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Abstract

What drives the audience’s choice of media is one of the most studied topics
in mass communication research. Both academia and field professionals ben-
efit from the studies that cast light on this fundamental issue. However, there
is a lack of attention to interdisciplinary approaches. The purpose of this
study is to implement Media Richness Theory (MRT), rarely used in mass
communication research to address the issues, which otherwise would remain
unexplained since none of the existing mass communication theories com-
bine factors such as a crisis situation, visual richness of media content and
media choice of audience simultaneously. Findings of multivariate analysis
of variances applied to survey data from the European Social Survey support
the researchers’ hypotheses that during the political and economic crisis in
Greece, the assumptions of MRT explained the changes in audience’s beha-
vior towards a decrease in visually “lean” in favor of using visually “rich” me-
dia.
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1. Introduction

Our behavioral habits depend on the circumstances. Stress and constant uncer-
tainty are one of the strongest determinants of behavior (McKenzie & Harris,
2013; Stults-Kolehmainen & Sinha, 2014). They affect our decision-making on
different levels, and one of them is our media preferences (Stults-Kolehmainen
& Sinha, 2014). Studies looking at the media choices of audiences mostly focus

on more general terms, trying to define the factors that have a long-term effect,
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shaping our preferences not only about the type/format but also about the con-
tent of certain medium (Gezduci & D’Haenens, 2007; Moody, 2011; Bowman,
Jockel, & Dogruel, 2012; Nasi & Rasdnen, 2013). This study is focused on the
short-term effect instead. We are looking to find if trust in the political and eco-
nomic institutions and overall satisfaction with living conditions and realities
can be defining factors in the switch between mediums, forcing the audience to
move towards more visual and more interactive types of media. This study uses
the survey data collected by a reputable organization for one European country
in a difficult period of its recent history. The country faced a period of economic
and political difficulties followed and accompanied by public protests and con-
frontations. This is a suitable ground to test our assumptions that established
media consumption habits can be affected in times of uncertainty.

Since this study aims to explain the audience’s behavior in times of crisis, Cri-
sis communication theories are the first area to look for a theoretical explana-
tion. However, certain theories that have the potential to operate on the border-
line between crisis communication and mass communication often focus on ex-
plaining media’s choices to emphasize the importance of one crisis over another
(Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). Sellnow and Seeger (2013) distinguish three mass
communication theories that follow this path: Framing talks about “how” the
crisis is handled by media by showing the frames used in a particular coverage.
Two other theories aim to explain the choice of those frames. Diffusion of inno-
vation looks at the media’s role in advocating change in times of crisis. Uses and
gratification theory explains how consumers use the media and what kind of sa-
tisfaction they get in the process. Out of these three, uses and gratification is the
only one that employs an audience-centered approach that assumes that the au-
dience is an active participant and is self-aware in its media choices. This study
in turn is looking to examine the subconscious reaction of the audience to the
increased level of uncertainty caused by a crisis situation. Although Katz, Blum-
ler, and Gurevitch (1974) in their observation of Uses and gratification, expand-
ing boundaries of the theory to conflict situations identified five ways in which
“social factors may be involved in the generation of media-related needs” (p. 27),
none of them explain the phenomena described in this study. Other studies have
offered analyses of crisis situations using different media formats (Jin & Liu, 2010;
Ali et al., 2011; Spence & Lachlan, 2009; Loveless, 2008), but this study is more
unique in its focus on linking the crisis to the visual characteristics of the me-
dium.

Thus, despite the common theoretical approaches listed above, researchers are
looking to find an explanation of phenomena out of the field of mass communi-
cation theories. The Media Richness Theory (MRT), widely known in the world
of business studies states that people are trying to avoid ambiguity and equivo-
cality and turning to the most “rich” and “interactive” medium as one of the
ways to do it (Taylor, 2004; El-Shinnawy & Makrus, 1997; Wang, Hsieh, & Song,
2012). The researchers assume this theoretical approach can also explain the

switch between mediums in times of economic, political, and ideological unrest
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in societies. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to determine the applicability
of Media Richness Theory to explain the effect of a crisis situation with high le-
vels of uncertainty expressed in low levels of general trust and satisfaction in the

audience’s media choice between visually rich and visually lean media.

2. Implementation of the MRT

Media Richness Theory, offered by Daft and Lengel (1986) is mainly used in
business and market research, to describe the relationship between the choice of
communication media (with the recent focus on email correspondence, and
video conferencing) and efficiency of negotiations, management techniques, or
in audience studies to predict the efficiency of the message across different me-
diums (Kock, 2005).

The potential of MRT for the mass communication research field has been
potentially underestimated. Lack of attention by mass communication scholars
is understandable because Daft and Lengel have talked about the role of com-
munication media in regard to resolving ambiguity, negotiating various inter-
pretations, and facilitating understanding only inside the environments of orga-
nizational (mainly business) structures. Although in rare cases, scholars try to
use the theory to look at the media choice of audience from a different angle
(D’Ambra & O’Connor, 1998), most of the “media preference studies” go in
another direction and explain media phenomena employing approaches such as
Uses and gratification (Park, Chung, & Lee, 2012). However, the choice of theo-
retical grounding must be dictated by the specific characteristics of the pheno-
menon and as mentioned above, in this case, common mass communication
theories are not able to provide a satisfactory explanation. Some features of the
Media Richness Theory, in turn, have the potential to provide a better under-
standing of the described phenomenon.

The theory states that the more visual cues and hints are provided in addition
to non-visual information such as text or voice, the richer the medium becomes.
Social cues delivered through gestures and facial expressions are the carriers of
important explanatory or amplifying messages. The two main assumptions of
the theory declare that: 1) people want to overcome equivocality and uncertainty
and that 2) certain types of media serve this goal better than others (El-Shinnawy
& Markus, 1997). Daft and Lengel describe the hierarchy of media richness using
four criteria, representing four levels of media richness, from high to low: 1)
availability of instant feedback; 2) capacity of the medium to transmit multiple
cues (body language, voice tone, inflection); 3) use of natural language and 4)
personal focus of the medium (Daft & Lengel, 1984; El-Shinnawy & Markus,
1997; Kock, 2005). As one can see this schema is designed to explain the effi-
ciency of relations in a business organization, but at the same time, both as-
sumptions and some of the criteria can be effectively adapted for mass commu-
nication studies. Although only a few interdisciplinary research projects that in-
volved mass media (Chang & Yang, 2013; Kwak, 2012; Lai & Chang, 2011; Sheer,
2011; Park et al., 2012; Elliott, 1999; Trevino et al., 1990) examined the possibili-
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ties of using Media Richness Theory, those who did often came to intriguing
conclusions. Chang and Yang (2013) found that media richness is one of the
factors defining the blog acceptance behavior of the audience. Kwak (2012) uses
the concepts of MRT to classify online media users by their communication mo-
tives. Lai and Chang’s empirical study provides evidence that media richness
along with other factors, significantly contribute to e-book reader acceptance.
Some go as far as using MRT to analyze how well news organizations utilize the
potential of online communication channels (Elliott, 1999). These are just some
of the possible applications of the theory and its potential for the field of mass
communication research is yet to be discovered. This study takes another step in
this direction to explain certain media preferences of the audience by using Me-
dia Richness Theory as the main theoretical grounding.

The researchers look at a very specific time in the life of a chosen country
(Greece), affected by important social and political events such as public protests
and unrest caused or accompanied by either economic, political, ideological un-
certainty, or equivocality. The MRT describes uncertainty and equivocality as
decision-making factors when it comes to the choice of particular kinds of me-
dium. At the same time, the hierarchy model provided in the theory has been

used to link those factors with the types of the medium chosen by the audience.

3. Literature Review

Trust is one of the factors that previous studies describe as one of the determi-
nants of the levels of uncertainty. In fact, the functionalist understanding of trust
says that it is “a device pruning down uncertainty and complexity of the outer
world” (Lascaux, 2008). Stahlberg (2011) argues that the lack of trust in the ef-
fectiveness of own voice can make people look at other sources for guidance to
reduce uncertainty. In autocratic regimes, the source is often political establish-
ment (Kernis et al., 2000) but during a crisis situation in a media-rich environ-
ment media’s roles in reducing uncertainty become inevitable since suspicions in
the trustworthiness of alternative sources add to the general uncertainty and
unpredictability (Lascaux, 2008).

Satisfaction is another important predictor of the level of uncertainty along
with trust. An empirical study of Norwegian teachers showed a fair tendency for
those who are more certain about their decisions to be more satisfied with their
jobs (Munthe, 2003). Overall life satisfaction was linked to religious belief, cer-
tainty in an empirical study by Galen and Kloet (2011). Another study looking at
the volunteer networks provides evidence of associations between higher levels
of certainty and higher levels of satisfaction (Kramer, Meisenbach, & Hansen,
2013).

Although trust and satisfaction separately have been linked to the feeling of
certainty numerous times, very few studies considered them together as an af-
fecting factor, but those that do, show strong effects. Surra (2001) found that
higher levels of both trust and satisfaction were linked to lower ambivalence and

conflict in most people (Surra, 2001). In other words, raising levels of trust and
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satisfaction lead to the elimination of contradictory attitudes or feelings towards
people or actions. This is a rational way to look at the realities of a crisis situa-
tion with it’s ongoing conflicts and a constant feeling of contradictory explana-
tions of events coming from opposing camps.

As usual media preferences of the audience are based on established, self-justi-
fied choices, made under different kinds of influences. It has been studied from
various angles and the focus is often on the influences like cultural background,
political affiliation, and others. However, in studies “preference” often means
preferences in nature (news vs. entertainment, etc.) or political position of the
media (Rittenberg, Tewksbury, & Casey, 2012; Trevino et al, 1990). Mul-
ti-platform comparisons seem to be less covered when it comes to the question
of media preferences. There was a rise of interest in this area regarding online
media. More specifically, studies focus on the shift from traditional media to
new platforms and looked at the problem of trying to explain the shift using the
differences across different age groups of the audience for western media (Yang
& Huesmann, 2013). Regarding the countries with developing democracies shift
towards online media is often explained by the abilities of new information deli-
very methods to overcome censorship and control (Soengas, 2013).

The approaches listed above are reliable and relevant when it comes to the
description of media preferences in general, but this study is more interested in a
case-based approach. We are looking at a particular country, in a very specific
time period, when society was affected by significant economic and political
troubles, which caused massive protests and public unrest. These realities repre-
sent the crisis situation, which by itself can be a strong predictor of media beha-
vior. In a modern world, a crisis is often associated with the conflicts caused by
economiic, ethnic, religious, and cultural problems (Everts, 2000). The media’s
role in this complex environment is bilateral. First, it has a responsibility to pro-
vide the public with information and analysis and fill the gap in the public’s
knowledge (Entman, 2004) regarding the issues of interest, especially since in the
times of ambiguity caused by natural or human-made disasters, people turn to
media in search for guidance and the effect of media becomes even more pro-
nounced (Ball-Rokeack & DeFleur, 1976). The public in most cases is a passive
receiver of information due to lack of interest and information (Beniger & Gu-
sek, 1995) or reliance on the shortcuts and opinions of the elites (Brody, 1994)
also usually coming from the media.

In the environment when uncertainty becomes a constant feeling, we assume
that it influences the media choice at a subconscious level and the audience
reacts on a subconscious level as well, trying to look for more visual cues for
guidance. Using Media Richness Theory, we predict that media preferences—
particular media platform choice of audience in the times of unrest will be de-
fined by their aspiration to overcome equivocality, leading to the choice of the
most visual (rich for visual cues) and interactive, face-to-face (availability of in-
stant feedback) types of media. These two criteria employed from the media

richness hierarchical model of the theory are representative descriptions of the
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two types of media. Interactivity is one of the main qualities and benefits of new,
internet-based media, and the availability of visual cues is the highest in televi-
sion broadcasting. Based on the same assumptions newspaper as a medium
mainly operates with text. There is a visual component in newspaper content,
but its information load is very limited compared to television and online media.
Radio operates with only one format, voice, and has no ability to provide visually
rich content. Thus, in the classification of media based on the Media Richness
Theory, newspapers and radio can be considered as “lean” mediums. Television
and the Internet are in turn examples of the “rich” medium. Since the goal of the
study is to compare these different groups of media, their clear definitions are
important.
Based on the theoretical assumption researchers are looking to find if there
are any overtime differences in media use and shift from leaner newspaper and
radio towards more visual and interactive broadcasting and online. Therefore,
the first hypothesis assumes, that
* (Hla) in times of political, economic, and ideological uncertainty, the public
will disengage from “lean” media and, as a result, newspaper and radio use
will decrease. At the same time,

* (H1b) in times of political, economic, and ideological uncertainty, the public
will lean towards “rich” media, thus television and Internet use will increase.

* (RQ1) if there are difterences in media preferences of the public across times
of stability and crisis?

The second hypothesis will examine the relationship between the factors such
as overall trust and overall satisfaction, which, according to previous studies (Ker-
nis, Paradise, Whitaker, Wheatman, & Goldman, 2000; Lascaux, 2008; Munthe,
2003; Galen & Kloet, 2011; Kramer, Meisenbach, & Hansen, 2013; Surra, 2001)
are strong predictors of uncertainty among the general public and media prefe-
rences of the audience in different time spans of analysis. By examining the ef-
fects of those factors, researchers expect to find that, there is a significant effect
of trust and satisfaction on media preferences of the public across times of sta-
bility and crisis. More specifically, the second hypothesis states, that
* (H2) as an effect of trust and satisfaction factors, in times of crisis public will

change their media behavior towards a decrease in the use of visually “lean”
in favor of using more visually “rich” medja.

To test the second hypothesis we will examine if (RQ2) there are any signifi-
cant relations between changes in media preferences of the audience and changes
in the moods and feelings of the respondents regarding political, economic, and

ideological situations.

4. Methodology

Country: One European country is a target of this study. Because the goal is
to examine the audience’s behavior in non-routine conditions, the criterion for

the selection of the country of interest was the presence of recently happened
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public unrest, caused or accompanied by different kinds of social and economi-
cal problems. Researchers focused on Greece, where economic collapse caused
public protest in all major cities with a culmination in late 2009-early 2010 (Mail
Foreign Service, 2010).

Data source: Centre for Comparative European Survey Data (CCESD) is a
London-based organization, created in 1995 by Richard Topf from Metropolitan
University. It operates on the edge between social science and informatics. The
goal is to combine the data from different survey groups and agencies across
Europe and provide easy access to digital navigation tools through an intuitive
web interface (CCESD, 2014). The partner agencies and organizations include,
but are not limited to Eurobarometer, European Values Studies (EVS), European
Quality of Life Survey (EQLS), British Election Survey (BES), European Social
Survey (ESS), and International Social Survey Programme (ISSP). There are cer-
tain methodological requirements that need to be met in order to be included in
the Centre’s database, which makes the Centre a credible source for survey data
when it comes to the European continent. Because data is collected by different
agencies with specific interests, there are varieties of topics that can be accessed
through this system. For this study, several factors need to be measured and even
though members of CCESD employ similar methodological approaches to data
collection, time spans and questionnaires are different. Although comparing
particular questions from different sources is an approach previously used by
other scholars (Nie et al., 2010) in this study we will examine data from a single
source.

Researchers looked at several measures to answer research questions that were
stated above. First of all, they needed to have a measure of use of different kinds
of media. That information had to be for at least two different years with one of
them being the year of crisis and another the year of stability. Finally, they had
to be able to measure two important factors—trust and satisfaction.

The combination of these factors was found in the European Social Survey
(ESS), an academically driven multi-country survey, administered in over 30
countries to date (European Social Survey (ESS), 2013). One of the thematic
surveys of ESS, “Media and social trust”, ran in a 2-year-round cycle since 2004
provided all necessary data. The General sample size of the survey varies from 15
to 56 thousand respondents depending on the set of questions, country of analy-
sis, and the round of operation.

Measures: Measures used in this study can be clustered into three main cate-
gories: time, media preference, and certainty predictors.

To measure the time factor, researchers selected two different years. The first
one is a year of stability, without significant political or economic cataclysms. In
Greece it was 2008, the last quiet year, and their economy was named the 27%
largest economy in the world (Madianos et al., 2013) but starting from the next
year economic crisis had a major effect on the country, much stronger than in
other European countries. Starting from 2009, the crisis affected most of the
population (Madianos et al., 2013). By 2010, the year of our analysis unemploy-
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ment reached 14.2%, GDP dropped to —3.5% and the country had to sign a
Memorandum of Economic and Financial Policies to cut budget spending and to
avert default. It led to public protests, supported by one-third of the population
(Riidig & Karyotis, 2013). Therefore, these two years were examined to find the
differences in media preferences over time. The years also match with rounds 4
and 5 of the “Media and social trust” survey.

Media preference measurement is crucial for the study and to be able to see
the difference in media consumption of European audiences, we need to have
objective data about newspaper readership, radio listeners, television viewers,
and Internet usage in the country. The same, “Media and social trust” survey by
ESS asked respondents four specific questions: On an average weekday, how much
time, in total, do you spend watching television?; On an average weekday, how
much time, in total, do you spend listening to the radio?; On an average week-
day, how much time, in total, do you spend reading the newspapers?, and How
often do you use the internet, the World Wide Web, or email— whether at home
or at work—for your personal use?. The first three of the questions used a sev-
en-point response scale from “no time at all” to “more than three hours.” The
last question, asking about the use of the Internet also used a seven-point scale,
but the responses varied from “no time at all” to “every day.”

The third measure— Certainty predictors, in this case is a collective term that
describes a set of factors, which if looked together can be considered as a repre-
sentation of the level of political, economic, and social certainty among the gen-
eral population. To measure certainty for given countries for a specific time pe-
riod, researchers looked at the choice of available survey data, asking questions
that would explain moods and feelings of society at a given period. Since they
used trust and satisfaction as two predictors of certainty, direct questions about
these factors/feelings would be the most helpful. For each of the two variables,
several survey questions were selected. For Trust, they picked five questions
asking to rate the following feelings: Trust in the country’s parliament; Trust in
the legal system; Trust in the police; Trust in politicians and Trust in the Euro-
pean Parliament. These were combined in one, “overall trust” variable. The fol-
lowing questions were combined under one variable to measure “overall satis-
faction:” How satisfied with life as a whole; How satisfied with the present state
of the economy in the country; How satisfied with the national government and
How satisfied with the way democracy works in the country. In both cases, a
ten-point measurement scale was used from “no trust at all” to “complete trust”
for trust and “extremely dissatisfied” to “extremely satisfied” for satisfaction va-
riables.

Statistical analysis. Three-step statistical analysis was done to answer re-
search questions. First, factor analysis was executed for 5 “trust” and 4 “satisfac-
tion” questions in order to define common factors. The second-step multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to examine the changes in the
use of different kinds of media across two years of analysis. To test the effect of
trust and satisfaction on these overtime changes researchers conducted a multi-
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variate analysis of covariance as a third step which included the results of factor

analysis as covariates.

5. Findings

Factor analysis. The Principal Axis Factor (PAF) of nine questions from the
Media and Social trust survey questionnaire was conducted on data gathered
from 5396 participants from three countries across 2 years of analysis. An ex-
amination of the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy suggested
that the sample was factorable (KMO = 0.895).

Five items loaded onto Factor 1. It is clear from Table 1 that these five items
all relate to the level of trust in several key government institutions that respon-
dents reported in different time spans of analysis. This factor loads onto the re-
ported level of the trust in the parliament, the legal system, political elites, police,
and international support expressed in the form of trust in the European Par-
liament. This factor was labeled, “Trust”. Three items load onto a second factor
related to respondents’ reported satisfaction about political and economic insti-
tutions in their countries. This factor was labeled, “Satisfaction”. Cronbach’s al-
phas for the five trust and three satisfaction items were0.851 and0.736, respec-
tively.

MANOVA. Referring to the Wilks’ Lambda outcome (under “Years”) we can
report that we have a significant multivariate outcome (prior to covariate ad-
justment), in respect of different media choices across the two different time
spans representing stability and crisis times: A = 0.962, F (4, 4761) = 47.339, p <
0.001. Table 2 indicates that there is a significant univariate outcome for three

Table 1. Factor analysis (N = 5396).

Component 1 (Trust) 2 (Satisfaction)
Trust in country’s parliament 0.860
Trust in the legal system 0.785
Trust in the police 0.712
Trust in politicians 0.816
Trust in the European Parliament 0.805
How satisfied with life as a whole 0.519
How satisfied with present state of economy in country 0.828
How satisfied with the national government 0.850
How satisfied with the way democracy works in country 0.790
Eigenvalues 3.177 2.302
Percentage of total variance 63.53 57.54
Number of test measures 5 3

Source: European social survey.
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Table 2. Univariate outcome (Prior to trust and satisfaction covariates inclusion).

Type IIT
Dependent Variable Sum of F Sig.
Squares

TV watching, news/politics/current affairs on
1004.235 246.340 0.000
average weekday

Radio listening, news/politics/current affairs
2706.992  438.156 0.000
on average weekday

Age
Newspaper reading, politics/current affairs on
6.761 5.134  0.024
average weekday
Personal use of internet/e-mail/www 12,849.475 2134.767 0.000
TV watching, news/politics/current affairs on
111.834 27.433  0.000
average weekday
Radio listening, news/politics/current affairs
66.868 10.823  0.001
Gender on average weekday
Newspaper reading, politics/current affairs
257.295 195.369 0.000
on average weekday
Personal use of internet/e-mail/www 294.539  48.934 0.000
TV watching, news/politics/current affairs on
2.252 14.063  0.457
average weekday
Radio listening, news/politics/current affairs
183.444 29.692  0.000
Years on average weekday

Newspaper reading, politics/current affairs on
18.521 14.063  0.000
average weekday

Personal use of internet/e-mail/www 723.552 120.208 0.000

Source: European social survey.

out of the four dependent variables: Radio listening (F (1, 4761) = 29.692, p <
0.001), Newspaper reading (F (1, 4761) = 14.063, p < 0.001) and Personal use of
internet/email/www (F (1, 4761) = 120.208, p < 0.001) across years. No signifi-
cant results were found for the TV watching variable without applying key cova-
riates. Research question one asking for the overtime changes in media con-
sumption habits of the public was answered.

MANCOVA. The multivariate outcome is still strong subsequent to applying
the covariates. There is a highly significant multivariate effect across the years
for the combined dependent variables of different media uses: 1 = 0.964, F (4,
4440) = 41.227, p < 0.001. We refer to the “year” line of data; the lines for “trust”
and “satisfaction” show the covariate effect.

Table 3 shows that after applying the covariates univariate outcome for TV
watching have become much stronger (F (1, 4440) = 15.803, p < 0.000). News-
paper reading became slightly less significant (F (1, 4440) = 6.209, p < 0.05),
moving from p < 0.001 to p < 0.05 alpha level. Radio listening (F (1, 4440) =
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Table 3. Univariate outcome (After trust and satisfaction covariates inclusion).

Type IIT
Source Dependent Variable Sum of F Sig.
Squares

TV watching, news/politics/current affairs
839.179 210.412 0.000
on average weekday

Radio listening, news/politics/current affairs
2474218 401.938 0.000
on average weekday

Age
Newspaper reading, politics/current affairs
wspaper reading, politics/current affair 3,007 2048 0134
on average weekday
Personal use of internet/e-mail/www 11,896.594 1967.563 0.000
TV watching, news/politics/current affairs
87.690 21.987 0.000
on average weekday
Radio listening, news/politics/current affairs
65.848 10.697 0.001
Gender on average weekday
Newspaper reading, politics/current affairs
236.240  176.629 0.000
on average weekday
Personal use of internet/e-mail/www 276.188  45.678 0.000
TV watching, news/politics/current affairs
132.086 33.119 0.000
on average weekday
Radio listening, news/politics/current affairs
1.272 0.207  0.649
Trust on average weekday
Newspaper reading, politics/current affairs
5.640 4.217  0.040
on average weekday
Personal use of internet/e-mail/www 3.067 0.507  0.476
TV watching, news/politics/current affairs
16.989 4.260  0.039
on average weekday
Radio listening, news/politics/current affairs
35.885 5.829 0.016
Satisfaction on average weekday
N ding, politi t affai
ewspaper reading, politics/current affairs 47 0184  0.668
on average weekday
Personal use of internet/e-mail/www 54.671 9.042  0.003
TV watching, news/politics/current affairs
63.025 15.803  0.000
on average weekday
Radio listening, news/politics/current affairs
209.521 34.037 0.000
Years on average weekday

Newspaper reading, politics/current affairs
8.305 6.209 0.013
on average weekday

Personal use of internet/e-mail/www 497.794 82.329 0.000

Source: European social survey.
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34.037, p < 0.001) and Internet use both remained significant as well (F (1, 4440) =
82.329, p < 0.001). With the inclusion of Trust and Satisfaction as covariates, we
can observe significant changes in media preferences over the years of analysis,
all four Media choice variables differ significantly across the years of stability
and crisis.

Multivariate (MANOVA) analyses showed statistically significant changes in
all dependent variables, except one. Only in the case of the TV watching statisti-
cally significant difference in usage was not found. Hypothesis 1a was fully sup-
ported, both newspaper readership and radio listening significantly decreased
between years of stability and crisis. Hypothesis 1b was partly supported since
television viewership did not show a significant increase over the years. Internet
usage, in turn, increased significantly.

When trust and satisfaction were added as covariates in MANCOVA, the ef-
fect of the TV watching variable became stronger (p = 0.000). Significance of
Newspaper reading variable slightly decreased (p = 0.013). The two remaining
variables did not show any changes. Post hoc (Bonferroni) analyses of the univa-
riate outcomes (adjusted for trust and satisfaction factors) showed that in the
times of crisis television viewership increased strongly compared to times of sta-
bility (Table 4). Both radio listening (p = 0.000) and Personal Internet use (p =
0.000) showed a significant increase over the years of analysis.

The second hypothesis was fully supported. MANCOVA results show that
trust and satisfaction have a significant effect on the overtime changes in media
consumption towards more visually rich and interactive media. More specifical-
ly, adding those factors as covariates had an especially significant effect on tele-
vision usage of the public.

Although previous studies confirm that education, income, socioeconomic
status, as well as age and gender (Self, 1988) are important predictors of media
choice behavior, in this case, age and gender did not appear to have a statistically

significant influence on the effect of age and gender in a crisis situation.

Table 4. Post hoc (Bonferroni) outcomes after applying trust and satisfaction covariates.

Mean
d.
Dependent Variable & v Difterence Sig.
Years Years (- ) Error

TV watching, liti t
watching, news/politics/current ¢\ e Crisis —0256° 0,064 0.000
affairs on average weekday

Radio listening, news/politics/current . L
. Stability Crisis  0.466*  0.080 0.000
affairs on average weekday

Newspaper reading, politics/current
bap &P Stability Crisis  0.093*  0.037 0.013
affairs on average weekday

Personal use of internet/e-mail/www Stability Crisis —-0.719*  0.079 0.000

Source: European social survey. *indicates statistically significant numbers.
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6. Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to implement Media Richness Theory, rarely used
in mass communication research to address the issues, which otherwise would
remain unexplained since none of the existing mass communication theories
combine factors such as crisis situations, visual richness of different types of me-
dium and media choice of audience simultaneously. The attempt was successful,
and the findings of the study can be considered as an example of efficient use of
the Theory in the field of mass communication studies. Furthermore, the poten-
tial of MRT for communication studies is yet to be explored. Its hierarchy model
provides the description of the key features of modern, visually rich media, such
as the capacity of the medium to transmit multiple cues. Body language, voice
tone, and inflection are only a few of them. At the same time, the focus of the
theory on the instant feedback opportunities of the digital medium provides a
whole new ground to examine social media and online communications chan-
nels.

In this particular case of crisis communications in Greece, one can see the po-
tential of this approach to explain the media choice of public and background
processes that let us talk about the reasons for particular choices. Evidence sug-
gested that in times of crisis public leaned towards more visually rich media,
such as television broadcasting and internet use. The use of “lean” newspaper
and radio decreased. In the case of television broadcasting, we were able to iden-
tify the role that predictors of uncertainty—trust and satisfaction, affected the
increase of television use. In the case of the Internet, the effect was not that clear,
and one can say that increase in Internet use can be an effect of the general trend
of increase in internet coverage in the country. In point of fact, general Internet
usage in Greece increased from 38.2% to 44.4% between 2008 and 2010. Thus,
when it comes to the Internet, we can only speculate about the connection be-
tween the general increase of internet usage as routine technological develop-
ment and the effect described in Media Richness Theory, but television broad-
casting is different since the effect of trust and satisfaction was clearly observed
in this study.

Finally, the results should be interpreted due to this study’s limitations. The
first limitation lies in the measurement of the uncertainty factor. Since the study
is using secondary data, researchers did not have control on the content of sur-
vey questionnaires. Even though the methods used in this study basically fol-
lowed the methods used in numerous previous research which described trust
and satisfaction as important predictors of uncertainty (Kernis, Paradise, Whi-
taker, Wheatman, & Goldman, 2000; Lascaux, 2008; Munthe, 2003; Galen &
Kloet, 2011; Kramer, Meisenbach, & Hansen, 2013; Surra, 2001), asking direct
question would add to the credibility of measurement. Currently, it limits re-
searchers in their attempts to have a combined “uncertainty” factor since com-
bining trust and satisfaction under one factor is questionable. Another limitation

is about the general “internet use” question as part of the analysis. Although the
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survey describes it as the one answering online media use question, it is, in fact,
too broad and covers all kinds of online activity. Different design of the question
or a separate question asking specifically about use of online media would pro-
vide more credible data for analysis. Future research with first-hand data can
develop better methods to address this issue. Third limitation is about absence of
certain demographic information such as income level of respondents or their
socioeconomic status, since those and other factors has been proven to be im-
portant predictors of media choice as well (Self, 1988). This, again must be con-
sidered in the designs of future studies.

Perspectives of this direction of the study look promising. Even in this study
working with secondary data, in addition to answering stated questions in the
process of investigating the opportunities of MRT, another outcome was discov-
ered. During the adaptation of the theory to the needs of the study, researchers
were able to classify different types of media within the MRT model. Thus, news-
papers and radio were identified as “lean” media as operating with limited op-
portunities to provide visual cues and interactivity while television and internet
fit the requirements of “rich” media. This is only a small example of a potential
of Media Richness Theory for mass communication studies and with current
common focus on the visual communication and social media, the field can great-

ly benefit from its deeper implementation.
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