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Abstract

Background: Long COVID has widened the health gap across society and highlighted the vulnerabilities and risks faced by
health care systems. For instance, the global trend of medical workers resigning has become a prominent topic on social media.
In response to this severe social problem in global public health within the digital society, it is urgent to investigate how the
professional identity of medical students, who are digital natives and the future workforce of medical practitioners, is affected
by the media environment.

Objective: This study aims to examine how media exposure relates to medical students’ perceptions of informational and
emotional support, and how these perceptions further influence the development of their professional identity.

Methods: Building on the Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) framework, this study develops a theoretical model to illustrate
how media exposure affects medical students’ professional identity through the mediation of social support. Specifically, media
exposure was assessed through online news media and social media exposure; social support was evaluated in terms of informational
and emotional support; and professional identity was measured through medical students’ sense of belonging and professional
commitment. A survey was conducted at a medical school in China, yielding 1087 valid responses that were analyzed using
SmartPLS 4.0.

Results: Consistent with our expectations, online news media exposure was positively associated with both informational
support (β=.163; P<.001) and emotional support (β=.084; P=.007). Similarly, social media exposure showed positive associations
with informational support (β=.122; P<.001) and emotional support (β=.235; P<.001). Thereafter, informational support (β=.228;
P<.001) and emotional support (β=.344; P<.001) were positively associated with students’ sense of belonging. Meanwhile, both
informational support (β=.245; P<.001) and emotional support (β=.412; P<.001) positively impacted medical students’professional
commitment. In addition, a mediation test was conducted. The results confirmed that informational support and emotional support
partially mediated the effect of online news media, while fully mediating the effect of social media on medical students’ sense
of belonging and professional commitment.

Conclusions: This study finds that exposure to online news media and social media can enhance medical students’ sense of
belonging and professional commitment through the formation of informational and emotional support. It expands the discussion
on the role of media in providing social support and facilitating the development of medical students’ professional identity. This
is a valuable contribution to addressing complex public health crises through effective media governance in the network era.
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Introduction

Background
Media factors in medical sociology have long been recognized
as significant in influencing health management and medical
outcomes. For example, media and media exposure have been
shown to play a key role in heart disease prevention, vaccination,
community care, and other health interventions [1,2]. The
COVID-19 pandemic and long COVID in the digital age have
caused unprecedented social disruptions due to the widespread
use of social media and the circulation of mixed information.
Therefore, it is essential to investigate how these new “media
factors” impact the stability and development of society.

Furthermore, the prevalence of COVID-19 is accompanied by
an infodemic [3]. The disaster stories about COVID-19 on social
media serve not only as a significant force to unite the public
in combating the pandemic but also as hidden triggers for the
widespread resignation of health care workers. According to
the World Health Organization (WHO), there will be a shortfall
of 10 million health workers by 2030 [4]. Medical students are
a vital reserve force for health care workers and play an essential
role in public health events. For instance, during the COVID-19
pandemic, medical students’ involvement in patient care and
health consultation complemented the work of medical
professionals [5,6]. Their professional identity is critical to their
career perception and choices [7], which may further impact
the stability of the medical workforce.

Professional identity refers to the self-conceptualization of one’s
work role [8] and is central to professional loyalty. In contrast
to experienced medical professionals, medical students are
young, vulnerable, and digital natives, with their professional
identities still in formation and transformation [9]. Prior studies
have typically applied descriptive analyses to explain the
development of professional identity [10,11]. Although current
studies are beginning to use cross-sectional methods to explore
predictors of professional identity, they primarily discuss
individual and educational environmental factors, such as
clinical practice [12], experiences within the educational system
[13], and working conditions [14]. Recently, there has been
growing evidence suggesting that online media play an
important role in influencing students’ knowledge and attitudes
regarding the medical profession [15]; however, the theoretical
mechanisms behind this influence remain unclear. Given that
the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the impact of media
on people’s daily lives [16], this research speculates that
exposure to online media during the pandemic could also
influence medical students’ professional identity. As online
news media and social media are the most commonly used types
of media, this study proposes the following research question:
How does concurrent media exposure affect medical students’
professional identity?

In public health events such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the
media play a crucial role in information distribution, pandemic
warnings, gauging public emotions, facilitating social

mobilization, and providing emotional support [17]. Specifically,
online media not only deliver medical-related information [18]
but also feature news reports that portray the professional and
heroic images of health care workers [19]. Additionally, online
media facilitate social interactions [20], allowing netizens to
express their support for health care workers through
understanding, encouragement, affirmation, sympathy, and care,
among other forms [21]. As such, the social support gained
through online media exposure may help medical students
recognize the value of medical groups [22], develop their
attitudes toward the medical profession, and understand public
opinions about the field [23]. This study utilizes the
Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) framework [24] to explain
how media exposure relates to medical students’ professional
identity, emphasizing the mediating role of social support.

To address the proposed research question, a survey method is
used, yielding a total of 1087 valid responses. The results reveal
that media exposure during the COVID-19 pandemic affects
medical students’ professional identity, either directly or
indirectly, through social support. Theoretically, this study
provides a comprehensive understanding of the effects of media
exposure on the development of medical students’ professional
identity by extending the SOR framework. Practically, this study
underscores the importance of media and information
management in fostering professional identity, offering a viable
approach to addressing the shortage of the medical workforce,
promoting social unity, and reducing health disparities.

Objectives
The objective of this study was to examine the effect of
concurrent media exposure on medical students’ professional
identity, with a specific focus on the mediating role of social
support. In particular, this study investigated how concurrent
media exposure (ie, online news media and social media)
influenced social support (ie, informational support and
emotional support), which in turn affected the development of
medical students’ professional identity (ie, sense of belonging
and professional commitment).

Theoretical Background

Professional Identity
As a crucial link between individuals and society, professional
identity is an essential force in fostering social unity and
mitigating social risks. Professional identity encompasses the
attitudes, values, knowledge, beliefs, and skills shared among
members of a professional group [8]. It not only influences
individuals’ career choices [25] but also impacts their job
satisfaction [26] and turnover intentions [27]. Prior studies have
typically focused on specific professions, such as teachers,
lawyers, and health care workers [26,28,29]. Professional
identity is especially significant in medical education, as it can
influence the development of the medical workforce [25].

Although prior studies have generally examined professional
identity as an integrated concept [26,30], it can also be
understood as a complex structure [31]. Individuals typically
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develop their identity based on their feelings and behaviors
toward the profession [32]. To gain a nuanced understanding
of professional identity, this study uses belonging and
professional commitment as its key components. Belonging
refers to the feeling of being an integral part of a professional
group, encompassing perceptions of acceptance, security, and
respect within the specific profession [33]. Professional
commitment reflects both attitudes and behaviors toward the
profession, indicating the relative strength of an individual’s
identification with their profession and their willingness to
invest effort in and maintain membership within it [34].
Professional commitment reflects the alignment between
personal beliefs and professional goals [35], which can lead
individuals to invest effort and develop a sense of attachment
to their profession. It comprises 3 dimensions: affective
commitment, continuance commitment, and normative
commitment. Affective commitment pertains to individuals’
attitudes or feelings toward the profession, while continuance
and normative commitment relate to individuals’ behavioral
intentions regarding their profession [36].

Belonging and professional commitment represent different
aspects of professional identity, and it is important to recognize
the distinctions between them. Belonging is a psychological
concept that reflects the relationship between an individual and
others within a particular group [33,37], while professional
commitment measures the intensity of an individual’s connection
to their profession, characterized by the willingness to invest
effort and the desire to remain in that profession [36]. In this
context, belonging emphasizes individuals’ psychological
ownership of a group [37], while professional commitment
serves as a stabilizing or obliging force that guides one’s
professional behavior [38].

SOR Framework

Overview

Derived from environmental psychology, the SOR framework
posits that environmental factors can trigger cognitive and
affective reactions in individuals, which subsequently influence
their behaviors [24]. The SOR framework consists of 3
interconnected components: stimulus, organism, and response.
Specifically, the stimulus refers to the environmental factors
that impact individuals’ psychological states [24]. Response
refers to behavior in reaction to a certain stimulus [24,39]. The
organism, consisting of cognitive and affective states [39], is
often considered the mediator between stimulus and response
[40,41]. Cognitive states involve the acquisition, processing,
retention, and retrieval of information, while affective states
include pleasure, arousal, dominance [24], and other emotion
typologies relevant to specific contexts [39].

The SOR framework has been widely used to explain
individuals’behaviors. For instance, previous research has used
this framework to assess the impacts of social media overload
[42] and technological features [43] on users’ behaviors. In a
recent study, the SOR framework was applied to examine the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on behavioral changes
among university students [44]. This study adopts the SOR
framework for 2 reasons. First, the SOR framework delineates
the stages of behavior formation by highlighting how external

cues influence individuals’ responses through changes in their
internal states [24], thereby illuminating the development of
medical students’ professional identity. Second, the organism
component encompasses both cognitive and affective reactions
[39], allowing us to differentiate medical students’psychological
responses resulting from media exposure.

Along with the rationale behind the SOR framework, this study
treats media exposure as an external stimulus. Given that media
exposure is a significant source of social support [45,46], this
study conceptualizes social support as the organism component,
with emotional support representing the affective aspect and
informational support reflecting the cognitive aspect.
Furthermore, professional identity is viewed as the response of
medical students in reaction to media exposure.

Media Exposure as Stimulus

Media exposure refers to the frequency with which individuals
are exposed to specific media [47]. It has been recognized as a
critical predictor of various behaviors, including political
participation [48], sexual behavior [49], and alcohol
consumption [50]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, people
increasingly relied on media to obtain real-time information for
making health decisions [51]. Existing literature has validated
the effects of media exposure on the public’s preventive
behaviors [1]. In general, media exposure can influence
individuals’ cognition and behaviors in the age of COVID-19.
Through media exposure, medical students can learn about the
responsibilities and challenges faced by medical workers [19],
which may impact their professional identity.

Among all media categories, online news media and social
media are the 2 most representative and frequently used channels
in the new media environment [20]. Unlike traditional news
media, such as television and newspapers, online news media
rely on the internet to deliver news content. As a result of the
news gatekeeping mechanisms, content on online news media
typically originates from authoritative sources, reflecting official
attitudes and the mainstream values of society [20]. Therefore,
people often place their trust in online news media. By contrast,
anyone can post and share information on social media, and
quality control over content is limited [52]. As social media
facilitate online interactions, they have become a prominent
source of information during COVID-19 [53]. This study
simultaneously considers online news media and social media
as media stimuli, as they are the primary information sources
and may influence medical students differently.

Social Support as an Organism

Through online media, social support can be delivered via
information transmission and online interactions [53]. Social
support refers to the tangible or intangible resources obtained
from others through interpersonal ties within a social network
[54]. Prior studies have confirmed the importance of social
support in coping with stress and depression [55], improving
psychological health [56], and enhancing life satisfaction [57].
Social support is available through online media in various
forms, including companionship, solidarity, and information
exchange [46,58]. Among all categories of social support,
informational support and emotional support are the most
frequently mentioned [45,59,60]. Informational support
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emphasizes the provision of information through giving advice,
offering appraisal support, sharing new information, or providing
references [59,61]. Emotional support, by contrast, refers to the
affective assistance characterized by caring, empathy, love, and
trust [61]. Although both informational support and emotional
support are psychological variables reflecting users’perceptions
of support availability, informational support focuses on
problem-solving, while emotional support pertains to affective
assistance [62]. Therefore, these 2 dimensions may have
differential impacts. Consequently, this study treats social
support as the organism component, with emotional support
representing the affective aspect and informational support
representing the cognitive aspect.

Hypotheses Development

Study Rationale
This study examines how media exposure influences medical
students’ professional identity, with a particular focus on the
underlying mechanisms. Based on the rationale of the SOR
framework, exposure to online news media and social media
can impact both informational and emotional support, which,
in turn, affects medical students’ professional identity.

The Effects of Online News Media Exposure on Social
Support
Online news media play a crucial role in providing
pandemic-related information. Given that people tend to have
a high level of trust in information from authoritative sources
[2,20], medical students are more likely to trust and adopt
information presented in online news media. This exposure
allows medical students to acquire professional knowledge to
navigate the pandemic and to learn about the contributions and
sacrifices of health care workers [19]. Therefore, exposure to
online news media can offer valuable informational support to
medical students.

In addition, news content on online news media typically
embodies mainstream values and reflects official attitudes [20].
As a result of the dedication of health care workers during the
pandemic, medical groups are often highly praised in news
reports [19]. Exposure to online news media may help medical
students recognize that health care workers are respected and
valued by the public. Furthermore, by allowing readers to
comment on specific news reports, online news media serve as
channels for the public to express their respect for health care
workers. Thus, online news media can also provide emotional
support to medical students. Therefore, the following hypotheses
are proposed:

• H1a: Online news media exposure is positively associated
with informational support.

• H1b: Online news media exposure is positively associated
with emotional support.

The Effects of Social Media Exposure on Social Support
With abundant user-generated content and multiple information
sources, social media play an important role in the dissemination
of medical information [63]. Through social media, exposure
to content related to medical workers not only helps medical
students protect their health but also enriches their professional

knowledge. Furthermore, as mutual trust can be established
through online interactions [20,22], medical students likely
place significant value on information shared by individuals
within their online social networks.

Moreover, exposure to social media can facilitate emotional
communication through social network connections [64]. Users
can share personal feelings with one another through online
interactions. In doing so, emotional support—such as
understanding, encouragement, affirmation, sympathy, or
care—is conveyed [21]. During the pandemic, social media
enabled medical students to stay in contact with their
acquaintances and support one another. Therefore, the following
hypotheses are proposed:

• H2a: Social media exposure is positively associated with
informational support.

• H2b: Social media exposure is positively associated with
emotional support.

The Effects of Informational Support on Professional
Identity
During the pandemic, information provided by medical
professionals not only helped the public but also benefited
medical students. Individuals who receive help from others are
more likely to develop a positive attitude toward those providing
the assistance [14]. Belonging refers to the extent to which
individuals integrate themselves into their recognized group
[37]. Thus, medical students who receive informational support
from medical professionals may come to appreciate the values
of medical groups and foster long-term relationships with them.
In this way, a sense of belonging is cultivated.

Information about the pandemic can also offer medical students
guidelines for future practice and deepen their understanding
of medical practitioners’ responsibilities. These perceived
messages help foster acceptance of professional norms and
recognition of the obligations within the “psychological
contract” established with the medical profession, both of which
are crucial components of commitment [36,38]. In this context,
informational support accelerates the development of medical
students’ professional commitment. Therefore, the following
hypotheses are proposed:

• H3a: Informational support is positively associated with
medical students’ sense of belonging to the medical
profession.

• H3b: Informational support is positively associated with
medical students’ professional commitment.

The Effects of Emotional Support on Professional
Identity
Emotional support also plays a key role in shaping medical
students’ attitudes toward medical groups and the profession.
Previous research has shown that emotional support from
colleagues can strengthen an individual’s attachment to the
group [60]. Specifically, trust and respect toward medical
workers can instill pride in the profession, further enhancing
medical students’ identification as part of the medical
community [23]. In this way, emotional support can reinforce
medical students’ sense of belonging to the medical profession.
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Emotional support can also influence professional commitment.
For example, it has been shown to reduce burnout among nurses
[65] and promote their commitment to the profession [66].
Similarly, emotional support may strengthen medical students’
professional commitment by improving their psychological
well-being. According to Ahmad et al [67], a supportive
environment can increase student engagement and enhance their
commitment to their profession. Emotional support from social
networks can help create such an environment, further boosting
medical students’ professional commitment. The following
hypotheses are proposed:

• H4a: Emotional support is positively associated with
medical students’ sense of belonging to the medical
profession.

• H4b: Emotional support is positively associated with
medical students’ professional commitment.

The Mediation Effects of Social Support
Media exposure can influence the development of individuals’
professional identity. Evidence indicates that exposure to media
representations related to one’s identity can affect their
understanding of social groups [19,68] and shape their
identification with a specific identity [69]. Notably, Geusens
and Beullens [69] proposed that media might impact the

perception of one’s identity in an indirect manner. This study
uses social support as a potential explanatory mechanism to
clarify the relationship between media exposure and professional
identity. Therefore, it hypothesizes that media exposure may
indirectly influence medical students’ professional identity
through the mediation of social support. The following
hypotheses are proposed:

• H5: Informational support mediates the effects of online
news media on medical students’ sense of belonging (a)
and professional commitment (b).

• H6: Emotional support mediates the effects of online news
media on medical students’ sense of belonging (a) and
professional commitment (b).

• H7: Informational support mediates the effects of social
media on medical students’ sense of belonging (a) and
professional commitment (b).

• H8: Emotional support mediates the effects of social media
on medical students’sense of belonging (a) and professional
commitment (b).

This study also included gender, age, education, and early
internship experience as control variables, as they may affect
medical students’ professional identity [8,12]. The research
model is depicted in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Research model.

Methods

Survey Design
To empirically test the proposed research model, a
cross-sectional survey was conducted to collect data. The survey
design adhered to the CHERRIES (Checklist for Reporting

Results of Internet E-Surveys) checklist [70] (see Multimedia
Appendix 1 for the completed CHERRIES). A convenience
sampling method was used, inviting medical students who were
readily available to participate. Participants were recruited with
the assistance of faculty members at a medical college.
Specifically, the study team shared information about the survey
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in several medical courses and invited students to participate
voluntarily. They were informed that their anonymity would be
ensured to encourage honest responses and reduce social
desirability bias [71]. The survey was conducted in May 2022.

Overall, the main body of the questionnaire consisted of 4
sections: (1) media exposure; (2) social support; (3) professional
identity; and (4) demographic characteristics. Additionally, an
introductory page was included at the beginning of the
questionnaire to inform participants about the research purpose,
target population, length of the survey, and policies regarding
data security and storage. Furthermore, all participants were
required to provide informed consent.

Ethical Considerations
The questionnaire and methodology for this study were approved
by the Ethics Committee of Tongji Medical College of
Huazhong University of Science and Technology (approval
number 2022S009). Informed consent was obtained from all
participants. Measures were implemented to protect the privacy
of all participants and ensure the confidentiality of the data. The
questionnaire was anonymous, and the data file was stored on
a secure drive accessible only to research team members who
signed a confidentiality agreement. Each participant received
a compensation of 10 RMB (approximately US $1.5) for their
valid response.

Measurement Development
This study used several strategies to develop the measurement
instruments. First, to ensure the content validity of the
instrument, measures for the variables were primarily adapted
from well-validated scales and modified to fit the Chinese
context and the characteristics of medical students. The
back-translation method was used to adapt the original English
scale to Chinese and ensure consistency between the 2 language
versions. Specifically, the questions were first framed in English,
then translated into Chinese, and finally back-translated into
English to confirm consistency.

Second, we conducted several rounds of pretests to refine the
instruments. Three professors and a group of graduate students
from a medical school were invited to participate in these
pretests. They completed the questionnaires and took part in
follow-up interviews to evaluate whether the instruments
effectively measured the constructs under investigation.
Participants were also asked to provide feedback on the wording
of the questions, clarity of expression, and question sequence.
Based on their feedback, we enhanced the face validity and
content validity of the instruments.

Third, we conducted a pilot test to assess the reliability and
validity of the instruments. The results of the data analysis
(shown in Multimedia Appendix 2; also see [72-75]) indicated
that all measurements demonstrated ideal reliability and validity.
Additionally, the measurement model analysis in the formal
test further confirmed the reliability and validity of the
instruments. The measures for the constructs are provided as
follows.

Measures

Social Media Exposure and Online News Media
Exposure
The measures for media exposure were adapted from Gao et al
[76]. Five items were used to assess medical students’ media
exposure on a 7-point Likert scale (1=never to 7=very often).
Participants were asked to evaluate the frequency of their
exposure to information about medical workers and the medical
profession (eg, health information from medical professionals,
news stories or comments about medical workers, or information
regarding medical education) on online news media and social
media during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Considering the Chinese media environment and the media
usage habits of medical students, this study included common
news media (eg, Xinhuanet and Tencent News) as well as
medical news media (eg, Medsci and PubMed) as components
of online news media. Social media included Sina Weibo
(Weibo Corporation), WeChat (Tencent Holdings Limited), and
QQ (Shenzhen Tencent Computer System Co., Ltd.), as these
3 platforms are representative applications among Chinese youth
[77].

Informational Support and Emotional Support
Informational support and emotional support were measured
using items adapted from Nick et al [59]. Three items were used
to assess each type of support through a 7-point Likert scale
(1=never to 7=very often). To measure informational support,
participants were asked to evaluate the frequency with which
they encountered the following situations online in the past
year: (1) people provided me with helpful medical information
online; (2) I received help from others online when I had
difficulties with my medical learning; and (3) people helped
me understand my profession better while I was online. To
measure emotional support, participants were asked to evaluate
the frequency with which they encountered the following
situations on the internet in the past year: (1) people showed
that they cared about medical workers online; (2) people
supported the work of medical workers online; and (3)
individuals on the internet liked the things that medical workers
said or did.

Belonging and Professional Commitment
The existing literature often uses self-reported measures to
evaluate professional identity. For instance, Heidari et al [78]
used a cross-sectional survey to examine the effects of online
social capital and social networking on the formation of
students’ professional identities. Similarly, Zhang et al [79]
conducted an online cross-sectional survey to explore the
relationship between psychological resilience and the sense of
professional identity. Researchers typically regard professional
identity as a psychological construct that emphasizes
individuals’ professional self-concept [6]. As professional
identity is a complex structure [31] that encompasses
individuals’ feelings and behaviors toward their profession [32],
this study uses belonging and professional commitment as
indicators of professional identity and measures medical
students’ feelings and behavioral intentions toward the
profession.
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Belonging was measured using items adapted from Lin et al
[80]. Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which
they agree with the following statements, reflecting their social
affiliation and emotional connection with the medical group:
(1) I belong to the medical group; (2) I feel socially connected
to medical workers; and (3) I will be part of the medical group
in the future. All items were measured on a 7-point Likert scale
(1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree).

As mentioned above, professional commitment consists of 3
dimensions. Despite their conceptual differences, these
dimensions are simultaneously experienced by individuals [38],
reflecting their attitudes and behavioral intentions. Therefore,
it is appropriate to measure these 3 dimensions as components
of professional commitment. The measurement instruments
were adapted from Meyer et al [36] and modified to align with
the medical profession. Participants were asked to rate their
level of agreement with the following statements: (1) I feel
proud to be a medical worker and have no regrets about pursuing
the medical profession; (2) I do not regret entering the medical
profession; (3) It would be costly for me to change my
profession now; (4) There are no pressures preventing me from
changing my profession; and (5) I feel a responsibility to
continue in the medical profession. Notably, the first 2 items
represent affective commitment, while the third and fourth items
reflect normative commitment. The last item is designed to
capture participants’ continuance commitment. All items were
measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree to
7=strongly agree).

Data Collection and Samples
Medical students from 4 majors (clinical medicine, basic
medicine, nursing, and public health) at a medical college in
China were recruited to complete a set of paper questionnaires.
We selected these 4 majors due to their critical roles in the
frontlines of the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, doctors,
nurses, and epidemiologists from clinical medicine, nursing,
and public health actively participated in the prevention and
control of the pandemic. Students majoring in basic medicine
were also included, as they play a vital role in combating the
new coronavirus. By choosing a diverse range of majors, we
aimed to enhance the generalizability of this study.

In the formal data collection process, a screening question was
included to allow only medical students with online media usage

experience to participate in the survey. Notably, participants
from the pilot test were not permitted to complete the
questionnaire. The survey included questions regarding
demographic information, professional identity, and factors
related to media exposure and social support. Additionally, we
incorporated attention-trap questions to ensure the quality of
the responses. A total of 1200 questionnaires were collected.
After removing 113 invalid responses (eg, those that failed the
attention test, contained missing values, or had excessively
duplicated answers), we finalized a sample of 1087 valid
responses, with students from the 4 majors approximately evenly
distributed.

Data Analysis
This study used structural equation modeling to test the research
framework. We selected SmartPLS 4.0 (SmartPLS GmbH),
based on partial least squares, as it allows for simultaneous
testing of both the measurement model and the structural model
[81]. In the current model, online news media exposure and
social media exposure were incorporated as independent
variables; informational support and emotional support served
as mediators; and professional identity (ie, belonging and
professional commitment) variables were included as outcomes.
Following the approach suggested by Anderson and Gerbing
[82], we first analyzed the measurement model to assess
reliability and validity, and subsequently conducted structural
model analysis to evaluate our research model. Furthermore, a
mediation analysis was conducted to uncover the underlying
mechanisms of media exposure’s influence. To account for
potential confounding effects, gender, age, education, and
internship experience were included as control variables in the
structural equation model.

Results

Demographic Information
As mentioned above, a final sample of 1087 valid responses
was obtained. The demographic information of this sample is
summarized in Table 1. More than half of the students were
female and pursuing an undergraduate degree. Additionally,
most of the students were in their 20s or younger and reported
having internship experiences during their studies.
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Table 1. Demographic information (N=1087).

Values, n (%)Characteristic

Gender

461 (42.41)Male

626 (57.59)Female

Age (years)

701 (64.49)<22

278 (25.57)23-25

101 (9.29)26-29

7 (0.64)30-40

Internship (years)

252 (23.18)0

327 (30.08)0.5

306 (28.15)0.6-1.5

179 (16.47)1.6-3

23 (2.12)>3

Education

756 (69.55)Undergraduate

221 (20.33)Master’s

110 (10.12)Doctor

Measurement Model Test
This study assesses the convergent and discriminant validity to
evaluate the measurement model. The descriptive statistics of
the variables in our research model and the results are presented
in Table 2. Notably, Cronbach α for all constructs exceeded
0.7. Additionally, the composite reliability values for all
constructs were greater than 0.8, and all average variance
extracted (AVE) values were above 0.5, meeting the
recommended threshold values of 0.7 and 0.5, respectively
[72,73]. In addition, all item loadings, except for the one related
to professional commitment, exceeded 0.7. As this factor loading
was close to 0.7, we retained it to consider content validity.
Thus, the model demonstrates acceptable reliability and
convergent validity. We further assessed discriminant validity
by comparing the interconstruct correlation coefficients with
the square roots of AVE [72]. The results in Table 3 indicate
that the square roots of AVE exceed all interconstruct correlation

coefficients, confirming that discriminant validity is not an
issue.

This study also examined multicollinearity. As a rule,
multicollinearity is considered high if the variance inflation
factor of a variable exceeds 10 [72]. In this study, the variance
inflation factor values for all variables were below 3, indicating
the absence of significant multicollinearity. Additionally,
because all data were collected from a cross-sectional survey,
common method bias (CMB) was assessed. First, we conducted
the Harman single-factor test using SPSS Statistics 26.0 (IBM
Corp.) and found that the most important factor explained only
23.33% of the total variance, which is lower than the reference
value of 50% [74]. Second, CMB may lead to high correlations
between constructs. Table 3 shows that the highest correlation
between constructs was 0.675, which is below the recommended
threshold of 0.90 [75]. Therefore, CMB was not a significant
threat in this study.
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Table 2. Reliability and convergent validity analysis.

Cronbach αCRcAVEbMean (SD)Item loadingVIFaItem

0.7130.8680.768Online news media exposure

3.74 (1.82)0.9351.442Online news media exposure 1

3.34 (1.78)0.8141.442Online news media exposure 2

0.7260.8450.647Social media exposure

4.49 (2.04)0.7331.323Social media exposure 1

4.92 (1.68)0.9091.878Social media exposure 2

4.38 (1.81)0.7591.571Social media exposure 3

0.8380.9020.755Informational support

5.12 (1.30)0.8922.107Informational support 1

5.02 (1.34)0.8572.017Informational support 2

5.18 (1.29)0.8581.837Informational support 3

0.8340.9000.752Emotional support

5.53 (1.31)0.8742.189Emotional support 1

5.58 (1.25)0.9182.785Emotional support 2

5.29 (1.40)0.8051.700Emotional support 3

0.8780.9250.804Belonging

5.05 (1.59)0.8882.343Belonging 1

5.52 (1.39)0.9192.618Belonging 2

5.29 (1.55)0.8832.333Belonging 3

0.8190.8730.581Professional commitment

5.16 (1.49)0.8351.999Professional commitment 1

4.69 (1.60)0.7892.083Professional commitment 2

5.40 (1.56)0.6781.484Professional commitment 3

5.60 (1.47)0.7571.668Professional commitment 4

4.73 (1.57)0.7431.747Professional commitment 5

aVIF: variance inflation factor.
bAVE: average variance extracted.
cCR: composite reliability.

Table 3. Discriminant validity analysis.

Professional
commitment

BelongingEmotional sup-
port

Informational
support

Social media ex-
posure

Online news me-
dia exposure

Analyzed variables

—————b0 .876 aOnline news media exposure

————0.804 a0.260Social media exposure

———0.869 a0.1640.195Informational support

——0.867 a0.5930.2560.145Emotional support

—0.897 a0.4730.4370.1880.160Belonging

0.762 a0.6750.5520.4940.1890.165Professional commitment

aThe square roots of average variances extracted are in italics.
bNot applicable.
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Structural Model Test
The results of the structural model test are shown in Figure 2.
Consistent with our expectations, online news media exposure
was positively associated with informational support (β=.163;
P<.001) and emotional support (β=.084; P=.007). Additionally,
social media exposure was positively associated with
informational support (β=.122; P<.001) and emotional support
(β=.235; P<.001). Therefore, H1a, H1b, H2a, and H2b are all
supported.

Thereafter, this study analyzed the impact of social support on
medical students’ professional identity. The results showed that
informational support (β=.228; P<.001) and emotional support
(β=.344; P<.001) were positively associated with belonging.
Meanwhile, we found that informational support (β=.245;
P<.001) and emotional support (β=.412; P<.001) were positively

associated with medical students’ professional commitment.
Overall, the model explained 28.1% of the variance in belonging
and 35.6% of the variance in professional commitment.
Therefore, H3a, H3b, H4a, and H4b are all supported.

This study also tested the impact of demographic variables on
medical students’ professional identity. The results showed that
the impacts of gender on belonging (β=.064; P=.22) and
professional commitment (β=–.008; P=.87) were insignificant.
Meanwhile, the impacts of age on belonging (β=–.074; P=.08)
and professional commitment (β=–.053; P=.17) were also
insignificant. Furthermore, the impacts of education on
belonging (β=–.061; P=.15) and professional commitment
(β=–.022; P=.54) were likewise insignificant. Notably,
internship experience had positive effects on both belonging
(β=.114; P<.001) and professional commitment (β=.091;
P<.001).

Figure 2. Data analysis results. aP<.01; bP<.001.

Mediation Analysis
The mediation effects of social support were further assessed
following Hair et al [83] and Zhao et al [84]. Table 4 shows the
results of our mediation analysis. The results indicated that
specific indirect effects for both independent variables were
significant, confirming the mediation effect of social support.
Additionally, online news media exposure had significant direct
effects on both belonging (β=.076; P=.01) and professional
commitment (β=.059; P=.03). Therefore, informational support

and emotional support partially mediated the relationship
between online news media exposure and medical students’
professional identity [81]. Thus, H5a, H5b, H6a, and H6b were
supported. In addition, as the direct effects of social media on
belonging (β=.060; P=.06) and professional commitment
(β=.045; P=.13) were both insignificant, social support fully
mediated the relationship between social media exposure and
medical students’professional identity [81]. As such, H7a, H7b,
H8a, and H8b were all supported.
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Table 4. Results of the mediation analysis.

Mediation effectDirect effect (P value)Specific indirect
effect (P value)

Independent variable and relationship

Online news media exposure

Partial mediation0.076 (.01)0.035 (<.001)Online news media exposure→Informational support→Belonging

Partial mediation0.076 (.01)0.029 (.011)Online news media exposure→Emotional support→Belonging

Partial mediation0.059 (.03)0.039 (<.001)Online news media exposure→Informational support→Professional
commitment

Partial mediation0.059 (.03)0.035 (.007)Online news media exposure→Emotional support→Professional commit-
ment

Social media exposure

Full mediation0.060 (.06)0.026 (.002)Social media exposure→Informational support→Belonging

Full mediation0.060 (.06)0.076 (<.001)Social media exposure→Emotional support→Belonging

Full mediation0.045 (.13)0.029 (<.001)Social media exposure→Informational support→Professional commitment

Full mediation0.045 (.13)0.092 (<.001)Social media exposure→Emotional support→Professional commitment

Discussion

Principal Findings
In light of the far-reaching crisis brought by the pandemic, this
study aims to uncover how media factors can help mitigate
social risks within the field of medical sociology. Utilizing the
SOR framework, we propose a research model to examine the
impacts of media exposure on medical students’ professional
identity. Our findings reveal several intriguing insights.

First and foremost, our findings indicate that both online news
media exposure and social media exposure are positively related
to perceived emotional and informational support. This suggests
that medical students can derive both types of support from
these media sources. Notably, the path coefficient between
online news media and informational support was relatively
higher than that for emotional support, whereas the opposite
was true for social media exposure. The results can be explained
by the inherent characteristics of the 2 types of media. Online
news media are generally perceived as trustworthy due to their
strict gatekeeping mechanisms [2], making them vital and
reliable sources for informational support. By contrast, social
media serves as an important platform for facilitating online
interactions [46], thereby proving effective in providing
emotional support.

Second, emotional support and informational support are
positively associated with belonging and professional
commitment, indicating that social support is a significant
predictor of medical students’ professional identity. Notably,
the path coefficients for emotional support on both belonging
and professional commitment are higher than those for
informational support. The results suggest that emotional support
may have a greater impact on fostering medical students’
professional identity than informational support. This finding
aligns with Wang et al [61], who emphasized the importance
of emotional support in enhancing interpersonal relationships
within online health support groups. Additionally, this can be
explained by the nature of professional identity itself; both
belonging and professional commitment relate to individuals’

feelings toward their professional group and the profession
[37,38], making them more likely to be driven by emotional
factors.

Third, the impact of media exposure on professional identity
was mediated by social support. Specifically, social support
partially mediated the effect of online news media exposure and
fully mediated the effect of social media exposure. These results
indicate that social media primarily relies on the provision of
social support to influence professional identity, whereas online
news media exert their effects on professional identity both
directly and indirectly through social support. One possible
explanation for this finding lies in the characteristics of different
media. During the pandemic, individuals primarily relied on
social media to transmit and obtain social support. By contrast,
by reporting news about medical workers, online news media
can directly assist medical students in developing their
understanding of professional identity [19]. These findings
further clarify that social media and online news media might
play different roles in shaping medical students’ professional
identity.

Fourth, the analysis of control variables shows that internship
experience is positively associated with medical students’
belonging and professional commitment. For medical students,
the medical profession places great emphasis on practicality,
making internships an essential avenue for gaining knowledge
about the field. On the one hand, internships help students
develop their self-efficacy by providing hands-on experience
and exposure to real-world medical environments [85]; on the
other hand, practical experience can enhance medical students’
awareness of the profession [86]. Consequently, the training
received during internships may better prepare students to
become medical workers, which, in turn, inspires them to
cultivate a sense of belonging and professional commitment to
the field.

Implications
The internet has emerged as the predominant form of media
globally, with social media serving as a crucial platform during
the COVID-19 pandemic [3]. Given the media environment’s
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significant influence on shaping the cognition and behaviors of
the younger generation [87], as well as the importance of
medical students’ professional identity for the stability of the
medical community, this study explores the impact of media
exposure on medical students’ professional identity and seeks
to uncover the mechanisms underlying this relationship. By
comparing with prior work, this study offers several theoretical
implications. First, it enriches the existing literature on
professional identity in medical education. Previous studies
typically focused on individual and educational environmental
factors in the development of professional identity [12-14],
often neglecting the role of the media environment. By
integrating media exposure research with a social psychology
perspective, this study empirically validates a new set of
relationships and illustrates how media exposure influences
medical students’ perceived social support and professional
identity. Unlike prior work, this study examines 2 types of media
exposure simultaneously, developing a nuanced understanding
of the effects of online news media and social media on medical
education. The findings emphasize the significance of media
in fostering medical students’ professional identity, offering a
new perspective for understanding the development of
professional identity.

Second, this study extends the application of the SOR
framework to explore the psychological processes underlying
the development of professional identity, complementing the
literature that examines the direct impacts of social factors on
professional identity. It demonstrates that media exposure
influences professional identity through both informational
support and emotional support. Previous research has tended
to focus on either cognitive or affective aspects of the organism
component in the SOR framework [39]. This study further
differentiates these 2 aspects by discussing the distinct impacts
of informational support and emotional support on professional
identity. Additionally, by illustrating how social support can be
generated from different types of media exposure, this study
contributes to the literature on the development of social support
within various media environments.

This study also has practical implications for media platforms
and medical educators. Above all, the findings confirm the
importance of the media environment in fostering professional
identity. These results are particularly relevant in the context
of the Chinese media landscape. Since the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic, a substantial amount of information
sharing praise and rewards for medical workers has circulated
on Chinese media platforms. Exposure to such information may
help students recognize the public’s appreciation for their
profession, thereby enhancing their perception of social support
as well as their professional identity. Consequently, the proper
use and management of media during public health crises can
facilitate the development of medical students’ professional
identity. Considering the differences between online news media
and social media, management departments and medical
educators can leverage online news media to post reliable
medical information, providing informational support, while
encouraging favorable social interactions through social media
to offer emotional support.

Additionally, our findings emphasize the importance of social
support in enhancing professional identity. Sufficient social
support should be provided to improve students’ well-being
during their learning experiences [88]. By alleviating mental
health issues such as depression, stress, and anxiety, students’
professional identity can be further promoted [89]. Furthermore,
it is beneficial to present positive images of medical workers
in online media so that medical students can develop a positive
self-concept about the medical profession [77]. When reporting
on medical workers, journalists should emphasize the value of
medical professionalism rather than simply portraying them as
angels or heroes [90,91]. In addition to focusing on providing
social support through online media, medical educators and
management departments can implement other measures to
support students in coping with the challenges they encounter
and improving their well-being, thereby reinforcing their
professional identity.

Moreover, the significant effects of internships on belonging
and professional commitment offer valuable implications for
medical educators. Specifically, medical educators should
provide opportunities for medical students to engage in practical
learning. However, given that many medical students often have
limited experience interacting with patients, leveraging media
resources to provide professional knowledge can serve as an
important complement to their internships. The practical
experience gained from internships and the knowledge acquired
through online media can be combined to motivate medical
students to feel a sense of belonging and commitment to their
profession.

Limitations and Future Research
There are several limitations that warrant future research. First,
our study is designed based on the media environment in China.
While the data illustrate the impacts of media exposure on the
professional identity of Chinese medical students, future
research could recruit respondents from other countries to
enhance the generalizability of the findings. Second, this study
focuses on online news media and social media without
considering other media forms, such as short video platforms.
Future research can consider the effects of other types of media.
Third, this study collected self-reported data through a
cross-sectional survey. While the relationships between variables
can be tested, this approach limits the ability to validate causal
relationships. Future studies could adopt longitudinal designs
to collect data and examine the effects of media exposure. In
addition, self-reported data may be less reliable in predicting
actual behavior. Future research should consider using objective
measures to assess professional identity. Fourth, while this study
focuses on media exposure to uncover its impacts on the
development of medical students’ professional identity, it is
important to acknowledge that professional identity can be
influenced by various factors. Future studies should explore
additional factors in different contexts, particularly those that
may hinder the development of professional identity.

Conclusions
Whether faced with a plague or war, health workers have always
been on the front lines of combating social risks. Their
professional identity serves as both a foundation for their beliefs
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and a source of strength. As members of the young generation
in the age of social media, medical students’ cognitions and
behaviors are easily shaped by the media environment [87]. It
is thus urgent to conduct in-depth research on the impacts of
media exposure on medical students’ professional identity,
especially as the global wave of medical staff resignations
intensifies. This study extends the SOR framework to examine
the effects of media exposure related to long COVID on medical
students’ professional identity, aiming to provide insights into
the critical issue of medical workforce shortages. Based on a
survey of 1087 medical students, this study reveals that exposure

to online news media and social media can enhance medical
students’ sense of belonging and professional commitment
through emotional and informational support. It clarifies the
role of media affordances in medical education, underscores
the importance of media management and social support in
shaping professional identity, and expands the understanding
of the media’s role in public health events. In the new media
environment, these factors may become crucial components
and governance tools in medical sociology, influencing health
outcomes and serving as a viable approach to achieving the One
Health goal in the long COVID era.
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