Psychology in Russia: State of the Art
Volume 18, Issue 4, 2025

Russian Lomonosov
Psychological Moscow State
Society University

CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY

Dynamics of Covid-19 Perceptions Across
Temporal and Cultural Contexts: Evidence
from Russia, Azerbaijan, and Uzbekistan

Yury P. Zinchenko®®, Olga V. Mitina®, Elena I. Pervichko®,
Julia E. Koniukhovskaia?, Elizaveta V. Deshchenko®

# Lomonosov Moscow State University, Russia
® Federal Scientific Center for Psychological and Interdisciplinary Research, Russia

*Corresponding author. E-mail: elena_pervichko@mail.ru

Background. Due to the prolonged duration of the COVID-19 pandemic, cul- Keywords:
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ceptions of both the virus and the pandemic itself have likely evolved consider- COVID-19
ably since its onset and may vary significantly across countries. pandemic,

Objective. The aim of the research was to study the factors influencing the
dynamics underpinning perceptual differences regarding the coronavirus and

representation of
the COVID-19

the COVID-19 pandemic among respondents from Russia, Uzbekistan and  pandemic,
Azerbaijan across different stages of the pandemic. subjective
Design. The questionnaire “Perception of the Coronavirus and the CO- pattern of
VID-19 Pandemic” was completed by 2.863 participants between April 2020 disease, cultural-
and May 2022. The total sample was divided into seven subsamples based on historical
country and the time of participation in the study. The study design was cross- approach, social
sectional and included intergroup comparison, taking into account all ques- representations

tionnaire items according to factors of gender, cultural background, and time
of participation in the study.

Results. The study confirmed the significance of gender, cultural back-
ground, and time factors in the perception of the coronavirus and the pan-
demic.

Conclusion. Cultural background, gender, and time factors are significant
in the formation of perceptions toward both the COVID-19 pandemic and the
virus itself.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic, having burst into our lives on the eve of 2020, from an
academic psychological point of view, provided a unique natural experiment, during
which we, as researchers, had the opportunity to observe how the process of social
cognition of a new disease unfolds in society (Pervichko et al., 2020). Emerging pat-
terns and collective perceptions of the novel coronavirus infection influenced deci-
sions made both at the state level, in the form of anti-epidemic measures (Zhang et al.,
2020), and at the level of small social groups and individuals, in the form of commit-
ment to adhering to these measures (Plohl, Musil, 2021; Sibley et al., 2020). Based on
the basic provisions of the cultural-historical approach (Vygotsky, 1983, 1984, 1991,
2019) and the psychology of corporeality (Nikolaeva & Arina, 1996, 2003; Nikolaeva,
2009; Tkhostov, 2002), we previously hypothesized (Pervichko et al., 2020), that soci-
etal cognition of a novel disease can be conceptualised by analogy to the formation of
a personal subjective pattern of disease (SPD) (Luria, 1977; Nikolaeva, 1976, 1987).
Traditionally, Russian clinical psychology distinguishes the sensory, emotional, cog-
nitive and motivational levels (or components) of SPD (Nikolaeva, 1976, 1987, 2009).

Continuing the line of research started in 2020 on the psychological consequenc-
es of the COVID-19 pandemic, we believe it expedient to further investigate the pro-
cess of social cognition pertaining to COVID-19 consistent with the logic of SPD
formation. From our point of view, this analogy is substantively justified since, from
the onset of the pandemic to the present day, every individual has been comprehend-
ing, experiencing and fitting circumstances pertaining to the COVID-19 pandemic
into their life in their own unique way.

Our previous work demonstrated that perceptions of COVID-19 in Russia fluc-
tuate markedly with epidemic waves and the availability of medical care, and vaccina-
tion rollout (Koniukhovskaia et al., 2021; Mitina et al., 2021; Pervichko et al., 2020,
2021, 2023; Semenova et al., 2023). Other researchers have also highlighted the need
for a time-sensitive study due to changes in beliefs, attitudes, and emotional states
over time (Bayeh et al., 2021; Li et al., 2021). Some authors emphasize a temporal shift
in decision-making (Herbig, Wagoner, 2025; Gallant et al., 2021), moving from ana-
lytical, risk-focused processing to heuristic, trust-based processing as the vaccination
campaign advanced, with implications for adaptive public health communication.
Some perceptions also tend to operate as dynamic internal negotiations rather than
fixed attitudes (Herbig, Wagoner, 2025) — as external context evolves, the public can
incorporate new experiences or evidence into their ongoing decision-making pro-
cesses (Kolotylo-Kulkarni et al., 2024).

At the same time, we proposed that these perceptions are not universal but are
substantially shaped by country-specific social, economic, political, and public-
health policy contexts. Cultural factors influence the perceptions of risks and preven-
tive measures, subsequently motivating relevant behaviors. The transmission of in-
fectious diseases, and thus their spread and impact on populations, is partially driven
by social behaviors which, in turn, depend on patterns of individually and collec-
tively-held beliefs within that population (Bayeh et al., 2021). This perspective relies
on social psychological approaches that have demonstrated their usefulness in the
domain of public health, including the theory of planned behavior, in which personal



Dynamics of Covid-19 Perceptions Across Temporal and Cultural Contexts... 187

attitudes, perceived social norms, and sense of control combine to predict health-
relevant behavioral intentions (Fishbein, Ajzen, 1975). Cultural representations of
health and sickness determine thresholds of concern (Bayeh et al., 2021), which are
decisive in determining health behavior relevant to health-related outcomes in terms
of what phenomena are disease-related and worthy of concern, what signs are not
to be missed, and what the treatment and recovery would look like. Other cultural
factors, such as collectivism versus individualism (Tang et al., 2022), religious expres-
sion (Ting et al., 2021), also shape communal cognition and responses to the threat,
stress levels, and compliance with restrictions and vaccination.

The present study, therefore examined the combined influence of temporal (pan-
demic stage) and cultural-policy factors on perceptions of the coronavirus and the
COVID-19 pandemic. We compared three post-Soviet countries with sharply con-
trasting anti-epidemic approaches: Russia (moderate and flexible restrictions), Azer-
baijan (one of the strictest regimes), and Uzbekistan (minimal formal restrictions),
across multiple phases of the pandemic from April 2020 to May 2022. These three
countries share a common Soviet past. They are now developing differently, driven
by social, religious, and ethnic factors. Attitudes toward vaccination in particular and
behavior more generally varied during the pandemic. In Azerbaijan, the epidemio-
logical threat was essentially eliminated only at the end of 2024, while in Uzbekistan
it was minimal. Uzbekistan is currently more under the influence of China, while
Azerbaijan is more under the influence of Turkey.

Methods

Materials

The study was conducted online between April 2020 and May 2022 as a part of an on-
line study of the emotional state of the population, patients, and medical workers in
Russia during the COVID-19 pandemic. Relying on the Russian-language version of
Broadbent’s Brief Illness Perception Questionnaire (Broadbent et al., 2006; Yaltonsky
et al., 2017), our research team developed and tested the Perceptions of coronavirus
and the COVID-19 pandemic survey (Pervichko et al., 2020). In devising the word-
ing of the questions, “illness” was replaced with “COVID-19” and “the COVID-19
pandemic” The relatively open-ended nature of item 9 (“Please list in rank order
the three most important factors that you believe caused your illness”) was excluded
because the original survey was conducted among men and women who had not had
COVID-19. The final version of the questionnaire consisted of eight questions with
answers given on a Likert scale ranging from 0 to 10.

Participants

To address the research objectives, voluntary anonymous surveys were conducted
with respondents from three countries (Russia, Uzbekistan, and Azerbaijan) during
different periods of the COVID-19 pandemic. A total of 2.863 participants from the
three aforementioned countries took part in the study from April 2020 to May 2022.
Depending on the region and the time of participation in the study, 7 subsamples
were formed (see Figure I).
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Uzbekistan Uzbekistan
Sample 6 Sample 7
N =60 N=284
Azerbaijan
Sample 5
N =235
Russia Russia Russia Russia
Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3 Sample 4
N=1141 N=413 N =889 N=41
April-May June-September October-December First half of 2021 January-May
2020 2020 2020 decline in the 2022
“first wave” decline in the “second wave” sickness incidence
sickness incidence and start of the
vaccination

Figure 1. Periods of sample collection in Russia, Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan at different
stages of the COVID-19 pandemic

Table 1

Gender and age characteristics of study participants in seven samples from three countries

Number of respondents Age
Sample
women men total min max M SD
Russia
Sample 1. April-May 2020 B8 203 1141 16 81 3645 10.98
’ (82.21%)** ’ :
293
Sample 2. June-September 2020 (70.94%) 120 413 18 88 3444 10.73
Sample 3. October-December 2020* 8672(1)% 119 889 16 83 4051 12.14
. 28
Sample 4. First half (January-May) of 2021 68.29% 13 41 16 73 33.44 17.05
Azerbaijan
Sample 5. First half (January-May) of 2021 591;137 95 235 17 80 26.05 10.45
. 0
Uzbekistan
. 49
Sample 6. First half (January-May) of 2021 81.67% 11 60 16 45 2372 6.7
Sample 7. First half (January-May) of 2022 % 27 84 19 43 2213 336
Total 2275 588 2863

Note. * Statistically significant differences at a two-tailed significance level of p <.001. Average age amount-
ed to 41.28 +11.811 in women and 35.5+ 13.067 in men; ** Percentage of females in the sample
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Respondents from Russia were divided into 4 subsamples: those surveyed (1)
during the first wave in April-May 2020 (N=1141), (2) during the decline in inci-
dence between June-September 2020 (N =413), (3) during the second wave in Octo-
ber-December 2020 (N =889) and (4) from January to May 2021 (N =41), when CO-
VID-19 vaccines became available. After a year of conducting research and collecting
data on a Russian-speaking sample, we realized that perceptions of the pandemic
are dependent on time and cultural context. We hypothesized that domestic policies
regarding anti-epidemic measures and a country’s culture could be significant factors
influencing perceptions of the pandemic. Therefore, we also began collecting samples
in two Russian-speaking post-Soviet countries where branches of the Psychology
Department of Lomonosov Moscow State University are present. During the same
period as subsample 4, respondents from (5) Azerbaijan (N =235) and (6) Uzbeki-
stan (N =60) were also surveyed. In addition, another sample of 7 respondents from
Uzbekistan was surveyed in January-May 2022 (N =84). Sample sizes from differ-
ent countries are certainly not comparable, but then, the population sizes in these
countries also vary. Only Russian-speaking respondents (for whom Russian is their
native language) took part in the study. Each sample included both genders within a
range of ages, starting at age 18. The full characteristics of the samples from the three
countries are presented in Table 1.

Procedure and Statistical Analysis

For the exploratory analysis, we used a sequential comparison strategy for each ques-
tionnaire item. Given the gender-mixed nature of the sample, we first assessed the
influence of gender, followed by an analysis of the contribution of cultural context
and pandemic stage. Table 2 presents the research design, which is the method of
studying each factor according to the sample size and statistical processing method.
The statistical data analysis methods used in the study were: (1) descriptive statis-
tics; (2) the parametric student’s t-test and the nonparametric Mann-Whitney U test
to compare independent samples; (3) two-way ANOVA to compare multiple samples
from different periods of the pandemic or from different countries.

Table 2
Study design and statistical data analysis methods

Factor Compared samples Statistical procedures
1. Gender Men and women in all samples Student’s T test and Mann-Whit-
ney U test
2. Time Samples 1-4 from Russia during the year =~ Two-way ANOVA, comparison of
of observations, accounting for gender; confidence intervals

Samples 6-7 from Uzbekistan (the first
halves of 2021 and 2022), accounting for
gender

3. Culture Samples 4-6 from Russia, Uzbekistan, and
Azerbaijan, accounting for gender
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Results

1. Gender factor influence

Our earlier study (Pervichko et al., 2020) found significant differences in the percep-
tions of the coronavirus and the COVID-19 pandemic between men and women in
the early months of the pandemic. Therefore, in this study, we first compared the
average answers to each item in the Perceptions of the coronavirus and the COVID-19
pandemic questionnaire among men and women in all seven samples (Tables 3 and
4). In other words, we tested what differences men and women had at different stages
of the pandemic in different countries.

Sample 1. In the Russian sample of April-May 2020, significant differences were
found in responses to items 1, 2, 4, 5, and 8. At the beginning of the pandemic, wom-
en were more concerned about its impact and spread compared to men, expressing a
greater emotional impact due to the pandemic, more frequently observed symptoms
of COVID-19 in themselves, and anticipated the pandemic to last longer. Meanwhile,
men expressed significantly greater confidence in the effectiveness of anti-epidemic
measures (see Table 3).

Sample 2. During the decline in the incidence of COVID-19 in the summer of
2020, significant differences remained only in items 5, 6, 7, and 8. Women continued
to be more concerned about the pandemic, more often noted its impact on their emo-
tions, and were more likely to experience symptoms of COVID-19. Men, on the other
hand, became more confident in their understanding of the symptoms of COVID-19.

Sample 3. During the second wave of the pandemic in 2020, men continued to
report a greater understanding of COVID-19 than women (item 7), while women felt
a stronger impact of the pandemic on their lives (item 2) and saw the pandemic as a
longer-lasting event (item 3).

Sample 4. In the first half of 2021, significant differences between men and wom-
en remained only in item 1, with women reporting a greater perceived impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on their lives than men.

Thus, during the year of observations, women in Russia were more concerned
about the impact of the pandemic on their lives and more often felt like they had
COVID-19 symptoms, while men were predominantly confident in their ability to
control the spread of the coronavirus and in their understanding of the symptoms of
COVID-109.

Samples 5 and 6. In the first half of 2021, men and women from both Azerbaijan
and Uzbekistan showed no significant differences in their perception of the corona-
virus and the COVID-19 pandemic (see Table 4).

Sample 7. In the first half of 2022, study participants from Uzbekistan demon-
strated significant gender differences in responses to items 4, 6, and 8. Women were
more concerned about the spread of the pandemic and were more emotionally af-
fected but were also more confident in the effectiveness of the measures taken against
COVID-19. In comparison, in the Russian sample from the first year of the pandem-
ic, it was men who were more confident in the effectiveness of the measures taken
rather than women.
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Table 3

Means, standard deviations, and effect sizes of responses by questionnaire items in men and
women from four samples of respondents from Russia, depending on the time of participation

in the study

) (2) (3)
Fi Declinein  Second wave, (4)
irst wave, incid Octob M
April-May incidence, ctober- January-May
Questionnaire items 2020 June-Septem-  December 2021
ber 2020 2020

M SD M SD M SD M SD
1. How much does the exist- 633 231 549 252 612 230 496 232
ing COVID-19 pandemic
affect your life? 587 248 569 247 554 239 3.08 284
Cohen’s d .196 .080 251 .755
2. How long do you think 578 181 577 207 630 198 550 1.58
the COVID-19 pandemic
will continue? 5.46 1.93 5.88 190 596 2.05 5.62 2.47
Cohen’s d 175 .054 171 .063
3. How much control do you 275 198 274 193 254 199 254 143
feel you have over the spread
of the COVID-19 pandemic? 298 240 242 187 263 214 238 229
Cohen’s d 112 167 .045 .092
4. How much do you think 432 224 432 215 370 204 321 179
the measures taken help fight
the COVID-19 pandemic? 473 234 442 231 366 223 323 280
Cohen’s d 182 .046 .019 .009
5. Do you sometimes feel the 2.56 2.06 2.54 2.01 3.12 2.25 2.11 1.85
symptoms of coronavirus? 220 1.77 208 180 3.03 229 1.31 0.63
Cohen’s d 179 236 .040 507
6. How much are you con- 533 267 523 271 565 275 414 3.04
cerned about the spread of
COVID-19? 480 270 473 254 471 282 346 3.26
Cohen’s d .198 .188 341 219
7. How well do you feel you 639 261 599 269 6.08 259 621 253
understand what COVID-19
is? 6.63 273 698 244 6.67 257 7.69 2.32
Cohen’s d .091 378 228 .600
8. How much does the
presence of the COVID-19 5.42 2.64 4.76 2.71 5.69 2.72 4.54 2.35
pandemic affect you emo- 401 281 438 260 423 262 300 277
tionally?
Cohen’s d 528 142 .539 .619

Note. Bold indicates significant differences in mean values for men and women according to the Mann-

Whitney U test (p <.05).
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Table 4

Means, standard deviations, and effect sizes of responses by questionnaire items in men and
women in three samples (from Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan)

) Uzbekistan
Azerbaijan
. .. First half . (6) . (7)
Questionnaire items Gender of 2021 First half First half
of 2021 of 2022
M SD M SD M SD
1. How much does the existing F 618 263 380 206 351 221
COVID-19 pandemic affect your
life? M 589 264 318 227 352 236
Cohen’s d 110 296 .004
2. How long do you think the F 584 194 490 217 540 234
COVID-19 pandemic will con-
finc? M 599 2055 482 252 463 276
Cohen’s d .075 .036 .310
3. How much control do you feel 320 222 324 233 349 245
you have over the spread of the
COVID-19 pandemic? M 285 207 273 201 256 239
Cohen’s d 162 224 .383
4. How much do you think the F 431 244 439 234 528  2.44
measures taken help fight the
COVID-19 pandemic? M 4.02 2.41 4.82 2.27 3.81 2.56
Cohen’s d 119 185 .593
5. Do you sometimes feel the F 2.56 2.21 3.18 2.32 2.93 2.28
symptoms of coronavirus? M 2.61 2.33 2.09 1.58 2.04 1.45
Cohen’s d .022 493 433
6. How much are you concerned F 4.72 2.72 3.51 2.11 3.61 2.16
about the spread of COVID-19? M 480 315 255  1.04 274 247
Cohen’s d .028 488 .384
7. How well do you feel you un- F 6.54 2.60 6.41 2.57 6.49 2.67
derstand what COVID-19 is? M 7.13 2.42 6.27 3.38 6.30 3.75
Cohen’s d 233 .051 .062
8. How much does the presence F 520 287 371 259 374 244
of the COVID-19 pandemic af-
fect you emotionally? M 458 312 264 18 222 167
Cohen’s d .239 433 .683

Note. Bold indicates significant differences in mean values for men and women according to the Mann-
Whitney U test (p <.05).
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Thus, gender differences were observed in the samples from Russia and Uzbeki-
stan but not from Azerbaijan. Women from Russia and Uzbekistan were more con-
cerned about the impact of the pandemic than men and were also more likely to
experience symptoms of COVID-19. Possibly reflecting traditional gender roles that
place greater health-related responsibility on women in older cohorts. For example,
there are expressed expectations that women in these regions be more concerned
about the health of their family members and sick relatives. Meanwhile, men de-
clared a greater understanding of the disease and confidence in the ability to control
its spread, accompanied by less concern over the matter.

2. Time factor influence

To study the dynamics effecting perceptions of the COVID-19 pandemic over time,
Russian samples 1-4 presented changes in perception over different time periods,
which were analyzed according to gender. The influence of specific periods of time
across the pandemic lifecycle represented factors of measurement, specifically on
samples 1-4 from Russia, because the Russian sample represented the largest source
of data for each of the periods of 2020. Additionally, the Russian sample provided
clearly delineated time periods within this year: the first wave in the spring of 2020,
the decline in incidence in the summer of 2020, the second wave in the fall, and the
start of vaccination in early 2021. These distinct periods could significantly affect the
perception of the coronavirus and the COVID-19 pandemic in Russia.

Comparison analysis based on these time factors was carried out using paramet-
ric and nonparametric methods, the results of which coincided almost every time.

Appendix 1 presents confidence intervals for responses to each item in each time
period separately for men and women in samples 1-4. The graphs clearly show the
dynamics affecting perceptions of the coronavirus and the pandemic during its first
year in the male and female subsamples. Below, we compare and analyze the respons-
es of men and women to each of the questionnaire items.

Item 1. Women assessed the impact of the pandemic on their lives in accordance
with incidence dynamics: the impact was significantly higher during the first and
second waves of the pandemic and decreased during the decline in incidence in sum-
mer and winter. Meanwhile, men showed a different dynamic: until the beginning of
2021, they perceived the impact of the pandemic on their lives was virtually identical;
however, with the introduction of mass vaccination, the impact of the pandemic on
menss lives was rated significantly lower.

Item 2. Sample 3 presented significant differences among women, therefore, dur-
ing the second wave, women began to see the pandemic as a more prolonged phe-
nomenon.

Item 3. Men and women showed no significant differences in their perceptions of
control over the spread of the pandemic over time.

Item 4. Confidence in the effectiveness of anti-epidemic measures declined sig-
nificantly: by the second wave of the pandemic, confidence in the effectiveness of the
measures taken had declined significantly in both men and women (sample 3); in
women, this disappointment continued to grow at the beginning of 2021, when mass
vaccination had already started.
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Item 5. Men felt the effects of COVID-19 most significantly during the second
wave of the pandemic and least often during the fourth period. Women also felt the
effects of the coronavirus most acutely during the second wave. Both genders re-
ported symptom scanning was most intense during the second wave, in contrast to
the first one. This may be explained by the fact that the number of new COVID-19
cases was much greater in the second wave compared to the first. Thus, the incidence
of COVID-19 significantly influenced the uninfected population and symptom scan-
ning behavior, regardless of gender.

Item 6. Significant differences pertaining to concerns about the spread of COV-
ID-19 over the course of the pandemic phases were found only in the female sample;
by the beginning of 2021, this concern had significantly decreased in women com-
pared to the second wave.

Item 7. With regard to the understanding of COVID-19, no significant differ-
ences were found for men and women across the phases of the pandemic, therefore,
the duration of the COVID-19 pandemic did not significantly affect the understand-
ing of the disease.

Item 8. Only the subsample of women showed significant differences in responses
about the emotional impact of the pandemic: in the course of the first and second
waves, this impact was rated higher compared to the periods of decline in incidence
(i.e., samples 2 and 4).

Therefore, women’s perceptions of the pandemic were more pronounced dur-
ing peaks of infection incidence, which had a corresponding effect on their emo-
tional state and concern about the pandemic. During the second wave, both men’s
and women’s symptom search behavior was significantly more pronounced and re-
ported feelings of disappointment in the effectiveness of anti-epidemic measures,
while women became more convinced that the pandemic was going to last longer.
The introduction of mass vaccination at the beginning of 2021 lowered the perceived
impact of the pandemic in peoples lives and curbed COVID-19 symptom scanning
behavior. It is interesting to note that in women, after the introduction of vaccination,
concern about the impact of the pandemic decreased, although disappointment in
the measures taken persisted.

A similar analysis of the dynamics influencing perceptions of the COVID-19
pandemic was carried out on the samples from Uzbekistan at later periods of the
pandemic (the first half of 2021 and 2022), but no significant differences were found.
On the one hand, this may be explained by the fact that the pandemic had stabilized
at this stage and had become familiar to the respondents. On the other hand, the
absence of significant differences may stem from the fact that Uzbekistan had softer
prohibitive coronavirus mitigation measures, and respondents reported less impact
from anti-virus s rules. The following section provides a detailed comparative analy-
sis that illustrates the role of culture in influencing differing perceptions of coronavi-
rus and the pandemic within a single phase of the pandemic.

3. Cultural affiliation factor

The third objective of our study was to evaluate the possible contribution of cultural
differences by conducting a comparative analysis of data obtained from samples from
Russia (Sample 4), Uzbekistan (Sample 5), and Azerbaijan (Sample 6) derived from
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the same time period, in which we account for differences across men and women
(see Appendix 2).
In conclusion:
 Azerbaijani respondents reported the greatest perceived life impact than re-
spondents from Uzbekistan and Russia (Item 1).
« Women from Uzbekistan gave lower estimates of the possible duration of the
pandemic than women from Azerbaijan (Item 2).
« Respondents from Azerbaijan were more concerned about the spread of the
pandemic than respondents from Uzbekistan (Item 6).
« Respondents from Azerbaijan reported a greater impact of the pandemic on
their emotions than respondents from Uzbekistan (Item 8).

The comparison of subsamples from these three countries derived from the
same time period (January-May 2021) indicates no significant differences between
men and women. Differences between the three countries were observed in re-
sponses to four questions, without significant differences by gender. Therefore, it
can be assumed with confidence that these differences are due primarily to cultural
factors.

The observed discrepancies can be explained by the different anti-epidemic
policies across the compared countries with the most stringent anti-epidemic mea-
sures taken in Azerbaijan, while Uzbekistan had the mildest (including rules per-
taining to self-isolation, vaccination, PCR testing ans do on). In Azerbaijan, where
tougher anti-epidemic measures were introduced, men and women were equally
concerned about the impact of the pandemic on their lives and more confident in
the effectiveness of the measures to control the spread of the pandemic. In contrast,
in Uzbekistan, the country with the mildest anti-epidemic policy, respondents felt
less impact of the pandemic on their lives and were confident in its shorter duration.
Thus, stricter measures aimed at reducing losses in the struggle against coronavirus
were accompanied by increased concern among the population. Ultimately, stricter
regimes increased perceived threat and emotional burden but also confidence in
control.

Discussion

The present study is unique in its simultaneous examination of the role of cultural and
time factors in the dynamics of perceptions of the coronavirus and the COVID-19
pandemic, taking into account demographic predictors, such as gender and age dif-
ferences. To improve the reliability of results, the study analyzed separate question-
naire items comprising the Perceptions of coronavirus and the COVID-19 Pandemic
questionnaire.

The analysis showed that gender is a significant factor across different cultural
conditions and at different stages of the pandemic. In general, it can be concluded that
women were more sensitive to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic with percep-
tions of the pandemic particularly acute during peaks of incidence, causing greater
emotional impact and concern about the pandemic. In addition, women were more
likely to look for COVID-19 symptoms, while men reported a better understanding
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of the symptoms. During the first wave, men were calmer and more confident in their
ability to control the pandemic than women. Meanwhile, women’s concern about the
impact of the pandemic decreased only after the introduction of vaccination, accom-
panied by a gradual increase in disappointment in the measures taken.

Similar gender differences were observed in the USA (Alsharawy et al., 2021).
American women reported greater fear and more negative expectations regarding
the health effects of COVID-19 than men, although men were more prone to having
more adverse health effects. Women were also more likely to have negative emotional
experiences during the pandemic, especially in cases where personal actions made
the situation worse. Women generally showed more adherence to preventive mea-
sures than men, but these gender differences in behavior lessened as the fear of the
pandemic subsided. Thus, concern about the pandemic may be an important factor
that can, on the one hand, provoke more anxious and depressive reactions among
women (Herrera-Afazco et al., 2022), but may also contribute to a greater feeling of
control over the pandemic as well as demonstrating a greater degree of compliance
with anti-epidemic measures than is characteristic of men.

Our comparative analysis of samples from these three countries showed that the
cultural factor can sometimes offset gender differences. For example, it was revealed
that men and women from Azerbaijan assessed the impact of the pandemic on their
lives as more significant and were more concerned about its spread than respondents
from Uzbekistan and Russia. Interestingly, respondents of both genders from Russia
were also more concerned about the impact of the pandemic but were less confident
in it being controlled than respondents from Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan.

The observed differences across respondents from Russia, Azerbaijan and Uz-
bekistan can be explained by varying anti-epidemic measures taken in these respec-
tive countries. Azerbaijan introduced the most stringent anti-epidemic measures,
while Uzbekistan had the mildest. In Azerbaijan, where a stricter antivirus policy
was introduced, men and women were equally concerned about the impact of the
pandemic on their lives, more confident in the effectiveness of the measures taken
and the ability to control the spread of the pandemic. In turn, respondents from Uz-
bekistan, the country with the mildest anti-epidemic policy, reported feeling less of
an impact on their lives because of the pandemic and were confident in its shorter
duration. In Russia, the danger was not underemphasized, but even when the au-
thorities did implement tougher and more unpopular measures during acute periods
of the epidemic, they lifted them quickly with relative flexibility.

Odintsova et al. (2021) compared samples from Russia and Belarus and found
that residents of Belarus had more fears and felt greater impacts of the pandemic on
different areas of their lives when compared to Russians, which was attributed by the
researchers to the lack of additional measures to contain the spread of the corona-
virus.

Thus, state policy on anti-epidemic measures and the strictness of their obser-
vation and control over their implementation may be significant factors both in
controlling the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic and in accepting personal re-
sponsibility for compliance with antivirus restrictions. A lack of public information
campaigns about the dangers of coronavirus and low control over compliance with
anti-epidemic measures can lead to COVID nihilism, which becomes fertile ground
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for a more explosive spread of the novel coronavirus infection (Emelyanova et al.,
2022). However, to promote citizens’ compliance with anti-epidemic measures and
personal responsibility for vaccination, cultural representations about the coronavi-
rus and the pandemic need to be designed to reduce denial of the coronavirus and its
effects on society (Mo et al., 2023).

The identified dynamics of perceptions identified in this study are consistent with
the cycle of societal perception observed in public health emergencies (Wang et al.,
2022). Wang et al. (2022) suggest that the perceptions toward a threatening event
are influenced by an aggregate of variables, including event characteristics, public
response, individual characteristics, and individual relationships. We addressed these
factors in previous publications concerning the role of personality traits and self-
regulation styles in pandemic perceptions (Mitina et al., 2021; Pervichko et al., 2021).
In this article, we took on the task of examining the dynamics of representations
through the lens of the life cycle of an emergency event. As suggested by Wang et al.
(2022), perception of risk within society changes as the situation unfolds, and this
process is significantly influenced by the control measures taken by governmental de-
partments in accordance with the stages of the emergency. Usually, the perception of
a threat by the population has the following regularities: (1) the closer the threat, the
greater the perceived risk; (2) the greater the ability to control the infection, the less
the sense of threat. Therefore, it can be concluded that relevant departments must ef-
fectively modulate the reactions of the population in accordance with the risks while
also considering the life cycle of the emergency.

Thus, social and personal perceptions of the coronavirus and the COVID-19
pandemic are an important mechanism for the response and regulation of society
in the face of a new disease. For this reason, timely study and modulation of these
perceptions is crucial to change the behavior of society and reduce epidemic threats.

Conclusion

1. The present study demonstrates that gender, cultural context, and pandemic
stage are important factors that influence the perception of the pandemic. These
perceptions evolve according to the life cycle of societal response to the given
health emergency.

2. Women were found to be more sensitive to the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic: their perception of the pandemic changed more in response to the peaks
of incidence, which had a greater effect on their emotional state and concern
about the pandemic.

Limitations

The primary limitation of this study concerns the unbalanced sample sizes, uneven
gender and age range of the samples obtained in Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan, which
could possibly affect the reliability of the statistical conclusions and limit the gener-
alization of the research findings on the whole population in these countries. Fur-
ther research into the role of cultural differences should incorporate larger and more
balanced samples to counteract that. Additionally, the survey was administered in
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Russian, so all the respondents from Uzbekistan and Azerbaijan were exclusively
Russian-speaking.

It is possible that other factors could also affect the dynamics of perceptions of
the coronavirus and the pandemic, but these were not the focus of this article.

The present study examined only a comparative analysis of each questionnaire
item. We believe it would be worthwhile to also evaluate structural factors influenc-
ing the Perceptions of the Coronavirus and the Pandemic questionnaire, which would
help identify the invariant and variable components of this theoretical construct.
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APPENDIX 1

Dynamics of average responses for all items in men and women in samples 1-4 from Russia
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Question 1. How much does the existing COVID-19
pandemic affect your life?

- Men: significantly lower scores at stage 4 compared
to previous stages.

- Women: significantly lower scores at stages 2 and 4
compared to stages 1 and 3.
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Question 2. How long do you think the COVID-19

pandemic will continue?

- Men: no differences.

- Women: significantly higher scores at stage 3
compared to other stages.
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Question 3. How much control do you feel you have over
the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic?

No significant differences

Question 4. How much do you think the measures taken
help fight the COVID-19 pandemic?

- Men: significantly lower scores at stage 3 compared
to previous stages.

- Women: significantly lower scores at stages 3 and 4
compared to stages 1 and 2.
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Question 5. Do you sometimes feel the symptoms of Question 6. How much are you concerned about the
coronavirus? spread of COVID-19?
- Men: significantly higher scores at stage 3 compared - Men: no significant differences.
to other stages; significantly lower scores at stage 4 - Women: significantly lower scores at stage 4
compared to other stages. compared to stage 3.
- Women: significantly higher scores at stage 3
compared to other stages.
10 6 -
9 T 5
8 4
7+ 3
6 2
5 14
T T T T T T T T
RU April-May RU June- RU October— RU First RU April-May RU June- RU October— RU First
2020 September December half 2020 September December half
2020 2020 of 2021 2020 2020 of 2021

Question 7. How well do you feel you understand what
COVID-19 is?

No significant differences

Question 8. How much does the presence of the
COVID-19 pandemic affect you emotionally?

- Men: no significant differences.
- Women: significantly lower scores at stages 2 and 4
compared to stages 1 and 3.

Note. Women's answers are shown in grey and men's are in black. Differences significant at p < .05.
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Comparison of average answers by questionnaire items with significant differences for respondents from
Russia, Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan in the first half of 2021
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AZ First half UZ First half RU First half
of 2021 of 2021 of 2021

Question 1. How much does the existing COVID-19
pandemic affect your life?

- Men: the Azerbaijan subsample has significantly higher
scores compared to the two other subsamples of men.

- Women: Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan samples differ
significantly.
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AZ First half UZ First half RU First half
of 2021 of 2021 of 2021

Question 2. How long do you think the COVID-19
pandemic will continue?

- Men: no significant differences.
- Women: Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan samples differ
significantly.
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Question 6. How much are you concerned about the
spread of COVID-19?
Significant differences between the male and female

samples from Uzbekiistan and Azerbaijan: respondents
of both genders from Azerbaijan showed higher scores

Question 8. How much does the presence of the COVID-19
pandemic affect you emotionally?

Significant differences between the male and female
samples from Uzbekiistan and Azerbaijan: respondents
of both genders from Azerbaijan showed higher scores

Note. Women's answers are shown in grey and men'’s are in black. Differences significant at p < .05.



