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Abstract

This study investigates the public health consequences of media exposure to terrorism by
examining individuals’ emotional responses to photographs from the October 7th terror
attack, assessing how such imagery interacts with personality traits to influence emotional
states. The research aims to explore how these reactions are moderated by personality
traits —specifically the Big Five. A diverse sample comprising Israeli Jews (final sample N
= 826) viewed media-sourced images categorized as explicit negative (n =279; e.g., photos
of bodies or deceased individuals), implicit negative (n = 269; images depicting destruc-
tion and devastation without explicit death symbols), and positive (n = 278; images of
reconstruction and renewal). Participants’ affective states and specific emotions were as-
sessed both before and after exposure to capture potential shifts. Results revealed a sig-
nificant increase in negative emotions and a corresponding decrease in positive emotions
following exposure to negative images. Personality traits moderated these emotional re-
sponses in nuanced ways. Neuroticism exacerbated negative emotional reactions, partic-
ularly among men exposed to implicit negative imagery, likely reflecting heightened sen-
sitivity to ambiguous threats. Similarly, agreeableness was associated with heightened
anger responses—specifically among men exposed to implicit negative imagery and
women exposed to explicit negative images —although this effect was limited to anger
and did not extend to other negative emotions. In contrast, openness was linked to de-
creased anger but only for men exposed to implicit negative imagery. Together, these
findings underscore the complex interplay between media exposure, personality traits,
and emotional responses to terror-related content. From a public health perspective, the
results highlight the need for the following: (a) targeted mental health interventions that ac-
count for personality-based vulnerabilities, (b) responsible media reporting practices that
minimize unnecessary harm, and (c) media literacy initiatives that empower individuals to
manage exposure to distressing content. By linking personality, media imagery, and emo-
tional outcomes, this study provides actionable insights for strengthening resilience, guiding
ethical media practices, and promoting psychological well-being in communities affected by
terrorism.
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1. Introduction

Contemporary wars and terror attacks take place not only on the ground, but also in
the media [1-3]. Accordingly, the toll of war and terrorism extends far beyond physical
harm, exerting a profound impact on mental health across diverse populations. In the
context of ongoing ethno-political conflict, many Israeli citizens are periodically exposed
to traumatic events such as missile strikes, stabbing attacks, and suicide bombings. Over
the past two decades, persistent security tensions with Hamas—particularly in the Gaza
Proximity Zone—have resulted in ongoing threats and violence. By examining how indi-
vidual psychology shapes responses to media exposure in the context of terrorism, this
study highlights critical pathways through which traumatic events affect population emo-
tional functioning, thereby advancing a transdisciplinary understanding of global public
health challenges and informing strategies for resilience and prevention.

While previous research has examined the impact of media violence and personality
traits on emotional responses [4], the present study uniquely investigates the nuanced in-
terplay of personality traits with explicit and implicit negative imagery in the specific con-
text of the October 7th terrorist attacks in Israel. This highly publicized and emotionally
charged event took place in a saturated media environment, when terrorist organization
bypass news organization and use technologies of self-documentation and decentralized
platforms to disseminated unfiltered imagery from the scene of death. And indeed, the
visual documentation that emerged from the October 7th attacks contained explicit depic-
tion of slaughter and gruesome death imagery that almost never make it to the news [5,6].
Thus, this event provides a critical backdrop for understanding the psychological impact
of exposure to violent media depiction within a population directly affected by terrorism.
Our study extends the existing literature by exploring not only how emotional reactions
vary according to the type of imagery (explicit negative, implicit negative, or positive),
but also how these effects depend on individual differences in personality traits.

The Hamas assault on 7 October 2023, caused widespread devastation, triggering a
humanitarian crisis and inflicting collective psychological trauma across affected commu-
nities [7-10]. This attack not only intensified existing mental health challenges but also
underscored the urgent need for effective, targeted mental health interventions to support
populations exposed to terrorism-related trauma. Understanding the psychological im-
pact of exposure to media images of terrorism is crucial for developing effective public
health strategies that promote resilience, protect mental health, and enhance community
well-being. This study contributes to that goal by examining how personality traits mod-
erate emotional responses to media portrayals of the October 7th attacks, providing in-
sights that can guide targeted interventions and tailored support for affected populations.
By identifying these psychological pathways, the findings inform health promotion initi-
atives designed to mitigate adverse mental health consequences and strengthen resilience
in the face of terrorism and other traumatic events. These are all aligned with health pro-
motion goals. Understanding how mediated exposure to terrorism affects individual psy-
chology can inform health promotion efforts, encourage more responsible media practices
and regulation, and enhance the work of mental health professionals.

This present study examines the emotional and psychological impact of exposure to
media images depicting the October 7th attacks, with a particular focus on how individual
differences in personality traits moderate these responses. We hypothesize that the visual
depiction of terrorism —whether it emphasizes negative or positive imagery— can enhance
or mitigate emotional responses, and that individuals with certain personality traits (e.g.,
high levels of neuroticism) will exhibit heightened emotional distress following exposure
to negative media portrayals of the attacks.
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1.1. Literature Review

The 7 October 2023 terrorist attacks in Israel provided a unique and critical context
for the present study. This large-scale, highly publicized event generated widespread fear,
uncertainty, and acute psychological distress across the population first and foremost due
to brutal violence, but also by employing the presumed power of the visual to spread fear.
Such events serve as powerful stressors that impact both individuals affected directly by
terrorism and collective mental health of larger circles that were exposed to terrorism via
the media. Existing research from Israel highlights the crucial role of socio-emotional fac-
tors—particularly personality characteristics —in shaping psychological responses to war
and terror. These factors influence both immediate stress reactions and longer-term mental
health outcomes [11,12] (for review see [13]) as well as PTSD symptoms, stress, and negative
affect following exposure to traumatic cues [14]. Post-attack studies illustrate the extensive
adverse psychological effects on various populations, including the general public and college
students, manifesting as increased stress and reduced overall well-being [6,8,10].

The current study focuses specifically on the effects of exposure to negative photo-
graphs taken during the October 7th attacks and subsequently disseminated through the
media. Research suggests that people are especially drawn to negative news content, as the
potential costs of ignoring negative information often outweigh the perceived benefits of at-
tending to positive news [15,16]. Negative news frequently highlights immoral behavior and
the darker aspects of human nature, which can have adverse psychological and social conse-
quences [15]. Moreover, negative content tends to spread more rapidly and reach a wider au-
dience on social media platforms compared to positive or neutral content [17,18].

Despite the increasing prevalence of such media exposure, there remains a notable
gap in the literature regarding the specific emotional consequences of viewing visual me-
dia images depicting acts of terrorism. Although some studies argue for a weak effect of
visual materials on emotions and persuasion [19], others suggest that visual materials,
especially photographs, are effective in swaying emotions and perceptions [20]. In partic-
ular, few studies have examined how individual differences —such as personality traits —may
moderate emotional responses to this type of exposure. Although prior research has explored
the effects of direct trauma and general psychological responses to terrorism, relatively little
attention has been given to the nuanced impact of indirect exposure through media portrayals
of death and violence, or to how these effects may vary across individuals.

The present study seeks to address this gap by experimentally examining emotional
responses to both explicit and implicit media images depicting death related to sudden
and unexpected terrorist attacks. We hypothesize that exposure to different depictive
frames of terrorism —explicitly negative, implicitly negative, or positive —will elicit meas-
urably distinct emotional responses from participants. We further hypothesize that expo-
sure to such imagery will significantly affect individuals” emotional states and that these ef-
fects will be moderated by personality traits. Understanding these moderating influences is
essential for developing targeted mental health interventions and for informing media prac-
tices related to the dissemination of distressing content during and after terror incidents.

1.2. Exposure to Mediated Terrorist Related Images and Emotional Reactions

Research on the effects of exposure to media depictions of violence reveals complex
interrelations between such exposure and emotional responses. A prominent example is
the disparate reactions to imagery of the 9/11 attacks, which elicited celebratory responses
among some audiences while generating fear and anxiety in others [21]. In a similar vein,
Domke, Perlmutter, and Spratt (2002) argue that the common assumption that death im-
ages can inherently and independently shape public opinion is overly simplistic. They
show that images are most powerful when they interact with a viewer’s pre-existing val-
ues, schemas, and political predispositions [22]. Joffe (2008) contends and argues that
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People interpret visuals differently based on identity, culture, and social positioning [20].
A meta-analysis of the effectiveness of images concluded that visual images —especially
photographs—can evoke emotional responses, but negative images did not have signifi-
cant effect on persuasion [19]. Powell et al. (2015) contend that despite studies about the
effect of visual materials, less is known about how visuals evoke emotions that, in turn,
influence opinions and behaviors toward issues [23]. Their study shows that images can
have a strong emotional effect on audiences, but this can be mitigated by verbal framing.

According to appraisal theory, emotional reactions to situations or events are not au-
tomatic, but are instead based on how people interpret and evaluate them. Iyer and Old-
meadow (2006) showed that British participants who viewed newspaper images of a kid-
napping victim in Iraq experienced significantly greater fear compared to those who did
not see the images, but exposure to images did not increase sympathy with the victims or
anger towards the perpetrators [24]. In a subsequent study, Iyer et al. (2014) demonstrated
that exposure to images of terrorism increased levels of sympathy, anger, and fear, though
the magnitude of these effects varied depending on whether the images depicted victims
or perpetrators [25].

Empirical research further supports the connection between exposure to terrorism-
related imagery and negative emotional reactions. For example, Huddy et al. (2003) found
that Americans who consumed extensive media coverage of the September 11 attacks re-
ported elevated levels of fear and depression [26]. Similarly, Lerner, Gonzalez, Small, and
Fischboff (2003) demonstrated that exposure to terrorism-related photographs intensified
emotional responses [27]. Similarly, studies demonstrate that exposure to violent media—
particularly graphic imagery depicting death and trauma—can significantly heighten
emotional arousal and psychological distress [28-31]. Viewers exposed to terrorist im-
agery often report increased feelings of fear and vulnerability, with some evidence sug-
gesting that repeated exposure may lead to long-term adverse physical health outcomes
[29]. Notably, even subtle or implicit cues associated with death can trigger subconscious
emotional responses. A broad body of cognitive neuroscience research supports the con-
cept of unconscious vigilance (for a review, see [32]), indicating that such cues can shape
perceptions and attitudes toward terrorism without conscious awareness. These findings
highlight the powerful psychological impact of violent imagery, which can activate threat
and fear responses at both conscious and subconscious levels, ultimately influencing emo-
tional regulation and cognitive appraisal. Such responses are of critical importance given
their potential implications for both personal well-being and national security [28,33].

Deadly events do not always result in media coverage or in an abundance of images
depicting death [34]. Yet, in today’s media environment, images depicting terrorist at-
tacks —particularly those involving explicit or implied representations of death—have be-
come increasingly common, especially on non-journalistic platforms, where ethics guide-
lines are not enforced [35-37]. These visuals often evoke strong emotional reactions, in-
cluding fear, anxiety, anger, and sadness [38,39]. Although such images can raise public
awareness and inform audiences, they also carry the potential to cause psychological
harm, including heightened perceptions of threat, emotional distress, and symptoms sim-
ilar to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) [40]. The emotional toll of this content is ev-
idenced by studies showing direct associations between media exposure and acute dis-
tress responses in the public [38].

Despite these consistent findings, questions remain about the psychological mecha-
nisms that underlie these responses. Why do particular images elicit different emotional
reactions—such as anger, fear, or sadness—and how do individual differences shape these
outcomes? We argue that these responses are not only a function of the image content but
are also moderated by dispositional traits such as personality. Appraisal Theory [41] pro-
vides a useful framework, suggesting that emotional responses are shaped by how
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individuals evaluate the relevance and meaning of an event. Similarly, Cultivation Theory
[42] posits that repeated exposure to specific types of media content can alter an individ-
ual’s perception of social reality over time.

Understanding emotional responses to such images requires examining how viewers
interpret and appraise what they see. These appraisals are shaped by both personality
traits and situational contexts [40], as individuals assign meaning to visual content
through interpretive processes that influence which emotions are activated [43]. As a re-
sult, two people may react to the same image with entirely different emotions depending
on their psychological dispositions and the context in which the image is encountered.
Accordingly, the present study aims to investigate how different depictions of terrorism
affect the public and how personality traits influence emotional appraisals of media im-
ages related to terrorism, with particular attention to the role of individual differences in
shaping these reactions.

In summary, the literature indicates that emotional responses to media depictions of
violence are shaped not only by the content itself but also by individual interpretation [20]
and pre-existing personality traits [12,14] (for review, see [13]). This complex interplay
suggests that certain personality traits may make some individuals more vulnerable than
others to the negative emotional effects of exposure to violent imagery. Furthermore, it
underscores the importance of media outlets —including digital social media—exercising
their influence responsibly to help minimize potential mental health consequences for
viewers [44]. Building on these insights, the present study investigates how these factors
jointly shape emotional reactions to media coverage of the October 7th attacks.

1.3. The Role of Personality Traits: Big Five Model

Individual differences in personality play a crucial role in shaping emotional and
perceptual responses to media stimuli, including violent and trauma-related content [45].
The Big Five personality traits offer a well-established framework for understanding these
variations [45,46]. Neuroticism, linked with heightened emotional reactivity and sensitiv-
ity to threat-related cues [47], tends to increase vulnerability to anxiety, fear, and emo-
tional distress [48]. Openness, characterized by imagination and a willingness to explore
new ideas, may influence how individuals interpret and respond to novel or potentially
disturbing imagery [49]. Extraversion has been linked to greater emotional resilience,
whereas Conscientiousness and Agreeableness may shape patterns of emotional reactivity
and coping, potentially buffering against negative emotional outcomes.

These associations can be further explained by Appraisal Theory [50], which posits
that emotional responses are shaped by individuals’ evaluations of events. For example,
those high in neuroticism may appraise ambiguous or threatening images as more dan-
gerous or distressing, resulting in intensified emotional responses.

Personality traits are generally understood as enduring patterns of thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors that remain relatively stable across different stages of life and various situ-
ations [51]. Among the various models proposed to classify these traits, the five-factor
model (commonly referred to as the Big Five) has gained broad empirical support [52,53].
Each trait reflects a distinct domain of psychological functioning. Neuroticism captures a
tendency toward experiencing negative emotions such as fear, sadness, anger, guilt, em-
barrassment, and disgust, and is often associated with poor impulse control and hyperre-
activity to stressors [52,54]. Extraversion refers to sociability, assertiveness, and a general
tendency to seek stimulation and enjoy interpersonal interactions [55,56]. Openness en-
compasses imagination, creativity, esthetic sensitivity, and a willingness to explore novel
ideas and experiences [55,57]. Agreeableness reflects compassion, cooperation, and trust
in others, whereas conscientiousness involves self-discipline, organization, and goal-di-
rected behavior [52,55].
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A growing body of research supports the role of personality traits in predicting emo-
tional responses to violent media. For example, individuals high in neuroticism report
stronger distress and fear responses to violent or trauma-related content [48,58], whereas
those high in extraversion or openness may display reduced emotional reactivity or re-
spond with curiosity rather than distress. These personality-based differences are partic-
ularly relevant in the context of collective trauma, where understanding individual vari-
ation can inform psychological interventions and resilience-building strategies [51].

The Big Five traits function as core dispositional tendencies that exert a stable influ-
ence on behavior, emotion, and perception across contexts [59,60]. Consistent with this
view, we hypothesize that heightened emotional responses to terrorism-related imagery
are associated with higher levels of neuroticism and lower levels of extraversion, reflect-
ing broader patterns of emotional sensitivity and resilience [58]. This idea is supported by
findings from a study on Israeli civilian during the Al-Aqgsa Intifada, which showed that
both neuroticism and conscientiousness predicted stronger emotional reactions to politi-
cal violence, whereas other traits did not exhibit significant effects [48]. Additionally, traits
such as Openness and Agreeableness may shape how individuals interpret and engage
with such imagery, influencing whether their responses lean toward fear, empathy, or
reflective concern. Further, some research has suggested that terrorism-related media may
heighten public awareness, possibly interacting with individual personality characteris-
tics in complex ways [61].

1.4. Hypotheses

Drawing on these converging lines of research, the present study advances the fol-
lowing hypotheses: Given the well-established impact of negative imagery on emotional
states among those who sympathize and identify with the victims, we expected that ex-
posure of Israeli Jews to both explicit and implicit negative images of the October 7th at-
tack would elicit greater emotional distress. However, we further hypothesized that these
effects would be moderated by individual differences in personality traits:

H1. Neuroticism was expected to moderate emotional responses to the experimental conditions,
such that higher levels of neuroticism will be associated with greater negative emotional reactions
across all image types —particularly in response to explicit and implicit negative scenes. This hy-
pothesis is based on evidence that individuals high in neuroticism are more sensitive to threat and
tend to experience more intense negative affect in response to distressing stimuli, which we antici-
pate will be especially evident in the explicit and implicit negative conditions.

H2. Conscientiousness was expected to moderate emotional responses to the experimental condi-
tions, such that individuals higher in conscientiousness would display weaker negative emotional
reactions to both explicit and implicit negative images. This attenuated response was anticipated
based on prior research linking conscientiousness to enhanced self-requlation and goal-directed be-
havior, which may involve efforts to suppress emotional reactivity in favor of more pragmatic, so-
lution-focused responses.

H3. Extraversion was expected to moderate emotional responses to the experimental conditions,
such that individuals higher in extraversion would exhibit weaker negative emotional reactions to
both explicit and implicit negative images. This attenuated response was anticipated based on prior
research suggesting that extraversion buffers against negative affect and promotes more positive
emotional experiences, in part through the use of mood regulation strategies such as cognitive re-
framing and distraction.
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H4. Agreeableness was expected to moderate emotional responses to the experimental conditions, such
that individuals higher in agreeableness would exhibit stronger negative emotional reactions to both
explicit and implicit negative scenes. This hypothesis is grounded in evidence linking agreeableness with
compassion, empathy, and concern for others, suggesting that higher agreeableness may be associated
with greater empathic distress in response to distressing or emotionally evocative content.

We did not formulate a specific hypothesis regarding the role of openness in moder-
ating emotional responses to the experimental conditions. Although openness has been
linked to traits such as curiosity, imagination, and receptivity to new experiences, prior
research has provided limited and inconsistent evidence concerning its influence on emo-
tional reactivity in response to distressing stimuli. As a result, openness was included in
our analyses for exploratory purposes.

Similarly, we did not have clear a priori predictions about the moderating role that gen-
der may play in our analyses. However, given the well-documented gender differences in
emotional processing and expression—such as women'’s generally greater emotional sensitiv-
ity and empathy (e.g., [62,63]) —we included gender as a potential moderator in our analyses
to explore whether the associations between personality traits and emotional responses to the
different image types varied by gender. Figure 1 illustrates the proposed model examined in
this study, highlighting how exposure to negative media images influences emotional and
affective responses and identifying the moderating factors involved.

Personality
Traits

Affective and
Emotional
Reactions

Exposure to
Negative
Media Images

Figure 1. The proposed moderating model depicts the relationship between exposure to negative
media images of the 7 October 2023 attacks and affective and emotional responses, moderated by
personality traits and gender. The solid black arrow illustrates the direct effect of exposure to nega-
tive media images on affective and emotional reactions, whereas the white hollow arrow denotes

the moderating influences of personality traits and gender on these associations.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants and Procedure

The study included 932 Israeli participants recruited through ‘iPanel,” a reputable
local online panel where individuals register to take part in surveys in exchange for mon-
etary compensation. For their participation, they received 10 ILS (approximately 2.5 USD).
The data collection was conducted on a secure online platform, where after providing
informed consent, participants completed a series of questionnaires. They were informed
that participation was voluntary, that they could withdraw at any time, and that no per-
sonally identifiable data would be collected. The study was approved by the Ethics Com-
mittee of the Jerusalem Multidisciplinary College (IRB protocol #631). Given the urgency
and sensitive nature of the topic, we recruited a convenience sample through iPanel, a



Int. ]. Environ. Res. Public Health 2025, 22, 1581 8 of 25

well-established online research panel in Israel. This approach enabled the rapid collec-
tion of data from individuals directly affected by the attacks. However, the use of conven-
ience sampling introduces the potential for selection bias, as individuals with stronger
opinions or greater personal relevance to the topic may have been more likely to partici-
pate. It is also possible that volunteers differed systematically from non-volunteers—for
example, those higher in neuroticism or those more affected by the attacks may have been
more motivated to take part—potentially influencing the representativeness of the sam-
ple. Nonetheless, under the circumstances, this method provided timely and valuable in-
sight into the immediate psychological impact of the events.

To ensure data integrity, responses from 106 individuals were excluded based on
pre-established criteria. Specifically, participants were excluded for being identified as
univariate outliers on one or more study variables (n = 44), exhibiting inconsistent re-
sponse patterns as indicated by high inter-item standard deviation (n = 53), or showing
invariant response behavior (i.e., “straightlining”) as detected via long-string analysis (n
=9). The final sample consisted of 826 participants (423 women, 403 men). The average
age was 45.26 years (SD =13.99; range = 18 to 77 years). Marital status was distributed as:
63% married, 14% single, 6% dating, 6% cohabiting, and 12% separated, divorced, or wid-
owed. Participants reported having between 0 and 9 children.

Regarding geographic distribution, participants resided in the following regions:
North (26%), South (8%), Central (46%), Jerusalem and surrounding areas (9%), and the
Coastal Plain (11%). Religiosity levels were categorized as follows: 60% as secular, 16% as
traditional, 11% as religious, and 13% as ultra-Orthodox. Educational attainment was dis-
tributed as follows: 40% had completed secondary education, 36% held a bachelor’s de-
gree, 21% possessed a master’s degree or higher, and 3% held a Ph.D.

Employment status showed that 80% of participants were employed, whereas monthly
household income was reported relative to the national workforce average: below average by
35%, at the average by 29%, and above average by 36%. Participants also provided information
on their political stance, rated on a scale from 1 (left-wing) to 7 (right-wing). The majority of
the sample (73%) scored above 4 on this scale, indicating a right-wing orientation (M = 4.92,
5D =1.49), which reflects the general political landscape in Israel.

Participants reported their exposure to traumatic events related to the October 7th
attacks through various channels. These included media and social network exposure,
knowing someone who was injured, kidnapped, or killed, having a family member af-
fected, personal involvement such as serving as a soldier or attending the Nova festival,
experiencing an attack in their village, spending time in a security or shelter room, or be-
ing evacuated from their home. Overall, 73% of participants experienced between 1 and 3
such events (M = 2.81, SD = 1.19). The dataset is publicly accessible via the Open Science
Framework (OSF) at: https://osf.io/aw8e2/.

The procedures involved three main stages:

Stage 1 (Pre-manipulation): Participants completed demographic questionnaires,
personality assessments, and baseline measures of affective states and emotions.

Stage 2 (Exposure): Participants were randomly assigned to view three images from
one of three categories —explicit negative, implicit negative, or positive—selected based
on their content features. The images depicted either explicit death and bodjies, scenes of
devastation without explicit death, or scenes of reconstruction and renewal. After view-
ing, they moved to the next stage (see Image Selection and Categorization below).

Stage 3 (Post-manipulation): Participants re-rated their affective states and emotions
following visual exposure.

Image Selection and Categorization:

A total of 32 images captured from Israeli media outlets published shortly after the
October 7th attacks were considered. All images appeared on news websites and
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conformed to journalistic standards prevalent in Israel [37]. These images were character-
ized by a high degree of exposure and emotional impact.

Two expert judges with backgrounds in visual communication independently cate-
gorized these images into three groups: explicit negative (images of covered bodies or
deceased individuals), implicit negative (images showing destruction and devastation
without explicit death), and positive (images illustrating reconstruction and renewal in
the aftermath of terrorism). The judges’ categorizations were highly consistent, as indi-
cated by Kappa statistics: overall Kappa = 0.898 (Standard Error = 0.131, Z = 6.853, p <
0.001, 95% Confidence Interval [0.641, 1.155]). Individual category agreements were simi-
larly high (Explicit negative: Kappa = 0.929; Implicit negative: Kappa = 0.875; Positive:
Kappa = 0.890), each with significant p-values and narrow confidence intervals, support-
ing the reliability of the categorization process.

From the 32 images, three images per category with unanimous consensus were ran-
domly selected for the experiment. Participants were randomly assigned to view one of
the three image categories, with exposure to three images from that category. Each partic-
ipant’s responses were measured before and after looking at all three images the image
exposure to assess changes in affective states and emotions. Images by Category are pub-
licly accessible via the Open Science Framework (OSF) at: https://osf.io/vh7s6/files/osfstor-
age/6870284607c5d87b293eef6c

A post hoc power analysis, conducted using the observed effect sizes for the main
effects of condition on anxiety, demonstrated that our sample size afforded sufficient sta-
tistical power (>0.90) to detect significant effects.

Experimental Design:

This study employed a mixed factorial design comprising the following:

A within-subjects factor: Time of measurement (pre- and post-exposure); a between-
subjects experimental condition factor: Category of images (explicit negative, implicit neg-
ative, positive).

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Demographic Questionnaire

Participants responded to a comprehensive demographic questionnaire covering
age, gender, education level, region of residence, religiosity, monthly income, occupa-
tional status, marital status, number of children, political stance, and levels of exposure to
October 7th-related events. This allowed for detailed characterization of the sample and
potential control variables in analyses.

2.2.2. Personality

The Big Five Inventory-2 (BFI-2) is a well-validated self-report questionnaire de-
signed to assess the Five-Factor Model of personality, encompassing five broad domains:
Extraversion (o = 0.83), Agreeableness (a = 0.79), Conscientiousness (a = 0.88), Neuroti-
cism (a0 = 0.89), and Openness (a = 0.79). The BFI-2 consists of 60 items rated on a 5-point
Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The BFI-2 has demonstrated
strong reliability and validity across diverse populations, with high internal consistency
reported in prior research [64].

2.2.3. Affect and Emotions Measures

Pre- and Post-Manipulation Specific Emotions and Affective States:

Specific Emotions: The Discrete Emotions Questionnaire (DEQ) [65] was used to measure
the intensity and frequency of the following specific emotions: anger (aTimer = 0.87; amime2 = 0.94),
disgust (otrimer = 0.82; atime2 = 0.88), fear (arimet = 0.90; atrime2 = 0.95), anxiety (cttimet = 0.80; otTime2 =
0.90), sadness (ctrimet = 0.80; arime2 = 0.79), desire (atime1 = 0.62; atime2 = 0.60), relaxation (Time1 =
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0.91; atime2 = 0.91), and happiness (atime = 0.86; aime2 = 0.89). Participants rated their emotional
experiences on Likert scales (from 1 =not at all to 7 =an extreme amount). The DEQ’s subscales
have exhibited high internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients exceeding 0.85
([65]), indicating excellent reliability and construct validity.

Affective States: The Affect Grid [66] was employed to assess participants’ current af-
fective states along two core dimensions: valence (pleasure—displeasure) and arousal
(high—low). Participants indicated their emotional state by positioning themselves within
a 9 x 9 grid, with the x-axis representing valence and the y-axis representing arousal. The
Affect Grid is scored by interpreting the placement of a mark on a 9 x 9 grid, where one
axis represents pleasure—displeasure (horizontal) and the other represents arousal-sleep-
iness (vertical). The grid is structured with the pleasure dimension ranging from —4 (un-
pleasant) to +4 (pleasant), and the arousal dimension ranging from -4 (sleepy) to +4
(aroused). The final score is a pair of numbers indicating the position on these two dimen-
sions. The Affect Grid is valued for its simplicity, rapid administration, and demonstrated
reliability and validity across different populations [66].

2.3. Statistical Analyses

First, descriptive statistics (frequency distributions, means, and standard deviations)
were calculated for participants’ background and sociodemographic characteristics. Differ-
ences among participants assigned to the three conditions were examined to identify any po-
tential covariates for subsequent analyses. Then, we analyzed the Pearson product-moment
correlation coefficients that personality traits had with specific emotions and affect states. This
was followed by a series of ten 2 (Time: Pre-Exposure vs. Post-Exposure) x 3 (Condition: Ex-
plicit Negative vs. Implicit Negative vs. Positive) mixed-model ANOV As that were conducted
to examine changes in specific emotions and affective states following exposure to the exper-
imental manipulation. Finally, we conducted a series of hierarchical moderated multiple re-
gression analyses to examine whether personality traits and gender moderated participants’
emotional and affective responses following the experimental manipulation. In Step 1 of each
analysis, we entered two dummy-coded variables representing Condition, with the implicit
negative condition serving as the reference group given that it was often associated with the
most intense post-exposure negative emotions. This step also included the Big Five personal-
ity traits, gender, and the pre-exposure score for the specific emotional outcome being ana-
lyzed (e.g., pre-exposure anger was included when post-exposure anger was the outcome).
Step 2 added all relevant two-way interaction terms, and Step 3 included the three-way inter-
actions among condition, personality traits, and gender. All continuous predictor variables
centered for the purpose of testing interactions. Simple slopes tests were performed to clarify
any interactions that emerged, using values one standard deviation above and below the
mean to represent high or low levels of the continuous variables.

3. Results
3.1. Background and Sociodemographic Variables

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for participants’ background and sociodemo-
graphic characteristics. Comparisons across exposure groups revealed no statistically sig-
nificant differences for most demographic variables. Specifically, no significant group dif-
ferences emerged for political affiliation or cumulative exposure to the events of October
7th. Although a statistically significant difference in religiosity was initially observed —
with the majority of participants in each group identifying as secular —this effect did not
remain significant after correcting the p-value for multiple comparisons. As a result, the
demographic variables shown in Table 1 were not included in subsequent analyses, in
order to maintain clarity and focus.
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Table 1. Sociodemographic and background information.

Explicit Implicit .
Total Sample ) . Positive o
(N = 826) Negative Negative (n=278) Statistic
(n =279) (n =269)
Sex Xde=21=0.72, p > 0.05
Women 51.2% 53% 49.4% 51.1%
Men 48.8% 47% 50.6% 48.9%
Age 4526 (13.99)  44.95(13.98) 45.10(14.34) 45.73 (13.69)  Fiar2 823 = 0.24, p > 0.05
Number of children 2.77 (1.40) 2.88 (1.53) 2.56 (1.31) 2.83 (1.31) Flat=2, 5831 = 2.86, p > 0.05
Right-wing Political Stance 4.92 (1.49) 4.96 (1.43) 4.84 (1.52) 4.96 (1.52) Flae-2, 8231 = 0.57, p > 0.05
Cumulative Exposure 2.81 (1.19) 2.76 (1.19) 2.83 (1.17) 2.85 (1.21) Flae=2 8231 = 0.41, p > 0.05
Employment Status
Full time 65.9% 59.5% 65.7% 73.4% X21at=18) = 23.83, p > 0.05
Part time 14.5% 19.4% 14.1% 10.1%
On leave 0.6% 1.1% 0.4% 0.4%
Temporarily laid off 0.1% 0.4% 0.0% 0.0%
Unemployed and looking for work 3.3% 4.7% 2.6% 2.5%
Unemployed health-related reason 1.0% 1.1% 1.1% 0.7%
Going to school 5.7% 5.4% 7.4% 4.3%
Home maker 1.3% 1.8% 1.1% 1.1%
Retired 5.4% 5.4% 6.3% 4.7%
Disability payments 2.2% 1.4% 2.2% 2.9%
Religiosity X2ide=6 = 14.92, p < 0.03
Secular 60.0% 53.8% 63.2% 63.3%
Traditional 15.7% 15.8% 17.8% 13.7%
Religious 11.4% 12.5% 8.9% 12.6%
Ultra-Orthodox 12.8% 17.9% 10.0% 10.4%
Marital Status Xde=141 = 12.07, p > 0.05
Single 14.0% 14.7% 14.9% 12.6%
Casually dating 1.6% 1.8% 2.2% 0.7%
Seriously dating 4.2% 3.9% 5.6% 3.2%
Cohabiting 5.7% 4.7% 5.9% 6.5%
Married 62.8% 65.6% 59.5% 63.3%
Separated 0.5% 0.4% 0.0% 1.1%
Divorced 10.7% 8.6% 11.2% 12.2%
Widowed 0.5% 0.4% 0.7% 0.4%
Education X21at-s = 4.66, p > 0.05
High school no Matriculation 13.1% 12.9% 11.5% 14.7%
High school full Matriculation 27.0% 26.2% 28.6% 26.3%
Bachelor’s degree 36.3% 36.2% 34.9% 37.8%
Master’s degree or higher 20.7% 21.9% 20.8% 19.4%
Ph.D. 2.9% 2.9% 4.1% 1.8%
Monthly gross household income X21ae-81 =5.99, p > 0.05
Much higher than 13,385 NIS 11.1% 10.0% 11.2% 12.2%
Higher than 13,385 NIS 24.9% 22.9% 23.0% 28.8%
Equals 13,385 NIS 28.7% 30.1% 30.9% 25.2%
Lower than 13,385 NIS 22.2% 24.0% 20.8% 21.6%
Much Lower than 13,385 NIS 13.1% 12.9% 14.1% 12.2%
Place of Residence X21ae-s1 = 8.34, p > 0.05
Northen 26.3% 24.4% 29.0% 25.5%
Central 45.5% 44.4% 44.6% 47.5%
Coastal Plain 11.35% 10.0% 10.8% 12.9%
Jerusalem Region 9.3% 12.5% 8.6% 6.8%

Southern 7.6% 8.6% 7.1% 7.2%
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3.2. Mixed-Model ANOVAs

As summarized in Table 2, there were consistent main effects of Time, such that negative
emotions (i.e., anger, disgust, fear, anxiety, and sadness) increased and positive emotions (i.e.,
desire, relaxation, and happiness) decreased from pre-exposure to post-exposure. In addition,
participants reported more negative valence and higher arousal for their affective states fol-
lowing exposure. Effects involving Condition revealed a consistent pattern in which the posi-
tive condition elicited lower levels of negative emotions and higher levels of positive emotions
compared to both the explicit and implicit negative conditions. In some cases, the implicit neg-
ative condition was associated with greater increases in negative emotion than the explicit
negative condition (i.e., anger, anxiety, and sadness), though for other emotions, these two
conditions did not differ significantly (i.e., disgust and fear).

Table 2. Comparisons of experimental conditions across pre- and post-exposure.

Explicit Implicit -
. . Positive
Negative Negative
Pre- Post- Pre- Post- Pre- Post- Time Condition T1m.e -
Condition
Anger 2.56 4.57 2.70 5.21 2.66 2.39 628.30 *** 136.80 *** 230.00 ***
Disgust 2.18 3.74 2.23 3.99 2.22 1.68 302.85 *** 119.74 *** 191.70 ***
Fear 2.23 3.59 217 4.00 2.20 1.94 344.51 *** 60.47 *** 143.78 ***
Anxiety 2.83 4.03 2.89 4.47 2.87 2.38 235.19 *** 71.04 *** 162.74 ***
Sadness 2.49 3.86 2.59 4.25 2.54 2.41 491.92 *** 77.82 *** 163.61 ***
Desire 3.83 2.28 3.91 2.60 3.91 2.45 1165.54 *** 3.71% 2.82
Relaxation 4.28 1.59 4.37 1.47 4.41 2.76 2575.47 *** 53.11 *** 67.02 ***
Happiness 4.69 1.32 4.62 1.32 4.74 3.07 3818.74 *** 121.18 *** 152.65 ***
Valence -122 -155 -097 -129 -117 -1.20 6.57 * 2.53 1.22
Arousal -0.89 3.03 -0.78 3.04 -0.61 -0.90 892.91 *** 241.17 *** 279.59 ***
*p < 0.05; ** p < 0.001.
3.3. Zero-Order Correlations
Table 3 presents the correlation coefficients between personality traits and specific
emotions and affective states both before and after exposure to experimental manipula-
tion. The pre-exposure pattern revealed that extraversion, agreeableness, and conscien-
tiousness were negatively correlated with negative emotions, whereas neuroticism was
positively correlated with these emotions. Openness also tended to show negative associ-
ations with negative emotions, but these correlations were generally weaker and less con-
sistent than those observed for the other traits.
Table 3. The zero-order correlation coefficients that personality traits had with specific emotions
and affective states pre- and post-exposure to the experimental manipulation.
Extraversion  Agreeableness (Pre- Conscientiousness Neuroticism Openness
(Pre-/Post-) /Post-) (Pre-/Post-) (Pre-/Post-) (Pre-/Post-)
Anger —0.13 ***/0.03 —0.40 ***/0.00 -0.25 ***/0.00 0.54 ***/0.09 ** -0.07 */-0.03
Disgust -0.14 ***/0.00 —0.35 ***/0.00 —0.28 ***/-0.04 0.38 ***/0.07 * -0.10 **/-0.08 *
Fear -0.21 ***/-0.01 —0.23 ***/0.06 —0.30 ***/-0.03 0.57 ***/0.20 ***  -0.13 **/-0.03
Anxiety -0.20 ***/0.00 -0.25 ***/0.04 -0.25 ***/-0.01 0.67 ***/0.21 *** -0.04/-0.02
Sadness -0.30 ***/-0.03 -0.28 ***/-0.01 —0.32 **/-0.04 0.60 ***/0.20 *** -0.06/0.01
Desire 0.29 ***/0.10 ** 0.03/-0.03 0.07 */-0.03 -0.09 */0.01 0.21 **/-0.01
Relaxation 0.24 ***/0.04 0.31 ***/-0.02 0.25 ***/0.02 -0.65 ***/-0.15 ***  0.09 */-0.04
Happiness 0.44 ***/0.04 0.32 ***/0.03 0.29 ***/0.02 -0.52 **/-0.10 **  0.23 **/-0.04
Valence 0.34 ***/0.04 0.25 ***/0.17 *** 0.26 ***/0.08 * -0.56 ***/0.06 0.10 **/0.03
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Arousal 0.22 ***/0.05 0.10 *#/0.00 0.10 **/0.00 0.15 ***/-0.10 ** 0.14 **/-0.01
* p <0.05; ** p < 0.01; ** p <0.001.

In contrast, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness were posi-
tively associated with pre-exposure positive emotions, valence, and arousal. Neuroticism,
by comparison, was negatively correlated with these positive affective states and valence,
although it showed a positive association with arousal.

Following the experimental manipulation, personality traits showed relatively few sig-
nificant associations with post-exposure emotions and affective states across the full sample,
likely due to the overriding influence of the experimental conditions. One notable exception
was neuroticism, which remained positively correlated with each of the post-exposure nega-
tive emotions and negatively correlated with relaxation, happiness, and arousal.

3.4. Hierarchical Moderated Multiple Regression Results
3.4.1. Anger

Pre-exposure anger was positively associated with post-exposure anger (8 =0.27, t =
8.38, p <0.001). Participants in the implicit negative condition reported significantly higher
levels of post-exposure anger than those in either the positive condition (3 = -0.68, t =
—22.56, p < 0.001) or the explicit negative condition (3 =-0.15, t = -4.82, p < 0.001). Among
the Big Five personality traits, extraversion (3 = 0.07, t =2.30, p = 0.022) and agreeableness
(B =0.10, t=3.16, p = 0.002) were both positively associated with post-exposure anger. No
other significant main effects were observed.

Gender moderated the effects of both dummy-coded condition contrasts: implicit nega-
tive versus positive (3 =-0.14, t=-3.52, p <0.001) and implicit negative versus explicit negative
(p=-0.09, t =-2.32, p = 0.021). However, these moderation effects were further qualified by
three significant three-way interactions. The first was a significant neuroticism x condition
(implicit vs. positive) x gender interaction (3 =-0.10, t =—-2.14, p = 0.032). Predicted values for
this interaction are presented in Figure 2. Follow-up simple slopes analyses indicated that the
positive association between neuroticism and post-exposure anger was particularly strong for
men in the implicit negative condition (3 =0.31, t =2.95, p = 0.004).

The second three-way interaction was agreeableness x condition (implicit vs. explicit)
x gender (3 =-0.10, t =-2.35, p = 0.019). Predicted values for this interaction are presented
in Figure 3. Follow-up simple slopes analyses indicated that the positive association be-
tween agreeableness and post-exposure anger was particularly strong for men in the im-
plicit negative condition (3 = 0.23, t = 2.38, p = 0.019) and women in the explicit negative
condition (§ =0.31, t = 3.34, p < 0.001).
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Figure 2. The predicted values for post-exposure anger illustrating the interaction that neuroticism

had with gender and experimental condition.
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Figure 3. The predicted values for post-exposure anger illustrating the interaction that agreeable-

ness had with gender and experimental condition.

The final three-way interaction was openness x condition (implicit vs. explicit) x gen-
der (3=0.10, t=2.40, p=0.017). Predicted values for this interaction are presented in Figure
4. Follow-up simple slopes analyses indicated that the negative association between open-
ness and post-exposure anger was particularly strong for men in the implicit negative
condition ($ =-0.21, t =-2.28, p = 0.024) and women in the explicit negative condition (3 =
-0.17, t=-2.03, p = 0.044).
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Figure 4. The predicted values for post-exposure anger illustrating the interaction that openness

had with gender and experimental condition.

3.4.2. Disgust

Pre-exposure disgust was positively associated with post-exposure disgust (3 =0.22,
t =725, p <0.001). Participants in the implicit negative condition reported significantly
higher levels of post-exposure disgust than those in the positive condition (3 =-0.61, t =
-18.99, p < 0.001), but not significantly more than those in the explicit negative condition
(p=-0.06, t =-1.88, p = 0.061). Among the Big Five personality traits, extraversion (f§ =
0.07, t = 2.21, p = 0.028) and agreeableness (3 = 0.10, t = 3.06, p = 0.002) were positively
associated with post-exposure disgust, whereas openness was negatively associated (5 =
-0.09, t =-2.90, p = 0.004). No other significant main effects were observed.

Several two-way interactions significantly predicted post-exposure disgust, includ-
ing neuroticism x condition (implicit vs. positive; 3 =-0.11, t=-2.35, p=0.019), neuroticism
x gender (3 = 0.08, t =2.34, p = 0.019), and condition (implicit vs. positive) x gender (f =
-0.11, t = -2.65, p = 0.008). However, all three interactions were qualified by a significant
three-way interaction of neuroticism x condition (implicit vs. positive) x gender (3 =-0.10,
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t=-2.14, p = 0.033). Predicted values for this interaction are shown in Figure 5. Follow-up
simple slopes analyses revealed that the positive association between neuroticism and
post-exposure disgust was especially pronounced for men in the implicit negative condi-
tion (= 0.34, t = 3.40, p < 0.001).
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Figure 5. The predicted values for post-exposure disgust illustrating the interaction that neuroticism

had with gender and experimental condition.

3.4.3. Fear

Pre-exposure fear was positively associated with post-exposure fear (3 = 0.43, t =
13.17, p < 0.001). Participants in the implicit negative condition reported significantly
higher levels of post-exposure fear than those in either the positive condition (8 =-0.53, t
=-17.04, p <0.001) or the explicit negative condition (3 =-0.12, t =-3.94, p <0.001). Among
the Big Five personality traits, agreeableness was positively associated with post-exposure
fear (3=0.11, t=3.42, p < 0.001). No other significant main effects emerged.

A significant two-way interaction between neuroticism and condition (implicit vs.
positive) predicted post-exposure fear (f = -0.12, t = -2.46, p = 0.014), but this effect was
further qualified by a significant three-way interaction involving neuroticism, condition
(implicit vs. positive), and gender (3 =-0.11, t =-2.28, p = 0.023). Additionally, a separate
three-way interaction of neuroticism x condition (implicit vs. explicit) x gender was also
significant (p=-0.11, t =-2.43, p=0.015). Predicted values for this interaction are presented
in Figure 6. Follow-up simple slopes analyses indicated that the positive association be-
tween neuroticism and post-exposure fear was especially pronounced for men in the im-
plicit negative condition (3 =0.24, t =2.50, p = 0.014).
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Figure 6. The predicted values for post-exposure fear illustrating the interaction that neuroticism

had with gender and experimental condition.
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3.4.4. Anxiety

Pre-exposure anxiety was positively associated with post-exposure anxiety (3 = 0.40,
t = 11.15, p < 0.001). Participants in the implicit negative condition reported significantly
higher levels of post-exposure anxiety than those in either the positive condition (3 =-0.56,
t=-18.20, p < 0.001) or the explicit negative condition ($ =-0.12, t=-3.70, p <0.001). Among
the personality traits, both extraversion (8 = 0.08, t =2.40, p = 0.017) and agreeableness (3
=0.11, t=3.58, p < 0.001) were positively associated with post-exposure anxiety. No other
significant main effects were observed.

A significant two-way interaction emerged between neuroticism and condition (im-
plicit vs. positive; p =-0.11, t =-2.37, p = 0.018), but this effect was further qualified by a
significant three-way interaction involving neuroticism, condition (implicit vs. positive),
and gender (3 =-0.13, t =-2.79, p = 0.005). An additional three-way interaction of neurot-
icism x condition (implicit vs. explicit) x gender also significantly predicted post-exposure
anxiety (8 =-0.13, t =-2.83, p = 0.005). Predicted values for this interaction are shown in
Figure 7. Follow-up simple slopes analyses revealed that the positive association between
neuroticism and post-exposure anxiety was especially strong for men in the implicit neg-
ative condition (= 0.30, t =2.77, p = 0.007).
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Figure 7. The predicted values for post-exposure anxiety illustrating the interaction that neuroticism

had with gender and experimental condition.

3.4.5. Sadness

Results for sadness indicated that pre-exposure sadness was positively associated
with post-exposure sadness (p = 0.34, t =10.04, p < 0.001). Participants in the implicit neg-
ative condition reported significantly higher levels of post-exposure sadness than those in
either the positive condition (3 =-0.62, t =-20.12, p < 0.001) or the explicit negative condi-
tion (p=-0.12, t=-3.95, p <0.001). Among the personality traits, extraversion (3 =0.07, t=
2.21, p=0.027) was positively associated with post-exposure sadness. No other significant
main effects emerged.

The two-way interactions of neuroticism x condition (implicit vs. positive;  =-0.11,
t=-2.34, p = 0.026) and condition (implicit vs. positive) x gender (3 =-0.08, t =-2.08, p =
0.038) were significant predictors of post-exposure sadness, but they were qualified by the
three-way interaction of neuroticism x condition (implicit vs. positive) x gender (3 =-0.11,
t=-2.34, p=0.026). In addition, the three-way interaction of neuroticism x condition (im-
plicit vs. explicit) x gender was a significant predictor of post-exposure sadness (3 =-0.10,
t=-2.26, p = 0.024). Predicted values for this interaction are presented in Figure 8. Follow-
up simple slopes analyses indicated that the positive association between neuroticism and
post-exposure sadness was especially pronounced for men in the implicit negative condi-
tion (3=0.29, t=2.99, p = 0.003).



Int. ]. Environ. Res. Public Health 2025, 22, 1581 17 of 25

= =Women Implicit Explicit w
—Men P . i . Positive
Negative Negative
» 7.0
wv
2 6.0
]
8 5.0
[J]
S
3 4.0
(7]
o
Q. 3.0 - -
x
w1l mmeecaa.
% 20 === |l
o
& 10
Low High Low High Low High
Neuroticism

Figure 8. The predicted values for post-exposure sadness illustrating the interaction that neuroti-

cism had with gender and experimental condition.

3.4.6. Desire

Pre-exposure desire was positively associated with post-exposure desire (3 = 0.33, t
= 9.50, p < 0.001). Participants in the implicit negative condition reported significantly
higher levels of post-exposure desire than those in the explicit negative condition (3 =
-0.12, t =-3.06, p = 0.002), but not significantly more than those in the positive condition
(p=-0.62, t=-20.12, p < 0.001). Among the personality traits, extraversion was positively
associated with post-exposure desire (= 0.08, t = 2.05, p = 0.041), whereas openness was
negatively associated (p = —0.10, t = -2.74, p = 0.006). No other significant main effects or
interactions were observed.

3.4.7. Relaxation

Pre-exposure relaxation was positively associated with post-exposure relaxation (3 =
0.20, t = 5.06, p < 0.001). Participants in the implicit negative condition reported signifi-
cantly lower levels of post-exposure relaxation than those in the positive condition ({3 =
0.51, t = 14.94, p < 0.001), but not significantly lower than those in the explicit negative
condition (3 = 0.06, t = 1.81, p = 0.070). Among the personality traits, openness was nega-
tively associated with post-exposure relaxation (8 = -0.08, t = -2.34, p = 0.019). No other
significant main effects or interactions were observed.

3.4.8. Happiness

Pre-exposure happiness was positively associated with post-exposure happiness (8
=0.19, t=5.79, p < 0.001). Participants in the implicit negative condition reported signifi-
cantly lower levels of post-exposure happiness than those in the positive condition (3 =
0.62, t = 20.30, p < 0.001), but they did not differ significantly from those in the explicit
negative condition ( = 0.00, t = 0.05, p = 0.958). Among the personality traits, openness
was negatively associated with post-exposure happiness (3 =-0.10, t = -3.41, p < 0.001).
No other significant main effects or interactions were observed.

3.4.9. Valence

Pre-exposure valence was positively associated with post-exposure valence (3 =0.12,
t=2.87, p=0.004). However, participants in the implicit negative condition did not signif-
icantly differ in post-exposure valence from those in either the positive condition (3 =0.03,
t=0.79, p = 0.428) or the explicit negative condition (3 =-0.05, t =-1.17, p = 0.242). Among
the personality traits, agreeableness (f = —0.21, t = —4.51, p < 0.001) and neuroticism (3 =
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-0.21, t=-4.57, p < 0.001) were both negatively associated with post-exposure valence. No
other significant main effects or interactions were observed.

3.4.10. Arousal

Participants in the implicit negative condition reported significantly higher levels of
post-exposure arousal than those in the positive condition (3 =-0.76, t =-29.00, p < 0.001),
but they did not differ significantly from those in the explicit negative condition (3 =-0.01,
t=-0.38, p = 0.707). Among the personality traits, both neuroticism (8 = 0.07, t =2.58, p =
0.010) and openness (3 = 0.07, t = 2.65, p = 0.008) were positively associated with post-
exposure arousal. No other significant main effects or interactions were observed.

4. Discussion

The present study provides important insights into the psychological burden of ter-
rorism and highlights how individual differences shape emotional responses to terror-
related media content. As a product of transdisciplinary research, these findings carry sig-
nificant implications for mental health promotion and public health strategies explicitly
aimed at reducing the adverse psychological effects of terrorism on well-being and quality
of life. By identifying key personality traits that heighten vulnerability, this work can in-
form the development of targeted interventions and support systems to strengthen resili-
ence in at-risk populations.

The present study aimed to examine the emotional impact of exposure to media im-
ages depicting the October 7th terror attacks, with particular attention to the moderating
role of personality traits. Our findings offer several important insights into how individ-
uals emotionally respond to such distressing visual content related to terrorism.

As assumed, exposure to both explicit and implicit negative images significantly in-
creased negative emotions (i.e., anger, disgust, fear, anxiety, and sadness) while decreas-
ing positive emotions (i.e., desire, relaxation, and happiness). These findings reinforce the
potent influence of visual media in eliciting emotional distress on people that sympathize
and identify with the victims in the context of terrorism, as well as align with previous
research on the psychological effects of exposure to traumatic imagery [23-25]. The find-
ings further indicate that implicit representation of violet death can arouse stronger reac-
tion than explicit images. Although journalists have ethical groundings to refrain from
explicit, gruesome death imagery in the aftermath of terrorism, they should also pay at-
tention to potential distress as a result of exposure to implicit death imagery. Furthermore,
digital platforms also need to be mindful of potential abuse of their infrastructure either
by the terrorists themselves or by layperson unaware of ethical guidelines.

In support of our first hypothesis (H1), neuroticism emerged as a key moderator of
emotional response, particularly among men exposed to implicitly negative images. Indi-
viduals high in neuroticism exhibited greater emotional reactivity, consistent with previ-
ous findings linking this trait to heightened sensitivity to threat and negative affectivity.
These findings underscore the importance of incorporating individual psychological vul-
nerabilities —a key biological and psychological determinant of health —into public health
responses to terrorism. The gender-specific pattern observed suggests that men high in
neuroticism may be particularly vulnerable to distress from subtle or ambiguous negative
stimuli, a possibility that warrants further exploration in future research.

Interestingly, agreeableness also moderated emotional responses. Higher levels of
agreeableness were associated with increased anger in certain conditions—specifically,
among men exposed to implicit negative images and women exposed to explicit negative
images. Although this finding may appear counterintuitive, it may reflect empathic dis-
tress or moral outrage in response to visual depictions of violence and suffering. That is,
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individuals high in agreeableness may respond with anger when confronted with per-
ceived injustice or human suffering.

Contrary to our expectations, conscientiousness and extraversion did not consist-
ently moderate emotional responses. These null findings may reflect the specific charac-
teristics of the visual stimuli or the complex interactions between dispositional and situa-
tional factors. It is also possible that the influence of these traits on emotional processing
is more subtle and would require alternative methodological approaches to detect.

Openness to experience, however, was negatively associated with post-exposure an-
ger in certain contexts. This suggests that individuals high in openness may be more ca-
pable of emotionally regulating their responses to distressing content or may interpret
such images through a more reflective or detached lens, reducing emotional reactivity.

These findings have important implications for understanding the role of media in
shaping emotional responses during times of conflict. On news outlets, journalists have
well-established norms and practices designed to mitigate the harmful potential of violent
reality [37]. But in an era of constant digital connectivity, individuals may be exposed to
graphic or disturbing content online. In some cases, like centralized platforms, the plat-
forms attempt to reinforce their community standards and remove harmful content, but
in decentralized platforms, such content can travel rapidly and freely [44]. Gaining insight
into how such exposure affects people differently is crucial for guiding ethical media prac-
tices and informing public health strategies.

Our finding that implicit negative imagery had a stronger negative impact on indi-
viduals high in neuroticism highlights the need for media outlets to consider the psycho-
logical consequences of how violence is depicted. Although implicit negative imagery may
appear less graphic than explicit depictions, it can be particularly distressing to vulnerable
individuals. Accordingly, while accurate and transparent reporting remains essential, me-
dia organizations should consider implementing safeguards such as trigger warnings,
blurring techniques, or user-controlled display options to help viewers make informed
decisions about exposure. This is especially important on platforms frequented by indi-
viduals more prone to emotional distress, such as those high in neuroticism.

The capacity of textual framing to alter the emotional impact of disturbing visuals
[23,25] further underscores the ethical responsibility of journalism to frame and mediate
violent realities carefully. Beyond content warnings, media outlets could offer adjustable
display settings tailored to viewer sensitivity or provide contextual information that
guides emotional processing. Our findings that agreeableness was associated with height-
ened anger in response to explicit images also suggest that viewing such material can
carry a disproportionate emotional toll for some individuals. Meanwhile, the rise of de-
centralized and algorithm-driven media platforms, which often circulate visual content
without journalistic mediation or contextual framing [6], poses additional challenges.
These platforms should therefore develop mechanisms—such as content filters, opt-in
warnings, or Al-based moderation—to mitigate potential harm.

Our results further indicate that individuals higher in extraversion may exhibit
greater resilience to violent imagery. Public health campaigns can capitalize on this by
providing coping resources and psychoeducational materials that promote adaptive emo-
tion regulation and offering viewers information so they can make informed decisions
about viewership. In times of national trauma or armed conflict, it is also critical that me-
dia outlets combat misinformation and avoid sensationalism by verifying information
from multiple reliable sources, clearly distinguishing between facts and opinions, and
avoiding emotionally charged language or framing. Responsible, evidence-based journal-
ism can help reduce emotional distress and prevent polarization during crises. Based on
the present findings, such communication strategies may be particularly beneficial when
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targeted toward individuals with higher agreeableness, who may be especially reactive to
emotionally charged content.

Beyond the realm of journalism, these findings carry broader implications for mental
health professionals, educators, and policymakers. Our findings indicate that people high
in neuroticism have stronger reactions, so clinicians should be aware of the potential emo-
tional toll of media exposure on their clients, especially those with elevated neuroticism
or a history of trauma. Screening for media-related distress may be a valuable component
of trauma-informed care to determine the effect of personality on how they regulate their
responses. Educational initiatives can play a key role by fostering media literacy and en-
hancing individuals’ ability to critically engage with emotionally charged content but spe-
cifically focus that content to promote better cognitive understanding among individuals
who have high openness to understand the tools and resources at their disposal. Encour-
aging open dialog and social support around reactions to traumatic media exposure may
also promote resilience and reduce psychological burden but should also focus on meth-
ods that assist extraverted people who report less impact from negative imagery. From a
policy perspective, lawmakers may need to consider regulations that address the dissem-
ination of violent or harmful content online. Such efforts must balance the protection of
public mental health with respect for freedom of expression such as ensuring there are
resources available to all and to ensure responsible and sensitive use by the media.

In light of these findings, it is essential for mental health professionals, educators,
and policymakers to recognize the potential emotional toll that media exposure to terror-
ism can impose and to translate this knowledge into effective health promotion practices.
Key strategies include promoting media literacy, fostering open dialog about reactions to
traumatic events, and ensuring access to resources that support coping with emotional
distress. Such efforts are vital for building resilience, enhancing well-being, and reducing
the psychological burden of terrorism. Future research should prioritize the development
and evaluation of interventions that draw on these insights to strengthen mental health
outcomes and improve quality of life in affected communities, with a sustained focus on
health promotion.

The current study has several limitations that should be considered when interpret-
ing the findings. First, the sample consisted primarily of Israeli Jews, which were the direct
victim of the October 7th attacks. While most other studies on the impact of visual imagery
on audiences are also confined to a specific cultural context, this may limit the generaliza-
bility of the results to other cultural or demographic groups. Future research should there-
fore include more diverse populations —such as Ukrainians who are experiencing psycho-
logical trauma due to ongoing conflict and Palestinians who are also affected by regional
violence —to enhance external validity. Examining whether similar patterns of personal-
ity-driven emotional responses emerge across different cultural contexts would provide
valuable insights into the cross-cultural applicability of these findings and clarify whether
the observed relationships between media exposure, personality traits, and emotional re-
sponses generalize to other populations affected by terrorism worldwide.

Second, the reliance on self-report measures introduces potential biases, including
social desirability and inaccurate reporting. Participants may underreport or overreport
their emotional reactions depending on social norms or other factors. To address this lim-
itation, future studies should incorporate objective measures of emotional response, such
as physiological indicators (e.g., heart rate, skin conductance) or behavioral observations,
to provide a more nuanced and reliable assessment of participants’ reactions to terrorism-
related media content.

Third, the cross-sectional design of the study precludes causal inferences. Longitudi-
nal research would allow for a more precise understanding of how repeated exposure to
terrorism-related media influences emotional and psychological outcomes over time and
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how personality traits may shape or moderate these trajectories. Such designs would also
allow for a more precise understanding of the long-term psychological consequences of
ongoing exposure to violent or distressing media content.

Finally, the absence of a control group is another limitation. Although we sought to
minimize distress by ensuring that all participants viewed some form of visual stimuli
related to the events and that measures were tested before exposure to any stimuli, the
lack of a true control condition makes it difficult to isolate the specific effects of the exper-
imental manipulation. We determined that asking participants from this population to
recall their emotional state without any contextual stimulus could elevate anxiety to a de-
gree that might compromise the reliability of their responses. Future research should con-
sider incorporating an ethically appropriate control condition—such as participants ex-
posed to neutral imagery —to strengthen causal interpretations. Furthermore, still images
are often uniquely perceived as capable of capturing a moment in time that can become
iconic, especially in the aftermath of wars and terrorism. And yet, since this study focused
exclusively on still photographs, future research should examine other media formats,
including videos, social media posts, and user-generated content. These formats may elicit
different emotional responses and vary in accessibility, realism, and psychological impact,
offering a more comprehensive understanding of media effects in contexts of terrorism
and collective trauma. Despite these limitations, the present study contributes important
insights into the complex interplay between media exposure, personality, and emotional
response. These findings underscore the need for future research to replicate and extend
this work in more diverse populations, to incorporate objective and longitudinal method-
ologies, and to identify practical strategies for mitigating the harmful effects of repeated
exposure to terrorism-related media content.

Implications for Health Promotion and Public Health Practice

The findings of this study carry important implications for health promotion and
public health practice, particularly in the context of terrorism and other traumatic events.

First, our results underscore the need to recognize individual psychological vulnera-
bilities when designing public health responses to terrorism. Identifying neuroticism as a
key moderator of emotional reactions highlights the importance of tailored interventions
for at-risk individuals. Mental health professionals and public health practitioners can use
this knowledge to develop targeted support programs that promote resilience and miti-
gate the adverse effects of media exposure.

Second, our findings provide direct guidance for responsible media practices. By un-
derstanding how different types of imagery influence emotional responses, media outlets
can adopt ethical guidelines that minimize harm and protect public well-being. This in-
cludes limiting gratuitous or graphic content, providing clear warnings for potentially
disturbing material, and offering resources to help audiences cope with distress. Media
literacy campaigns can further strengthen resilience by fostering critical engagement with
media and encouraging individuals who regulate their exposure during crises.

Third, these insights may inform the development of educational initiatives aimed at
improving media literacy and equipping individuals with coping strategies. By raising
awareness about the psychological impact of media exposure, such programs can em-
power people to make informed decisions about their media consumption and protect
themselves from emotional harm, while also fostering resilience in the face of adversity.

Beyond terrorism, these findings can be applied to other forms of traumatic events
and media exposure. Identifying psychological factors that shape emotional responses can
guide the design of interventions and policies that support mental health and resilience
across diverse contexts. Future research should evaluate the effectiveness of interventions
such as cognitive-behavioral therapy, mindfulness-based programs, and community-
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based support, as well as explore the best strategies for disseminating responsible media
practices and promoting media literacy at scale.

By translating these findings into practical interventions, policies, and educational
initiatives, public health systems can better promote resilience, enhance well-being, and
reduce the psychological burden of terrorism and related traumatic events—advancing
core goals of health promotion.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study highlights the substantial psychological impact of exposure
to terror-related media images —whether explicit negative, implicit negative, or positive —
and underscores the crucial role that personality traits play in shaping individual emo-
tional responses. These findings point to the urgent need for responsible media practices,
tailored mental health interventions, and educational efforts aimed at reducing the poten-
tial harm caused by distressing visual content— particularly in contexts of war and con-
flict. Moving forward, a coordinated and multidisciplinary approach involving media
professionals, mental health practitioners, educators, and policymakers will be essential
for promoting resilience and safeguarding psychological well-being amid ongoing global
challenges. By identifying the personality traits that heighten vulnerability to negative
emotional reactions, interventions can be designed to deliver tailored support and coping
strategies, thereby strengthening resilience and improving mental health outcomes at the
population level.
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