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Abstract 

A rapidly growing body of research has demonstrated that watching the news may lead to a 

decrease in helping behaviour. This is because increasing displays of human suffering have made 

news consumption a psychologically risky undertaking. Fear-driven news content runs danger of 

shattering recipients’ basic assumptions about a just, benevolent world and themselves as 

morally decent people. Therefore, individuals may have to protect their self-image from 

unwanted emotions such as guilt or shame by making use of psychological defence mechanisms. 

Mature overall defensive functioning (ODF) was hypothesized to attenuate the detrimental 

impact of negative news consumption and negative world views on prosocial behaviour. This 

mechanism was tested in a correlational study using a moderated mediation model. 88 

participants took part in the study (52.3% female, 76.1% German, mean age = 28.3 years, SD = 

13.0) in which they indicated their news media consumption and completed the World 

Assumptions Scale (WAS), Defence Mechanisms Rating Scale – Self Report – 30 (DMRS-SR-

30), and the Prosociality Scale (PS). Inferential statistics revealed no significant correlations 

which is why no support for the hypothesized effect mechanism was found. Possible limitations 

may have been the complex correlational design, as well as measurement choices regarding the 

WAS and the DMRS-SR-30. Future implications, thus, include employing simpler research 

designs and doubling measures for participants’ world views and maturity of defence.   
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To what Extent does Maturity of Psychological Defence Mechanisms moderate the 

Relationship between Negative News Exposure and Prosocial Behaviour as mediated by 

Negative World Views?  

“… it is quite likely that the media do not serve so as to sensitise us to moral problems. 

Quite the contrary; the media rather tend to have an anaesthetic effect. […] It is perhaps 

not unreasonable to suggest that the media mean the destruction of the moral values of 

solidarity.” (Tester, 1994, p. 107 as cited in Höijer, 2004) 

This quote provides a stark contrast to the widely-held and well-substantiated belief that 

following the news media is a prerequisite for helping behaviour as it provides individuals with 

the information needed to step into action (Woodstock, 2014). In other words, the flood victims 

in Malawi cannot be helped if no one has ever heard of that flood. However, and not only since 

news about the Corona pandemic and the war in the Ukraine has overshadowed the agenda, more 

and more people feel that watching the news has become a “psychologically risky pursuit” 

(Serani, 2008, p. 4). Serani (2008) holds that since 9/11, news media publish more trauma-driven 

and fear-based content. As a consequence, news gets increasingly negative and sensationalistic 

(Soroka & McAdams, 2015; van der Meer & Hameleers, 2022), photographs are becoming more 

lurid, and there is a higher focus on people and human suffering (Höijer, 2004). As a 

consequence, those with higher news consumption tend to feel more powerless (Woodstock, 

2014) and emotionally blunt (Seu, 2015), have lower levels of mental well-being (Boukes & 

Vliegenthart, 2017) and trust in others (Han et al., 2019). Furthermore, Serani (2008) points out 

that recipients of horror stories on the news can suffer indirect traumatization which puts them at 

risk for symptoms of depression, anxiety and PTSD.  



4 

However, what is of supreme interest in light of this study are the findings that being 

better informed about the world’s atrocities does not lead to intervening action (Seu, 2003). 

Instead, increased news consumption may actually lead to a decrease in helping behaviour (Han 

et al., 2019, Woodstock, 2014). Seu (2015) underlines the faultiness of the notion that mere 

information about human suffering suffices as a motivation to act. Serani (2008) and many other 

scholars (Höijer, 2004; McNaughtonCassill & Smith, 2002; Soroka & McAdams, 2015) argue 

that news media’s neo-capitalist leitmotif “if it bleeds, it leads” (Serani, 2008, p. 241) exploits 

people’s pull towards negative stimuli. At the same time, however, it commodifies human 

suffering making the audience apathetic bystanders without moral commitment (Höijer, 2004). 

This “anaesthetic effect” (Tester, 1994, p. 107, as cited in Höijer, 2004) of the media is vividly 

demonstrated by a so-called news-resister who purposively limits her news consumption to 

remain motivated to engage in the good cause:  

I used to be really cognizant of the news and really politically active. No longer. I don’t 

want to spend my entire life ruminating on how much the world sucks. What I want to do 

is actively engage in creating the world that I want to live in every single day … And I 

feel like on some level engaging with the large scale news media just takes me back into 

that ‘the whole world sucks’ place, instead of, like, the solution place and trying to create 

something positive every day. (Woodstock, 2014, p. 9)  

In line with this quote, Boukes and Vliegenthart (2017) attest that audiences are declining and 

tune out in order to avoid negative hedonic experiences. Seu (2003) agrees that news consumers 

reside to a self-defensive passivity as they feel threatened by unwanted emotions such as disgust, 

helplessness and guilt, as well as by their own demands to be righteous and morally good people. 

In order to protect from these disturbances, they shut off and turn away, which is why witnessing 
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human suffering on the news ceases to trigger genuine compassion and acts of solidarity (Seu, 

2003). Instead, it may lead to developing traumas (Serani, 2008; Seu, 2003) and forming overly 

pessimistic world views such as those expressed by the news-resister (Woodstock, 2014). These 

serve as a justification to defend against in order to avoid feelings of responsibility and guilt 

(Seu, 2003). Following this line of reasoning, this paper suggests that a decrease in helping 

behaviour followed by negative news consumption may be influenced by individual’s 1) world 

views, and 2) use of psychological defence mechanisms. The theoretical underpinnings of these 

two constructs, as well as their relationships with negative news exposure and helping behaviour 

will be elaborated on in the following sections. 

Effects of Negative News Media on Recipients’ World Views 

Forming generalized negative world views followed by news media consumption is 

broadly supported by empirical research. McNaughton-Cassill and Smith (2002) showed that by 

lowering people’s trust in others, increased news media consumption led to more negative world 

views. Van der Meer and Hameleers (2022) added that negative news media may promote 

negative and incorrect world views in its audiences and generate irrational fears in them. They 

argue that these distorted worldviews are triggered by the news media’s tendency to falsely 

present single, negative incidents as daily reality (Van der Meer & Hameleers, 2022). This 

skewedness of worldviews is further depicted by studies showing that individuals who watched 

more news had a higher perception of problems and unsafety in both their community and the 

nation in general (Gerbner et al., 1999; McNaughton-Cassill & Smith, 2002). They further 

demonstrated more fatalistic and pessimistic thinking, lower self-esteem, and negative 

expectations of others (Ecer, 2020; Han et al. 2019; Serani, 2008). These drastic downward 
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changes in individuals’ world views are believed to be symptoms of secondary traumatization 

through fear-based news (Serani, 2008).  

In order to explain how traumatization may trigger such radical changes in world views, 

Janoff-Bulman (1989) introduced the theory of shattered world assumptions. He claims that 

humans have a general need for a stable set of organized knowledge structures, also termed 

schemas, in order to function in a complex, potentially threatening world (Janoff-Bulman, 1989). 

An even higher need for stability, as well as looser ties to reality characterize the more general 

schematic structures that serve to make sense of this world on a deep and abstract level. It is, 

however, this deepest level of assumptions that is threatened by traumatic events: “Long-, and 

often implicitly, held beliefs about the world and oneself prove invalid in the light of sudden 

misfortune” (van Bruggen et al., 2018, p. 816). These cracks in the foundations of individuals’ 

meaning-making system endanger the viability of their most fundamental theories about the 

world, others, and themselves. These include a favourable self-image, beliefs in the personal 

invulnerability, as well as assumptions of a stable, just, and meaningful world (Janoff-Bulman, 

1989; van Bruggen et al., 2018).  

How such a radical decline in assumptions about the world, self and others triggered by 

negative news consumption may also lead to a decrease in prosocial behaviour is outlined in the 

following section. 

Effects of Negative World Views on Prosocial Behaviour 

Han et al. (2019) demonstrate that the negative relationship between negative news 

consumption and helping behaviour was fully mediated by a decrease in participants’ trust in 

others. Such mistrust stays in contrast to people’s general assumptions of a stable and safe world 

which may represent an example of how negative news consumption may decrease people’s 
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prosocialness by destabilizing their fundamental world views. In a similar vein, Shamionov et al. 

(2019) show that an individual’s tendency to socially engage is largely dependent on their belief 

in a just world and their positive attitude of others. In contrast, a lacking sense of self-worth may 

lead to a decreased likelihood to volunteer (Shamionov et al., 2019). Solobutina and Nesterova 

(2017) conclude that compared to a control group, “volunteers have prevailing belief in the 

justice of the world, the strength of kindness and the responsiveness of people” (Solobutina & 

Nesterova, 2017, p. 2400). They further believed in society’s positive evaluation of them and 

their power to actively improve society (Solobutina & Nesterova, 2017).  

These findings demonstrate that a sense of self-efficacy, positive evaluations of others 

and a belief in a just world are fundamental characteristics of people engaging in prosocial 

behaviour. Vice versa, a negative decline in these postulates may lead to a decreased likelihood 

to socially engage. As argued earlier, forming such pessimistic worldviews may serve as a 

defence mechanism in order to reject the blame and maintain a positive self-image. The next 

chapter further elaborates on this dynamic.  

Psychological Defence Mechanisms and their Relationship with Negative News, World 

Views and Prosocial Behaviour  

Psychological defence mechanisms were first found in Sigmund Freud’s early works, 

which were later finalized by his daughter Anna Freud and further elaborated on by several other 

authors (Seu, 2003). Despite the resulting differences between theories, all of them have in 

common to centre around people’s striving for 1) intimacy in their relationships, 2) a (morally) 

decent and efficacious self-image, and 3) a stable, benevolent and meaningful view of the world 

(Hart, 2014). The current gold standard theory by Vaillant (1994), thus, considers psychological 

defence mechanisms to be unconscious processes that serve to protect the individual from threats 



8 

to one’s ego, self-esteem, and integration of the self. By altering an individual’s perception of a 

situation, defence mechanisms regulate excessive feelings of anxiety, guilt or shame which may 

result from thoughts and feelings conflicting with cultural expectations or the own conscience 

(Snarey & Vaillant, 1985; Vaillant, 1994). 

In his empirically validated hierarchy of defences, Vaillant (1994) distinguishes between 

more and less adaptive defence mechanisms. Adaptive, also called mature defences (e.g. 

humour, sublimation, altruism) keep an individual’s perception of reality intact, thus granting 

them genuine access to their own emotions and enabling them to effectively deal with the 

stressor. Therefore, these adaptive defences typically lead to constructive action and successful 

modification or resolution of the stressor (Di Giuseppe & Perry, 2021; Vaillant, 1994). In 

contrast, maladaptive, or immature defence mechanisms distort some aspect of reality (e.g. 

through denial, projection, rationalization) which leads the individual to bypass unwanted 

emotions and perform an inappropriate action or none at all (Kwon, 2000). The ways in which 

the maturity of an individual’s psychological defence mechanisms may influence the relationship 

between negative news consumption, negative world views and a lack of prosocial behaviour are 

plentiful.  

Firstly, and most obviously, altruism belongs to the mature defences (Di Giuseppe & 

Perry, 2021), meaning that predominant use of mature defences may increase the likelihood of 

performing altruistic, prosocial actions.  

Secondly, the three domains of defence, being 1) relationships to others, 2) self-esteem 

and agency, and 3) benevolent and meaningful worldviews closely resemble the aforementioned 

deep structures of one’s world assumptions (Janoff-Bulman, 1989) which are endangered by 

threatening news content. This suggests the notion that adaptive defences, by integrating 
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individuals’ thoughts, feelings and actions and aligning them with reality, also prevent one’s 

world views from being shattered by negative news. As a consequence, individuals may preserve 

more positive and realistic world views and are more likely to productively step into action. Vice 

versa, maladaptive defences may increase the likelihood of shattered world assumptions, as well 

as the inability to constructively rebuild them (Vaillant, 1994). Consequentially, they may view 

the world, themselves and others more negatively and fail to take constructive action (e.g. 

provide help to those in need in order to genuinely resolve feelings of guilt). 

Thirdly, empirical findings support this line of reasoning by demonstrating that 

maladaptive defences were associated with psychopathology and psychological maladjustment 

(Kwon, 2000), as well as emotional exhaustion (Di Giuseppe et al., 2019) malevolent 

interpersonal expectations (Porcerelli et al., 2006) and self-esteem instability (Zeigler-Hill et al., 

2008). In light of the aforementioned findings that these factors decrease the likelihood of 

helping behaviour (Shamionov et al., 2019, Solobutina & Nesterova, 2017; Han et al., 2019), it 

seems reasonable that maladaptive defences may contribute to this dynamic. Shamionov et al. 

(2019) underline that individuals’ inability to uphold an integrated, positive self-image (i.e. to 

fulfil the main function of psychological defence) obstructs prosocial behaviour because these 

intrapersonal struggles leave little resources to deal with the problems of others. On the contrary, 

adaptive defence mechanisms were found to be highly negatively related with depression and 

anxiety (Di Giuseppe et al., 2019), and positively related with psychological adjustment (Di 

Giuseppe & Perry, 2021), well-being (Di Giuseppe et al., 2019), and emotional intelligence 

(Pellitteri, 2002) which may be effective resources in constructively dealing with displays of 

human suffering on the news.  

Present study 
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It should be noted that no study is known that investigates how news consumers make 

use of psychological defence mechanisms in order to protect one’s world assumptions from 

being shattered. Also, a decrease in prosocial behaviour as a result of this mechanism has not yet 

been researched. This literature gap is intended to be targeted by this study for theoretical and 

practical reasons. For the former, intrapsychic factors and mechanisms might be detected that 

lead to interpersonal differences in prosocial behaviour as a reaction to threatening news content. 

For the latter, it may offer a remedy for those who feel unable to stay informed by the news and 

socially engage at the same time (e.g. news-resisters). If maturity of defence or negative world 

views indeed predict levels of helping behaviour, these constructs may represent pivotal 

elements and tangible ways to reconcile news consumption and prosocial engagement. Thus, this 

study seeks to integrate the outlined theoretical considerations into a coherent model which 

provides an attempt at answering the leading question of this paper: To what extent are negative 

world views and maladaptive defence mechanisms associated with a decrease in prosocial 

behaviour as a consequence of negative news exposure? In order to investigate this relationship 

in a stepwise manner, five hypotheses are proposed: 

H1: The more participants were exposed to negative news, the less prosocialness they 

reported. 

H2: The more participants were exposed to negative news, the more negative world 

views they reported.   

H3: The more negative world views participants reported, the less prosocialness they 

reported.  

H4: The less mature defence mechanisms participants reported, the greater the effect of 

negative news exposure on negative world views.  
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H5: The less mature defence mechanisms participants reported, the greater the effect of 

negative world views on prosocialness.  

Method 

Design 

The study employed a correlational moderated mediation design with the independent 

variable negative news exposure, the dependent variable prosocialness, the mediating variable 

negative world views and the two-way moderator maturity of defence mechanisms (see Figure 1). 

This variable moderated both the relationships between 1) negative news exposure and negative 

world views, and 2) negative world views and prosocialness.  

Figure 1 

Moderated mediation model  

 

Participants 

94 participants were included in the study. Six participants were excluded because of too 

many missing values or suspected lack of serious participation, judged at face value (e.g. 

participants having indicated one minute of news consumption with one percent of that being 

negative news). This resulted in a total number of 88 participants of which 52.3% identified as 

female, 45.5% as male, 1.1% as non-binary, and 1.1% would rather not say. 76.1% of the 

participants came from Germany, 12.5% from the Netherlands, and 11.4% from other countries. 

Participants were ranging in age from 18 to 68 (M = 28.3 years, SD = 13.0). The sampling 
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method can be described as convenience sampling: Students at the University of Twente chose to 

take part via the platform SONA in exchange for 0.25 SONA-credits. Further, the link to the 

study was sent to interested, acquainted individuals. Inclusion criteria were that participants had 

to be 18 years of age and above and were proficient in English (at least B1-level). Participants 

gave their informed consent to take part in the study and ethical approval was granted by the 

Behavioural, Management and Social Sciences Ethics Committee at the University of Twente. 

Materials 

In order to measure the four variables, two items were used to indicate participants’ 

levels of negative news consumption and three existing questionnaires were used to assess 

respondents’ negative world views, maturity of defence mechanisms, and prosocialness, 

respectively. Properties of these measurements are described in the following.   

Measure of negative news exposure 

Two items were measuring participants news consumption: The first asked: “On an 

average day, how many minutes do you consume or are you exposed to news media?” and the 

second asked: “Of your total news consumption/exposure, what percentage would you consider 

negative news?” In brackets, a definition of negative news followed that stated: “A negative 

news story is defined as one that focuses on the harmful outcomes of an event or issue. It often 

comes with a particularly negative overtone and may involve topics such as conflict, tragedy, 

crime, accidents, disasters etc.)” This definition was adapted from Cazzamatta (2021) and 

merged several definitions (cf. Bednarek & Caple, 2014; Caple & Bednarek, 2016, Harcup & 

O’Neill, 2017) into one in order to give participants a comprehensive picture of what would 

count as negative news and what would not. Then, the value indicating the percentage of 

negative news was transformed into decimal numbers and multiplied with the amount of time 
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spent watching news in general. This value represented the minutes spent consuming or being 

exposed to negative news on an average day.  

World Assumptions Scale 

In order to measure participants’ world views, the World Assumptions Scale (WAS; see 

Appendix A) was used. In this study, acceptable internal consistency was found with the value 

for Cronbach’s Alpha of α = .79. It is a 32-item self-report measure which is frequently used in 

trauma research but is also suited for non-clinical samples (van Bruggen et al., 2018). The WAS 

relies on the theory of shattered assumptions by Janoff-Bulman (1989), that was outlined 

previously. The items represent eight assumptions about 1) the benevolence of the world and the 

people (e.g. “There is more good than evil in the world”), 2) the meaningfulness of events 

including the categories justice, controllability, and randomness (e.g. “Generally, people deserve 

what they get in this world”), and 3) the worthiness of the self, denoting an individual’s belief 

that he or she is a morally good and decent human being (e.g. “I am very satisfied with the kind 

of person I am”) (van Bruggen et al., 2018). Items are rated on a 6-point scale from “strongly 

disagree” to “strongly agree” which results in a total score ranging from 32 to 192 with lower 

values indicating more negative world views. Studies about the psychometric properties of the 

WAS are somewhat mixed (Kaler et al., 2008). Whereas some authors found support for the 

eight-factor structure, as well as significant relationships demonstrating good validity (Elklit et 

al., 2007; Janoff-Bulman, 1989; van Bruggen et al., 2018), others pointed out low test-retest 

reliability and low fit indices for the proposed eight-factor structure, as well as little support for 

construct and content validity (Jeavons & Godber, 2005; Kaler et al., 2008).  

Despite these mixed findings, the WAS is used, firstly, because it is still the most widely 

used measure of post-traumatic beliefs and attitudes (Kaler et al., 2008). Secondly, because the 
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three domains of 1) self, 2) others, and 3) the world are equally inherent to the WAS (Janoff-

Bulman, 1989) and to psychological defence (Hart, 2014), which ensures a good fit between 

measurements. Thirdly, even if the WAS’s ability to validate the theory of shattered assumptions 

is questionable (Kaler et al., 2008), it may still serve as a valid measure of participants’ general 

world views.  

Defence Mechanism Rating Scales – Self Report – 30 

Participants’ maturity of defence mechanisms was measured with the Defence 

Mechanism Rating Scales - Self Report - 30 (DMRS-SR-30; see Appendix B) which is a 30-item 

self-report questionnaire representing the full hierarchy of 28 defence mechanisms according to 

the “gold-standard theory” (Di Giuseppe et al., 2020, p. 2) by Vaillant (1992). In this study, good 

internal consistency was found with the value for Cronbach’s Alpha of α = .89. The items (e.g. 

“Did you avoid thinking about personal problems or feelings?” or “Did you take an active role in 

solving problems that arose?”) are rated on a 5-point scale from “not at all” to “very 

often/much”. Next to scores for the seven defence levels (from most to least adaptive) and three 

defence categories (mature, neurotic, immature), one overall defensive functioning score (ODF) 

combines the scores of all 28 defence mechanisms into one and thus, indicates participants’ 

overall maturity of defence with higher scores indicating more maturity (Di Giuseppe et al., 

2020). The ODF has highly satisfactory psychometric properties with very good criterion (r = 

.73) and concurrent validity (r = .63), internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .89), convergent 

validity (ranging from -.54 to -.40) (Di Giuseppe et al., 2020) and discriminant validity (r = -.15) 

(Prout et al., 2021). Due to the very good psychometric properties, the ODF was used to measure 

participants’ maturity of defence mechanisms.   

Prosociality Scale 
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The Prosociality Scale (PS; see Appendix C) is a 16-item self-report measure that 

assesses individual differences in the tendency to act in favour of other people, i.e. to behave 

prosocially (Kanacri et al., 2021). In this study, good internal consistency was found with the 

value for Cronbach’s Alpha of α = .84. The scale includes four aspects of prosocialness: 1) 

helping (e.g. “I help immediately those who are in need”, 2) sharing (e.g. “I share the things that 

I have with my friends”), 3) caring of (e.g. “I spend time with those friends who feel lonely”), 

and 4) feeling empathic with others (e.g. “I intensely feel what others feel”). Items are answered 

on a 5-point scale from “never/almost never” to “always/almost always” so that scores range 

between 16 and 80 with higher scores indicating higher levels of prosocialness. Also, the PS has 

very adequate psychometric properties. Its reliability and validity have been widely established 

via classical test theory and item response theory (Biagioli et al., 2016; Caprara et al., 2005; 

Kanacri et al., 2021). Kanacri et al. (2021) also performed a cross-cultural validation of the scale 

concluding that it represents a “relatively universal pattern of measuring prosocial behaviour” 

(Kanacri et al., 2021, p.10).  

Procedure 

Either via SONA or the direct weblink, participants were directed to the online platform 

Qualtrics on which the survey was performed. The first screen showed the introductory page 

with general information of the study. The second page included the informed consent sheet and 

the item ensuring informed and voluntary participation.  

The main part of the survey started with items asking participants for their age, 

nationality and gender that they identify with. The following page asked participants to complete 

the DMRS-SR-30, the WAS, and the PS. The order of the questionnaires as presented to 

participants was randomized to compensate for early dropouts.  
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After having completed all questionnaires, participants were presented with a short 

debriefing that revealed the whole purpose of the study which was investigating the two-fold 

influence of maturity of psychological defence mechanisms on the relationships between 

negative news exposure and negative world views, as well as negative world views and 

prosocialness. Further, information about the sensitivity of such topics and the fallibility of 

questionnaires, as well as contact information for professional help was given in case participants 

had experienced any (psychological) discomfort after participation. A screen expressing 

gratitude for participation marked the end of the survey.   

Data Analysis 

SPSS was used to handle all data. In order to answer all five hypotheses, the proposed 

moderated mediation model (see Figure 1) was tested in one model using a bootstrapping 

approach to determine the significance of the indirect effects at various degrees of the moderator 

(Hayes, 2013). Moderated mediation analyses are used to test the conditional indirect effect of a 

moderator (i.e., maturity of defence) on the relationship between a predictor (i.e., negative news 

exposure) and an outcome variable (i.e., prosocialness) via a potential mediator (i.e., negative 

world views). Model 58 of the “PROCESS” macro tool for SPSS 22 by Hayes (2013) was used 

to perform this analysis. This model explicitly tests both moderating effects on the predictor to 

mediator path (i.e., a-path), and on the mediator to outcome path (i.e., b-path).  

Results 

Of the total 88 participants, the “PROCESS” macro tool excluded eleven participants due 

to unfit or missing data, which resulted in 77 respondents included in the moderated mediation 

analysis.  
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Descriptive statistics revealed that on an average day, participants were exposed to 

negative news for 44.5 minutes (SD = 44.7). Significant correlations were found between 

nationality and age, nationality and negative news exposure, as well as nationality and prosocial 

behaviour (see Table 1). Also, there was a weak, positive correlation between ODF and PS, r(78) 

= .23, p = .042. This indicates that higher use of mature defence mechanisms was associated with 

higher levels of prosocialness.  

Table 1 

Descriptive statistics and correlations   

Variable n M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 

1. Age 88 28.3 13.0 1       

2. Gender 88   .057 1      

3. Nation. 88   -.304** .088 1     

4. NNE 88 44.5 44.7 -.027 .098 ,322** 1    

5. ODF 78 4.8 0.2 -.093 -.053 -.134 ,038 1   

6. WAS 78 117.6 13.3 .039 -.189 -,099 -,185 .116 1  

7. PS 79 60.1 7.5 -,014 -.028 -,300** ,000 ,231* ,063 1 

Note. Nation. = Nationality; NNE = Negative News Exposure 

*p < .05. **p < .01. 

Inferential statistics revealed that the conditional indirect effects of negative news 

exposure on prosocial behaviour were insignificant at each low ODF (1 SD below the mean, 

effect = -.007, SE = .011, 95% CI [-0.03, 0.01]), medium ODF (M = 4.817, effect = -.001, SE = 

.004, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.01]) and high ODF (1 SD above the mean, effect = .001, SE = .005, 95% 

CI [-0.01, 0.01]). As zero lay within the bootstrapping intervals in each case, there is no support 
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for maturity of defence moderating the relationships between 1) negative news exposure and 

negative world views, and 2) negative world views and prosocialness. Further inferential 

statistics regarding the moderated mediation model will be reported for each hypothesis 

separately.  

Effect of Negative News Exposure on Prosocialness 

The first hypothesis stated that the more participants were exposed to negative news, the 

less prosocial behaviour they reported. This relationship was found to be insignificant (B = -.005, 

SE = .02, t = -.233, p = .816), meaning that higher levels of negative news exposure were not 

associated with lower levels of prosocial behaviour.  

Effect of Negative News Exposure on Negative World Views 

The second hypothesis stated that the more participants were exposed to negative news, 

the more negative world views they reported. This relationship was found to be insignificant (B = 

-.65, SE = .936, t = -.701, p = .486) meaning that higher levels of negative news exposure were 

not associated with higher levels of negative world views.  

Effect of Negative World Views on Proscialness 

The third hypothesis stated that the more negative world views participants reported, the 

less prosocialness they reported. This relationship was found to be insignificant (B = 1.436, SE = 

1.699, t = .845, p = .401) meaning that higher levels of negative world views were not associated 

with higher levels of prosocialness. 

Moderation of a-path 

The fourth hypothesis stated that the less mature defence mechanisms participants 

reported, the greater the effect of negative news exposure on negative world views (a-path). This 

interaction effect between negative news exposure and maturity of defence mechanisms was 
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found to be insignificant (B = .124, SE = .193, t = .641, p = .523) meaning that maturity of 

defence did not moderate the effect between negative news exposure and negative world views.  

Moderation of b-path 

The fifth hypothesis stated that the less mature defence mechanisms participants reported, 

the greater the effect of negative world views on prosocialness (b-path). This interaction effect 

between negative world views and maturity of defence mechanisms was found to be insignificant 

(B = -.294, SE = .351, t = -.835, p = .406) meaning that maturity of defence did not moderate the 

effect between negative world views and prosocialness.  

Discussion 

Statistical analyses showed that the data did not support any of the five hypotheses. In 

connection with the theoretical and empirical underpinnings of this research, this next section 

will offer post hoc explanations for the insignificant results.   

Effect of Negative News Exposure on Prosocialness 

Participants with higher levels of negative news exposure did not report lower levels of 

prosocialness. This finding is incongruent with those studies demonstrating a decrease in helping 

behaviour as a consequence of negative news exposure (Han et al., 2019; Woodstock, 2014; Seu, 

2003; Seu, 2015). This may be because Woodstock (2014), in her research about news-resisters, 

employs a purely qualitative design with an unrepresentative sample having chosen participants 

based on in-depth interviews. Thus, the finding that some people experience decreases in their 

own prosocialness as a consequence of increased news consumption was nothing more than a 

description of her purposively selected sample and a necessary criterion to be included in that 

sample. She further admits that media’s role in promoting or dampening civic engagement is still 

largely unclear (Woodstock, 2014). Seu (2003; 2015) centred her research around humanitarian 
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campaigns that may include even more ferocious pictures and appeals triggering inner moral 

conflicts than a negative news story.  

However, the mediation effect by Han et al. (2019) suggesting that negative news 

exposure via negative cognitions (e.g. social trust) leads to decreased helping behaviour was 

basically adopted one-to-one in the moderated mediation model (WAS = cognitions/social trust, 

prosocialness = helping behaviour). Regardless of the large conceptual overlap, the critical factor 

in the study by Han et al. (2019) might have been the experimental design. Unlike correlational 

designs, experiments are able to capture the immediate changes in cognition and affect as a 

causal response to an actual stimulus (i.e., negative news story) (Schulz et al., 2019). Self-report 

measures to indicate general states and behaviours are, in contrast, at increased risk of potentially 

disrupting factors such as memory bias, social desirability, or self-deception (Paulhus & Vazire, 

2007). Thus, the correlational research design employing self-report measures exclusively may 

have been a decisive factor in explaining the insignificant results with regard to the first 

hypothesis.   

Effect of Negative News Exposure on Negative World Views 

Participants with higher levels of negative news exposure did not report higher levels of 

negative world views. The contradiction with plenty of research demonstrating this relationship 

(Ecer, 2020; Gerbner et al., 1999; McNaughton-Cassill & Smith, 2002; van der Meer & 

Hameleers, 2022) may result from different operationalizations of world views. McNaughton-

Cassill and Smith (2002), as well as van der Meer and Hameleers (2022) understood it as 

participants’ indication of problems and crime levels in their neighbourhood or nation. Similarly, 

Gerbner et al. (1999) were interested in respondents’ assessment of safety issues in their 

community and the world in general (e.g. crime rates, chances to become a victim). Ecer (2020) 
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equated participants’ choices of optimistic and pessimistic adjectives with their outlook on the 

future.  

However, no study is known that measured negative world views as a consequence of 

negative news exposure using the WAS. Although the scale may to some extent encompass the 

observed constructs of the above mentioned studies, its items are much less distinct but broader, 

more general in nature, which may explain the contradictory findings. Likewise, secondary 

traumatization, as suggested by Serani (2008) may not be adequately measurable by the WAS. 

This is demonstrated by Sprang et al. (2019) who point out that the WAS does cover parts, but 

not the whole picture of secondary traumatic stress. The unexpected findings regarding the 

second hypothesis may thus be partially explained by the broad phrasings in the WAS and its 

inadequacy to measure secondary traumatization.   

Effect of Negative World Views on Prosocialness 

Participants with higher levels of negative world views did not report lower levels of 

prosocialness. The inconsistency with previous studies (Han et al., 2019; Shamionov et al., 2019; 

Solubutina & Nesterova, 2017) may be explained by a different operationalization of 

prosocialness and differences in measurement. In the study by Shamionov et al. (2019), 

volunteering was only one of twelve forms of social activity. Other forms included recreational 

or self-developmental activities, as well as internet or networking activities. While those were 

found to be associated with different world views, volunteering, in fact, only positively 

correlated with the luckiness subscale of the WAS.  

Also, Solubutina and Nesterova (2017) found the only significant differences in WAS 

scores between volunteering and non-volunteering individuals on the kindness of people 

subscale. They did find that participants’ belief in a just world, as well as in people’s kindness 
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and responsiveness was related to more volunteering. However, their main findings were 

produced by a combination of measurements (WAS & purpose-in-life test) and pertained to ways 

in which volunteers’ world assumptions were associated with their sense of meaningfulness, 

purpose and agency in life (Solubutina & Nesterova, 2017). As this study solely used the WAS 

to assess participants’ world views, a reproduction of such findings was not possible. 

Moderation of a-path and b-path 

Maturity of defence did not moderate any of the relationships between 1) negative news 

exposure and negative world views, and 2) negative world views and prosocialness. As stated in 

the introduction, this element represented the literature gap that was targeted with this study. Due 

to the absence of tangible empirical findings, theoretical substantiations for the hypothesised 

effect mechanism had to rely more on essay-like publications and eclectic inferences made from 

related research. The inferential and abstract nature of the line of reasoning underlying this 

research further questions the appropriateness of self-report measures. Defence mechanisms, as 

stated in the introduction, are defined by operating outside of conscious awareness (Cramer, 

2014) and are thus considered inapt to be measured by self-report instruments (Davidson & 

MacGregor, 1998). Di Giuseppe et al. (2020), as well, recognize that “results could be biased by 

the individual’s lack of awareness of personal defensive activity” (Di Giuseppe et al., 2020, p. 2).  

Another reason for the insignificant results may have been the complexity of the research 

design. This is supported by Kearney (2017) who underlines that in case of a rather big literature 

gap, a more tentative approach to research including descriptive or exploratory designs is the 

most appropriate course of action. Especially when the problem at hand is far from being solved, 

which clearly applies to this research, Kearney (2017) advises to propose less exciting and more 

rigorous study designs. This notion is further endorsed by the significant correlation between 
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maturity of defence and prosocialness. This simple association underlines the paper’s assumption 

that mature defence mechanisms enable the individual to step into productive action (Vaillant, 

1994). It further suggests that individuals with more mature defensive functioning may indeed 

have more available resources to deal with the problems of others (Shamionov et al., 2019). This 

finding could serve as a starting point from which the relationship between negative news 

exposure, negative world views, maturity of defence, and prosocialness may be further 

investigated.  

Strengths and Limitations 

Two central strengths of the study could be identified. The biggest strength of this study 

was to target a literature gap which may reveal widespread theoretical and practical implications, 

once examined in greater detail. The following chapter will elaborate further on these future 

implications. The hypothesised effect mechanism, however, connects constructs that have not 

been observed jointly. The novelty of this pursuit, thus, lies in having integrated many separated 

findings into a coherent and theoretically sound model. Although no support for the hypothesised 

model was found, it is considered worth retaining the model for the time being due to the eclectic 

but stringent theoretical foundation on which it lies. 

A second asset of this study may be certain characteristics of the sample. Its size was 

acceptable, it covered a wide range of age groups, and gender identities were by and large 

realistically represented. This means that in these two regards, the sample could be considered 

approximately representative. Building upon this sample, enlarging it by similar sampling 

methods, and purposively aiming for representativeness in other demographic variables may thus 

be a worthwhile undertaking. 
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Next to these two strengths of the present study, and logically arising from the above 

attempts at explaining the insignificant findings, three central limitations of this study are 

presented.  

Firstly, operationalizing negative world views with the WAS failed to reproduce the 

findings underpinning this research. Further, the scale has not yet been used to measure negative 

media effects. Thus, the sample data seemed unfit to be measured by the WAS in terms of 

secondary traumatization resulting from fear-based news.  

Secondly, using a self-report measure such as the DMRS-SR-30 seems suboptimal in 

light of the rather abstract line of reasoning underlying this research and the unconscious nature 

of defence mechanisms (Vaillant, 1994). Despite its advantageous suitability to be administered 

to large samples, there are serious limitations of self-report measures assessing psychodynamic 

constructs (Davidson & MacGregor, 1998; Di Giuseppe et al., 2020). This limitation is further 

substantiated by fundamental weaknesses including memory bias, social desirability, or self-

deception (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007). 

Thirdly, and in close connection with the previous limitation, a purely correlational 

research design seems unable to capture immediate responses to negative news content. It may 

be suited for descriptive and exploratory research in under-researched domains (Kearney, 2017), 

however, the moderated mediation model might have been too complex to fulfil that purpose. 

The simple correlation between maturity of defence and prosocialness solidifies that notion.  

In sum, the use of a purely correlational design, operationalizing negative world views 

with the WAS and maturity of defence with the DMRS-SR-30 were shown to be the most serious 

and impactful limitations to this study. Implications for future research are outlined in the 

following.  
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Future directions 

The three main limitations represented by the 1) complex correlational design, 2) WAS, 

and 3) DMRS-SR-30 give insight about promising directions for future research. It may be 

fruitful to employ a simpler correlational design with fewer variables in order to build on such 

findings as the correlation between maturity of defence and prosocialness. It may further be an 

interesting endeavour to explore correlations between negative world views, prosocialness and 

single defence mechanisms in order to clarify their distinct functions in defending against 

negative news. Also, an experimental design is conceivable that manipulates the negativity of 

news stories between groups. Negative world views may be assessed in a pre- and post-test, and 

immediate defensive behaviour could be measured right where it happened.  

Further, the WAS and DMRS-SR-30 should be complemented by additional measures so 

that their outlined weaknesses are offset and the study does not solely rely on self-report 

measures. Negative world views may be augmented by projective tests or the purpose-in-life test 

so as to ensure equal conditions to the study by Solubutina and Nesterova (2017). Alternatively, 

single aspects of negative world views could be investigated in an attempt to reproduce findings 

regarding the role of social trust (Han et al., 2019), safety concerns (Gerbner et al., 1999), or 

belief in a just world (Shamionov et al., 2019). Additionally to the DMRS-SR-30, the observer-

rated original Defence Mechanism Rating Scale (DMRS) or the Q-sort version (DMRS-Q) could 

be administered in order to get a less biased, professionally informed and empirically validated 

assessment of participants’ defensive functioning (Di Giuseppe et al., 2020).  

Pursuing these future directions may be worth due to multiple theoretical and practical 

reasons. For the former, it may clarify the peculiar relationship between negative news exposure 

and prosocial behaviour. A simpler correlational design may yield results that could bring light 
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into the contradictory findings claiming that increased news consumption leads to either more or 

less prosocial engagement (Woodstock, 2014). Additionally, further investigation of the 

hypothesized effect mechanism may give insight into the entanglement of psychological defence 

mechanisms and negative world views. Correlational research on world views and single defence 

mechanisms may reveal possible functions of holding and expressing such pessimistic 

sentiments. For instance, in case such feelings were related to the defence mechanism Projective 

Identification, it may serve the purpose of shifting attention away from one’s own negatively 

perceived character (Vaillant, 1992); in the case of a relation with the defence mechanism 

Splitting, it would demonstrate one’s need to reconcile ambiguous aspects of a reality that is 

perceived as too complex and overwhelming (Vaillant, 1992).  

Such a greater understanding of these dynamics would have great practical benefits. If 

maturity of defence or world assumptions would predict a lack of prosocial behaviour as a 

consequence of negative news exposure, these two constructs may represent pivotal elements 

and tangible ways to protect oneself from this undesirable effect. This would not only mean an 

empowerment of the news recipient who is even today often seen as helplessly succumbed to 

media effects but may offer a remedy for those who want to stay informed about world affairs 

and socially engage at the same time. As demonstrated by the example of news-resisters, many 

people see themselves in an either-or situation as they feel powerless, depressed and paralysed in 

the light of shocking events and cruel images displayed in news media (Woodstock, 2014). In 

such cases, cultivating a more mature style of psychological defence mechanisms, as well as 

adjusting one’s generalized pessimistic world views to more realistic ones may represent 

effective ways to buffer the adverse consequences of negative news exposure. This may in the 

long run lead to empathising with victims in a way that preserves one’s psychological 
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functioning and possibly even motivates to help those in need. Thus, gradually replacing one’s 

unduly negative outlook with more realistic world views, as well as developing a more mature 

defence style would not only benefit the individual in many ways but would also serve those in 

dire need of help.  

To conclude, even though no support was found for the hypothesised model, the 

significant correlation between maturity of defence mechanisms and prosocialness preserves the 

possibility that these two constructs may also play a role in negative news consumption and its 

consequences. By further pursuing the investigation of this dynamic in alignment with the 

proposed directions for future research, more clarity may be brought to the intrapsychic 

processes and individual differences that lead to more or less prosocial behaviour as a 

consequence of negative news exposure. As shown above, these may then represent pivotal 

elements in buffering adverse media effects and encouraging acts of solidarity towards those in 

need.  
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Appendix A 

World Assumption Scale 

Please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements: 

1. Misfortune is least likely to strike worthy, decent people.  

2. People are naturally unfriendly and unkind. 

3. Bad events are distributed to people at random. 

4. Human nature is basically good. 

5. The good things that happen in this world far outnumber the bad. 

6. The course of our lives is largely determined by chance. 

7. Generally, people deserve what they get in this world. 

8. I often think that I am no good at all. 

9. There is more good than evil in the world. 

10. I am basically a lucky person 

11. People’s misfortunes result from mistakes they have made. 

12. People don’t really care what happens to the next person. 

13. I usually behave in ways that are likely to maximize good results for me. 

14. People will experience good fortune if they themselves are good. 

15. Life is too full of uncertainties that are determined by chance. 

16. When I think about it, I consider myself very lucky. 

17. I almost always make an effort to prevent bad things from happening to me. 

18. I have a low opinion of myself. 

19. By and large, good people get what they deserve in this world. 

20. Through our actions we can prevent bad things from happening to us. 
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21. Looking at my life, I realize that chance events have worked out well for me. 

22. If people took preventive actions, most misfortune could be avoided. 

23. I take the actions necessary to protect myself against misfortune. 

24. In general, life is mostly a gamble. 

25. The world is a good place. 

26. People are basically kind and helpful. 

27. I usually behave so as to bring about the greatest good for me. 

28. I am very satisfied with the kind of person I am. 

29. When bad things happen, it is typically because people have not taken necessary actions 

to protect themselves. 

30. If you look closely enough, you will see that the world is full of goodness. 

31. I have reason to be ashamed of my personal character. 

32. I am luckier than most people. 
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Appendix B 

Defense Mechanisms Rating Scales – Self Report - 30 

In the past week, how much did you deal with difficult emotions or situations in the following 

ways?  

1. Did you perceive others as "all good” or “all bad"? 

2. Did you react as if you were detached from personally relevant issues? 

3. Did you develop somatic symptoms, such as headache, stomach pain, or the loss of 

ability to do something, in response to emotional situations? 

4. Did you offer physical or psychological help to others in need? 

5. Did you have repetitive or serial daydreams to which you retreated in lieu of real life? 

6. Did you think about how you would handle difficulties that you might expect in the 

future? 

7. Did you feel as if there was nothing positive or redeeming about yourself? 

8. Did you have an attitude of giving much more than you received without perceiving the 

imbalance? 

9. Did you ask for physical or emotional support while doing your best to handle the 

problem? 

10. Did you try to diffuse the tension by engaging in creative activities? 

11. Did you have an attitude of suspiciousness or perceive others as untrustworthy, 

unfaithful, or manipulative? 

12. Did you make humorous comments about challenging personal issues or stressful 

situations? 

13. Did you reflect upon your emotional experiences and personal thoughts? 
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14. Did you try to take your anger out on yourself or express it with self-harming behaviors? 

15. Did you justify or give plausible explanations to cover up the real reasons for personal 

problems or stressful situations? 

16. Did you take an active role in solving problems that arose? 

17. Did you idealize yourself or others for their personal characteristics? 

18. Did you consciously or unconsciously try to irritate someone in indirect or annoying 

ways? 

19. Did you temporarily put aside your personal needs to deal with other things that needed 

to be done?  

20. Did you focus on minor or unrelated matters that distracted you away from a problem 

that makes you anxious? 

21. Did you discuss an emotional topic in general or impersonal way, without considering or 

experiencing your feelings? 

22. Did you complain about how others don't understand you or don't really care? 

23. Did you experience strong feelings towards someone, thinking that the other person 

intended to make you feel that way? 

24. Did you feel confused, “spaced out”, or unable to talk about a distressing topic? 

25. Did you engage in verbal or physical fights?  

26. Did you have trouble remembering simple things? 

27. Did you avoid thinking about personal problems or feelings? 

28. Did you perceive yourself as very strong, powerful, untouchable? 

29. Did you have contradictory or conflictual ideas about a topic that makes you anxious? 

(example, on the one hand, on the other hand) 
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30. Did you devalue yourself or others for their personal characteristics? 
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Appendix C 

Prosociality Scale 

The following statements describe a large number of common situations. There are no right or 

wrong answers; the best answer is the immediate, spontaneous one. Read each phrase carefully 

and fill in the number that reflects your first reaction. 

1. I am pleased to help my friends/colleagues in their activities.    

2. I share the things that I have with my friends.      

3. I try to help others.          

4. I am available for volunteer activities to help those who are in need.   

5. I am empathic with those who are in need.       

6. I help immediately those who are in need.       

7. I do what I can to help others avoid getting into trouble.     

8. I intensely feel what others feel        

9. I am willing to make my knowledge and abilities available to others   

10. I try to console those who are sad .       

11. I easily lend money or other things       

12. I easily put myself in the shoes of those who are in discomfort    

13. I try to be close to and take care of those who are in need    

14. I easily share with friends any good opportunity that comes to me   
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15. I spend time with those friends who feel lonely      

16. I immediately sense my friends’ discomfort even when it is not directly communicated to me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


