications

for media platforms and mental health professionals.
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Anniversary framings of and mental health responses to the Boston Marathon bombings

Findings from Chapter 2 provide initial support for the hypothesis that the way in which
individuals frame a collective stressful event is related to their emotional responses. However,
those cross-sectional analyses only examine framing and stress responses in the immediate
aftermath of a stressful collective event, which begs the question: do these relationships hold
over time? While theoretical work argues that the meaning ascribed to events is not static,
empirical work often treats it as such, assessing event framing primarily in the acute period
without addressing how these perceptions may later change (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Moors et
al., 2013). Given that framings can change, as can emotions along with them, it is important to
explore how stressful events are framed beyond their immediate aftermath to better understand
how framings are associated with subsequent mental health outcomes.

The stress and trauma field has recently begun to reconsider how time is conceptualized
in the wake of stressful events. For example, Saltzman (2019) proposed a conceptual framework
that argues adaptation following stressful events is more often a cyclical process punctuated by
meaningful markers of time than a linear, continuous progression toward either recovery or
deterioration. One particularly salient marker of time is an event anniversary, which can trigger
memories of the original stressful event as well as psychological distress and other posttraumatic
symptomatology (Morgan et al., 1999). While anniversary reactions have been primarily studied
in the context of personal bereavement (Chow, 2009), they have also been documented in
response to collective stressors, such as the Gulf War (Morgan et al., 1999; Morgan et al., 1998)
and the September 111 terrorist attacks (Daly et al., 2008; Garfin et al., 2018). What is unique
about collective stressful experiences is that, unlike individually experienced traumas, their

anniversaries are often publicly commemorated and socially discussed, further emphasizing
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these events in the collective awareness and conversations (Pennebaker & Gonzales, 2009).
Thus, the anniversaries of collective stressful events may serve as culturally shared moments to
reflect on and make sense of the original experience, with potentially significant implications for
subsequent emotional responses and psychological adjustment.

Exploring how people frame a stressful event at its anniversary may also provide a
critical window into how successfully they have been and may continue to cope with and recover
from the event. Time can afford people the opportunity to employ coping strategies and make
sense of a difficult experience (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Park, 2010; cf. Tait & Silver, 1989).
Although acute adverse responses are important predictors of long-term mental health
difficulties, assessing the link between framing and emotional responses when early distress is
normative may fail to adequately differentiate suffering that is typical and will soon dissipate
from that which will endure (Bryant & Harvey, 1998; Notris et al., 2009). Thus, examining
framing of a stressful event one year later can both provide insight into the dynamic appraisal
process beyond the acute period, as well as assess its relationship to distress when maladaptive
framings may signal ineffective coping and persistent dysfunction.

Given the event-specific nature of framing, what constitutes a maladaptive frame is likely
to differ across events and event types. However, prior research on stress and coping provides
evidence for probable characterizations of these types of framings. For example, work on stress
appraisals has found that framing difficult experiences as challenges and opportunities for
growth is associated with better adjustment than framing them as sources of real or anticipated
damage (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Schneider, 2004). Furthermore, the temporal focus of an
event framing may also be important to consider, given that attending more to the past and less to

the future following a traumatic event has been linked to greater distress and diminished well-
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being (Holman & Silver, 1998; Holman et al., 2016). Finally, narrative work has shown that
people who frame stories of adversity in terms of redemption tend to experience better mental
health and greater well-being, whereas individuals who view adversity as contaminating an
otherwise positive life report diminished well-being (McAdams & McLean, 2013; McAdams et
al., 2001). Together, these findings suggest that stressful event framings that emphasize threat or
harm, are past-focused, and/or describe a negative transformation may be maladaptive and may
be associated with poorer long-term mental health outcomes.

Study 2 addresses these empirical questions about framing and emotional responses using
existing longitudinal data tracking the responses of a representative national sample studied in
the aftermath of the Boston Marathon bombings and followed for several years. Specifically, this
study examined how people framed this collective stressful event at its first anniversary and
explored whether these framings differentially predicted general and event-specific distress as
well as worry about the reoccurrence of similar events one year later. It was expected that
maladaptive framings of the Boston Marathon bombings would predict greater event-related
posttraumatic stress, psychological distress, and violence- and terrorism-related worry at the
second anniversary.

Method
Design, Data Collection, and Sample

Data for the present study were collected from a sample of American adults as part of a
larger, multi-year study designed to assess short- and long-term psychological responses to the
Boston Marathon bombings (BMB). Participants were drawn from a nationally representative
panel of U.S. residents (i.e., the KnowledgePanel) maintained by GfK, a survey research

company, that recruits panelists using address-based sampling. In exchange for completing
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online surveys, panelists received Internet access or other compensation (e.g., gift prizes). If
recruited panelists did not have access to a computer, they were supplied with a laptop to support
research participation and maintain representativeness. All procedures for this study were
reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board of the University of California, Irvine.

The current study analyzed data collected around the anniversary of the Boston Marathon
bombings one- and two-years post-event. At the one-year anniversary, between April 18 and
May 5, 2014, participants (n = 3,260) were given the opportunity to provide written responses
sharing their thoughts or feelings about the Boston Marathon bombings. Participants (n = 3,029)
were then assessed at the second anniversary one year later, between April 29 and June 24, 2015,
and provided data on their psychological adjustment.
Measures
Demographics and Mental Health History

Upon entry to the panel and prior to the start of the current study, KnowledgePanelists
provided demographic information as well as information about their mental health history.
Demographic information included age, gender, ethnicity, educational attainment, and household
income. To assess prior mental health, participants indicated whether they had ever been
previously diagnosed with any depression or anxiety disorders. Responses were coded such that
0 indicated receiving no prior diagnoses, 1 indicated receiving a diagnosis for either anxiety or
depression, and 2 indicated diagnoses for both anxiety and depression.
Cumulative Direct Prior Exposure to Collective Trauma

Given evidence of the sensitizing impact of repeated exposure to collective trauma (e.g.,
Garfin et al., 2015), cumulative direct exposure to prior collective traumatic events was assessed

as a covariate in this study. Participants reported whether they had witnessed several recent
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collective traumatic events proximally located in the Northeastern U.S., including the September
11" terrorist attacks, Superstorm Sandy, and the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting.
Responses were coded dichotomously (0 = no direct exposure, 1 = self or close other directly
exposed) and summed to create an index of cumulative direct exposure to these prior collective
traumatic events.
Direct Exposure to the Boston Marathon Bombings

The extent to which participants were directly exposed to the Boston Marathon bombings
was assessed using a modified version of a measure used in prior research on disaster exposure
(e.g., Holman & Silver, 1998). Respondents indicated their proximity to the bombing site and
subsequent lockdown using 15 items (e.g., “I was a spectator at the Boston Marathon at the time
of the bombings”). Responses were coded dichotomously (0 = no direct exposure, 1 = self or
close other exposed) and summed to indicate the degree of direct exposure to both the Boston
Marathon bombings and the subsequent Boston-area lockdown.
Thoughts and Feelings about the BMB

One year after the Boston Marathon bombings, participants were asked a single open-
ended question prompting them to share any thoughts or feelings they were experiencing
surrounding the anniversary of the Boston Marathon bombings. Participants were provided a text
box in which to write their responses that had no character limit, thereby allowing participants to
write as much as they wished. Responses were coded for both thematic content and length of
response (in total number of words), given prior work linking longer open-ended responses to
poorer psychological outcomes following collective trauma (Seery et al., 2008).

Boston Marathon Bombing-Related Posttraumatic Stress
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Posttraumatic stress responses to the Boston Marathon bombings were assessed two years
after the event using the Primary Care — PTSD Screen (PC-PTSD; Calhoun et al., 2010). The
PC-PTSD contains four items designed to capture each of the trademark characteristics of PTSD
(i.e., re-experiencing, avoidance, numbing, and hyperarousal). Participants indicated how often
in the past month they had experienced each symptom on a 5-point scale (1 = never to 5 = all the
time). Responses were rescored (0 = never to 4 = all the time) to create a meaningful zero point
and averaged, demonstrating good internal consistency (o = 0.79).

Psychological Distress

To assess general psychological distress, participants completed 9 items from the Brief
Symptom Inventory (BSI-18; Derogatis, 2001) at the second anniversary of the BMB, indicating
the extent to which each of the 9 symptoms of depression, anxiety, and somatization had
distressed or bothered them in the past week on a 5-point scale (0 = not at all to 4 = extremely).
Responses were averaged to create an index for each participant’s general level of psychological
distress with strong internal consistency (o = 0.88).

Violence- and Terrorism-Related Worry

Items assessing worry about future community violence and terrorism two years post-
BMB were adapted from measures used in prior research conducted on collective trauma (e.g.,
Silver et al., 2002; Thompson et al., 2019). Specifically, four items assessed the frequency of
fear/worry in the last week about the possibility of being directly or indirectly (e.g., through a
family member, community) impacted by acts of violence and terrorism on a scale from 1
(never) to 5 (all the time). Items were recoded to 0-4 to give all variables a comparable baseline
score. Responses were averaged and displayed good internal consistency (o = 0.86).

Data Analysis
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Qualitative Analysis
Study 2 used text analyses previously conducted on this dataset. In a prior study (Lubens et
al., 2016), a random subset of 600 responses was reviewed and coded in two iterative rounds of
analysis to identify salient themes or framings, in accordance with a grounded theory approach
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Three coders independently reviewed a unique set of 100 responses to
identify framings, after which they discussed their respective results, coded the other coders’ sets
of responses, and reached a consensus about all results. This process was repeated with one
additional set of 300 responses, at which point data saturation was reached — that is, the new
round of analysis did not reveal any additional novel framings. These analyses revealed nine
salient themes (see below) and each of the 600 responses was dichotomously coded for the
absence (0) or the presence (1) of each theme.
Quantitative Analysis
Using Stata 17 (Stata Corp, College Station, TX, 2021), three multivariate Ordinary Least
Squares (OLS) regression models were used to test how the various framings of the Boston
Marathon bombings at the first anniversary predicted BMB-related posttraumatic stress
responses, general psychological distress, and violence- and terrorism-related worry at the
second anniversary. All models were adjusted for covariates, including demographic
information, prior mental health history, prior cumulative exposure to collective trauma, direct
exposure to the BMB, and response length. Regression models were Bonferroni-adjusted to
account for multiple familywise comparisons.
Results

Qualitative Analysis Results
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Manual coding conducted in prior research identified nine themes: (1) concern about
safety and security, (2) focus on victims and/or their families, (3) the marathon continuing, (4)
pride in Boston or America, (5) expressing sadness, (6) blaming someone for the attack, (7)
media coverage, (8) focus on law enforcement or the legal system, and (9) being neutral or
disinterested. Each of the themes are described in more detail below.
Concern about Safety and Security

The theme most referenced in responses (28.00%) centered on concerns about future
breaches in security and about danger becoming more commonplace in general. One exemplary
response was, “I’m not from Boston, but the thought alone where you can’t even enjoy a day out
watching an event no matter where that may be without thinking that some sicko out there will
do something as terrible as this. It’s scary ... It makes me think twice about going anywhere as
much anymore afraid all the time. FYI: since 9/11 my life never been the same.”
Focus on Victims and/or Their Families

About a quarter (25.67%) of participants mentioned the victims and/or their families.
Responses conveyed remembrance of those killed in the attacks and their families and/or
admiration for the survivors who have persevered. For example, one participant wrote, “The
survivors have a long road back, and those families that lost a loved one will bear that grief
forever, but there has been much healing, both physical and emotional, during the last year. And
there will be more healing to come. I anticipate that this year’s marathon will be a joyful
celebration.”
The Marathon Continuing

About a fifth (22.83%) of participants wrote about the marathon continuing, expressing

excitement and optimism about the event and conveying that its continuation symbolized
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recovery and redemption. One respondent shared this statement: “I am excited to see how many
people are running in this years’ race especially the ones that ran last year as well.”
Pride in Boston or America

Another fifth (19.67%) of respondents expressed pride in Boston or America. Responses
containing this theme often referenced the phrase “Boston Strong,” a slogan that arose in
reaction to the bombings affirming the resilience of Bostonians, or conveyed patriotism and
determination to not let the United States be defeated by terrorism. One exemplar response is,
“We will Rise from this. We will be united and let no one ruin USA Spirit. We are a free country
and we will stand together and run and be united.”
Expressing Sadness

A minority (17.5%) of responses expressed sadness related to the bombings. One such
response is, “I feel very sad and affronted for the people that lost their lives. The ones injured
and all who have to suffer for such a terrible act. Isn’t it enough for the misery & heartbreak that
comes to us naturally?”’
Blaming Someone for the Attack

A small but sizable (16.00%) of responses focused on assigning blame for the attacks,
either on Muslims for perpetrating and/or condoning the acts of terrorism or the U.S. government
for failing to protect Americans. One respondent wrote, “If our government did their job and
investigated these two, maybe we wouldn’t have had a bombing...”
Media Coverage

A small number (11.5%) of responses mentioned media coverage of the bombings and

conveyed dissatisfaction with the quantity of coverage at the anniversary. One respondent wrote,
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“I am tired of hearing constant reporting on this. One mention on the day of the marathon was all
that was needed. Quit giving terrorism so much reporting, it just validates their cause.”
Focus on Law Enforcement or the Legal System

A minority (8.83%) of respondents shared their dissatisfaction with the response of
various legal actors, including the police, the legal system, and the government, to the Boston
Marathon bombings. One participant wrote, “I also have negative feelings concerning the heavy-
handed actions of the government in response to the event. The trashing of constitutional rights
and lies from government agencies is particularly troublesome. The FBI claimed very early on
that they had no knowledge of the perpetrators, now we find that they had been aware of them
for more than two years.”
Being Neutral or Disinterested

Roughly a fifth (18.5%) of participants shared neutral responses to the prompt, indicating
that they did not have thoughts or feelings about the Boston Marathon bombings. For example,
one respondent wrote, “No thoughts about it. I usually don’t watch the Boston Marathon, and I
didn’t know anyone in person that participated in the marathon.”
Quantitative Analysis Results

Because this study examined the relationships between framings identified in text
responses and subsequent mental health outcomes, the current sample was limited to those
participants who responded to the open-ended question at the one-year anniversary and whose
responses were coded for those framings. Thus, the 600 randomly selected responses that were
coded in prior research were eligible to be included in the present analysis and ultimately, with
505 participants ultimately included in these quantitative analyses because they had complete

data on all variables included in the regression models. This final subsample was 53.5% female,
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ranged in age from 18-92 (M = 51.39, SD = 16.83), and was 77.5% White (non-Hispanic), 9.67%
Hispanic, 6.67% Black (non-Hispanic), and 6.17% other ethnicities (non-Hispanic. About half
(47.33%) had a bachelor’s degree or higher and 66.5% had an annual income of $50,000 or
more. About 11% of the current sample reported a prior diagnosis of either depression or
anxiety, 6.17% reported both diagnoses, and 82.92% reported neither mental health diagnosis.
Most participants (73.17%) reported having had no exposure to prior community trauma, with
17.17% reporting exposure to at least 1 prior community trauma and 9.67% reporting exposure
to 2 or 3 prior community traumas. The majority of this sample (88.5%) were not directly
exposed to the BMB but 11.5% reported some form of direct exposure to the event.

To examine whether and how participants who provided open-ended responses may have
differed from those who chose not to do so, a multiple logistic regression using sample weights
compared the current sample to the full sample of 3,260 participants. Results revealed that the
subsample used in the current study did not significantly differ from the full sample of 3,260
participants on any covariate used in the present analyses, including age, gender, ethnicity,
education, income, prior mental health history, prior cumulative exposure to collective trauma, or
direct exposure to the BMB (ps > .26).

The three outcome measures in the present study were significantly correlated with one
another. BMB-related posttraumatic stress and global psychological distress were moderately
correlated (» = .43, p <.001). Additionally, worry about future violence and terrorism was
significantly associated with both BMB-related PTS (= .56, p <.001) and psychological
distress (= .34, p <.001).

Table 1 presents multivariate OLS regression analyses examining predictors of BMB-

related posttraumatic stress responses, psychological distress, and violence- and terrorism-related
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worry. Using the Bonferroni-adjusted significance thresholds, no BMB framings were
significantly associated with general and event-related mental health outcomes one year later.
However, two BMB framings did meet traditional thresholds for significance (p <.05) as
predictors of posttraumatic adjustment one year later; for the purposes of this dissertation, these
findings are discussed with important caveats (see Discussion below).

Using traditional significance thresholds (p < .05), two of the nine themes identified
among responses at the one-year anniversary of the Boston marathon bombings were
significantly associated with general and event-specific mental health outcomes at the second
anniversary. Use of the marathon continuing theme one year after the BMB was related to
significantly lower BMB-related posttraumatic stress at the second anniversary (b =-.14, B = -
.11, p =.021). Also, mentioning the law enforcement or the legal system theme one year after the
BMB was linked to significantly higher BMB-related posttraumatic stress (b =.17, B=.09, p =
.041) and worry about the reoccurrence of violence and terrorism at the second anniversary (b =
.24, B=.09, p=.039). These findings were statistically significant even while controlling for
demographics (age, gender, ethnicity, education, income), prior mental health history, prior
community trauma exposure, direct BMB exposure, and response length (in words). The
remaining seven themes were not significantly associated with general or event-specific mental

health outcomes at the second anniversary (ps > .05).
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Table 1

Predictors of BMB-related Posttraumatic Stress, Psychological Distress, and Worry about Violence and Terrorism (N = 505)

BMB-related Posttraumatic Stress Psychological Distress Violence- and Terrorism-Related Worry

Predictor Variable b (95% CI) B b (95% CI) B b (95% CI) B
Age 0.00 (-0.01, -0.01) 0.02 0.00 (-0.01, 0.01) -0.09 0.00 (-0.01, 0.01) 0.04
Gender (Female) 0.05 (-0.05, 0.15) 0.05 0.03 (-0.07, 0.12) 0.02 0.15 (0.02, 0.28) 0.10*
Ethnicity

Black, non-Hispanic 0.24 (0.05, 0.43) 0.11%* 0.08 (-0.11, 0.27) 0.04 0.00 (-0.26, 0.27) 0.00

Hispanic 0.04 (-0.13, 0.21) 0.02 -0.05 (-0.22, 0.12) -0.03 0.14 (-0.10, 0.38) 0.05

Other, non-Hispanic 0.32 (0.12, 0.52) 0.14** 0.14 (-0.06, 0.33) 0.06 0.15(-0.12, 0.43) 0.05
Education

High school 0.12 (-0.11, 0.34) 0.09 0.12 (-0.10, 0.34) 0.09 0.17 (-0.15, 0.48) 0.09

Some college -0.01 (-0.23, 0.22) 0.00 0.04 (-0.19, 0.26) 0.03 0.03 (-0.29, 0.34) 0.02

Bachelor’s or more -0.06 (-0.29, 0.17) -0.06 -0.04 (-0.27, 0.18) -0.04 -0.08 (-0.39, 0.24) -0.05
Income -0.01 (-0.04, 0.02) -0.04 -0.03 (-0.06, -0.01) -0.11% -0.02 (-0.05, 0.02) -0.04
Prior mental health 0.06 (-0.03, 0.15) 0.06 0.23 (0.15,0.32) 0.23%** 0.16 (0.04, 0.28) 0.12*
Prior trauma exposure 0.08 (0.01, 0.15) 0.10%* 0.06 (-0.01, 0.13) 0.08 0.07 (-0.02, 0.17) 0.07
Direct BMB exposure 0.23 (0.08, 0.39) 0.13** -0.01 (-0.16, 0.14) -0.01 0.08 (-0.13, 0.29) 0.03
Response length 0.00 (0.00, 0.00) 0.11% 0.01 (0.00, 0.01) 0.16** 0.00 (-0.01, 0.01) 0.08
Safety & security 0.04 (-0.08, 0.16) 0.03 0.07 (-0.05, 0.18) 0.06 0.16 (-0.01, 0.32) 0.09
Victims focus -0.09 (-0.20, 0.03) -0.07 -0.04 (-0.16, 0.07) -0.03 -0.08 (-0.24, 0.08) -0.05
Marathon continuing -0.14 (-0.27, -0.02) -0.11% -0.04 (-0.16, 0.08) -0.03 -0.09 (-0.26, 0.08) -0.05
Pride in Boston/US 0.02 (-0.11, 0.14) 0.01 -0.03 (-0.16, 0.09) -0.02 0.04 (-0.14, 0.22) 0.02
Sadness -0.03 (-0.16, 0.09) -0.02 0.04 (-0.08, 0.16) 0.03 0.03 (-0.14, 0.20) 0.01
Blame for attacks -0.12 (-0.26, 0.02) -0.08 -0.09 (-0.23, 0.04) -0.07 0.04 (-0.15, 0.23) 0.02
Media coverage -0.09 (-0.25, 0.06) -0.05 -0.07 (-0.23, 0.08) -0.04 -0.16 (-0.38, 0.06) -0.07
Law enforcement 0.17 (0.01, 0.34) 0.09* 0.13 (-0.03, 0.29) 0.07 0.24 (0.01, 0.47) 0.09*
Neutral -0.05 (-0.19, 0.08) -0.03 0.04 (-0.09, 0.18) 0.03 -0.06 (-0.25, 0.13) -0.03
Constant 1.18 (0.88, 1.48) 0.43 (0.13,0.72) 1.59 (1.17, 2.00)

Model statistics

F(22,481) = 2,57+

R’=0.11

F(22, 481) = 3.69%**
R=.14

F(22, 482) = 2,52
R =.10

Note: Table presents both standardized (B) and unstandardized (b) regression coefficients. Mental health was coded as follows: 0 = no anxiety or
depression, 1 = at least one diagnosis for either anxiety or depression, 2 = both anxiety and depression. The reference groups for gender, ethnicity,

and education were males, Whites, and “less than high school,” respectively.
*p <.05; **p <.01; ***p < .001
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Discussion

Results from the present study demonstrated support for the longitudinal link between
event framing and posttraumatic adjustment, finding that two distinct framings of the Boston
Marathon bombings at the one-year anniversary significantly predicted general and event-
specific mental health responses one year later. Specifically, individuals who focused on the
continuation of the marathon since the attacks reported less BMB-related posttraumatic stress,
whereas those who framed the BMB around mishandling by legal actors experienced poorer
subsequent psychological responding, such as greater BMB-related posttraumatic stress and
heightened worry about future violence and terrorism. These associations held even when
controlling for strong predictors of posttraumatic adjustment, including prior mental health
status, prior collective trauma exposure, direct BMB exposure, and response length. These
findings support our hypotheses and are consistent with prior work tying posttraumatic mental
health outcomes to framing events in terms of threatened or incurred damage, past- and future-
focus, and redemption and contamination narratives. The marathon continuing theme focused on
the present over the past and a redemptive transformation from tragedy to recovery, framing
elements that have been similarly connected to greater psychological adjustment and well-being
(Adler et al., 2016; Cox et al., 2019; Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). The law enforcement or legal
system framing centered on past perceived wrongdoings by various legal actors and the threats
these actions posed to constitutional rights and physical safety, themes similarly linked to poorer
well-being and distress in prior research (e.g., Kibler, 2018; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021). Together,
these findings provide evidence that event framings beyond the acute period can still

meaningfully predict subsequent posttraumatic adjustment, up to one year later.
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These findings contribute to a growing body of work exploring how the concept of time
factors into coping with and adjustment to trauma. Anniversaries of collective traumatic events
represent significant markers of time, ones that are publicly commemorated and often evoke
memories and emotions associated with the event (Saltzman, 2019). These days of remembrance
can reactivate feelings of distress, even for individuals who have otherwise adjusted to the
traumatic event, demonstrating the cyclical nature of posttraumatic adaptation and the need for
continued coping efforts (Rabinowitz et al., 2021). By exploring the link between event framing
and mental health outcomes within the context of a collective traumatic event’s first and second
anniversaries, the present work adds to our understanding of posttraumatic adjustment over time
and the factors that are related to better or worse mental health outcomes surrounding these
meaningful mileposts.

Despite finding evidence in support of our hypotheses, the present study has several
limitations. As mentioned previously, none of the nine framings significantly predicted
subsequent mental health outcomes using Bonferroni-corrected significance thresholds, meaning
that the framings did not provide statistically significant predictive value according to the most
stringent criteria. However, researchers have criticized Bonferroni corrections for being too
conservative (Bender & Lange, 1999) and argued that other corrections may be more appropriate
to avoid type II errors (Perneger, 1998). Given these arguments, the results that were significant
at traditional thresholds were reported and discussed; however, we strongly advise caution in
interpreting these findings and recommend that future research identify multiple comparison
corrections better suited for these analyses.

Another limitation concerns the number of framings significantly linked to posttraumatic

mental health. Only two of the nine themes identified in qualitative analyses were found to be

60



significantly associated with general and event-specific mental health outcomes, meaning that
the remaining seven themes were unrelated to psychological responses one year later, including
ones that also contained a focus on threatened or incurred damage, a past- or future-focus, and/or
a redemption or contamination narrative, such as pride in Boston and/or America. Furthermore,
the significant associations that were found between event framings and mental health outcomes
were relatively small. While inconsistent support for our hypotheses and small effect sizes do
limit the explanatory power of our findings, the current study is among the first to longitudinally
link framing of a collective traumatic event to posttraumatic adjustment. Thus, despite its
limitations, this study does demonstrate that unique framings of a mass violence event can
predict mental health outcomes, albeit modestly, one year later. To investigate the practical
significance of this finding, future research should assess the relationship between event framing
and posttraumatic mental health outcomes both cross-sectionally and longitudinally to compare
effect sizes at both timepoints and explore whether the small effect sizes found in the present
study are the result of relationships that have decayed over time or whether they simply capture
relationships that are statistically small. Regardless, even if the true effects detected in the
present study are small, they may still represent meaningful consequences for the short- and
long-term mental health of the population impacted by this collective traumatic event (Funder &
Ozer, 2019), so it is important to explore and consider the implications of these effects.

It should also be noted that population-based inferences cannot be made from these
findings. Although the full sample in this study was drawn from a nationally representative
panel, the sample in the current study was restricted to the subset of 600 participants whose
open-ended responses were coded for event framings for qualitative analyses and 505

participants for whom there was complete data to be included in quantitative analyses. Because
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only a portion of the full sample was analyzed in the current study, poststratification population
weights could not be used in the present analyses, thereby precluding population-based
inferences about these findings. However, as previously discussed, a logistic regression analysis
using poststratification weights was conducted to compare the subsample to the full sample and
revealed that the subsample was not statistically different from the full sample on any of the
covariates or key variables included in the analyses presented here. Thus, while poststratification
weights could not be used in the present analyses, the present subsample does not meaningfully
differ from the full national sample.

This study provides initial evidence of the longitudinal link between event framings and
mental health outcomes following collective trauma that offers many promising avenues for
future research. In the current study, event framing was assessed at a single time point at the one-
year anniversary, which offered an insightful snapshot of the way individuals viewed the event at
that time but with no information as to how they framed the event during the acute period or
whether their framing may have changed from the immediate aftermath to the first anniversary.
Given that event framing is a dynamic process (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Moors et al.,
2013), future research should assess it both at the time of the event and at various points in the
months thereafter to examine whether and how people’s event framings evolve over time and
how changes in event framing correspond to mental health outcomes. By developing a more
fine-grained picture of event framing over time, researchers may capture dynamic changes in the
coping process and investigate the impact that changing framings may have on posttraumatic
adjustment.

Relatedly, future work should also assess mental health outcomes both at the anniversary

as well as at proximal times surrounding it to disentangle chronic maladjustment from
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anniversary reactions. The current work explored the relationship between event framing and
posttraumatic adjustment at the first and second anniversary of the Boston Marathon bombings,
respectively. While assessing these variables within the same temporal context controlled for
deviations in psychological responding around anniversaries that might otherwise confound
results (e.g., Bruce & Weaver, 2021; Fan et al., 2015), this design also limited the
generalizability of our findings beyond the anniversary context. To examine whether the
longitudinal relationship between event framing and mental health outcomes holds outside of the
anniversary context, future research should measure posttraumatic psychological adjustment at
multiple timepoints shortly preceding, during, and following event anniversaries to parse the
predictive power of event framing at times when heightened distress is more versus less
normative.

These findings have important implications for the way that media outlets frame news
coverage related to anniversaries of collective traumatic events. There is a substantial body of
evidence demonstrating the link between media exposure to disasters and large-scale violence
and negative psychological outcomes (e.g., Hopwood & Schutte, 2017), and recent work has
found that exposure to anniversary coverage framed with a more negative emotional tone was
associated with greater distress and threat reactivity (Wormwood et al., 2019). Given the power
of the news media to shape how their audiences frame the events they cover (e.g., [yengar &
Kinder, 1987) and the current evidence that collective traumatic event framings are tied to
mental health outcomes, media organizations may play a significant role in informing how the
public construes collective traumatic events around these anniversaries with consequences for
emotional responses and overall mental well-being. Although more research is needed to

disentangle the role of news media in shaping event framings and emotional responses, these
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findings suggest that news organizations should consider the psychological ramifications of how
collective trauma-related media coverage is presented and how to frame anniversary coverage in
ways that could promote resilience and recovery, rather than distress and impaired functioning.
Deepening our understanding of event framing and its relationship with posttraumatic
mental health outcomes is also crucial to support public health following collective trauma. With
greater awareness of the emotional impact of event framing and characteristics of framings
associated with poorer adjustment, intervention efforts can better identify individuals at risk for
psychological dysfunction after collective traumatic events and direct them to clinical services.
Furthermore, mental health professionals may consider addressing maladaptive event framings in
their work with clients adversely impacted by collective traumatic events to promote better
adjustment, a strategy that work on positive reappraisal similarly suggests may be effective when
coping with trauma (e.g., Brown et al., 2021; Lachnit et al., 2020). To develop effective public
health policies and therapeutic practices for alleviating the mental health burden of collective
traumatic events, it is crucial to consider how people frame these events, both in the short- and

long-term, and identify which framings are linked to adjustment over time.
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CHAPTER 4:

One Event as Many Stressors: COVID-19-Related Worries and General and Event-Specific
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Abstract

Unprecedented in scale, scope, and duration, the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted
nearly every aspect of modern life, representing a collective traumatic event with a multitude of
secondary stressors extending beyond the health domain. Using data collected from a national
sample of American adults in the early days of the pandemic (N = 1,000), this study assessed
participants’ greatest COVID-19-related worries to examine what types of stressors this event
represented, how the prevalence of pandemic-related worries shifted over time, and how worries
were differentially associated with general and event-specific distress and emotional responses,
in the short-term and six months later. Common COVID-19-related worries pertained to physical
and mental health, interpersonal, economic, uncertainty, societal disarray, resource scarcity, and
government/media responses. The prevalence of each of these worries varied over the first 30
days of the pandemic, with three worries predicting concurrent and subsequent mental health.
Health worries were associated with elevated general and event-specific distress within the acute
phase of the crisis, and economic and scarcity worries were related to greater distress during the
first month and six months later, respectively. These findings revealed the multifaceted nature of

this unique collective trauma; implications for theory and public health are discussed.
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One event as many stressors: COVID-related worries and general and event-specific distress

Whereas Chapters 2 and 3 assessed event framing and mental health outcomes in
response to acute stressors, Chapter 4 explored these processes in the context of a chronic,
ongoing stressful event: the COVID-19 pandemic. In the previous two studies, the duration of
the collective stressful events under study was brief; both the Ford-Kavanaugh hearings and the
Boston Marathon bombings themselves lasted a matter of minutes or hours. In the case of the
COVID-19 public health crisis, however, the event has persisted for over two years with an
indeterminate end. The enduring nature of this event has provided a unique opportunity to
examine psychological responses both over the course of its extended “acute” period and in the
years that followed as cases and restrictions have fluctuated. By examining framing at three
timepoints over the first 30 days of the pandemic, this study further explored the dynamic
process of framing as the event unfolded and assessed the relationship between framing and
emotional responses both cross-sectionally and longitudinally.

From the first confirmed COVID-19 case in the United States on January 21, 2020, the
coronavirus outbreak rapidly developed and dramatically changed the lives of many Americans.
After then-President Donald Trump declared this outbreak first a public health emergency then a
national emergency, state and local governments began effecting social distancing policies,
issuing stay-at-home orders, and shutting schools, community centers, and nonessential
businesses. Despite being first and foremost a public health crisis, the COVID-19 outbreak also
precipitated unprecedented layoffs and economic instability and restricted social and community
gatherings, among other innumerable societal disruptions. Given the all-encompassing and far-
reaching nature of the outbreak, especially in the early days of this crisis, it is possible that

people may not have framed it primarily as a health event or in the same way over time. Instead,
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they may have framed it in terms of one or more of its secondary consequences that shifted as the
situation developed. In this way, people may have framed this collective stressful event in terms
of these dynamic secondary pandemic-related issues and concerns, which may have then shaped
their concurrent and subsequent emotional responses to the COVID-19 pandemic.

A substantial body of work has documented the well-being and mental health
implications of different types of psychological stressors. For example, everyday interpersonal
(Bolger et al., 1989), home (Neupert et al., 2007), network (Almeida et al., 2002), work or
financial (Sturgeon et al., 2016), and health (Almeida, 2005) stressors have all been linked to
greater psychological distress and poorer psychological well-being. Similar associations between
types of stressors and mental health outcomes have also been found in studies of negative life
events, demonstrating the adverse mental health outcomes associated with bereavement (Stroebe
et al., 2007), job loss or unemployment (Paul & Moser, 2009), and serious injury or illness (Post
& van Leeuwen, 2012; Zabora et al., 2001). While this literature has thoroughly examined the
psychological outcomes associated with distinct types of stressors, scant work has assessed
framing a single stressful event as different types of stressors or how those stressor framings may
shift over time as the event unfolds (Garfin et al., 2014; Kessler et al., 2012). Given its unusual
scope and ever-evolving nature, the COVID-19 pandemic represents a uniquely well-suited event
for testing these questions.

One way to assess how people are framing an ongoing event as a stressor may be to
examine their greatest event-related worries. Worries are considered to be a form of
perseverative cognition, which is defined as “the repeated or chronic activation of the cognitive
representation of one or more psychological stressors” (Brosschot et al., 2006). Worries reflect

perceptions of current or future threats that demand priority and attention and mobilize problem-
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solving efforts to neutralize potential danger (Hirsch & Mathews, 2012; Tallis & Eysenck, 1994).
Because worries convey personally urgent stressors, people’s specific worries about an event
likely indicate which aspects of that event they regard as the most threatening and, thus,
represent their primary event-related stressors. Thus, assessing event-related worries may be an
effective method by which to provide insight into how people frame an event as a stressor.

Just as general event framings have been related to emotional responses (Ellsworth, 2013;
Moors et al., 2013), worries have been linked to adverse mental health outcomes. There is
considerable evidence that worry and other forms of repetitive thought are consistently
associated with depression and anxiety disorders (see Watkins, 2008, for a review) and that
event-related worries in the wake of stressful events, such as the Boston Marathon bombings,
have been related to greater functional impairment (Holman et al., 2020) and posttraumatic stress
symptoms (Holeva et al., 2001). These findings support the notion that worries about the
COVID-19 outbreak will likely be related to general and event-specific emotional responses in
both the short-term and six months later. However, most studies to date have considered only the
presence and intensity of worries in the context of stressful events, not their content or indication
of perceived stressors, so it is therefore unclear how various event-related worries may be
associated with mental health outcomes or which specific worries may be most significant for
well-being.

To address these empirical gaps, this study examined stressor framings of a collective
stressful event, the COVID-19 pandemic, as it unfolded and tested how these framings were
associated with acute and subsequent mental health outcomes. By assessing stressor framings, as
measured by event-specific worries, at several timepoints during the early days of the event, this

study explored how people framed this stressor at various times as the stressful event developed.
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This present study also examined the durability of the relationship between stressor framings and
emotional responses by testing it both cross-sectionally and longitudinally. It was hypothesized
that people would offer diverse framings of this stressor related to current events, that prevalence
of those framings would change as the situation evolved, and that framings would differentially
relate to concurrent and subsequent general and event-specific distress.
Method

Design and Sample

To conduct this study, our research team collaborated with NORC, a nonprofit survey
organization at the University of Chicago, to administer a longitudinal, multi-wave survey
assessing concurrent and subsequent responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. NORC uses area
probability sampling to select and recruit individuals within U.S. households to join the
AmeriSpeak panel, a nationally representative panel of American adults. Participants in the
current study were Web-enabled panelists who were invited and agreed to participate in
confidential, online surveys about the COVID-19 pandemic at both Waves 1 and 2. Wave 1 data
(N =6,514) were collected between March 18 and April 18, 2020, within three, 10-day collection
periods. The first cohort (n = 2,122; 57.2% participation rate) received and completed the survey
between March 18 and 28, 2020. Participants in the second cohort (n = 2,234; 60.2%
participation rate) received an invitation to participate on March 29, 2020 and were able to
complete the survey until April 7, 2020. The third and final cohort (n = 2,158, 58.1%
participation rate) provided data between April 8 and 18, 2020. This data collection design was
used to capture early psychological responses at various timepoints throughout the evolution of

this ongoing public health crisis. Wave 2 data (n = 5,661, 87.1% participation rate) were
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collected from Wave 1 panelists who were still available to complete a survey 5-6 months later,

between September 26, 2020 and October 16, 2020.

Measures
Demographics and Mental Health History

Participants provided demographic (including age, gender, ethnicity, household income,
educational attainment, geographic region of residence, political party affiliation) and prior
mental health information upon entry to the AmeriSpeak panel, prior to data collection on
COVID-19. Participants indicated whether they had ever been previously diagnosed with
anxiety, depression, or some other psychiatric problem. Responses were dichotomously coded
such that an affirmative response to any prior mental health diagnosis was scored as a 1 (all
others coded 0).
Wave 1 Personal Exposure to COVID-19

The degree to which participants were exposed to the COVID-19 pandemic at Wave 1
was assessed using a checklist that inquired about both direct and indirect forms of personal
exposure (Holman et al., 2020). Respondents indicated whether they or a close other had
experienced 10 occurrences (e.g., [/someone close to me was diagnosed with coronavirus).
Responses were summed to create a total count of personal exposures; however, due to the
highly skewed nature of these data, these scores were dichotomized for analyses (0 = no personal
exposures, 1 = at least one personal direct/indirect exposure).
Wave 2 Direct Exposure to COVID-19

The extent to which participants had been directly exposed to COVID-19 at Wave 2 was
measured using one item. To assess direct exposure to the COVID-19 disease, participants

indicated which of five descriptions best characterized their experience with COVID-19,
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including not having contracted COVID-19, having contracted COVID-19 with no or mild
symptoms, having been very sick but not hospitalized with COVID-19, having been hospitalized
with COVID-19 but not on a ventilator, and having been on a ventilator because of COVID-19.
Because almost all participants (95.41%) indicated that they had not had COVID-19 at this time,
responses were dichotomized for analyses (0 = no direct exposure, 1 = any form of direct
exposure).
Wave 2 Indirect Exposure to COVID-19

The degree to which participants were indirectly exposed to COVID-19 at Wave 2 was
assessed using two items. Participants indicated how many (1) family members or close friends
and (2) people they knew personally besides family and friends who had contracted COVID-19
on a discrete numerical scale with 11 response options ranging from 0 to 10+. Responses to these
two items were summed to create a total number of people personally known to participants who
contracted COVID-19 at Wave 2.
Waves 1 and 2 Media Exposure to the COVID-19 Pandemic

The amount of media coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic to which participants were
exposed was measured at both Waves 1 and 2. Participants reported the average number of hours
per day (0 to 11+) that they spent in the previous week engaging with each of three sources of
media coverage about the pandemic, including traditional media (i.e., TV, radio, and print news),
online news, and social media (e.g., Facebook, Reddit, and Twitter). Responses were summed to
create the total number of daily hours spent exposed to media coverage about the COVID-19
pandemic across all three media sources at Waves 1 and 2. Scores were capped at 33 to account
for engagement across multiple media sources simultaneously.

Open-Ended Worry
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At Wave 1, participants were provided the opportunity to share their greatest worries
regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. Using a single open-ended question, participants were
asked, “If you are worried about the Coronavirus outbreak, what is causing you the most
concern?” Responses were provided in a text box with no character limit so that participants
could share as much as they wished. Responses to the open-ended worry question were coded to
create several variables that captured (a) the total length of a response (in words), (b) whether
responses contained each of the worries identified through theme extraction, and (c) the total
number of worries mentioned in each response.

Acute Stress Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic

Acute stress responses were assessed at Wave 1 using an adapted version of Acute Stress
Disorder Scale-5 (Bryant, 2016). Respondents used a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1
(not at all) to 5 (a great deal) to indicate the extent to which they experienced each of 10
possible reactions to the COVID-19 pandemic in the past week, including symptoms of
dissociation and intrusive thoughts. Responses were averaged to capture the severity of acute
stress responses and demonstrated good internal consistency (a = 0.86).

Posttraumatic Stress Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic

Posttraumatic stress responses to the COVID-19 pandemic were assessed 5-6 months
after the onset of the pandemic at Wave 2 using the Primary Care — PTSD Screen for DSM-5
(PC-PTSD-5; Prins et al., 2015). The PC-PTSD-5 contains 5 items designed to identify hallmark
symptom clusters of PTSD (i.e., re-experiencing, avoidance, numbing, and hyperarousal) and
trauma-specific guilt and blame. Participants indicated how much in the past week they had
experienced each symptom on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all to 5 = a great deal). Responses were

averaged and showed good reliability (a = 0.83).
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Psychological Distress

General psychological distress was measured at both Waves 1 and 2 using the Brief
Symptom Inventory-18 (BSI-18; Derogatis, 2001). At Wave 1, participants reported the degree
to which they were distressed or bothered by each of 18 symptoms of depression, anxiety, and
somatization in the past week using a 5-point scale (1 = not at all to 5 = extremely). At Wave 2,
respondents completed an abbreviated version of the BSI-18 and indicated the extent to which
they had experienced each of 9 symptoms using the same 5-point scale. Responses were
averaged to create composite scores representing the severity of participants’ general
psychological distress with excellent internal consistency at both Waves 1 (a0 =0.92) and 2 (a0 =
0.89).
Data Analysis
Qualitative Analysis

Participants’ greatest COVID-19-related worries were identified using a grounded theory
approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Four coders independently reviewed a random subset of 450
open-ended responses collected at Wave 1 (150 responses per cohort) to identify and compile a
list of commonly mentioned worries. The coders then reviewed and discussed their individual
lists to jointly create a final list of worries that all coders agreed best captured the most common
COVID-19-related worries mentioned by participants. This final list of worries was then used to
create codebooks for identifying each theme in a given response. Using this codebook, two
independent coders each coded a random selection of 1,000 open-ended responses to indicate
whether each worry was mentioned (1) or not mentioned (0). Each response could contain
multiple worries so coders were instructed to code for the presence of every worry contained in a

response. Interrater reliability was calculated to assess agreement between each set of codes.
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Coders were considered to be in agreement if all codes for each worry matched for a given
response. Coders demonstrated acceptable interrater reliability with 95% agreement (k = 0.81).
Once the coders completed their independent coding, they discussed and resolved all
discrepancies to create one final set of codes for all responses.
Quantitative Analysis

Once the open-ended worry responses were coded for presence or absence of each worry,
four sets of analyses were conducted to assess (1) the prevalence of each worry within the entire
sample, (2) whether the prevalence of each worry differed across the three Wave 1 cohorts, and
(3) whether individual worries were uniquely associated with contemporaneous acute stress
responses and global distress, and (4) whether individual worries prospectively predicted
posttraumatic stress and global distress 5-6 months later. These analyses examined how people
framed the COVID-19 pandemic as a stressor at various timepoints within the acute phase of the
event and the role of these framings in shaping concurrent and subsequent emotional responses.

First, descriptive analyses were conducted to determine the percentage of participants that
expressed each individual worry, both across the entire sample and within each of the three
Wave 1 cohorts. By examining the prevalence of worries by cohort, I aimed to capture the type
of stressor that the COVID-19 pandemic represented for different participants and whether that
event framing evolved as the event unfolded and developed. Next, two multivariate Ordinary
Least Squares (OLS) regression models were conducted to assess whether COVID-19 worries
were differentially associated with acute stress responses and psychological distress, controlling
for cohort, demographics, prior mental health, Wave 1 personal exposure to COVID-19, Wave 1
COVID-19-related media exposure, and total word count from open-ended responses. Finally,

two multivariate OLS regression models were used to analyze whether Wave 1 worries predicted
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Wave 2 posttraumatic stress and general psychological distress five to six months later,
controlling for the same covariates with Wave 2 direct and indirect exposure to COVID-19. All
regression models were Bonferroni-adjusted to account for multiple familywise comparisons.
Results

The sample in this study was restricted to those participants who provided open-ended
responses about their greatest worry related to the COVID-19 pandemic and whose responses
were coded for specific COVID-19-related worries. Thus, the 1,000 participants who indicated
their greatest COVID-19-related worry and were randomly selected for coding were eligible for
inclusion in the present analysis. Only cases with complete data on all variables in our models
were included in these analyses, given the use of listwise deletion for multiple linear regression
models. Therefore, the final sample size was 996 for analyses using only Wave 1 variables and
869 for analyses using variables collected at Waves 1 and 2, due to some attrition over time.

The final sample (N = 996) was 59.24% female, ranged in age from 19 to 92 (M = 51.47,
SD = 16.70) with a racial/ethnic composition of 77.31% White (non-Hispanic), 9.04% Hispanic,
7.33% Black (non-Hispanic), and 6.33% other/2+ races/ethnicities (non-Hispanic). Participants
were drawn roughly evenly across the three Wave 1 cohorts, with 33.43% of participants from
Cohort 1, 33.84% from Cohort 2, and 32.73% from Cohort 3. About half (47.39%) had earned a
bachelor’s degree or higher and 62.55% had an annual income of $50,000 or more. Participants
reported residing primarily in the South (30.12%) and the West (29.02%), with the remainder in
the Midwest (25.10%) and the Northeast (15.76%). Political party affiliation varied but most
participants identified to some degree as a Democrat (46.59%) or Republican (40.16%), with a
minority identifying as neither/independent (13.25%). About 18% of the sample reported a prior

diagnosis of either depression or anxiety, with the remaining 81.83% indicating that they had no
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such prior history. At Wave 1, only 24% of participants reported any direct or indirect exposure
to COVID-19, but by Wave 2, roughly 5% of participants reported having had personally
contracted the virus and 68.08% of participants reported personally knowing at least one person
who had contracted the virus. Participants reported being exposed to an average of 6.46 hours
per day (SD = 6.17) of COVID-19-related media at Wave 1 and 4.24 hours per day (SD = 4.58)
at Wave 2. Participants’ responses contained 19.53 words on average (SD = 29.12) but ranged in
length from 1 to 293 words.
Qualitative Results

Qualitative analysis of a subset of open-ended responses provided by 1,000 participants
who specified their greatest worries related to the COVID-19 pandemic revealed seven themes:
(1) health-related concerns, (2) concern for others, (3) concerns regarding personal finances
and/or macro-level economics, (4) concerns surrounding resource scarcity, (5) fears about social
disarray, (6) worry about the government and media response, and (7) fear about the uncertainty
surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic.
Health-Related Worries

Respondents expressed concerns about their own and others’ health and well-being with
regard to the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants reported feeling fearful of the toll that the
pandemic might take on their and others’ physical and mental health. Specific worries that fell
within this category included but were not limited to worries about being exposed to the virus,
the virus spreading, illness progression if infected, asymptomatic transmission of the virus,
death, and depression. For example, one participant wrote, “I fear that myself & my family could
get sick & even die. I fear that too many people will get sick & die. I’'m fearful for all of us &

terrified this pandemic could devastate our world.”
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Interpersonal Concern

Another worry among participants was about how the COVID-19 pandemic will
adversely impact known and unknown others. Participants expressed concerns for the welfare of
others, including but not limited to family, friends, romantic partners, neighbors, members of
their community, and members of vulnerable or disadvantaged groups (e.g., elderly,
immunocompromised, unhoused, low-income). Two exemplar responses are, “Concerned about
others. I have a friend having surgery on Tuesday. Some family members are still working” and
“My children and grandmother.”
Financial/Economic Worries

A COVID-19-related worry among our sample pertained to individual- and group-level
finances. Respondents voiced concerns about how the COVID-19 pandemic may negatively
impact the financial security and employment status of themselves and their families as well as
the national and global economy and stock market. For example, one respondent wrote, “Long
term economic health of my community and my country. I’m afraid there will be a domino effect
of many workers lose their jobs. Somewhat concerned about retirement investments.”
Fear of Resource Scarcity

Participants in our sample expressed concerns about their ability to access basic
necessities and essential services in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Respondents
referenced the scarcity of essential consumer products, such as food and health-protective
supplies (e.g., face masks, hand sanitizer), and the disruption to the provision of services like
education and healthcare. An example response is, “The lack of needed essentials like food,
medicines, and paper goods at stores.”

Fear of Social Disarray
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Another worry shared by participants was fear about extreme nonnormative behaviors
and reactions of other people in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Respondents conveyed
concerns about societal disarray and chaos stemming from the breakdown of social norms during
this uncertain time. Participants referenced various emotional and behavioral responses, such as
intense panic/fear, hoarding, criminal activity, social unrest, and violation of government-issued
mandates (e.g., curfews, mask mandates, social distancing). Some examples of responses
containing this theme are, “The panic of the public. The hoarding and the fear.” and “Civil unrest
because this situation has really brought out the inequity in our society.”

Worry about the Government and Media Response

Respondents expressed worry about the handling and portrayal of the COVID-19
pandemic by government institutions and media organizations. For example, participants
described concerns about the federal government’s response to and the news media’s coverage of
COVID-19-related updates, with specific fears pertaining to the implementation and
constitutionality of public health policies (e.g., stay-at-home orders, mask mandates), the clarity
and transparency of communication from government officials, and the competence of political
leaders to respond appropriately to the public health crisis. Two responses containing these
worries are, “The control the government has taken, the hype the media is doing causing people
to panic,” and “The media and it’s hyper, overstated reporting. Reporting what may happen vs
what is actually happening. Fueling over buying. Criticizing the President and efforts made to
protect the country. Just can’t believe what is being reported.”

Worry about the Uncertainty of the COVID-19 Pandemic
A final concern conveyed by our sample was worry about the uncertainty and lack of

information surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants reported feeling concerned about
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the unknowns related to virus transmission, risk of infection/illness, long-term health
implications of contracting the virus, the duration of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the potential
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on jobs, education, travel, and the future in general. An
example of such responses included, “The unknown; the uncertainty. Every aspect of daily living
is changing daily, or hourly and it leads to quite a bit of unanswered questions.”
Quantitative Results
Prevalence of COVID-19-Related Worries Across and Within Cohorts

The percentage of the sample that reported each COVID-19-related worry across all
Wave 1 cohorts are presented in Figure 1. Of the seven major worries expressed by participants
in our sample, health-related concerns were the most commonly reported COVID-19-related
worry across all Wave 1 cohorts. About half (47%) of the 1,000 participants whose open-ended
responses were analyzed indicated some worry regarding the physical and mental health
implications of the COVID-19 pandemic, either from contracting the virus itself or from
enduring the stress and restrictions resulting from this public health crisis. About a third of the
Wave 1 sample (33.2%) expressed concerns about others and their welfare during the COVID-19
pandemic, and roughly 18% reported worries related to financial impacts (18.4%) and the
general uncertainty of the situation (18.2%). A minority of participants conveyed the remaining
three worries. About 15.5% of Wave 1 participants reported feeling concerned about social
disarray and disruptive nonnormative behavior as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Roughly
14.9% of respondents worried about basic goods and essential services becoming scarce or
inaccessible and about 12.1% of participants shared experiencing fears about the government

handling and media coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Figure 1
Prevalence of COVID-19-Related Worries Across All Wave 1 Cohorts
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The percentage of each Wave 1 cohort that reported each COVID-19-related worry are
presented in Figure 2. When comparing the prevalence of COVID-19-related worries by Wave 1
cohort, several patterns emerged (see Figure 2). The prevalence of health, interpersonal, and
government/media-related worries increased over time; more participants in Cohorts 2 (health:
49.6%; interpersonal: 35.7%; government/media: 13.3%) and 3 (health: 50.9%; interpersonal:
34.2%; government/media: 12.2%) mentioned these worries than participants in Cohort 1
(health: 41.7%; interpersonal: 29.7%; government/media: 10.8%), suggesting that these concerns
became more salient as the COVID-19 pandemic continued to unfold. In contrast, several
worries were mentioned less frequently by later than earlier cohorts. For example, more
participants in Cohort 1 expressed worries about finances/economics (20.4%), social disarray

(21.6%), and resource scarcity (19.2%) than did participants in Cohorts 2 (economics: 16.8%;
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disarray: 13.6%; scarcity: 14.2%) and 3 (economics: 18.0%; disarray: 11.3%; scarcity: 11.3%)),
indicating that these concerns were highest at the onset of this public health crisis but became
less salient as the pandemic progressed. The pattern for the mention of the remaining worry,
concerning the uncertainty surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic, differed in that it fluctuated
from cohort to cohort. The percentage of participants in Cohort 2 who shared concerns about
uncertainty (16.8%) was lower than the percentage of Cohort 1 participants who expressed this
worry (18.3%); however, the prevalence of this worry increased from Cohort 2 to 3, with

participants in Cohort 3 (19.5%) indicating greater worry about uncertainty than participants in

both Cohorts 1 and 2.

Figure 2

Prevalence of COVID-19-Related Worries by Wave 1 Cohort
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COVID-19-Related Worries and Concurrent Mental Health Outcomes
Results from the multivariate OLS regression models predicting COVID-19-related acute

stress responses and psychological distress at Wave 1 are presented in Table 1. Two of the seven
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COVID-19-related worries shared by participants were found to be significantly associated with
concurrent mental health outcomes when entered simultaneously into the models. Describing
health-related concerns as one’s greatest worry pertaining to the COVID-19 pandemic was
related to greater COVID-19-related acute stress (B = .11, p =.002) and greater global
psychological distress (B = .11, p =.001). Mention of financial/economic worries related to the
COVID-19 pandemic was also significantly associated with greater global psychological distress
(B =.08, p=.010) but not acute stress (p >.0125). All other COVID-19-related worries were not
statistically significant predictors of event-specific acute stress or psychological distress above
and beyond cohort, demographics, prior mental health history, personal and media-based

exposures, and total word count (ps > .0125).
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Table 1

Predictors of Wave 1 COVID-19-Related Acute Stress and Psychological Distress (N = 996)

COVID-19-Related Acute Stress

Psychological Distress

Predictor Variable b (95% CI) B b (95% CI) B
Cohort

Cohort 2 (3/29-4/7) 0.01 (-0.08, 0.11) 0.01 0.01 (-0.06, 0.07) 0.00

Cohort 3 (4/8-4/18) 0.10 (-0.01, 0.19) 0.07 0.06 (-0.00, 0.13) 0.06
Age -0.01 (-0.01, -0.01) -0.18** -0.00 (-0.01, -0.00) -0.11%**
Gender (Female) 0.20 (0.12, 0.29) 0.15%* 0.11 (0.05, 0.17) 0.11%*
Race/ethnicity

Black, non-Hispanic -0.08 (-0.24, 0.08) -0.03 -0.16 (-0.28, -0.04) -0.08*

Hispanic 0.20 (0.05, 0.34) 0.08* 0.14 (0.04, 0.24) 0.08%*

Other, non-Hispanic -0.13 (-0.29, 0.03) -0.05 -0.08 (-0.20, 0.03) -0.04
Education

High school -0.16 (-0.42, 0.09) -0.08 0.12 (-0.06, 0.30) 0.08

Some college -0.09 (-0.33, 0.15) -0.07 0.13 (-0.04, 0.31) 0.13

Bachelor’s or more -0.09 (-0.33, 0.15) -0.07 0.12 (-0.05, 0.29) 0.12
Income 0.01 (-0.02, 0.03) 0.02 -0.01 (-0.02, 0.01) -0.02
Region

Midwest 0.01 (-0.11, 0.13) 0.01 -0.01 (-0.09, 0.08) -0.00

South -0.08 (-0.20, 0.04) -0.06 -0.03 (-0.11, 0.06) -0.02

West 0.03 (-0.09, 0.15) 0.02 0.02 (-0.07, 0.11) 0.02
Political affiliation -0.04 (-0.06, -0.02) -0.12%%* -0.03 (-0.04, -0.02) -0.12%*
Prior mental health 0.24 (0.14, 0.34) 0.13%* 0.28 (0.20, 0.35) 0.22%%*
W1 personal exposure 0.12 (0.03, 0.22) 0.08* 0.14 (0.07,0.21) 0.12%%*
W1 media exposure 0.02 (0.01, 0.03) 0.18%* 0.01 (0.01, 0.02) 0.16%*
Total word count -0.00 (-0.00, 0.00) -0.00 0.00 (-0.00, 0.00) 0.00
Health 0.15 (0.05, 0.24) 0.11%* 0.11 (0.04, 0.18) 0.11%
Interpersonal 0.04 (-0.05, 0.14) 0.03 0.01 (-0.06, 0.08) 0.01
Economics 0.08 (-0.03, 0.18) 0.04 0.10 (0.02, 0.18) 0.08%*
Scarcity 0.05 (-0.06, 0.16) 0.03 0.08 (-0.00, 0.16) 0.06
Disarray 0.07 (-0.05, 0.18) 0.04 0.05 (-0.03, 0.13) 0.04
Government/media 0.05 (-0.08, 0.18) 0.02 0.01 (-0.08, 0.10) 0.01
Uncertainty 0.11 (0.01, 0.22) 0.06 0.05 (-0.03, 0.12) 0.04
Constant 1.97 (1.64, 2.30) 0.34 (0.10, 0.58)

Model statistics

F(26, 969) = 10.67***
R2=0.22

F(26,969) = 11.25%**

R’=.23

Note: Table presents both standardized (B) and unstandardized (b) regression coefficients. Mental health
was coded as follows: 0 = no anxiety or depression diagnoses, 1 = at least one diagnosis for either anxiety
or depression. The reference groups for cohort, gender, race/ethnicity, education, and region were Cohort
1 (3/18-3/28), males, White/non-Hispanic, “less than high school,” and Northeast, respectively. Political
affiliation was coded such that lower scores reflect a stronger affiliation with the Democratic party.
Bonferroni-adjusted significance threshold is .0125. *p <.0125; **p <.001
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COVID-19-Related Worries and Prospective Mental Health Outcomes

Table 2 presents results from multivariate OLS regression analyses examining predictors
of COVID-19-related posttraumatic stress responses and global psychological distress at Wave 2.
Adjusting for cohort, demographics (age, gender, race/ethnicity, education, income, geographic
region, political affiliation), current direct, indirect, and media-based exposures, and total
response length, only one COVID-19-related worry expressed at Wave 1 was significantly
associated with mental health responses at Wave 2. Expressing worry about the scarcity of basic
goods and services in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic was related to greater global
psychological distress five to six months later (B = .11, p <.001), but not COVID-19-related
posttraumatic stress (p > .0125). All remaining COVID-19-related worries were not significantly
associated with Wave 2 general and event-specific mental health outcomes, controlling for the

covariates and other COVID-19-related worries.
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Table 2

Predictors of Wave 2 COVID-19-Related Posttraumatic Stress (N = 868) and Psychological

Distress (N = 869)

COVID-19-Related Posttraumatic Stress

Psychological Distress

Predictor Variable b (95% CI) B b (95% CI) B
Cohort

Cohort 2 (3/29-4/7) 0.05 (-0.06, 0.17) 0.03 0.02 (-0.07, 0.12) 0.02

Cohort 3 (4/8-4/18) 0.18 (0.06, 0.30) 0.11%* 0.10 (-0.00, 0.20) 0.07
Age -0.00 (-0.01, -0.00) -0.07 -0.00 (-0.01, -0.00) -0.09*
Gender (Female) 0.18 (0.08, 0.28) 0.11%* 0.11 (0.02, 0.19) 0.08
Race/ethnicity

Black, non-Hispanic -0.19 (-0.40, 0.03) -0.06 -0.26 (-0.44, -0.08) -0.09*

Hispanic 0.15 (-0.03, 0.34) 0.05 0.02 (-0.13, 0.17) 0.01

Other, non-Hispanic 0.19 (-0.02, 0.39) 0.06 -0.07 (-0.25, 0.10) -0.03
Education

High school -0.14 (-0.46, 0.18) -0.06 -0.14 (-0.41, 0.13) -0.07

Some college -0.09 (-0.40, 0.21) -0.06 -0.14 (-0.39, 0.12) -0.10

Bachelor’s or more -0.10 (-0.40, 0.21) -0.06 -0.12 (-0.37,0.13) -0.09
Income -0.00 (-0.03, 0.03) -0.00 -0.02 (-0.05, 0.00) -0.06
Region

Midwest 0.01 (-0.14, 0.17) 0.01 -0.13 (-0.26, -0.00) -0.08

South 0.01 (-0.14, 0.16) 0.00 -0.09 (-0.22, 0.03) -0.06

West 0.01 (-0.13, 0.16) 0.01 -0.01 (-0.14, 0.11) -0.01
Political affiliation -0.07 (-0.09, -0.04) -0.17** -0.04 (-0.06, -0.02) -0.13%*
Prior mental health 0.26 (0.14, 0.39) 0.13%* 0.38 (0.27, 0.49) 0.22%%*
W2 direct exposure -0.04 (-0.27, 0.19) -0.01 0.16 (-0.04, 0.35) 0.05
W2 indirect exposure 0.01 (-0.01, 0.02) 0.04 0.01 (-0.00, 0.02) 0.04
W2 media exposure 0.05 (0.04, 0.06) 0.28%* 0.04 (0.03, 0.05) 0.26%*
Total word count 0.00 (-0.00, 0.00) 0.03 0.00 (-0.00, 0.00) 0.04
Health 0.09 (-0.03, 0.20) 0.06 0.06 (-0.04, 0.16) 0.05
Interpersonal 0.03 (-0.09, 0.15) 0.02 -0.02 (-0.12, 0.08) -0.01
Economics 0.07 (-0.06, 0.20) 0.03 0.09 (-0.02, 0.20) 0.05
Scarcity 0.14 (0.00, 0.28) 0.06 0.21 (0.09, 0.32) 0.11%*
Disarray 0.10 (-0.04, 0.24) 0.04 0.04 (-0.07, 0.16) 0.02
Government/media -0.01 (-0.18, 0.15) -0.01 -0.03 (-0.17, 0.10) -0.02
Uncertainty 0.03 (-0.10, 0.16) 0.01 -0.01 (-0.12, 0.10) -0.00
Constant 1.67 (1.25,2.10) 0.85(0.50, 1.20)

Model statistics

F(27, 840) = 9,27+
R*=0.23

F(27, 841) = 10.33%**
R’ =25

Note: Table presents both standardized (B) and unstandardized (b) regression coefficients. Mental health
was coded as follows: 0 = no anxiety or depression diagnoses, 1 = at least one diagnosis for either anxiety
or depression. The reference groups for cohort, gender, race/ethnicity, education, and region were Cohort
1 (3/18-3/28), males, White/non-Hispanic, “less than high school,” and Northeast, respectively. Political
affiliation was coded such that lower scores reflect a stronger affiliation with the Democratic party.
Bonferroni-adjusted significance threshold is .0125.%p < .0125; **p <.001
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Discussion

Findings from this study revealed that the COVID-19 pandemic was framed as many
different types of stressors. As expected for a public health crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic was
framed primarily as a health stressor; however, this event also induced worry about a variety of
other topics unrelated to physical or mental health. Respondents in this sample expressed
concerns about the welfare of others, individual- and macro-level financial fallout, restrictions in
obtaining essential goods and services, societal chaos and disarray, the government and media
response, and the overall uncertainty of the situation. Thus, as predicted, participants’ greatest
worries about the COVID-19 pandemic reflected a range of concerns beyond its health
implications, suggesting that people were indeed framing this event in terms of its secondary
stressors in addition to its primary event-related consequences. This finding is consistent with
prior work on individual variability in appraisals of potentially stressful events (Power & Hill,
2010), demonstrating further evidence that individuals differ in their evaluations of what the
most threatening aspect of a situation is and suggesting that secondary stressors may be useful to
consider when examining how people frame collective stressful and traumatic events.

Results from the present study also revealed that the prevalence of individual worry
framings shifted as the COVID-19 pandemic evolved, aligning with event developments; health-
and interpersonal-related concerns increased along with case and death counts, whereas fears
about economic collapse, social disarray, and resource scarcity declined as financial markets
stabilized, chaos failed to materialize, and basic goods became more widely available again.
These fluctuations in the prevalence of COVID-19-related worries across the three Wave 1

cohorts suggest that framings of the pandemic were dynamic, shifting to reflect evaluations of
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the most salient threats pertaining to the event at the time of survey completion, consistent with
appraisal theories (Moors et al., 2013).

The current study found partial support for the cross-sectional and longitudinal links
between framings of a collective traumatic event and general and event-specific distress. Several
of the worry framings identified in the present work significantly predicted acute stress and
posttraumatic stress responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and global psychological distress six
months later. Individuals who framed the COVID-19 pandemic as a health stressor reported
greater concurrent COVID-19-related acute stress and global psychological distress, and
individuals who framed the pandemic as a financial stressor reported feeling more globally
distressed at Wave 1. This finding replicates patterns found in prior work linking health anxiety
(Deimling et al., 2017; Sunderland et al., 2013) and financial stress (Sturgeon et al., 2016) to
psychological distress and well-being. In addition, framing the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of
worries about resource scarcity at Wave 1 predicted greater global psychological distress 5-6
months later, similar to related work on resource shortage-related worries and COVID-19-related
anxiety (David et al., 2021).

This study contributes to an emerging body of work shedding light on the mental health
implications of worries in the context of collective trauma and offers a new conceptualization of
worries as framings that can reveal what people perceive to be the most threatening aspect of a
negative life event. Event-specific worry about ongoing crises has been linked to heightened
depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic stress symptoms (e.g., Liu et al., 2020), and worries about
reexperiencing the similar type of collective traumatic event in the future are similarly associated
with maladaptive posttraumatic responding (e.g., Thompson et al., 2019). While these studies

have established the link between intensity of overall event-related worry and posttraumatic
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mental health outcomes, no work has yet explored the predictive value of specific event-related
worries and how worries pertaining to unique aspects of the event may differentially predict
emotional responses in its aftermath. The COVID-19 pandemic provided a unique opportunity to
explore worries as event framings because it was (and continues to be) an all-encompassing,
chronic collective traumatic event that impacted nearly every aspect of life during the early days
of the pandemic, thereby representing numerous different types of stressors within the context of
a public health crisis that could shift as the event unfolded. Although collective traumatic events
of the magnitude and scale of the COVID-19 pandemic are rare, insights gained from studying
framings of and emotional responses to this unique event can contribute to our understanding of
coping and adjustment processes for chronic traumas that evolve over time. Given that
individuals with a history of chronic trauma exposure have been found to experience more severe
(Cloitre et al., 2013) and enduring posttraumatic maladjustment (Simon, 1999), expanding our
knowledge about factors that exacerbate maladaptive emotional responding following chronic
collective trauma may be particularly significant to buffer distress and bolster mental health in
this highly impactful context.

While these findings provide some support for the cross-sectional and longitudinal links
between collective traumatic event framing and posttraumatic emotional responses, we
acknowledge several limitations. Only three of the seven COVID-19-related worries (health,
economics, scarcity) were significantly associated with general and event-specific distress at
Waves 1 and 2, with no statistically significant relationships with mental health outcomes
detected for the remaining four worries (interpersonal, disarray, government/media, uncertainty)
at either time point. One possible explanation for some or all of these null effects is

multicollinearity; it is plausible that some or all of the COVID-19-related worries are highly
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interrelated and, thus, explain much of the same shared variance of the outcome variables. A
post-hoc examination of the tetrachoric correlations between all seven COVID-19-related
worries reveals that several of the worries are indeed highly correlated (see Appendix). Given the
interrelatedness of the COVID-19-related worry variables, it is likely that few worries explained
enough unique variance to be detected as significant predictors, resulting in null findings. To
avoid this statistical problem in future research, researchers should consider using clustering
techniques to group worries that co-occur. That way, worries that explain much shared variance
can be combined into worry “profiles” to better capture the multifaceted nature of collective
traumatic event framings and explain more unique variance of posttraumatic mental health
outcomes. This technique has been proposed as one possible solution to multicollinearity in
regression models (Curtis & Ghosh, 2011) and may benefit future researchers seeking to
disentangle the unique predictive validity of various event-related worries.

We also note that the ordering of the questionnaire items on the survey may have
influenced participants’ responses to the open-ended worry question. Prior to providing written
responses to the question about their greatest COVID-19-related concerns, participants
completed a series of closed-ended items asking how often in the past week they had
experienced fear or worry pertaining to several specific aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic,
such as ability to access basic necessities, economic fallout, and civil unrest. Research has
demonstrated that the order in which items are presented can shape people’s responses (Strack et
al., 1988) so it is possible that the specific COVID-19-related worries described in those
questions may have been more salient and accessible and, thus, more likely to be reported when
responding to the subsequent open-ended item about greatest COVID-19-related concerns

(Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2005). As a result, the ordering of the questionnaire items may
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have inadvertently constrained the event-specific worries that were generated. Given that the
COVID-19-related worries that were expressed in the sample did relate to posttraumatic mental
health outcomes, we suspect that item-order effects did not unduly impact responding in the
current study; nevertheless, future research should be mindful of potential item-order effects
when designing surveys to examine naturalistic stressor framings of collective traumatic events.
It should also be acknowledged that participants’ framings of the COVID-19 pandemic as
a stressor were only assessed at one timepoint and that shifts in the prevalence in unique event
framings over time reflected between-subjects, rather than within-subjects, changes. This design
allowed us to draw conclusions about how people as a group were framing the COVID-19
pandemic as a stressor at various times; however, it precluded inferences about how a specific
individual’s event framings evolved from one time to the next. Given how rapidly the COVID-
19 pandemic developed in its early days and theories suggesting that appraisals would change to
reflect the evolving environment (Moors et al., 2013), there is reason to believe that individuals’
framings of the event changed substantially during that same collection interval as well.
Furthermore, major COVID-19-related worries were identified by reviewing a random sample of
responses drawn from participants across all three cohorts, rather than examining subsets of
responses by cohort to generate cohort-specific codebooks. Thus, it is possible that this method
of creating one codebook of event-specific worries across all cohorts may have obscured event
framings that were unique to individual cohorts and the time periods they reflected. Given the
similar prevalence rates of COVID-19-related worries across cohorts, it appears unlikely that this
strategy posed major challenges to the aims or conclusions of this study; however, researchers
seeking to understand unique framings at various timepoints may consider examining responses

within, rather than across, data collection periods to characterize predominant event framings at
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discrete timepoints. To address these issues, future research should utilize within-subjects
designs to assess changes in collective traumatic event framing over time at the individual level
and a cohort-specific analytic approach for between-subjects designs to examine population-level
changes in framing across waves of data collection.

Another potential avenue for future research is to explore perceived future threats of
scarcity in the context of collective traumatic event framing and adjustment. In this study, we
found that worries about resource scarcity in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic
predicted prospective global psychological distress five to six months later. While we advise
caution in interpreting this result given scarcity’s nonsignificant relationships with event-specific
distress and inconsistent relationships with general distress across different timepoints, we
believe that fears of future scarcity warrant further empirical inquiry given the relevance of
resource availability appraisals for coping with trauma. According to the stress appraisal model
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), the extent to which people experience stress in a given situation is
partially determined by their belief that they have the necessary resources to cope effectively
with a perceived challenge or threat. Most stress appraisal research has focused on evaluations of
current availability of resources in the form of coping strategies and social support (e.g.,
Folkman et al., 1986; Gunthert et al., 1999), but anticipating a potential future lack of material
resources may similarly exacerbate stress responses, especially in the context of events like
ongoing public health crises that require tangible resources for effective self-protection (Wirtz et
al., 2007). Our finding that worrying about resource scarcity predicted subsequent general
distress provides initial evidence for this conclusion that should be further explored in future

research on framing of and emotional responses to collective traumatic events.
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Finally, these results have important implications for government and public health
officials during collective trauma. Official event-related communications can be tailored to
address the aspects of the event that the public finds the most distressing; by providing
information and guidance pertaining to these concerns, officials can attempt to fill the
information vacuum that often contributes to uncertainty and distress in the trauma context (e.g.,
Lachlan et al., 2009). Gearing crisis-related messaging specifically toward those most central
worries is likely to be a potent strategy for reducing ambiguity and anxiety, restoring perceptions
of control, and protecting the mental health of the public in the wake of collective trauma (Heath
& Gay, 1997). With directed messaging, crisis management officials can provide the public with

the most pertinent information to better manage the stress of collective trauma.
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Appendix A

Post-Hoc Tetrachoric Correlations for COVID-19-Related Worries (N = 1,000)

1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Health —
2. Interpersonal JJ2HEH —
3. Economics -33HEE - 14% —
4. Scarcity .04 -.12% .09 —
5. Disarray - 45%Hk 30k _ 14 12 —
6. Government/media - 38HEH - FTEEE 06 -.09 .10 —
7. Uncertainty S 23xEEk - pgFEE 1] -.02 -22%*% - 14

*p <.05; *¥*¥p <.01; ***p <.001.
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CHAPTER 5:

Epilogue
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Epilogue

For decades, social psychological research has demonstrated the importance of construal
in shaping people’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Ross et al., 2010). The centrality of
subjective meaning is evidenced in seminal works spanning the field, from attitude formation
(Bem, 1972) to attribution and attraction (Dutton & Aron, 1974), but most prominently in
appraisal theories of emotion, which argue that personally relevant evaluations of situations are
inextricable components in the emotion process (Frijda, 1993; Moors et al., 2013). Although the
relationship between subjective perceptions and emotional responses is well documented in the
social psychological literature, research on collective trauma has largely overlooked the role of
event construal in posttraumatic mental health responding in favor of objective characteristics of
the event itself and individuals experiencing them. This dissertation contributes to the collective
trauma literature by adopting a social psychological framework and diverse text analytic methods
to explicate how people subjectively frame collective traumatic events and how collective
traumatic event framings relate to psychological adjustment following collective trauma.

Chapter 2 explored the link between partisan framings of and acute stress responses to a
U.S. political event — the 2018 Judge Brett Kavanaugh-Dr. Christine Blasey Ford Senate
Judiciary hearings. Using unsupervised topic modeling to analyze responses from a national
sample days after the hearings, results showed that partisans endorsed divergent, identity-
consistent framings of the same event and that Republican and individuals who endorsed
Republican framings of the event reported lower hearing-related acute stress. This study
demonstrated the value of a novel text analytic approach for identifying naturalistic event
framings and provided initial, cross-sectional support for the framing-emotion link in the context

of a collective stressful event.
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Building on the results from Chapter 2, Chapter 3 assessed the longitudinal relationship
between event framings and psychological responses around the anniversaries of a mass violence
event, the 2013 Boston Marathon bombings (BMB). Using traditional grounded theory
techniques to analyze responses from a subsample of American adults at the one-year
anniversary, nine unique framings of the Boston Marathon bombings were identified, of which
two framings predicted general and event-specific mental health responses one year later.
Individuals who focused on the marathon continuing reported lower event-related posttraumatic
stress, whereas individuals who framed the marathon in terms of the perceived failings of legal
authorities experienced greater BMB-related posttraumatic stress and heightened worry about
future violence and terrorism. This study documented evidence for the longitudinal link between
event framing and posttraumatic mental health responses, demonstrating the relevance of event
framings at meaningful milestones beyond the acute period and utility of another text analytic
approach for identifying framings.

Chapter 4 bridged Chapters 2 and 3 by testing the framing-emotion relationship both
cross-sectionally and longitudinally in the context of a chronic, ongoing public health crisis: the
COVID-19 pandemic. Following a national sample of U.S. adults from the early days of the
pandemic over time, analyses revealed that the COVID-19 pandemic was framed as multiple
distinct stressors, with worries ranging from the physical and mental health toll for oneself and
others to resource scarcity, economic upheaval, and societal chaos. Framing the event as a health
stressor was associated with greater general and event-specific distress in the short-term, while
economic and scarcity framings were related to heightened concurrent and subsequent general

distress, respectively. Findings from this study replicated patterns from Chapters 2 and 3 in a
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different context using a novel stressor framing approach to identify the diversity of threats
perceived pertaining to an all-encompassing collective traumatic event.

Findings across three studies and three distinct collective stressful and traumatic events
demonstrated cross-sectional and longitudinal evidence that unique framings of the event were
associated with general and event-related emotional responding. These studies add to a growing
body of research documenting the importance of considering subjective event perceptions in
adjustment to major life events (De Vries et al., 2021; Haehner et al., 2021) and support the
notion that the subjective meaning that people ascribe to events meaningfully shapes their
emotional responses to them, consistent with both appraisal theories of emotion (Moors et al.,
2013; Roseman et al., 1996) and the stress appraisal model (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Beyond
providing consistent evidence, this work also extends these theoretical perspectives by using a
broader subjectivist approach to explore framings of collective traumatic events. Appraisal
theorists have argued that current assessments of appraisals, which are largely comprised of
closed-ended items, capture an incomplete representation of naturalistic event perceptions and
that using mixed-methods designs to analyze language may be a fruitful avenue for more fully
explicating emotional processes (Ellsworth, 2013). By using traditional and automated text
analytic tools to examine broad framings of impactful large-scale events, this mixed-methods
work has contributed to emerging empirical efforts to map more comprehensive appraisals onto
emotional responses.

Furthermore, this text-based approach to studying event framings is particularly
generative and offers a promising method for advancing research on collective trauma by
identifying underexplored topics of inquiry. By collecting open-ended data and using bottom-up

analytic techniques, researchers can capture richer, more nuanced perceptions of collective

110



traumas that may uncover novel, previously undiscovered topics for future study. For example,
in Chapter 4, worry about material resource scarcity was the one event framing in the early days
of the COVID-19 pandemic that predicted distress six months later. While more work is needed
to replicate and assess the validity of this finding, it suggests that concerns about tangible
resource security may be associated with longer-term distress in the aftermath of collective
trauma. Given related research showing that scarcity can shift attention in ways that promote
counterproductive behaviors (e.g., Shah et al., 2012), it may be important to investigate whether
scarcity worries may relate to more maladaptive coping with collective trauma. This example
illustrates how using data-driven, mixed-methods approaches to study collective traumatic event
framings can offer more opportunities to identify novel avenues for future research.
Limitations and Future Directions

Although this dissertation provides rich information about American adults’ framings of
various collective traumatic events, these studies only collected data on event perceptions at a
single timepoint for each participant. This method allowed for the characterization of group- or
population-level event framing, but it did not enable fine-grained analysis of intraindividual
changes in event framing over time. Appraisal and emotion processes are theorized to be
dynamic and to evolve to mirror changes in the environment (Moors et al., 2013) so shifts in
event framings may indicate changes in coping and posttraumatic adjustment. Using within-
subjects designs would provide opportunities to track individual-level changes in both event
framings and posttraumatic emotional responses and test a host of theoretical questions as a
result. For example, within-subjects research could examine whether shifts in event framing
precede changes in emotions, whether emotion shifts precede framing changes, or whether these

changes occur in tandem. Furthermore, research could explore the timing of framing change to
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test whether evolution in event perceptions occurs shortly after the event or gradually over time
and whether the timing of framing change differs depending on the duration of the collective
traumatic event (acute/discrete versus chronic). Some evidence has found that event perceptions
are more stable than previously thought, suggesting that within-subjects research on event
framing is unlikely to reveal much variation (Haehner et al., 2021). However, that work was
conducted using past discrete, not chronic ongoing, events, leaving the issue of the stability or
changeability of event perceptions for different types of events as an open question.
Nevertheless, future research on event framing should utilize within-subjects designs to address
these and other theoretical questions.

Another limitation of this work is that the characteristics of participants who choose to
provide responses to open-ended questions tend to differ from those of the entire representative
national sample. As evidenced in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, respondents who share written responses
in these studies were typically older, disproportionately White, and more educated than the full
sample. This pattern of results is consistent with those found in prior work on predictors of
expressing written reactions in the aftermath of collective trauma (Adler & Poulin, 2009; Seery
et al., 2008), suggesting that the lack of representativeness of the samples for this work may be a
persistent methodological issue. Limited age, racial/ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity in this
research not only threatens to undermine the validity and generalizability of its conclusions;
given that people who are younger, belong to ethnic minority groups, and are from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds tend to experience worse psychological outcomes following
collective trauma (e.g., Brewin et al., 2000; Diaz et al., 2021; Perilla et al., 2002), their limited
inclusion may also reinforce posttraumatic mental health disparities by failing to capture

information about their experiences that could support intervention efforts to promote better
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psychological outcomes among these vulnerable populations. To address this limitation and
produce generalizable and equitable research, it is vital that future work on event framing
designs studies to specifically target samples that are diverse in age, race/ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, and other relevant demographics.

Lastly, an exciting future direction for this work is to explore the predictors of event
framings and factors that may play a role in shaping them. This dissertation demonstrated
evidence for the link between event framing and emotional responses in the context of collective
trauma in three studies; now that it has been established that event framing does have meaningful
implications for mental health, an important next step in this work is to deepen our understanding
of various sociodemographic characteristics, lived experiences, and/or beliefs that can relate to or
influence the way people perceive these consequential events. Appraisal theories have long
contended that individual differences can explain different evaluations of and emotional
reactions to the same situation (Moors et al., 2013) and, indeed, the findings in Chapter 2 suggest
that political identities and perhaps social identities more broadly may be one such individual
difference. The news media is another factor that has been discussed in this dissertation that
could shape event framings. Political science and communications scholars argue that media
organizations shape how their viewers frame the events they cover (e.g., Iyengar & Kinder,
1987) but limited experimental work has documented this effect and, to our knowledge, no
research has yet to link the influence of the news media on individuals’ event framing to
psychological adjustment following collective trauma. Social identity and the news media
represent two of the many possible factors that play an important role in shaping framings of

collective traumatic events to be explored in future research.
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The overarching goal of this dissertation was to expand what is known about coping with
stress and trauma by examining the understudied role of subjective event perceptions in
posttraumatic mental health outcomes. By leveraging social psychological perspectives, this
work underscored how clinically relevant psychological outcomes in the wake of collective
trauma can be better understood by considering the subjective meaning that those impacted
ascribed to the events. The effect sizes of these findings were relatively small but, given the scale
of these events, even modest predictors of psychological responding can have significant
implications for global mental health (Funder & Ozer, 2019). As local, national, and
international communities continue to be adversely impacted by natural and manmade disasters,
research must continue to investigate psychological processes that can influence coping and

well-being to better protect the mental health of our communities.
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