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In this paper, the Spiral of Silence theory (SOS) in the study of mass communications is ap-
plied to examine the trends and mechanisms of public opinion in Social Media (SM), using
the popular topic of the COVID-19 pandemic. The study includes a secondary analysis of
the data on pandemic information consumption obtained through four mass surveys con-
ducted in Armenia. In the period from July 1 to August 30, 2020, we also surveyed Armenian
Facebook users by means of Google forms during the highest outbreak of the pandemic in
Armenia. In particular, the study demonstrates that although the majority of people are well
informed about both public conduct requirements and the sanctions for misconduct during
the pandemic, they do not follow the rules but hide their real opinion, preferring to openly
agree with the official position while silently breaking the rules (that is, they keep their si-
lence). We have found a correlation between the opinion environment of “friends” and other
Facebook users, and a willingness to express their own opinion. Due to the predominance of
the self-presentation mode as a communication strategy on Facebook, there is a trend among
Armenian users not to risk their reputation, and avoid possible critics by keeping silence, if
the discussion goes against their opinion. The findings of the study might be helpful both for
the further development of communication theories and its application to the conditions of
new pandemic reality, and for a better understanding of communicative behavior mecha-
nisms in SM.
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The Spiral of Silence Logic in Social Media

Social media (SM) is defined as “Internet-based, disentrained, and persistent channels of
mass personal communication facilitating perceptions of interactions among users, de-
riving value primarily from user-generated content” (Carr, Hayes, 2015). SM is developed
on the platform of Internet social network sites (SNS), and tends to gradually replace tra-
ditional mass media (de Zaniga et al., 2012). As a mass communication medium, SM has
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a number of characteristics, including: (1) a programmability as the capacity of a central
agency to manipulate content in order to define the audience’s watching experience as a
continuous flow; (2) popularity (agenda-setting) as an ability to push certain topics to
the fore, making it measurable and quantified; (3) connectivity as a function connecting
the content, users activities, and advertisers, and (4) datafication as a function rendering
many aspects of the world that have never before been quantified into data (van Dijck,
Poell, 2013).

Due to its advantages over traditional media and constant technological innovation,
SM not only reflects but also shapes and directs (redirects) public discourse, actively
affecting social and political processes (Comninos, 2011). The information exchange
through SM is quick, allowing to overcome any physical distance, bridging geographi-
cal, political, and economic periphery with the center, “flattening” public perceptions by
increasing similarities and decreasing varieties (Friedman, 2006), and synchronizing the
actions of communication participants (Metzger, Tucker, 2017; Zayani, 2016). Through
the virtualization of communication between different population strata, economic dif-
ferences of SM users get eliminated in favor of popular discourse (Breuer, 2012). The
illusion of equality caused by virtual communication on SM makes it symbolically and
functionally attractive to the audience. Thanks to virtual technologies, information from
a mobile phone (for example, a video filmed by a witness of an accident) uploaded direct-
ly to SNS might serve as an alternative news channel, and then appear on TV. Thus, SM
has the effect of multiplying information (Brouwer, Bartels, 2014). One of the key factors
that affect the shaping of public opinion representation on SNS is the news consumption
culture (Ohlsson et al., 2017).

In order to understand whether public opinion representation on SNS is affected by
the same (similar) mechanisms as those used by traditional mass media, we apply the
Spiral of Silence theory (SOS) as developed by Elizabeth Noelle-Neumann (Simpson,
1996). According to the SOS theory, the guiding mechanism preventing expressing one’s
opinion publicly is the fear of being isolated; if people consider their opinion to be domi-
nant or likely to become such, they tend to express it publicly. If they decide that opinion
is on the minority side or is likely to become such, they tend to show conformity and
choose to remain silent (Liu, Fahmy, 2011). Led by the “fear of isolation’, individuals are
less likely to express their own viewpoint when they believe their opinions and ideas are
in the minority. As a consequence, they tend to be misled about the real situation with
public opinion. According to the SOS, a desire to avoid negative social sanctions tends to
leave the person socially ostracized (Neuwirth et al., 2007).

The everyday monitoring of the so-called “public opinion climate” (Lee, Yan, 2020) is
shaped through both direct and indirect channels. Direct channels include face-to-face
discussions like communication during public events such as protests and other mass ac-
tions. The main indirect channel is the media which presents opinion poll results, polls
conducted on the streets, general sentiment of news, etc. (Kim, 2017). The media sets
and structures issues, thus shaping the agenda. They also assure an individual’s selective
perception and protect them from cognitive dissonance. Thus, stereotypes play a signifi-
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cant role in this process, triggering conformity, and making the discussed topic clearer
(Shanahan et al., 2004).

The rise of SM platforms brought new challenges for SOS researchers. The research
methodology for applying the theory to social media is varied, and the results are mixed.
One of the first studies to address the topic revealed that the SOS continues spinning on
Facebook, as the users’ network on this platform is based mainly on their offline connec-
tions. Self-censorship also has a negative influence on the user’s decision to leave a public
comment on a specific topic (Gearhart, Zhang, 2014).

A positive correlation between the perceived opinion climate and the willingness to
express a viewpoint has been revealed through meta-analyses; moreover, compared to
traditional media, the spiraling process on digital platforms does not decrease (Matthes
et al,, 2018). There are some variations of the SOS effects on SM that are determined by
common stereotypes about expressing a personal opinion in public (including cultural,
religious, and gender determinants), as well as by the different level of freedom of speech
and the Internet in the societies in comparison (Druzin, Gordon, 2018; Steen-Johnsen,
Enjolras, 2016).

Chaudhry and Gruzd conclude that on Facebook, a predominantly non-anonymous
and moderated platform, the vocal minorities are comfortable with expressing unpopular
views, e.g., racist viewpoints, the fact that throws the SOS theory into question (2020).
We would oppose this argument because the open expression of racist viewpoints in
SM is unfortunately not a minority’s behavioral model, but rather a trend if viewed in
the context of wide-spread hate speech on the Internet (Alkiviadou, 2019; Guiora, Park,
2017). Some scholars have demonstrated that political discourse in SM is mainly irra-
tional, emotional, and aggressive (Malaspina, 2014). In particular, Twitter publications
expressing the majority’s opinion have a higher level of emotionality than those of the
minority (Luo et al., 2016).

Nuebaum and Kramer assume that various contextual factors such as audience famil-
iarity, the communication channel, or the effect of negative sanctions on an individual’s
expectations if they represent the minority’s view also determine an individual’s fear of
isolation (2016). Other studies point at opinion congruency as another factor affecting
the willingness to express opinions via social media (Hampton et al., 2014).

People avoid speaking out when they notice that their opinion differs from the one
prevalent among their online network or from the general public, and tend to search for
information confirming their beliefs (Schulz, Roessler, 2012). Based on the users” online
behavior, the SM algorithmic logic also plays a similar role in news consumption (Roy et
al., 2017). When a user starts seeing homogenous content which usually interprets issues
from one point of view, the algorithmic logic causes the risk of public opinion polariza-
tion. As a result, a diversity of opinions creates an isolated homogenous environment
instead of stimulating discussions between opposite poles (Wilhelm, 2000).

Such homogenous environments (echo chambers) produce a fake diversity of opinion
and surround a user with similar views, resulting in “pluralistic ignorance”: a representa-
tive from each pole surrounded mainly by one point of view ascribes it to the majority
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(Liu, Famm, 2011). The homogenous SM environment contributes to the formation of a
close circle of like-minded opinions. The risk of negative feedback also decreases the us-
ers willingness to express an opinion (Gearhart, Zhang, 2015). The homogeneity of SM
refers not only to the content but also to the sentiment of opinions.

Another important factor affecting the willingness to express an opinion via social
media is the concern over self-presentation. SM has become one of the main platforms
for an individual’s self-expression and public image presentation. Any published infor-
mation becomes a part of the users’ digital identity, and functions as a symbol for their
self-presentation. Although some researchers have revealed a positive correlation be-
tween self-presentation on Facebook and a willingness to express political views, every-
thing depends on the purpose and character of self-presentation. If a user tends to create
a self-presentation which aims to form a long-term positive public image, they will ex-
press opinions more actively. If self-presentation is protective and aims to avoid criticism,
the user will avoid speaking in the conditions of high opinion diversity (Liu et al., 2017).

Finally, some authors point at the individual factors which might slightly shift the SOS
logic of SM users toward some exceptions. These exceptions might be caused by a vari-
ety of factors, such as the user’s personal attitude toward another’s view if it is validated
higher than the majority’s opposite opinion climate (Fox, Holt, 2018); these factors need
additional examination.

In order to test the SOS theory further as well as to identify the patterns and mecha-
nisms that structure public opinion on current issues as popular topics discussed via SM,
we will consider the features of public opinion on SM regarding the COVID-19 pandemic
in the following section.

COVID-19 on Social Media

The global pandemic of COVID-19 reportedly started in December, 2019. It became glob-
ally known in January, 2020 (Shangguan et al., 2020), thus causing changes and bringing
new challenges for all spheres of society world-wide. Almost all spheres of public life
rapidly slowed down since a lockdown was announced in many countries, with forced
distance work, on-line education, and travel bans. Such radical changes in people’s lives
brought an inevitable economic (Hotez, 2020), and social and psychological transforma-
tions (Prosser et al., 2020; Ali, Alharbi, 2020).

A growing number of COVID-19 consequences for national and global economies,
public health, and everyday life (Gautam, Hens, 2020; Gautam et al., 2020) made the
pandemic an actual and complex multidisciplinary research topic. Constantly-changing
COVID-19 statistics (Pearce et al., 2020; Hoseinpour et al., 2020) as well as the limited ef-
fectiveness of national policies for tackling the disease (Law et al., 2020), made COVID-19
“invisible” and unpredictable. Accordingly, a systemic approach to its study might help
better understand not only its biological roots, but also its multilevel dynamics including
socio-psychological causes of its spread and its consequences. In this section, we are go-
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ing to address some structural peculiarities of public opinion on COVID-19 as reflected
in SM.

The COVID-19 news spread in the media much faster than the pandemic itself, cap-
turing information spaces in societies where the pandemic had not yet been detected. In
particular, in January, 2020 (the beginning of the pandemic), information on COVID-19
was found 27 times more often in the headlines and 23 times more often in articles of
the print media than the name of the Ebola virus in the first month of its appearance in
August, 2018 (Ducharme, 2020).

Similarly, the spread of SM-posts about COVID-19 was immediate. As the Gallup/
Knight Foundation reported in a survey conducted in April, 2020, 46% of SM users in the
US said that “almost all” or “most” of what they see on SM sites is about the pandemic,
and an additional 37% said that “about half” is on COVID-19. Over two-thirds of SM us-
ers said that coronavirus-related posts from public officials (70%) and news organizations
(68%) were “very” or “moderately” helpful; 57% said the same about posts from fam-
ily members and friends, while fewer said so about posts from neighbors (43%) (Ritter,
2020). Simultaneously, a growing number of studies on the SM-coverage of the pandemic
appeared immediately after the massive spread of COVID-19.

According to studies conducted in China, the SM-coverage of COVID-19 has had a
rather positive impact on the population in the case of (1) facilitation and distribution
of new information to providers of medical and other assistance on the front lines; (2)
the utilization of SM-platforms by healthcare leaders to directly communicate with the
public, sharing information that was traditionally relegated to medical journals and hos-
pital video sessions; and (3) helping healthcare providers identify trends and to prepare
for surges in acuity (Gottlieb, Dyer, 2020). In particular, a group of active clinical mental
health providers based in Wuhan, China, and familiar with Chinese culture utilized an
existing SM platform (WeChat) immediately after the pandemic broke out, and volun-
tarily provided peer-to-peer psychological support to frontline healthcare providers in
Wauhan, which was considered an effective crisis intervention experience (Cheng et al.,
2020). WeChat, as the largest social media in China, was monitored for public discus-
sions on the pandemic in order to reveal the main topics and emphases of public consid-
eration (Lu, Zhang, 2020).

However, some studies show that the unregulated massive SM content on COVID-19
has spread rumors about the “real nature” and “real causes” of the pandemic, becom-
ing a source for panic and a reason not to follow healthcare instructions. In particular,
there is a positive correlation between the use of SM as a source of information about
the pandemic and COVID-19 conspiracy beliefs. The negative association is identified
between COVID-19 conspiracy beliefs (“the coronavirus may not exist”, “its lethality has
been exaggerated”, “its symptoms may have a non-viral cause’, and so on) and specific
health-protective behaviors (Allington et al., 2021).

Although SM has been putting in efforts to combat COVID-19 misinformation across
its platforms by fact checking and removing false claims or banning ads with pandemic-
related content and prioritizing it in search results and newsfeeds (Hutchinson, 2020;
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Ferry, 2020), such attempts still go hand-in-hand with the spread of rumors and unveri-
fied information. This is especially relevant when considering that fake information in
SM spreads faster than in traditional media (Vosoughi et al., 2018).

The U.N. Secretary-General, Antonio Guterres, called the COVID-19 media coverage
a “pandemic of misinformation” (Worrall, 2020). Similarly, a massive spread of disinfor-
mation, panic, or an underestimation of the pandemic threat through SM has been called
an “infodemic”, which was defined as “the rapid spread of misinformation or fake news
through social media platforms and other outlets” (Chong et al., 2020).

Among the negative consequences of the infodemic on SM are the social stigma
around COVID-19 (Tasnim et al., 2020), loneliness (Banerjee, Rai, 2020), the personifi-
cation of the public discourse on the pandemic based on individual cases, the irresponsi-
bility of information broadcasted and the disruption of social trust (Tulchinskii, 2020), as
well as the dissemination of drugs not prescribed or officially approved (Carius, Schauer,
2020).

Despite a growing actualization of the issues regarding SM use during the pandemic,
we did not find any study which would explore SOS effects in the public discourse in SM
regarding COVID-19. The research question we are going to examine in the next section
is whether the fear of isolation, the domination of majority thinking, and other elements
of the SOS logic have influenced COVID-19 public discourses on SNS.

The main interest of the study is to explain the dynamics and mechanisms of virtual
communication regarding COVID-19. We do not have the objective to explain the real
(offline) behavior of the society in the pandemic, including such determinants as the level
of trust in public policies and institutions, or models of conduct in public places (trans-
port, cafes), etc. Knowing the statistics of official rules violations during the pandemic
helps to reveal the structure of virtual communication regarding the public attitudes to-
wards COVID-19 and, in particular, to understand why the majority prefers to agree with
official statements but behave differently.

The spiral effect is considered when we talk about the influence of a friendly/un-
friendly climate of opinion on the personal mindset and communicative activity of a
user. Combining the secondary analysis of the field data collected in the period of the
research with our survey, we look at the influence of the Facebook climate of opinion on
the Armenian users involved in online-communication on COVID-19. In relying on the
SOS theory described above and applied to social media platforms, we look at the corre-
lation between the perceived climate of opinion and the willingness to express one’s own
judgments. In particular, we examine the theoretical statement that people avoid speak-
ing out when they notice that their opinion differs from the one adopted by their online
network or by the general public. The spiral effect appears when the homogenous social
media environment contributes to the formation of a close circle of like-minded opin-
ions. We examine this process through Facebook users’ preferences to communicate or
react to “friends” and avoid open communication with non-friends. The larger the group
of respondents preferring to communicate inside the circle of like-minded “friends”, the
stronger the climate of opinion influences their own mindsets. Consequently, the spiral
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effect here is not merely a common fact but a characteristic of communication, and, fol-
lowing the SOS theory, we also try to reveal a correlation between self-presentation on
Facebook and the willingness to express one’s own views on popular discursive topics
(COVIDd-19).

COVID-19 Perceived by Armenian Facebook Users: Research Methodology

Armenia is a post-Soviet Christian country with a population of approximately 3 million
people' bordering Georgia, Azerbaijan, Turkey, and Iran.> According to the typology
of the societies in terms of collectivism vs. individualism as developed by Geert Hof-
stede (2011), Armenia is a collectivist society with prevalence of “We” over “T”, and of
group thinking over individual choice.® There are few existing comparative studies on
the SOS logic among SM users in individualist and collectivist societies which confirm
the hypothesis that the significance of the majority’s opinion regarding one’s own actions
(comments, posts, or likes) is higher in collectivist than in individualist cultures (Huang,
2005). The prevailing collectivist values might serve as another mechanism of public
opinion consolidation around popular frames of thinking and behavior in COVID-19
conditions, which makes the Armenian case-study useful for understanding the logic of
thinking in other collectivist societies.

Thus, this is the first study of public perceptions regarding the pandemic among SM
users in Armenia in terms of SOS, and the first test of the SOS theory applied to Ar-
menian society. It might also contribute to the studies of public perceptions and SM-
communications within the context of the SOS theory and collectivist values. Revealing
the mechanisms of SM-based public perceptions regarding COVID-19 in Armenia might
also help to better understand the dynamics of public opinion in other countries with
similar attitudes.

In our study, we have made an attempt to assess the level of trust toward various
sources and channels of information on the pandemic among the Armenian users, in-
cluding SM; to identify the attitudes of Facebook users in Armenia regarding the origins
and the level of the COVID-19 threat, as well as toward policies adopted by the Armenian
Government against the pandemic; to examine the reasons for such attitudes, including
the significance of the majority’s opinion in determining individual choice; to analyze the
intensity of various models of communicating the pandemic as practiced by Armenian
Facebook users, and to assess the role of the opinion climate perceived as either support-
ive or negative for an individual communicative action.

The field part of the research consisted of two stages. During the first stage, a second-
ary analysis of the four mass surveys conducted in Armenia regarding public perceptions

1. Economic and Financial Data for the Republic of Armenia. Statistical Committee of the Republic of
Armenia. Available at: https://armstat.am/nsdp/ (accessed 12 October 2020).

2. Armenia Country Profile. BBC, 18 November 2020. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-17398605 (accessed 20 November 2020).

3. Hofstede Insights. Country Profile: Armenia. Available at: https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country-
comparison/armenia/ (accessed 17 June 2020).
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on COVID-19 has been implemented.* During the second stage of data collection, an
online survey was conducted via Facebook (as the most popular SM in Armenia) in using
Google forms (from July 1 to August 30, 2020). The survey was conducted when the num-
ber of COVID-19 cases in Armenia was on the rise.® In the period of the survey (July-
August 2020), about 1,761,000 users have been on Facebook,® which makes about 60% of
the Armenian population and 75% of social media users in Armenia.” The questionnaire
was designed in Armenian and placed in a free access so that respondents have been cho-
sen according to their interest in participation, and were not limited by friends or friends
of friends of the interviewers as Facebook users. The survey was stopped when responses
were no longer received. There were 610 Armenian Facebook users who participated in
the survey. The data collected was processed by means of SPSS software, Version 21.0 for
Windows (IBM SPSS Statistics).

Among the respondents of the survey conducted in terms of the study, 49% are male
and 51% are female, most of them are young people (80%), 19% were from the middle-
aged population, and 1% are those were over 56 years old; 66% are inhabitants of the
capital Yerevan, 18% are urban, and 11% were rural residents of Armenia. The 4% of Ar-
menian respondents who addressed the survey but lived outside their home country at
the moment are excluded from the analysis. These figures reflect the gender proportions
of Facebook users exactly in Armenia (51% are women and 49% are men). The respon-
dents’ proportions by age are the same as those of Armenian Facebook users; the younger
population is a majority (57%), while people over 55 years old comprise a minority (4%)
of users.®

There are some limitations for this survey which should be considered when inter-
preting the results. The sample size, as well as the fact that only Facebook users were
included in it, does not allow the results to be applied to the whole of the Armenian
population. However, this study sheds light on the mechanisms of public opinion and
communicative behavior on social media during the global pandemic.

4. Assessing the Level of Awareness About and the Impact of the Novel Coronavirus in Armenia
(2020). Final Report of the Online Survey. CRRC Armenia. Available at: http://www.crrc.am/wp-content/
uploads/2019/03/COVID_CRRC_Survey_Final_Report_Eng.pdf (accessed 5 July 2020); Public Attitudes to-
wards Situation around COVID-19 in Armenia. Initiative group of YSU Faculty of Sociology alumni network.
Yerevan, 2020 (the report circulated among the members of the network); Public Opinion Survey: Residents
of Armenia. Center for Insights in Survey Research, 2020. Available at: https://www.iri.org/sites/default/
files/7.14.2020_armenia_survey_on_COVID_19_response.pdf (accessed 8 July 2020); Usage of Mobile Mes-
senger Applications in Armenia. R-Insights Research Company, 2020. Available at: https://r-insights.am/en/
insights/mobile-app-usage-in-Armenia (accessed 12 July 2020).

5.Armenia: Coronavirus cases. Worldometer, 2020. Available at: https://www.worldometers.info/corona-
virus/country/armenia/ (accessed 12 August, 2020).

6. Facebook users in Armenia, July 2020. Available at: https://napoleoncat.com/stats/facebook-users-in-
armenia/2020/07 (accessed 01.07.2021).

7. Available at: https://gs.statcounter.com/social-media-stats/all/armenia (accessed 01.07.2021).

8. Facebook users in Armenia, July 2020. Available at: https://napoleoncat.com/stats/facebook-users-in-
armenia/2020/07 (accessed 01.07.2021).
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Research Findings and Discussion

Like many other countries, Armenia suffered heavily from the COVID-19 pandemic,
registering the highest level of deaths proportional to the regional share of its popula-
tion (Mejlumyan, 2020). Communications on COVID-19 were held in parallel by several
state organizations: the Government, the Commandant’s office,” the Ministries of Health,
Labor, and Social Affairs, Economics, and Foreign Affairs. The first imported COVID-19
case in the country was registered on March 1, 2020. The Government declared a one-
month state of emergency on 16 March; it has been extended five times since (Hovhan-
nisyan, 2020). During the state of emergency, different channels including live and status
updates on SM platforms, SMS messages, and press conferences for media representa-
tives have been used.

The Government of Armenia aimed to control the information flow at the early stages
of the lockdown, trying to ban any non-official information on COVID-19 cases by de-
claring a state of emergency.'® This attempt at the regulation of the information sphere
failed, raising debates on media censorship.

At the same time, the absence of a central information source caused many difficul-
ties for proper media functioning as well. Among the main reasons contributing to the
rise of COVID-19 misinformation in Armenian media is an insufficient level of media-
literacy and public fears regarding the pandemic, the media’s and some other actors aim
to sensationalize the topic of the pandemic, intentional manipulations, as well as local
entrepreneurs trying to save their business by urging people not to take the pandemic
seriously and to continue using their services (Grigoryan, 2020). Besides, there has been
a problem concerning the systematic delivery of messages, their accessibility, and per-
ception by different groups in society. As a consequence, misinformation and fake news
quickly spread through the society, selling fictions and conspiracy theories regarding the
“fake nature” of the pandemic or rumors about the “microchipping of society” in the
form of the vaccination.*'

Analyses of the studies conducted by partner organizations mentioned above show the
Web as the most popular source of COVID-19 information in Armenia (“Public attitudes
towards situation,” 2020), while its most trusted sources are the officials responsible for
the pandemic (“Assessing the level,” 2020). Our own survey supports these conclusions
demonstrating that Facebook posts by officials are the most trusted news sources regard-
ing COVID-19 in Armenia; 45% rather trust and 12% totally trust the public officials. The
experts opinion is another trusted news source on the pandemic, at 47%. Meanwhile, the

9. A state body established to coordinate policy implementation under emergency: Commandant’s Office
Holds Regular Meeting, 25 March 2020. Available at: https://www.gov.am/en/news/item/9765/ (accessed 26
November 2021).

10. On a State of Emergency. Government of Armenia, 2020. Available at: https://www.e-gov.am/gov-
decrees/item/33564/ (accessed 16 June 2020).

11. Ghazanchyan S. Armenian Health Minister worried about COVID-19 conspiracy theories running
rampant. Public Radio of Armenia, 15 May 2020. Available at: https://en.armradio.am/2020/05/18/armenian-
health-minister-worried-about-COVID-19-conspiracy-theories-running-rampant/ (accessed 25 July 2020).
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least trusted news sources regarding COVID-19 are Armenian newspapers (33% totally
do not trust) and TV (29% totally do not trust). Influencers also have a low level of trust;
only 2% totally trust them. In case of radio, Armenian and foreign channels are trusted
almost equally (5% totally trust, 40% rather trust and 6% totally trust, and 36% rather
trust accordingly).

It is remarkable that there is almost no difference between real and virtual friends (on
Facebook) as source of information regarding the pandemic for Armenian respondents.
Friends/relatives as well as “friends” on Facebook are the least trusted (15%) pandemic-
related news sources for respondents in Armenia. The respondents trust Armenian on-
line sources slightly less (6% totally trust and 35% rather trust) than foreign websites (6%
totally trust and 56% rather trust), and only 8% of the respondents indicated that they
do not trust any information source. These results contradict the idea of the Armenian
society being collectivist. Although, considering that the majority of our respondents are
young people, we can assume that the younger generation acts in a more individualistic
and rational way while choosing trusted sources of information.

One of the reasons why the majority in Armenia trust official sources of pandemic
information and expect that state policies should be effective might be the specifics of
public attitudes toward the role of the state in Armenia. After the collapse of the Soviet
Union of which Armenia was a part, the majority of its population continued to con-
sider the state as a paternalistic entity in society (“Public Perceptions,” 2017). According
to public expectations, the state is obliged to take care of it and, accordingly, must take
necessary pandemic measures, while society does not consider itself to be an equally
responsible and active participant in the measures taken. Accordingly, official statements
about the pandemic, including those in SM channels, are in the spotlight of a significant
part of the population. In this regard, the role of an uncertain and fast-changing informa-
tion environment (accessible sources and content of information on the problem) should
also be taken into consideration.

During the first months of the pandemic, people were constantly receiving diverse
and often contradictory information about the virus, its origin, modes of transmission,
means of protection, etc. The lack of knowledge and uncertainty of information decreases
the value of each piece of information, thus making officials the most reliable sources.
Such uncertainty also renders it difficult to define the majority’s opinion, which makes
the spiral of silence spin in a specific way; people keep silent not because they are afraid to
contradict the majority’s opinion, but because they are uncertain about what the majority
really thinks.

It is interesting to see that trust toward official sources of information regarding
COVID-19 as expressed by the majority of respondents is also reflected in the support
for the measures taken by the Government. The same group of respondents also highly
validated the steps taken by the Government in tackling the pandemic. According to data
collected, 43% of respondents assessed the Government’s response to the pandemic to be
the most effective and proper, while 25% of respondents thought it was effective only in
the beginning and 32% criticized the state policies toward the pandemic as ineffective.
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Similarly, we see the majority’s support of all lockdown measures, including travel and
public places bans; 38% of respondents think that these measures should be kept until the
virus is neutralized, and 53% say lockdown measures should be canceled simultaneously
with the decrease of confirmed cases. Only 9% think that all measures should be canceled
as soon as possible. There are more supporters of all lockdown measures maintenance
among women (43%) than among men (31%).

The considerable correlation between trust in the official information regarding
COVID-19 (as broadcast through traditional and social media channels) and support for
state policies toward the pandemic demonstrates that those consuming official informa-
tion also tend to agree and demonstrate loyalty to state policies. Trust toward non-official
sources of information is correlated with rather critical views of the Government, if com-
pared to a conformist view.

The SOS effect regarding the conformity of public perception and communicative
behavior as demonstratively synchronized with the official position is supported here
by the findings on what the respondents say they have been doing in the pandemic. The
vast majority of the respondents of our survey (67%) say they have been following of-
ficial norms and rules set by the state while only a minority (20%) oppose them openly,
confessing that they behaved according to their own opinion even if it contradicted the
public one. Women seem to be less likely to behave according to their own opinion (14%)
than men (26%) regarding the pandemic requirements, which is also an indication of the
collectivist and traditionalist traits in Armenian society.

Most of the respondents assure that they have been staying home (7% say they never
left home, and 60% left home only in some urgent cases); 21% say they have been leaving
for a job, and only 12% say they have been leaving home whenever they wanted. Again,
the majority of the surveyed Facebook users in Armenia confirm their loyalty to state
COVID-19 policies and restriction rules, stating that they have been behaving accord-
ingly.

Similar responses are received by other surveys with larger (national) sampling con-
ducted during the pandemic, and listed here. Most of the respondents state they have
been following the official requirements; 11% self-isolated and never left their homes, 46%
left their homes only in case of emergency, 29% was working/studying from home, etc.'?

Meanwhile, according to the numerous statements made by the prime-minister of
Armenia and the Government officials responsible for tackling the virus, public behavior
during the pandemic has been the main cause of the unprecedented spread of the disease.
According to these statements, people avoid wearing masks and gloves and maintaining
social distance; they go outside and crowd in public places in masses, etc.'* As we can see
from the mass survey conducted by the CRRC and listed here, a majority of respondents

12. Public Attitudes towards the Situation around COVID-19 in Armenia; the Initiative group of the YSU
Faculty of Sociology alumni network, Yerevan, 2020.

13. Remarks Delivered by Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan at the National Assembly Debate on Declaring
a State of Emergency in the Republic of Armenia. The Prime Minister of the Republic of Armenia, 16 March
2020. Available at: https://www.primeminister.am/en/statements-and-messages/item/2020/03/16/Nikol-Pash-
inyan-National-Assambly/ (accessed 13 June 2020).
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have been well aware about possible sanctions for the misconduct; 41% indicate adminis-
trative punishment, 10% specify criminal punishment, and 40% mention both.'*

As a matter of fact, Armenia has demonstrated the highest regional infection rate,
being among the countries most heavily affected by the pandemic,'® which means that
there has been a massive and regular violation of state rules by the Armenian population.
Our everyday observations also confirm the Government’s official blames everyday cus-
toms and behavioral patterns of society. Despite the high rate of transmission, Armenians
mostly behaved as if there was no threat at all. They were hugging and kissing each other
hello and goodbye on the streets and in offices, spending their leisure time in crowded
public places such as restaurants and cafes, or visiting big family events like weddings or
baptisms. Similarly, the Government representatives dealing with the threat have been
spotted at public events without keeping a social distance or wearing masks.

What we are witnessing here is the majority’s confirmation of their behavior as cor-
responding to official requirements announced through official sources of information,
while in reality, the majority’s behavior has actually been different and even contradictory
to state policies. The majority states that it obeys the rules, but on the individual level,
people do the opposite. Being under the pressure of official restrictions, those who actu-
ally violate the rules prefer not to declare it openly, either keeping silent or proclaiming
their loyalty to these rules, including their answers in public polls and surveys.

Although trusting official sources of pandemic information, the majority of the popu-
lation breaks the rules and restrictions; the fact of massive violations of COVID-19 official
rules and restrictions, including violations by those officials who decide on these restric-
tions, demonstrates public misconduct during the pandemic that is similarly typical for
elites and the majority of the population. The question of why people violated the rules,
even while being well aware of the possible negative outcomes, and continuing their ev-
eryday customs such as hugging and kissing on the streets, visiting public places without
being protected. etc., relates to other research fields like cultural anthropology, and is
outside the scope of this study. On the other hand, most respondents prefer to confirm
their loyalty to and agree with state rules and limitations when discussing the topic online
and, in particular, addressing surveys, which directly refers to the fear of communicative
isolation described by the SOS theory.

As with the fear of isolation component, the fear of virtual and/or real negative sanc-
tions determines public behavior (including communicative behavior on virtual social
network sites). According to Neubaum and Krimer, people tend to express a deviant
opinion in an offline environment for unfamiliar audiences more often than they do on
Facebook. The authors explain this by negative sanctions and the easiness of their ap-
plication on online-based platforms (2016). In the case of Armenia, the fear of a negative

14. Assessing the Level of Awareness About and the Impact of the Novel Coronavirus in Armenia
(2020). Final Report of the Online Survey. CRRC Armenia. Available at: http://www.crrc.am/wp-content/
uploads/2019/03/COVID_CRRC_Survey_Final_Report_Eng.pdf (accessed 5 July 2020).

15. Corona Tracker, Armenia Overview. Available at: https://www.coronatracker.com/country/armenia/
(accessed 12 July 2020).
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communicative reaction and administrative sanctions has its role and limitations, but
communicative sanctions (online) tend to prevail over administrative sanctions (oftline).

Addressing the question about what the pandemic is about, the majority (58%) of
respondents say that COVID-19 is a new and dangerous disease of a natural origin. Actu-
ally, this is the group of respondents who trust official sources and follow official state-
ments. The results show that 35% of respondents say that the virus was created in labs;
most of them (33%) state that the aim is to decrease the population on Earth. The state-
ment that COVID-19 is artificially created to kill people intentionally is popular among
38% of female and 27% of male respondents in Armenia; this shows that men prefer in-
terpretations in terms of an infodemic less than women. Next, 3% of all respondents say
that Coronavirus is real, but not as dangerous as presented by the media, while 2% do not
believe in the existence of the pandemic at all.

In another part of the study, we tried to describe Facebook users in Armenia as
COVID-19 information sources, as well as revealing their communicative strategies and
behavior. We intended to examine two factors mentioned in the theoretical part of the
paper. According to the first factor, the homogenous social media environment contrib-
utes to the formation of a close circle of like-minded viewpoints, encouraging a user to
express their own opinion only if it is similar to the mindset of this circle. The second
hypothesis connects the communicative strategies of SM users with their striving toward
self-presentation. If some users try to create a long-term positive public image relying
on their SM self-presentation, they express an opinion more actively, while preferring to
keep silent in the conditions of high opinion diversity in order to avoid criticism leading
to isolation.

We found that the option to like/react on others’ posts is the most preferable mode
of constantly-practiced communicative behavior (33%) among Armenian users on Face-
book in the case of COVID-19. Commenting and sharing are among the less practiced
forms of online activity. Only 10% have reported that they leave comments often, while
8% said that they often share others’ posts. However, 50% of those who report the preva-
lence of an opposite opinion among their Facebook friends avoid posting comments.
Besides, 37% of those who identify the climate of opinion among their Facebook friends
as rather different from the opposite one prefer not to post comments on their own, while
26% of respondents say that they are neither interested in others’ opinions, nor in posting
their own.

What we see here is that the majority of Armenian Facebook users prefer self-presen-
tation to an absolutely indifferent behavior. Moreover, they prefer protective self-presen-
tation with the aim to avoid criticism. On the other hand, the majority prefers the most
passive and rather neutral way of activity such as liking and following to posting and
commenting. The latter strategy is rather challenging and risky: there is an obvious por-
tion of fear of criticism and isolation among the users who would prefer not to comment
in an opinion environment, which is not only opposite but diverse.

We realized that women in Armenia are a bit less worried about their communicative
reputation than men. Women are more active commenters than men (55% to 49%); they
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share (54% to 52%) as well as posting and updating their status on Facebook more often
than men (58% to 53%, accordingly).

However, women are less active commenters to strangers’ posts (54%) than men are
(67%). We tend to explain this specific by the fact that women comment more actively in
their well-known and predictable environments, but refrain from experiments and risks
with strangers. This type of behavior might be explained in terms of a set of unwritten
rules regarding public expectations toward men and women in any traditional society.
In such societies, women are more affected by some informal social control than men,
including communication with strangers in general which is more controlled offline than
online. What we witness online is a combination of informal public customs and SOS
logic. Women are more active communicators in general, but being more affected by in-
formal public control than men, they prefer to limit their contacts by frames of a familiar
audience. The SOS logic is present here in a wider socio-cultural context.

The most preferable situation wherein the respondents are willing to discuss
COVID-19-related topics is a real (offline) gathering or party (45% very likely, 32% most
likely), while the least preferable situation is the SM-discussion on the pandemic with
strangers (10% very likely and 12% most likely). This means that most of the users prefer
not to risk their public image and online/offline reputation, while some “friends” on Face-
book are friends offline. Accordingly, a group of real people (friends) at a party sounds
more predictable in a sense of affinity in opinions than the unpredictable environment of
virtual strangers and even virtual “friends”

Conclusions

The paper presents the first attempt to study the communicative behavior of Facebook us-
ers in Armenia in terms of the Spiral of Silence Theory, using the actual case of COVID-19
as the popular social media topic. As a collectivist society according to Hofstede typology,
Armenia demonstrates an example of communicative behavior in SM which might be
applicable to other societies of this type.

The study confirms three elements of the SOS theory as applied to the communicative
behavior of Facebook users in Armenia. First, we identified a gap between the majority’s
opinion about state policies and official requirements of public conduct during the pan-
demic and actual mass behavior. The majority prefers not to contradict state policies and
requirements in public discussions on Facebook; they report their loyalty to the officially
stated rules as well as appropriate behavior while being surveyed. On the other hand, ac-
cording to the state bodies responsible for tackling the pandemic, inappropriate public
behavior and massive violations of lockdown rules are considered to be the main cause
for the spread of the virus in Armenia.

According to the SOS logic, people in the majority are well informed about public
conduct requirements during the pandemic but do not follow them, and, being aware of
sanctions, they hide their real opinion, either preferring to openly agree with the official
position, or silently breaking the rules (keep silence).
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Second, there is a correlation between users’ perceptions regarding the opinion envi-
ronment of their Facebook friends and their preference for posting on their opinion, as
well as commenting on others” posts. If the communicative environment is perceived as
rather contradictory to the user’s opinion and as diverse in a lesser sense, the essential
part of the users surveyed prefer not to post and not to comment on others’ opinion (keep
silence). Female Facebook users in Armenia are more active commenters than men, but
their activity is mostly limited to the circle of familiar users whose opinion, compared to
that of the strangers, is more predictable in advance as well as being non-threatening to
their personal reputation.

Third, self-presentation is a preferable strategy of Facebook communicative activities
among Armenian users who would prefer not to risk their reputation and not to put their
opinion under an open and massive critique. Accordingly, in order to express their own
opinions freely and comment on that of others, most of the users surveyed would prefer
an offline and familiar (predictable) environment of real friends, while online communi-
cation with strangers is the least comfortable situation which would prevent Armenian
users from free expression.

Being the first attempt to use the SOS theory to explore the mechanisms affecting
COVID-19 public opinion in social media, the results of this survey can be useful for fu-
ture studies of the public response and collective behavior in such challenging situations
like a global pandemic.
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OCHOBHOV BOMPOC NCCIe[OBaHUA: XapaKTepHa fn JIorKa Teopumn «Cnnpany monyaHmay (3. Hoanb-
HolimaH), onucbiBatoLas mexaH3mMbl BO3AeNCcTBUS TpagmumoHHbix CMU Ha obLiecTBeHHOe
MHeHVe, Ans AUHAMUKIN 00CYXAEHU BOMPOCOB B BUPTYasbHbIX COLMaNbHbIX CeTAX. B KauecTBe
aKTyasbHOW TemMbl B3ATa NaHAemuma COVID-19. Ha nepBom 3Tane noneBoro nccnefoBaHus 6oin
OCYLLECTB/IEH BTOPUYHBIN aHaNN3 pe3ynbTaToB YeTblPeX MacCOBbIX COLMONOMMYECKMX ONMPOCOB,
npoBeAeHHbIX B APMEHNN B Meprof akTUBHOM CTaguu naHgeMmu. Ha BTOpom 3Tane, B nepuog,
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C 1 Mion1A — M0 30 aBrycra 2020 rofa (Camble BbICOKME NoKa3saTenu naHaemuv B ApmeHnm)

6blN1 NpOBeAeH aHKeTHbI onpoc Ha 6a3ze Google Forms cpean apMaHCKMX Nnosnb3oBaTenen
coumanbHol cetn Facebook Kak Hanbornee pacnpocTpaHeHHON B CTpaHe. bblno BbIABNEHO, UTO,
6yayun ocBejomneHo 06 oprLManbHbIX OrpaHUYEeHKAX 06LLEeCTBEHHOMO NOBELEHNA B YCIIOBUAX
NaHAeMUN ¥ 3Hasi O COOTBETCTBYIOLLMX CAHKLMAX 3a X HapyLleHre, 60MbLIMHCTBO OMPOLLIEHHbIX
npennoymtaeT Ny6IMYHO C HAMMW COrNALIATbCA, OAHAKO GaKTMUECKM MM He CrieflyeT, UTo co3faeT
[VCCOHaHC MeX [y MaccoBol KomMyHwmKaumein o COVID-19 n coumnanbHbim (GakTnueckn —
aHTMCOLManbHbIM) NOBeAeHVEeM, 3aTpyaHAA 60pb0Oy C NaHAeMuel. YCTaHOBNEHa 3aBUCMMOCTb
MeXXay OTHOLLEHMEM Mofib3oBaTesnel K Ny6nkyeMoMy B COLManbHOM CETU MHEHMIO «ApY3ei»

N NOCTOPOHHWX, U NPEANOYTEHNEM OTKPBITOFO BblpaXKeHNA CBOErO OTHOLLUEHNSA, B YaCTHOCTH,
KOMMEHTMPOBaHMEM YyMX NocToB. Camonpe3eHTauna Kak cTpaterna KOMMYHUKaTUBHOMO
nosefeHVs nonb3osaTteneln B Facebook, Bbipa)kaeTca B HeXXenaHnm pucKoBaTb CBOeN penyTaLumen
1 NoABepraTb CBOe MHEHME OTKPbITON 1 MaCCOBOW KPUTUKE: BOCMPUHUMAA CIIOXKUBLLYHOCA
KOMMYHVKaTUBHYIO CUTYaLMIO KaK OMacHYyto, MONb30BaTeNn CoUManbHbIX CeTel NpeanoynTaoT
nmbo cornawatbCs ¢ MHeHVeM Apyrux, Tmbo BoobLe He BbipaxaTb CBOe MHeHue. Pe3ynbraTbl
[laHHOTO UCCNeAoBaHMA MOTYT ObITb MONE3HbIMU KaK ANA AanbHeNLwero pa3snTna Teopum
COUMaNbHbIX KOMMYHVKaLWIA 1 ee NPUMEHEHUSA B HOBbIX YCNTOBUAX, TaK U AN1A U3YyYEHUA 1
NMOHUMaHWA KOMMYHMKATVBHOMO NMOBEfEHNE B BUPTYasibHbIX COLMANbHbIX CETAX.

Kntodesble c/108a: TEOPUA «CNUPAVi MOMYaHWA», COUMAbHbIE CETU, MAaCCOBbIE KOMMYHUKALIMU,
noeegeHue, naHaemus COVID-19, KonnekTnBUCTCKMe obectea, ApmeHusn, Facebook



