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Background. Effective prevention of psychological trauma by fear of COVID-19 Keywords:

requires the study of the relationships between the psychological and contextual ~ Social axioms,

factors that can influence the level of this fear. The social axioms, individual values, individual

and government strategies for managing the pandemic have not yet been studied  values, fear

as a system of psychological and contextual factors contributing to COVID-19 fear. of COVID-19,
Objective. The aim of this study was to assess the level of COVID-19 fear and the government

characteristics of the relationships between the social axioms, individual values, and strategies for

fear of COVID-19 among university students from countries with different govern- ~ managing the

ment strategies for managing the pandemic. pandemic,
Design. University students from countries with different government strategies  students

for managing the pandemic (208 Belarusians, 200 Kazakhstanis, and 250 Russians
ages 18 to 25) participated in an anonymous online survey. The respondents filled
in questionnaires that assessed their manifestations of COVID-19 fear (COVID-19
Fear Scale: FCV-19S) as the dependent variable; the “Social Axiom Questionnaire”
(QSA-31) and the “Portrait Value Questionnaire” (ESS-21) measured the social axi-
oms and individual values as the independent variables.

Results. Fear of COVID-19 reached a higher level among the students from the
countries with the weakest (Belarus) and the strongest (Kazakhstan) restrictive meas-
ures during the pandemic. Dysfunctional fear of COVID-19 was manifest among
those Belarusian students who attached the greatest importance to self-enhancement
values and the fate control axiom, and the least importance to the social complexity
axiom, as well as among those Russian students for whom the religiosity social axiom
was significant and the social complexity axiom was not. For Kazakhstani students,
social axioms and values were not predictors of dysfunctional fear of COVID-19.
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Conclusion. The greatest contribution of social axioms and individual values to the

experience of COVID-19 fear among the students was observed under conditions
where the actions of the authorities were incompatible with the existing pandemic
risks (in Belarus), as well as under conditions where a variable assessment of threat
level was possible (in Russia).

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has given scientists the important task of determining
the factors that can preserve the psychological well-being of populations in differ-
ent countries under the threat of the disease (Bavel et al., 2020). One of the ways of
solving this task is to identify the contextual and psychological factors that increase
fear of COVID-19 among students, who are a high-risk group for the adverse ef-
fects of the pandemic (Deng et al., 2021). Students faced significant lifestyle changes
during the pandemic (Aristovnik et al., 2020). These included adaptation to online
learning (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021), changes in academic habits, social exclusion, and
limited contact with peers (Aristovnik et al., 2020). A meta-analysis of 89 contem-
porary studies (Deng et al., 2021) confirmed an increase in anxiety and depression
symptoms and sleep disorders among university students in different countries dur-
ing the pandemic. Another meta-analysis focused on assessing the aggregate mean
of coronavirus infection fear among college students of different countries (Wang et
al., 2022). The study confirmed the importance of developing and implementing pre-
ventive mental health programs for college students during and after the pandemic.

The COVID-19 pandemic was a very strong stressor associated with the risk of
causing the occurrence and long-term presence of different mental health disorders
in the population (Cohen-Louck & Levy, 2021). Fear of COVID-19 was the core psy-
chological novelty brought by the pandemic (Mertens et al., 2021), which increased
the risk of psychological trauma for the population. Fear is a person’s adaptive re-
sponse to danger. Fear of COVID-19 may lead people to behave cautiously during the
pandemic (Harper et al., 2021; Pakpour & Griffiths, 2020). However, a prolonged ex-
perience and/or high level of COVID-19 fear can have an extremely damaging effect
(Asmundson & Taylor, 2020; Ornell et al., 2020; Ren et al., 2020; Satici et al., 2020;
Schimmenti et al., 2020). At the individual level, it can manifest itself in the develop-
ment of anxiety-related disorders, depression, suicidal thoughts, and post-traumatic
stress (Asmundson & Taylor, 2020; Ornell et al., 2020; Satici et al., 2020). At the social
level, panic and xenophobia may spread (Ren et al., 2020; Schimmenti et al., 2020).
Fear of COVID-19 is particularly dangerous because it can increase the damage from
the disease itself (Ren et al., 2020).

Fear of COVID-19 is a complex multidimensional construct that includes vari-
ous components (Mertens et al., 2021) and is measured by different psychological
questionnaires (Ahorsu et al., 2022; Arpaci et al., 2020; Mertens et al., 2020; Schim-
menti et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2020). In our study, we researched fear about one’s
own health and fear of getting infected with the coronavirus, namely the psychophys-
iological and psycho-emotional manifestations of COVID-19 fear. The assessment
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of psychophysiological and psycho-emotional manifestations of fear is important
for differentiating functional and dysfunctional fears of COVID-19 (Harper, 2021;
Solymosi et al., 2021). The markers of dysfunctional fear are primarily its psycho-
physiological manifestations (Hyde et al., 2019). Therefore, the ability to predict trau-
matization by fear of COVID-19 implies that we first analyze the level of its psycho-
physiological manifestations and the predictors of these manifestations.

We understand fear as an emotion based on experience and cognitive process-
ing (Barrett, 2017) related to the assessment and interpretation of events (Lazarus,
1996). These assessments and interpretations depend on both external context and
internal psychological factors (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The strategies govern-
ments adopted for managing the pandemic situation may have contributed to the
development of COVID-19 fear, acting as significant external contextual factors (Al-
Mahadin, 2020; Odintsova et al., 2021). In a COVID-19 threat situation, different
countries responded in different ways and implemented different pandemic man-
agement strategies: these included the state-level strategy of pandemic denial, as in
Belarus (Karath, 2020; Odintsova et al., 2021; Shpakou et al., 2021); the introduction
of a self-isolation regime, as in Russia (Reshetnikov et al., 2020); and the declaration
of a state of emergency, as in Kazakhstan (Abramov et al., 2022). Meanwhile, the key
parameter differentiating government strategies of managing the pandemic, which
were significant in terms of their impact on the psychological state of citizens, was the
degree of severity of the restrictive measures imposed on the population (Odintsova
et al., 2021; Hale et al., 2020).

Internal factors can include social axioms and individual values, which act as
filters of threat perception (Leung & Bond, 2009; Schwartz, 2015). Psychological re-
search shows that social axioms and values are powerful psychological factors that
influence people’s attitudes and behaviors in various spheres of activity (Leung &
Bond, 2009; Schwartz, 2015), including disease risk assessment and the formation
of different fears (Boehnke & Schwartz, 1997; Frink et al., 2004; Hui et al., 2007; Li
et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2000; Tong et al., 2020). However, as far as we know, no
published works have assessed the contribution of social axioms and individual val-
ues to fear of COVID-19 among students from countries with different government
strategies for managing the pandemic.

Social axioms and individual values represent two distinct but interrelated types
of psychological constructs (Leung et al., 2007). Both have the function of choosing
and regulating people’s attitudes and behavior in different situations (Leung & Bond,
2009; Schwartz, 2015). People’s beliefs about the social world complement their mo-
tives for achieving various goals (Bond et al., 2004a). In this regard, the comprehen-
sive study of social axioms and individual values can contribute to a better under-
standing of the mechanisms of people’s attitudes and behavior in complex situations
requiring problem solving and adaptation (Bond et al., 2004a).

According to the theory developed by Michael Bond and Kwok Leung, social
axioms are generalized beliefs about oneself, the social and physical environment,
or the spiritual world, and are in the form of an assertion about the relationship be-
tween two entities or concepts (Leung et al., 2002). These beliefs are universal and
determine the behavior and attitudes of people in different situations (Leung & Bond,
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2009). Social axioms’ functions relate to people’s ability to adapt and survive (Bond
et al., 2004b).

There are studies on the functioning of social axioms during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. For example, a Chinese sample (18-85 years old) showed a positive associa-
tion of the fate control axiom with a high perception of the risk of coronavirus disease
(Li et al., 2021). On a sample of Russians between 17 and 80 years of age, a positive
correlation was found between a belief in conspiracy theories about COVID-19’s ori-
gin and the social cynicism axiom (Nestik et al., 2020). In another study on a Chinese
sample (18 to 87 years old), a negative link between taking precautions in relation
to COVID-19 and the social cynicism axiom was found (Tong et al., 2020). In this
sample, the positive link between the reward for application axiom and taking pre-
cautions in relation to COVID-19 was also discovered (Tong et al., 2020). Therefore,
the existing research confirms the significant role of social axioms in shaping people’s
attitudes toward the pandemic and people’s behavior during this period.

Basic individual values, according to the theory by Shalom Schwartz, are moti-
vational trans-situational goals that are the directing principles in people’s lives and
influence their ideas, attitudes, and behavior (Schwartz, 1992; Schwartz et al., 2012).
Schwartz considers values as beliefs inseparably related to affect (2015). Consider-
ing the theoretical aspects of the relationship between values and worries, Schwartz
and colleagues (2000) underline that the same situation may provoke very different
interpretations from people with varying value priorities. Values priorities impact
worries, focusing individual attention and perception toward situations that threaten
these values. A person’s perception of a threat to the realization of values important
to them tends to elicit negative affective reactions (Schwartz, 2015). In the motiva-
tional approach to emotions, there is a similar idea, according to which fear arises
when a person is prevented from achieving his/her desired goals (Lazarus, 1991).
At the same time, Schwartz (2014) emphasizes that people for whom conservation
values are more important than the values of openness to change can be physiologi-
cally more sensitive to negative and/or exciting environmental features. Thus, we can
conclude that the link between values and fear can be mediated by two parameters,
i.e., the significance of the values for the person and their content.

According to the basic provisions of Schwartz’s theory, conservation and self-en-
hancement values are generally related to avoiding or controlling anxiety (Schwartz,
2015). The values of self-enhancement have significant links with micro worries (fears
for oneself and loved ones) (Boehnke et al., 1998; Schwartz et al., 2000). There is sci-
entific evidence (Daniel et al., 2022) that concerns about infection by the COVID-19
virus are related to the diminished importance of the openness to change values and
the increasing importance of conservation values (data from the Australian adult
sample). Among Brazilian respondents (mean age 38), researchers have found a link
between worries about coronavirus infection and the security value (Fischer et al.,
2021).

However, under the unique conditions of the pandemic, we cannot predict ex-
actly how individual values and expressions of COVID-19 fear can be linked with
different social contexts, namely, in countries with different strategies of managing
the pandemic. At the same time, the study of the relationship between social axioms,
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values, and real fear of COVID-19 (rather than abstract fear) in a real pandemic
(rather than in hypothetical conditions) in different social contexts is of particular
interest. The forced closure of international borders during the pandemic created
the conditions for the study of various psychological phenomena in physically iso-
lated environments with different contextual factors. Under these circumstances, the
relationships of social axioms, values, and fear of COVID-19 can have their own
specificity. This can be a consequence of the specific interaction between personal
characteristics and social context (Fischer et al., 2021).

Consequently, the objective of this study was to assess the level of COVID-19 fear
and the characteristics of the relationships between the social axioms, individual val-
ues, and fear of COVID-19 among university students from countries with different
government strategies of managing the pandemic. Due to the novelty and particular-
ity of the problem, and the absence of previous research, our analysis is somewhat
speculative (Swedberg, 2021) and based on empirical scientific results (data-driven
approach) (Jack et al., 2018). We have not proposed special research hypotheses, but
rather two research questions:

1. Do university students from countries with different government strategies
of managing the pandemic differ in their psychophysiological and psycho-
emotional manifestations of COVID-19 fear?

2. Do university students from countries with different government strategies
of managing the pandemic differ in the relationship between COVID-19 fear
and their social axioms and individual values?

Methods

Participants

We tried to minimize the possible influence of sociocultural factors on the character-
istics of relationships of dependent and independent variables in the study. Therefore,
we included Russian-speaking students who are citizens of post-Soviet countries into
the sample. The participants in the study were university students of ages 18-25 from
Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia. After the dissolution of the USSR, Belarus, Kazakh-
stan, and Russia have maintained close socio-economic and cultural ties. They are
all member states of the Common Economic Space and the Customs Union. Both
in Belarus and Kazakhstan, free legal use of the Russian language is governed by the
state. In Belarus, the Russian language has the status of a second state language, while
in Kazakhstan it has the status of an official language and is used by the authorities
and local governments on an equal footing with the State language (Kazakh).

We used a cross-sectional correlation design in the study. All respondents were
Russian-speaking citizens and residents of their countries. The online link to the
questionnaire was distributed to potential respondents by teachers and students
from universities in the three countries. The total number of completed online ques-
tionnaires was 1,723. We removed the questionnaires that were partially filled out
and did not match the sample parameters. After this, the basic sample included
987 students (208 Belarusians, 200 Kazakhstanis, and 579 Russians). For this study,
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which involved multi-group analysis, we reduced the sample of Russians to 250. Us-
ing stratified selection, the sample of Russian students was balanced by basic socio-
demographic parameters with the samples of Belarusian and Kazakhstani students.
Accordingly, the sample of this study included 208 Belarusians, 200 Kazakhstanis,
and 250 Russians.

Table 1 presents the age and gender composition of the three samples, as well as
the cities of residence and the personal experience of the respondents with the coro-
navirus.

Table 1

Sample Composition

A Personal experience
Citizenship N 8¢ Males Wwith the coronavirus

(place of residence) (%)
M SD (I was sick myself) (%)

Belarusians 208 198 19 250 28.8
(Minsk, Grodno, Vitebsk) ’ ’ ’ ’
Kazakhstanis
(Nur-Sultan, Pavlodar, Ust-Kamenogorsk) 200 20.5 19 26.0 11.0
Russians
(Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Khabarovsk, 250 20.0 1.5 25.2 29.2

Omsk, Penza, Smolensk)

Students majoring in humanities, engineering, and economics participated in the
study (according to the samples: 87.5%, 8.2%, and 4.3% in Belarus; 68.5%, 22.5%, and
9.0% in Kazakhstan; and 70.4%, 8.0%, and 21.6% in Russia, respectively). Almost half
of the respondents in each country answered that they did not belong to any religious
denomination (45.6% Russians, 41.5% Kazakhstanis, and 49.0% Belarusians). Ortho-
dox Christianity was the dominant religion in the Russian (46.4%) and Belarusian
(40.9%) samples, while in the Kazakhstani sample it was Islam (39.5%).

Procedure

Empirical data were collected from January 2021 to April 2021 in an anonymous sur-
vey on the anketolog.ru platform. Before completing the questionnaire, the respond-
ents gave informed consent to participate in the study. The respondents volunteered
to participate in the study and did not receive a reward.

According to the weekly epidemiological reports of the World Health Organiza-
tion, during the time of data collection, the number of people infected and deceased
from the coronavirus increased in all three countries (Weekly epidemiological up-
date — 27 January 2021; Weekly epidemiological update on COVID-19 — 20 April
2021). In the pre-data-collection phase (2020), Belarus demonstrated a state-level
strategy of pandemic denial (Karath, 2020; Odintsova et al., 2021; Shpakou et al.,
2021). Kazakhstan was the first among the three states to introduce restrictive mea-
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sures and the only country to introduce a state of emergency (Abramov et al., 2022).
A self-isolation regime was declared in Russia (Reshetnikov et al., 2020). At the time
of the online survey, the three countries differed in their COVID-19 Stringency In-
dex, which was extracted from the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Track-
er (Hale et al., 2020). At the time of the start of the online survey (January 2021), Be-
larus had the lowest level of restrictive measures (43), the highest level of restrictive
measures was in Kazakhstan (69), and the intermediate level was observed in Russia
(50). At the end of the empirical data collection (April 2021), the restrictive measures
indicator remained the highest in Kazakhstan (63). In Belarus (42) and Russia (42),
these parameters were equal.

Measures

The online survey included validated and reliable psychological questionnaires. The
dependent variable in our study was the fear of COVID-19, and the independent
variables were social axioms and individual values. Additionally, the study collected
the socio-demographic parameters of the respondents, such as gender, age, and eco-
nomic status. Moreover, we assessed their level of religiosity and their personal ex-
perience with the pandemic. In the online questionnaire, the respondents also added
information on citizenship, ethnic identity, place of residence, and the university ma-
jor. We controlled the variables, such as gender, age, economic status, level of religios-
ity, and experience with the coronavirus that might have had a correlation with fear
of COVID-19, social axioms, and individual values in our study.

Social Axioms

To assess social axioms, we used the “Social Axiom Questionnaire” (QSA-31), de-
veloped and tested by A.N. Tatarko and N.M. Lebedeva (Tatarko & Lebedeva, 2020).
This is a shortened version of the full Russian-language version of Bond’s and Leung’s
“Social axioms” questionnaire (Tatarko & Lebedeva, 2011). The five-factor structure
of the social axioms model has been confirmed in this questionnaire. It has high
reliability and coherence. According to the questionnaire keys (Tatarko & Lebedeva,
2020), data processing calculated the mean values for five social axioms: social cyni-
cism; fate control; religiosity; reward for application; and social complexity. Cron-
bach’s alphas for these scales were: Belarusian students, a = 0.66/0.78/0.91/0.81/0.69;
Kazakhstani students, a = 0.72/0.75/0.93/0.82/0.66; and Russian students, a =
0.64/0.73/0.91/0.80/0.58, respectively.

Individual Values

To assess individual values, we used the abridged version of the “Portrait Value
Questionnaire” by Schwartz (ESS-21), developed for the European Social Survey
(Schwartz et al., 2001). The questionnaire comprises 21 items and measures 10 basic
values and four higher order values. In this study, the variables were higher order
values. According to the recommendations by Schwartz (Schwartz, 2003), and in ac-
cordance with the objective and method (MGSEM) of the study, we calculated mean
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values for four higher order values. Cronbach’s alphas for the Conservation values/
Openness to change values scales were: Belarusians, a = 0.63/0.67; Kazakhstanis, a =
0.58/0.68; and Russians, a = 0.68/0.69. Cronbach’s alphas for the Self-Enhancement/
Self-Transcendence values scales were: Belarusians, a = 0.71/0.66; Kazakhstanis, a =
0.67/0.58; and Russians, a = 0.74/0.70.

Fear of COVID-19

To measure the expression of COVID-19 fear, we used the COVID-19 Fear Scale
(FCV-19S) developed by a group of scientists from the United Kingdom, Hong Kong,
Iran, and Sweden (Ahorsu et al., 2022). The Russian-language version of the ques-
tionnaire was tested in a Russian-language sample in Russia and Belarus (Reznik et
al., 2021). The questionnaire includes seven items. The respondents indicated their
level of agreement with the items using a 5-point scale: 1 = “strongly disagree,” 2 =
“disagree,” 3 = “neither agree nor disagree,” 4 = “agree,” and 5 = “strongly agree” The
sum of the items was then calculated. The higher the score, the greater was the fear
of COVID-109.

Some academic papers compare the one-factor (Al-Shannaq et al., 2021; Mailliez
et al., 2021) and the two-factor (Chen et al., 2022; Tzur Bitan et al., 2020) structure
of this questionnaire. The advantage of using the two-factor structure of the Fear
of COVID-19 Scale is the possibility of differentiating the psychophysiological and
psycho-emotional manifestations of COVID-19 fear in the assessment (Chen et al.,
2022; Tzur Bitan et al., 2020). In our study, we use a two-factor structure. The first
factor includes third, sixth, and seventh items of the COVID-19 Fear Scale and shows
the psychophysiological manifestations of COVID-19 fear (e.g., “My hands become
clammy when I think about coronavirus-19”). The second factor contains the first,
second, fourth, and fifth items of this questionnaire and shows the psycho-emotional
manifestations of this fear (e.g., “I am most afraid of coronavirus-19”).

In our Multigroup Structural Equation Modeling (MGSEM) study, we modu-
lated the dependent variables (the psychophysiological and the psycho-emotional
manifestations of COVID-19 fear) as two latent factors represented by three and four
measured variables. In addition, we analyzed the reliability and coherence of these
two scales. Cronbach’s alphas for scales of the psychophysiological manifestations
of COVID-19 fear and psycho-emotional manifestations of COVID-19 fear were:
Belarusians, a = 0.88/0.80; Kazakhstanis, o = 0.80/0.79; and Russians, a = 0.80/0.75,
respectively.

Statistical Analysis

For statistical analysis we used SPSS Statistics version 23 and AMOS version 23. We
calculated the psychometric measures of the scales (Cronbach’s alpha) and descrip-
tive statistics for the dependent and independent variables. Additionally, we calcu-
lated the significance of the mean value differences (ANOVA with a post-hoc test) for
each basic variable among the three samples. For testing the assumptions of Multi-
Group Structural Equation Modeling (MGSEM), AMOS version 23 was used.
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Results

In the first step of data processing, we calculated the internal consistency of the scales
(Cronbach’s alpha). All scales had sufficient internal consistency in each of the three
samples (Nasledov, 2013). In the second step, we calculated the descriptive statistics
and the significance of mean value differences for each basic variable across the three
samples. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics and the significance of mean value
differences (ANOVA with post-hoc test) of basic variables in the three samples.

Table 2
Means, Standard Deviations, Differences (Belarusians, Kazakhstanis, and Russians)

Belarusians Kazakhstanis Russians

Variables M(SD) M(SD) M(SD)

1. Reward for application 4.12(0.62)k™ 4.44(0.55)r " b™" 4.20(0.57)k™

2. Social complexity 4.01(0.34) 4.02(0.38) 4.04(0.33)

3. Social cynicism 2.94(0.61) 2.94(0.69) 2.93(0.61)

4. Religiosity 2.67(0.96)k" 2.92(1.09)b* 2.72(0.98)

5. Fate control 2.34(0.81)k™ 2.56(0.76)b™ 2.41(0.73)

6. Self-Transcendence values 4.55(0.77) 4.74(0.69) 4.62(0.78)

7. Openness to change values 4.44(0.72) 4.54(0.74) 4.50(0.73)

8. Self-Enhancement values 4.22(0.87) 4.17(0.92) r' 4.29(0.94) kK’

9. Conservation values 3.84(0.78) 3.96(0.79) 3.80(0.81)
10- Psychoplysiological manifes- 4 70(2.54)r™ 489247 3.98(L67K b
11. Psycho-emotional manifesta- 1035(4.11) " 10.36(4.21)r" 922(3.76)k", b™

tions of COVID-19 fear

Note. b = The statistically significant difference with Belarusians. k = The statistically significant difference
with Kazakhstanis. r = The statistically significant difference with Russians.
p<.05 "p<.01;"p<.001

We did not find any statistically significant differences in social axioms and indi-
vidual values between Belarusian and Russian youth. However, Kazakhstani students
showed more commitment to the reward for application axiom than their Belaru-
sian and Russian counterparts. In addition, Kazakhstani students showed more com-
mitment to social axioms, such as religiosity and fate control than their Belarusian
colleagues. Moreover, there were some differences in individual values among the
students from Kazakhstan and Russia. Kazakhstani students were more predisposed
to self-enhancement values than Russian students. Despite the differences identified,
the students from all three countries had the same hierarchical structure (accord-
ing to means) of social axioms (in ascending order: fate control, religiosity, social
cynicism, social complexity, reward for application) and of higher order values (in
ascending order: conservation, self-enhancement, openness to change, and self-tran-
scendence values).
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We did not find any statistically significant differences in the manifestations of
COVID-19 fear between Belarusian and Kazakhstani youth. However, Russian stu-
dents showed a lower level of psychophysiological and psycho-emotional manifesta-
tions of COVID-19 fear than the Belarusian and Kazakhstani students.

Figure 1 presents a multi-group model of the relationship (unconstrained) of so-
cial axioms with the psychophysiological and the psycho-emotional manifestations
of COVID-19 fear across the three countries. The sequence of coefficients is the fol-
lowing: Belarusians/Kazakhstanis/Russians.

R2=.11/.09/.10 R2=.06/.04/.07

Social cynicism
TGHER[ GORAR[ SRR .01/.03/-.04 -03/-11/.06 8O¥**/ p3F¥K ] TTH*¥
Item 3 ltem 1
.22%%/.00/.04 Fate control .18%/.14/.14 5O¥HRE/ A5KRx/ SgRE
R Rl R Psycho- Psycho- Item 2
. . -.04/.02/.17** -.13/.01/.07 .
ltem 6 physiological emotional
manifestations Religiosity manifestations | .77xxx/.g3%xx/ g2x**
of COVID-19 06/-05/.02 08/.04/.10. of COVID-19 e
fear fear
Reward
temn 7 for application
LQO¥*¥[ QL ¥¥¥ [ 9K \ JARRR[ Q3HRR] GERA Item 5
—-26%**/-15/-25*** N Social complexity |~ ~17*/~16/=21*"

Note. *p < .05 *p <.01; **p <.001.
Figure 1. Standardized Coefficients (Unconstrained) for the Multi-Group Model (Control-
ling for Age, Gender, Economic Status, Level of Religiosity, and Personal Experience with
COVID-19) of the Relationship Between Social Axioms and Fear of COVID-19 Across
Students of Three Countries (Belarusians/Kazakhstanis/Russians)

According to the goodness-of-fit indices, this model fits the empirical data (see
Table 3). There are configural, metric, and scalar invariance.

Table 3

Invariance for the Model of the Relationship Between Social Axioms and Fear of COVID-19
Across Students of Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia

Model CFI  ACFI RMSEA PCLOSE AIC X2 df p
Unconstrained 0.955 0.035 1.000 517.881 205.881 114 <0.001
Measurement 0.951  0.004  0.035 1.000 516389 224389 124  <0.001
weights
Measurement 0958  0.007  0.031 1.000  488.389 224389 138  <0.001
intercepts

Structural weights ~ 0.959  0.004 0.029 1.000  467.484 243484 158 <0.001

Note. CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; PCLOSE = p of
Close Fit. AIC = Akaike information criterion; x2 = chi-square; df = degrees of freedom; p = p-value.
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We discovered no statistically significant relationships between manifestations of
COVID-19 fear and social axioms among Kazakhstani youth. Among Belarusian and
Russian youth, social axioms contributed more to the explanation of psychophysi-
ological manifestations of COVID-19 fear than psycho-emotional manifestations.
Among Belarusian youth, the students who were committed to the axiom of fate
control and did not share the belief in the social complexity of the world had larger
psychophysiological manifestations of COVID-19 fear. The commitment to the axi-
om of fate control and low belief in social complexity were also predictors of psycho-
emotional manifestations of COVID-19 fear among Belarusian students. However,
the links of these predictors to psycho-emotional manifestations were weaker than
with psychophysiological manifestations of this fear. The weak commitment to the
social complexity axiom, combined with a strong belief in the beneficial influence of
religion on society, were predictors of the psychophysiological manifestations of CO-
VID-19 fear among Russian youth. Moreover, Russian students who did not believe
in the complexity of the social world also had high psycho-emotional manifestations
of this fear.

Figure 2 visually represents the multi-group model of the relationship of values
with the psychophysiological and psycho-emotional manifestations of COVID-19
fear across students of the three countries. The sequence of coeflicients is the follow-
ing: Belarusians/Kazakhstanis/Russians.

R2 =.06/.01/.02 R2 =.05/.07/.03

Self- .02/.10/-.02
.78*** '59*** .57*** _ I _80*** '63*** .77***
Item 3 / / 11/-06/.01 Enhancement / / Item 1
-.02/-.03/.00 .05/-27**/-.09 SLKHR[ 45HRX] STHEE
sokk Kk %k % Openness
83777/.76%++/.80 Psycho- topchange Psycho- Item 2
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Figure 2. Standardized Coeflicients (Unconstrained) for the Multi-Group Model (Control-
ling for Age, Gender, Economic Status, Level of Religiosity, and Personal Experience with
COVID-19) of the Relationship Between Individual Values and Fear of COVID-19 Across
Students of Three Countries (Belarusians/Kazakhstanis/Russians)

As in the previous model (see Table 3), according to the goodness-of-fit indices,
this model fit the empirical data (see Table 4). There are configural, metric, and scalar
invariances.
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Table 4

Invariance for the Model of the Relationship Between Individual Values and Fear of COVID-19
Across Students of Three Countries

Model CFI ACFI RMSEA PCLOSE AIC X2 df P
Unconstrained 0.958 0.036 0.998 448.610  196.610 105 <0.001
Measurement 0.954  0.004 0.037 0.999 447.522  215.522 115 <0.001
weights

Measurement 0.960  0.006 0.032 1.000 419.522  215.522 129  <0.001
intercepts

Structural weights  0.954  0.004 0.032 1.000 415977  243.977 145  <0.001

Note. CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; PCLOSE = p of
Close Fit. AIC = Akaike information criterion; x2 = chi-square; df = degrees of freedom; p = p-value.

We discovered only one statistically significant relationship between the values
and the psychophysiological manifestations of COVID-19 fear, and two statistically
significant relationships between the values and the psycho-emotional manifesta-
tions of this fear. In the first case, there was a positive link between the psychophysi-
ological manifestations of COVID-19 fear and self-enhancement values among Be-
larusian youth. In the second case, there was a negative relationship between the
psycho-emotional manifestations and openness to change values among Kazakhstani
youth, and the positive relationship between the psycho-emotional manifestations
and conservation values among Belarusian youth.

Individual values (R?%,.=.06, R%,=.01, R% =.02) contributed less to the explana-
tion of psychophysiological manifestations of COVID-19 fear than social axioms
(R%=.11, R*%,=.09, R?,=.10) in all three samples, respectively. In addition, they
(R%,.=.05, R?,,=.03) explained a smaller percentage of the variance of psycho-emo-
tional manifestations of this fear than social axioms did (R?,,=.06, R? ,=.07) in the
Belarusian and Russian samples. Individual values (R?,=.07) explained a larger per-
centage of the variance of psycho-emotional manifestations of this fear than social
axioms (R?,=.04) in the Kazakhstani sample only.

Discussion

We found that fear of COVID-19 (both its psychophysiological and psycho-emotion-
al manifestations) was more distinct among the students from the countries with the
weakest (Belarus) and strongest (Kazakhstan) restrictive measures during the pan-
demic, which is consistent with existing studies (Al-Mahadin, 2020; Odintsova et al.,
2021). In this regard, we can conclude that the risk of psychological trauma to youth
caused by fear of COVID-19 was higher in Belarus and Kazakhstan than in Rus-
sia, i.e., in states, which have implemented polar-opposite strategies of managing the
pandemic. In Belarus, the strategy was the denial of the pandemic, and in Kazakh-
stan, it was the establishment of a state of emergency.

In Belarus, the mechanism of increased fear was most likely related to cognitive
dissonance. It arose when information transmitted by the authorities did not cohere
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with information received by the people from other sources (Internet, social net-
works, acquaintances, etc.). This could contribute to increasing tension and anxiety
about the insufficiency of measures, the level of protection and control of the situ-
ation by the State, and could provoke the actualization of fear. At the same time, it
is worth noting that youth are the most Internet-oriented part of the population,
with access to a wide variety of sources of information that they actively use. In the
Kazakhstani case, we are rather dealing with a mechanism of escalating fear, as the
measures applied by the State are associated with a high level of existing risks and
threats (Han et al., 2021).

We discovered no common relationships between social axioms, individual val-
ues, and COVID-19 fear among Russian-speaking students in the post-Soviet coun-
tries with different strategies of managing the pandemic and the degree of restric-
tive measures severity. This leads us to the conclusion that government policies of
containing the pandemic can mediate the links between fundamental psychological
constructs and fear of coronavirus infection. Social axioms had the most influence
on dysfunctional fear in students of Belarus and Russia, i.e., countries with weak and
moderate restrictive measures during the pandemic. Among Kazakhstani students,
we did not discover any relations between social axioms and fear of COVID-19, al-
though the level of dysfunctional fear among Kazakhstanis, similarly to Belarusians,
was significantly higher than among Russians. It is likely that the state of emergency
and state-imposed measures (as a contextual factor) in Kazakhstanis had a stronger
impact on the growth of fear than social axioms. Perhaps, when the high threat of the
pandemic is recognized at the state level, as was the case in Kazakhstan, and does not
imply other interpretations of the situation, the diversity of psychological character-
istics of the people with dysfunctional fear is broader. Therefore, we could not detect
clear psychological profiles of the links between dysfunctional fear of coronavirus
infection and specific social axioms. For Belarusian and Russian students, on the
contrary, we identified such profiles and can explain them based on the results of
already existing studies.

Among Belarusians, fear of coronavirus infection (both its psychophysiological
and psycho-emotional manifestations) was positively associated with the fate control
axiom and negatively associated with the social complexity axiom. An earlier study
showed that social axioms can be protective mechanisms that defend people from
fears (Hui et al., 2007). The social complexity axiom is a cognitive resource that is
linked to coping strategies (Bond et al.,, 2004a), and is particularly relevant when
adapting to new and unusual conditions such as the pandemic (Hui & Hui, 2009). In
turn, the fate control axiom is connected with distancing from trying to solve prob-
lems and a distorted perception (wishful thinking) (Bond et al., 2004a). As the results
of our research demonstrate, the belief in high control by fate, combined with a low
belief in the complexity of the social world, can lead to a fatalistic assessment of the
present, provoking an increase in fear of COVID-19 among Belarusian students. Let
us recall that these links are manifested among the students of Belarus, a country that
denied the danger of the pandemic at the state level and applied the weakest restric-
tive measures of the three countries that we studied.
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Among Russian students, psycho-emotional manifestations of COVID-19 fear
were negatively related with the social complexity axiom. At the same time, psycho-
physiological manifestations of COVID-19 fear among Russian youth had both a
negative link with the social complexity axiom and a positive relationship with the
religiosity axiom. That is, the dysfunctional fear of coronavirus infection (psycho-
physiological markers) had a higher level among those Russian students who were
convinced of the beneficial influence of religion on society and underestimated the
complexity of social peace and human behavior.

Let us consider a possible explanation for this. Young people with a positive at-
titude towards religion (and most likely with a religious world view) may view the
pandemic not as a situation that occurs objectively due to the confluence of different
circumstances, but as punishment, retribution, and chastisement from above. These
perceptions can lead to increased anxiety and fear, as such ideas of the source of the
threat are also linked to perceptions of its uncontrollability. At the same time, the
connections found may indirectly indicate that Russian respondents with high levels
of COVID-19 fear prefer a religious way of knowing and explaining the world to a
scientific way of knowing, i.e., faith versus verification and proof of assumptions. In
this case, we can talk about the resource potential of the social complexity axiom,
which is related to the scientific way of understanding the world and is associated
with active coping in the prevention of psychological traumatization by fear among
Russian and Belarusian students.

The positive link of the religiosity axiom with the fear of COVID-19, discovered
only among Russian students, suggests that this relationship may be due to socio-
cultural factors. In this case, however, we tend to explain the link on the basis of the
different government strategies for managing the pandemic in the three countries.
The choice of this explanatory approach, which is based on the analysis of the social
context rather than the sociocultural characteristics of the respondents, was prompt-
ed by the following analysis.

In the Kazakhstani sample, we found no relationship between the religiosity ax-
iom and fear of COVID-19, despite the fact that this axiom (as well as the level of
religiosity in general) was most strongly expressed in the Kazakhstani sample. Using
the contextual approach, we explain the positive link between the religiosity axiom
and fear of COVID-19 among Russian youth as manifesting an intolerance towards
uncertainty and its relationship with attitude towards religion (Ulybina & Baklanova,
2019). Russias chosen strategy of moderating restrictive measures during the pan-
demic (compared to Kazakhstan, where the authorities introduced a state of emer-
gency), increased the level of uncertainty, allowing the population to have different
interpretations of the level of the current COVID-19 threat. In turn, research results
confirm that loss of a sense of certainty can lead to increased religiosity (Laurin et al.,
2008; Wichman, 2010). Therefore, probably the highest level of COVID-19 fear in the
Russian sample was demonstrated by those respondents who had a low level of toler-
ance of uncertainty, and who referred to religion as a valuable system of understand-
able explanatory principles and meanings, which replaces the need for independent
analysis of the situation.
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It is known that religion provides people a worldview with elaborate informa-
tion-processing schemes, offers normative practices of everyday life, and provides
clear rules of behavior. In this way, religion helps people cope with uncertainty,
creates a sense of order, and helps to reduce anxiety (Shaw et al., 2005). Moreover,
scientific evidence has shown that religiosity and intolerance of uncertainty have
common physiological grounds, and religious belief reduces brain reactions as-
sociated with anxiety (Inzlicht et al., 2009). At the same time, we do not rule out
the possibility of the reverse influence, i.e., of fear as an independent variable being
a predictor of axioms as dependent variables. Perhaps, among Russian students
with a high level of dysfunctional fear and underestimation of the social world
complexity, the recognition of the beneficial influence of religion on society was a
consequence of the search for additional resources to control anxiety and cope with
the pandemic.

In turn, the strategy for managing the pandemic in Kazakhstan, associated with
severe restrictive measures, did not allow for variations in interpretations of the exist-
ing threat level. This is probably why the link between the religiosity axiom and the
COVID-19 fear was not discovered in the Kazakhstani sample. In Belarus, we saw a
different situation. The state-level strategy of pandemic denial, combined with the
objective threat of COVID-19 in Belarus, could promote perceptions of the situation
as particularly threatening and poorly controlled (especially among people with a
low level of belief in the complexity of the world). These representations, in turn, may
have led to an overestimation of risk, fatalism, and catastrophization among indi-
vidual citizens, provoking the growth of dysfunctional COVID-19 fear. Perhaps, that
is why we saw a positive link between the fate control axiom and the manifestations
of COVID-19 fear in the Belarusian sample.

It is also interesting that we did not find significant links between individual val-
ues and dysfunctional fear of coronavirus infection (psychophysiological markers)
among Russian and Kazakhstani youth. At the same time, Russian students did not
show significant relationships between values and the psycho-emotional manifesta-
tions of this fear. Meanwhile, among Kazakhstani students, the high level of psycho-
emotional manifestations of COVID-19 fear was correlated with the denial of the
openness to change values, and the low level of this fear was related to a preference
for these values, respectively.

This is quite logical and can be explained from the standpoint of Schwartz’s the-
ory. Schwartz (2014) emphasizes that people for whom the values of openness to
change are more important than conservation values can be physiologically less sen-
sitive to negative and/or exciting environmental features. Intrinsically, the openness
to change values focus on growth and development, while the values of conservation
relate to protection against anxiety. The people who attach special importance to the
openness to change values tend to embrace novelty, variation, and new impressions.
Therefore, the pandemic could be perceived not as an alarming event by them, but as
an opportunity to achieve meaningful goals.

However, here, we should pay attention to another aspect. By studying the real
fear of coronavirus infection under the conditions of the pandemic among the re-
spondents of the three countries, we found no relationship between values and
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dysfunctional fear across students from the two countries, namely Russia and Ka-
zakhstan. This is inconsistent with the previous study, according to which micro and
macro worries showed strong links to personal values (Schwartz et al., 2000). Proba-
bly, the relationships between fears and anxieties with values in hypothetical and real
circumstances may differ, because of external contextual factors. At the same time,
the links of values with COVID-19 fear found in the Belarusian sample were quite
expected and can be explained by the basic provisions of Schwartz’s theory about the
anxiety-avoidant values and the anxiety-free values. So, psychophysiological mani-
festations of COVID-19 fear among Belarusian students were positively associated
with values of self-enhancement, and psycho-emotional manifestations were con-
nected to conservation values. That is, fear was related to the values that are associ-
ated with self-protection, control, and avoiding anxiety.

Let us also emphasize that we do not rule out the possibility of a reverse influence
of COVID-19 fear on individual values. This explanation is especially pertinent since
some published studies have confirmed a change in people’s basic individual values
under the influence of the pandemic (Daniel et al., 2021; Fischer et al., 2021). How-
ever, as part of this research, we are studying social axioms and individual values as
predictors and information perception filters that can influence the formation of the
fear of coronavirus infection.

Interestingly, individual values contributed less to the explanation of psychophys-
iological manifestations of COVID-19 fear than social axioms in all three samples.
That is, the way a person perceives the world (social axioms) has a greater influence
on the construction of fear in this case rather than what one aspires to (values). At the
same time, psychological factors, both cultural (social axioms) and individual (val-
ues) levels, made the greatest contribution to the dysfunctional fear of COVID-19
among the students of Belarus. That is, this effect was observed among youth who
were living under conditions of weak restrictive measures and denial of the pandemic
by the state authorities, and a high risk of rapid and widespread infection.

According to the results of our research, social axioms and individual values play
a significant role in the growth of COVID-19 fear when there is a clear mismatch
between the official position of the state and the existing reality, i.e., weak restric-
tive measures in Belarus, as well as under the possibility of varied assessments of the
level of current threats, and moderate restrictive measures in Russia. This can lead to
increased uncertainty and actualize special psychological mechanisms of attribution
and coping in people, triggering specific social axioms and individual values. We
observed these effects in the Belarusian and Russian samples, but not in the Kazakh-
stani sample.

At the same time, the students from Belarus and Kazakhstan did not differ in
the level of dysfunctional fear of COVID-19, and COVID-19 fear among students
of these two countries was significantly higher than among Russian students. That
is, both Kazakhstani and Belarusian students could be included in the risk group for
psychological trauma by fear of COVID-19. However, as we see, the role of psycho-
logical factors in the development of COVID-19 fear differed among the students in
these countries, which is important to take into account when organizing psychologi-
cal assistance for the pandemic and the post-pandemic periods.
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Conclusion

This study enriches scientific knowledge in the field of assessing the influence of so-
cial axioms and individual values on the psychological well-being of people across
different social contexts. The current study shows that the strategies for managing the
pandemic can influence the level of COVID-19 fear and mediate links between this
fear, social axioms, and individual values. Special attention should be paid to the pop-
ulation of countries and regions with the most severe and the least severe restrictive
measures during the pandemic. As our research has shown, it is students from these
types of countries who are at risk for psychological trauma by fear of COVID-19. In
the context of future research, of particular interest are the psychological profiles of
people who are especially afraid, or not at all afraid, of the COVID-19 in different
sociocultural contexts, involving additional demographic, individual-psychological,
and socio-psychological variables. In particular, considering the parameters of our
study’s samples, estimating gender differences in the impact of independent variables
on the level of COVID-19 fear is an important task for future research.

Limitations

The present study had a number of limitations. We used cross-sectional correlation
design, relied on self-report data, and used only quantitative data obtained predomi-
nantly with the help of the shortened versions of questionnaires. In addition, the
limitations included the gender disparity within the three samples and convenience
sampling. Due to the existing limitations and the fact that the study was exploratory,
the conclusions of our research are probabilistic; and the results of the study are par-
tially theoretical. We do not exclude the influence of other contextual factors on the
discovered relationships. Additionally, we admit the possibility of another theoretical
justification of the study, which may explain the inverse relationship between social
axioms and values with fear of COVID-19.
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