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Abstract 

It is well-established that news outlets cater to audiences with particular political leanings and 

present news about important events, such as disease outbreaks, differently. However, the 

mechanisms through which selected media exposure influences behavior are not well 

established. Two surveys examined the roles of attitudes and social norms as pathways through 

which political predispositions (political ideology, partisanship) and news media choices 

influence health behavior decisions. Using early Covid-19 as a case study, both studies (a student 

sample [n=315]; an adult sample [n=518]) found liberal news viewing was related to positive 

attitudes and norms about health prevention and subsequently more enacted preventive behaviors 

among liberals but not conservatives. Interestingly, watching conservative news outlets was not 

associated with attitudes and norms about health prevention, nor was it related to behavior. 

Partisanship, but not political ideology, directly predicted participants ’preventive behavior. 

These findings suggest that party identification serves as a heuristic for conservatives’ and 

Republicans’ attitudes and behavior, which are not influenced by news media choice. Partisan 

differences in media preferences influenced the adoption of preventive behavior via the reasoned 

action pathways for Democrats but not Republicans, suggesting distinct messaging strategies for 

health communication based on political leaning.  

Keywords: health behavior; disease prevention; political ideology, partisanship, reasoned 

action approach, attitude, norm  
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The partisan pandemic: Applying the reasoned action approach to understand the effects 

of politicizing a public health crisis 

1. Introduction 

The politicization of science, or playing up the uncertainty inherent in the scientific 

process to serve personal or ideological objectives (Michaels, 2008), is not a new phenomenon. 

Efforts by the U.S. tobacco industry to sow doubts about the scientific consensus around the 

dangers of smoking began nearly seven decades ago and are often cited as an early example of 

politicization (Kanakia, 2007). What has changed in recent years, however, is the proliferation of 

partisan media outlets that operate primarily in service of ideological aims. When antiscientific 

claims suit the outlet’s ideological objectives, these claims are often amplified at the expense of 

more reputable voices from the medical and scientific community (Feldman et al., 2012; 

Trumbo, 1996). And as audiences gravitate to sources of information consistent with their 

partisan bent (Hart et al., 2009; Jurkowitz & Mitchell, 2020; Stroud, 2008), evaluations of 

health-related threats and behaviors to cope with these threats have increasingly come to reflect 

partisan loyalties rather than scientific evidence. These trends have led some to argue that the 

politicization of news has entered a crisis phase, characterized by a significant rise in anti-

science sentiment among citizens who watch these programs (e.g., Druckman, 2017).  

Although concerns around the politicization of science are well established, we argue that 

the question of how politicization ultimately comes to shape the behaviors of citizens on health- 

and science-related topics requires a deeper exploration. Current explanations largely emphasize 

the role of motivated reasoning (Bolsen & Druckman, 2015; Han and Kim, 2020), suggesting 

that the presence of competing voices on matters where there is consensus among experts on best 

practices creates an environment where people will gravitate toward and more readily accept 
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information coming from their preferred side – thereby facilitating partisan divisions in attitudes 

toward these matters. Working from the reasoned action approach (RAA; Fishbein & Ajzen, 

2011; Fishbein & Yzer, 2003), we consider an additional pathway by which politicization might 

create foster partisan divisions on scientific issues. Insofar as partisans prefer pro-attitudinal 

information sources – and these sources differ substantively in their coverage of health and 

science matters – disproportionate exposure to one perspective versus others might influence 

citizens ’perceptions of the social value of these viewpoints, leading to divisions in norm 

perceptions with potential downstream consequences for behavioral intentions.   

To test this possibility, we collected data using two U.S.-based surveys administered at 

different points during the highly politicized Covid-19 pandemic. A structural equation model 

derived from the RAA tested whether partisan media exposure served a dual role in shaping the 

adoption of Covid-19 prevention behaviors by both influencing respondent attitudes and norm 

perceptions.  

1.1 Politicization and the Reasoned Action Approach 

Emerging from the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein, 1979), the RAA was developed 

to explain the psychological processes involved in behavior formation (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011; 

Fishbein & Yzer, 2003). According to the RAA, human behavior can be explained as a function 

of someone’s attitude toward a behavior as well as their subjective norm about that behavior (i.e., 

the perception that an individual’s important others think they should or should not take action; 

see Ajzen, 2020). Abundant research has shown that both normative beliefs and attitudes 

contribute to behavioral decision-making across a range of contexts, and the model has been used 

to explain a wide variety of health behaviors. For example, in a recent meta-analysis focusing on 

general health-related behavior, small to medium effect sizes were found between attitudes and 
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enacted behavior as well as norms and behavior (Sheeran et al., 2016). In specific contexts such 

as physical activity, meta-analytic works testing the RAA mechanism found significant direct 

links between attitude, norm, and behavioral intention and significant links between attitude, 

norm, and enacted behavior (Hagger et al., 2002). In other health-related contexts such as 

condom use (Albarracin et al., 2001) and blood donation (Bednall et al., 2013), meta-analyses 

and systematic reviews revealed significant relationships between attitude, norm, and behavior 

with small to medium effect sizes.  

RAA has been used to explain emerging health issues and crises. For example, in a study 

focusing on the 2009 H1N1 influenza pandemic, it was found that tourists’ attitudes and 

subjective norms significantly predicted their desire to travel in the near future, which in turn 

predicted their intention to travel (Lee et al., 2012). Similarly, in a survey conducted during the 

2015-2016 Zika virus outbreak, participants’ attitudes toward information seeking and their 

perceived subjective norms of information seeking both significantly predicted the quality of 

their systematic processing of Zika information (Hubner & Hovick, 2020). Extensive research 

has found support for the RAA mechanisms within the newer epidemic of Covid-19 as well (e.g., 

Norman et al., 2020; Ackermann et al., 2021).  

The present research extends prior literature by explicitly testing two background 

variables of RAA, namely political ideology and media use (news use in particular). Early RAA 

work focused on the role of attitudes toward and norms about a certain behavior on the 

possibility of enactment of this targeted behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2003). The theory later 

evolved to also consider background variables such as individual’s political leaning and their 

media use as predictive of behavioral intention or enactment (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011). For 

example, the role of political leaning has been studied within the theoretical framework of RAA 
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in contexts of pro-environmental behaviors (Kim et al., 2012) and online political participation 

(Oni et al., 2017), and the role of media use has been studied in contexts such as vaccine 

intention (Xiao & Su, 2021). Limited research, however, has tested both background variables 

together as part of the RAA mechanism. There have been studies testing the predictive power of 

both political ideology and media use (e.g., Zhu et al., 2023; Manganello et al., 2023) on 

behavioral outcomes, however these studies are rarely deliberatively housed in the RAA. In the 

present research, we tested the roles of political ideology and one particular kind of media use, 

news consumption, as part of the RAA process in a novel health context of Covid-19.  

Additionally, existing research explaining the behavioral consequences of politicization 

has found extensive support for the relationship between attitudes and behavior (e.g., Druckman, 

2017; Feldman, 2016). Less attention, however, has been paid to the potential impact of 

politicized social norms on behavioral outcomes. In the health context, partisan news content 

might provide a normative signal about how like-minded others view health-related behaviors 

when they amplify voices that undermine scientific findings (Duong & Liu, 2019), and the 

effects of politicization – and its amplification via partisan media – may not be limited to the 

attitude-behavior association. Indeed, partisan media exposure might foster individuals’ 

normative perceptions by creating the impression that such doubts are expected and encouraged, 

especially among fellow partisans. Thus, in accordance with RAA, and to extend prior findings, 

we suggest an additional pathway by which politicization might influence health protective 

behaviors through shaping normative perceptions.  

We consider this possibility within the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, an ideal case 

for assessing the influence of politicization on our outcomes of interest. Political elites in the 

U.S. – specifically on the political right - frequently challenged the guidance and suggestions of 



THE PARTISAN PANDEMIC    7  

  

 

public health experts. Subsequently, news coverage came to reflect this ideological divide. 

Liberal and more centrist, mainstream outlets adopted a tone that was largely consistent with the 

recommendations of health experts, whereas conservative news media frequently challenged 

experts and downplayed the severity of the virus (Simonov et al., 2020; see also, Budak et al., 

2021). These qualities match up closely with the existing definitions of politicization, as various 

actors challenged scientific evidence and expert recommendations largely in pursuit of political 

gains, with subsequent media coverage reflecting this divergence based on partisan bent 

(Druckman, 2017; Fowler and Gollust, 2015). Furthermore, while prior work has demonstrated 

clear partisan differences in Covid-related behaviors (e.g., Allcott et al., 2020), the emergent 

context of the Covid-19 pandemic provides us the opportunity to observe whether these 

differences can be attributed to attitudes toward these behaviors, norm perceptions, or both.  

1.2 Predictions  

As politicization is thought to promote a tendency to view health issues through 

increasingly partisan lenses, we first considered whether political predispositions themselves 

have an independent, direct association with health preventive behaviors. Indeed, research in 

political science has demonstrated that political predispositions – such as political ideology and 

partisanship – are robust predictors of a wide range of preferences and judgments beyond voting-

related behaviors (e.g., Hamilton et al., 2015; Baumgaertner et al., 2019). Because of this, we 

expected people who identify as liberal to show a stronger commitment to act upon the 

guidelines of Covid prevention than those who identify as conservative (see Figure 1 for 

hypothesized model).  

Within the context of RAA, media use is an antecedent to both attitudes and norms as 

repeated exposure to media messages that are consistent with one’s worldview contribute to their 
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belief formation regarding specific issues (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011). These beliefs subsequently 

serve as the basis for individuals’ judgments and behaviors around these issues. In this vein, 

people’s news media choices during a period of crisis, such as the global Covid-19 pandemic, 

should correlate with their attitudes and perceived norms about Covid-19-related behaviors. 

Indeed, prior research has tested the roles of political ideology and media use as antecedent 

variables to attitudes, norms, and enacted behavior (or behavioral intention). For example, in one 

study targeting pro-environmental behavior, political ideology was found together with attitude 

and subjective norm to predict behavioral intentions (Kim et al., 2012). In another study, online 

political participation was found to be predicted by political awareness and political efficacy, as 

well as attitudes toward and norms about participating in political information and 

communication technologies (Oni et al., 2017). When considering media use, research has found 

that media exposure to content of alcohol use and sex was associated with attitudes toward and 

perceived norms, which subsequently influenced adolescents’ intention to drink alcohol and have 

sex in the near future (Bleakley et al., 2017). In the present studies, we extends prior research by 

testing the roles of both political ideology and media use (news use in particular) on a novel 

health-related behavior.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model in Study 1 

Extensive research on partisan selective exposure has shown a preference for news 

consistent with one’s political predispositions, known as confirmation bias (e.g., Hart et al., 

2009; Jurkowitz & Mitchell, 2020; Stroud, 2008). Given the disparate nature of news coverage 

across partisan outlets largely characterized by right-leaning sources adopting a more critical 

tone toward the recommendations of health experts (Simonov et al., 2020), the Covid-19 

pandemic was ripe for politicization resulting from citizens ’inclination toward politically like-

minded news sources. Taken together, we therefore expected audiences to diverge in their 

attitudes toward preventative behavior because of these differences in coverage. In fact, some 

research has already indicated this possibility. Romer & Jamieson (2021), for example, 

demonstrated that conservative media use was associated with more conspiratorial attitudes 

around Covid-19 and strategies aimed to combat its spread.  Extending this to the current study, 

we expected greater use of right-leaning sources to correlate with more negative attitudes toward 

the preventive behaviors suggested by health experts, whereas the use of left-leaning sources 
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would be expected to correlate with more positive attitudes toward these same behaviors. 

 Additionally, insofar as liberals and conservatives prefer information sources that are 

consistent with their political predispositions – and given the observed differences in coverage of 

the early Covid pandemic across liberal and conservative media (Budak et al., 2021; Simonov et 

al., 2020) – we anticipated that attitudes toward preventive behavior would be predicted by both 

political ideology and partisan news use.    

As argued previously, partisan media exposure also has the potential to shape audiences ’

norm perceptions around Covid-19 preventive behavior – thereby suggesting another mechanism 

by which partisan media engagement might influence adoption of prevention strategies. Research 

on selective exposure research has also suggested that the way people engage with the 

information environment can influence their perceptions of the overall opinion climate (see 

Bosveld et al., 1994; Sude, et al., 2019; Wojcieszak, 2011). When engaging primarily with like-

minded sources, these perceptions can lead to a false consensus effect whereby people 

exaggerate the extent to which others hold similar views to themselves. As right-leaning outlets 

have been shown to more frequently underplay the severity of Covid-19 and challenge expert 

recommendations aimed at Covid prevention, audiences of these media might therefore come to 

perceive these perspectives as more widespread than they actually are – which could 

subsequently influence perceptions of the extent to which others disapprove of or choose not to 

adopt the behavioral recommendations of health experts (e.g., Cialdini et al., 1990). Left-leaning 

and more centrist sources, by featuring content in greater accordance with expert 

recommendations, would be expected to have the opposite effect. Thus, these differences in 

coverage among partisan outlets might serve to communicate either acceptance or rejection of 

expert recommendations within one’s partisan group, thereby shaping one’s own behaviors 
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insofar as one’s political identity is a core component of their social identity (see Mason, 2018; 

Willis et al., 2020).   

In sum, as proposed by RAA and validated in numerous studies (e.g., Starfelt et al., 

2016), attitudes and norms are direct antecedents for intention and enacted behavior. In addition, 

more recent theoretical development within RAA has recognized the influence of background 

factors such as political ideology and media use on the adoption and implementation of a 

behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011). Bringing together the entire process suggested by RAA 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010), we anticipate that individual’s Covid-19 preventive behavior is 

predicted by their political ideology, partisan news use, and attitude and norm. 

Study 1 

2.1 Method  

2.1.1 Participants & Procedure  

In our initial test of these predictions, we recruited 375 undergraduate students from a 

large Midwestern university in the early weeks of the pandemic (between April 8 and April 24, 

2020). Due to the novelty of the context, the desired sample size was determined by a general 

guideline of a minimum of 300 subjects for research using structural equation modeling 

(Worthington & Whittaker, 2006). Participants were recruited from a college-wide subject pool 

and offered course credit for their participation. Sixty participants who failed attention checks 

were removed from data analysis, resulting in a final sample of 315 (54% female; Mage=20.54, 

SDage=2.59; racial breakdown: 69% White, 13% Asian; 10% Black; 3% Hispanic, 5% other). In 

addition to providing demographic information, participants reported political ideology, news 

media use, attitudes and perceived norms toward social distancing, and how much they have 

obeyed CDC guidelines to prevent infection, in addition to other questions that are not related to 
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the present hypotheses. For both studies all procedures were approved as exempt by the IRB. All 

data associated with the present research can be found on the Open Science Framework1 (Yao, 

2023). 

2.1.2 Measures  

Political ideology was measured with a single item: “What political orientation do you 

most identify with?” (1=very liberal, 7=very conservative; M=3.62; SD=1.40).  

Higher numbers indicate identification with a more conservative ideology.   

CNN and Fox News were used to capture participants ’left- and right-leaning news use, 

respectively. This selection was made due to the outlets ’high viewership and to be consistent 

with research into differences across sources in Covid-related news coverage (e.g., Ash et al., 

2020; Simonov et al., 2020). One question assessed partisan news use: “Between the first Covid-

19 death in the U.S. (February 28) and now, how often have you used___for getting news?”. 

Participants answered this question for both Fox News (M=4.09; SD=3.51) and CNN (M=4.84; 

SD=3.44) on an 11-point Likert scale from 0=never to 10=all the time. The order of two news 

outlets in the question was randomized.   

Attitude toward health preventive behavior was operationalized as participants ’

evaluation of social distancing. Attitudes were measured on the following semantic differentials 

on seven-point scales: bad/good, harmful/beneficial, and foolish/wise (“I believe the social 

distancing guideline to fight against Covid-19 are___”; M=5.91; SD=1.28; Cronbach α=.76).  

Higher scores indicated more positive attitudes toward social distancing.   

 
1 The present research was not preregistered.  
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Subjective norm for health preventive behavior was operationalized as perceived social 

approval regarding social distancing. Norms were measured with the question “how likely is it 

your__would approve of your adhering to social distancing guidelines?” on a 7-point Likert scale 

(1=extremely unlikely, 7=extremely likely). Participants rated the approval likelihood for four 

proximal social referents (i.e., older relatives, younger relatives, significant other, friends). The 

four items were randomized in the survey, with higher scores indicating stronger perceived 

approval (M=6.08; SD=1.12; Cronbach α=.83).   

Health preventive behavior in the past week was measured by a list of behaviors from 

CDC’s Covid-19 guidelines to prevent infection. Participants were prompted “In the past week, 

I__” and rated their agreement (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree) on the following items: 

“have washed my hands frequently”, “would have stayed at home if I were sick”, “have covered 

my cough/sneeze”, and “have cleaned and disinfected frequently touched objects and surfaces”2 

(M=6.15; SD=.92; Cronbach α=.77). Higher scores indicated participants ’stronger prevention 

practices.   

2.2 Results  

  Hypotheses were tested using structural equation modeling (SEM) with the Lavaan 

package (Version 06-3; Rosseel, 2012) in R (Version 1.1.463). Each measured item was treated 

as an indicator of the corresponding latent variable. Regression coefficients are unstandardized, 

and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) are reported with 5,000 bootstrap samples and bias-corrected 

estimators. Missing data was addressed with full information maximum likelihood (FIML) 

within SEM building (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). The model and path results can be found in 

 
2 At the time of data collection, CDC guidelines did not include wearing a mask. To be consistent with the CDC 

guidelines, wearing a mask was not part of the current measure.   
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Figure 2. The results indicate good model fit, with χ2(65)=110.69, p=.00, RMSEA=.05, CFI=.97, 

TLI=.96, and SRMR=.04. The model accounted for 32% of the variance of participants ’

performed preventive behavior. See Table 1 for a summary of hypothesized indirect effects. See 

Table 2 for a correlation matrix of key variables in Study 1 & 2. 

 
Figure 2. Serial-Parallel Mediation Model Outcomes in Study 1 

Coefficients presented here are unstandardized. Coefficients that are outside of the sampling 

error of zero are represented with a solid line. Coefficients that are within the sampling error of 

zero are represented with a dotted line. Political ideology is scored such that higher numbers 

represent stronger conservative ideology and lower numbers represent stronger liberal ideology. 

 

  



 

 

 

Table 1  

Hypothesized Indirect Effects in Study 1 & 2 

 Study 1 Study 2 

 Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. 

political ideology→left-leaning news use→attitude  

-.04 [-.09, 

-.01] 

-.03 [-.06, 

-.01] - 

partisanship→left-leaning news use→attitude -  - 

-.07 [-.16, 

-.02] 

political ideology→right-leaning news use→attitude -.02 [-.08, .03] 

-.01 

[-.03, .003] - 

partisanship→right-leaning news use→attitude - - -.03 [-.12, .05] 

political ideology→left-leaning news use→norm  

-.04 [-.08, 

-.01] 

-.06 [-.10, 

-.02] - 

partisanship→left-leaning news use→norm - - 

-.13 [-.25, 

-.05] 

political ideology→right-leaning news use→norm 

.004 

[-.04, .04] 

.003 

[-.02, .02] - 

partisanship→right-leaning news use→norm - - .03 [-.08, .15] 

left-leaning news use→attitude→preventive behavior .02 [.004, .04] .02 [.01, .05] .02 [.01, .05] 

left-leaning news use→norm→preventive behavior .01 [.001, .02] .06 [.02, .10] .06 [.03, .10] 

right-leaning news use→attitude→preventive behavior .01 [-.03, .01] 

-.01 

[-.04, .01] -.01 [-.03, .01] 

right-leaning news use→norm→preventive behavior 
.001 

[-.01, .01] .01 [-.03, .04] .01 [-.02, .05] 

political ideology→left-leaning news 

use→attitude→preventive behavior 

-.01 [-.04, 

-.004] 

-.01 [-.03, 

-.004] - 

partisanship→left-leaning news use→attitude→preventive 

behavior - - 

-.03 [-.07, 

-.01] 

political ideology→left-leaning news 

use→norm→preventive behavior 
-.01 [-.02, 

-.001] 

-.03 [-.06, 

-.01] - 

partisanship→left-leaning news use→norm→preventive 

behavior - - 

-.07 [-.15, 

-.03] 



 

 

political ideology→right-leaning news 

use→attitude→preventive behavior -.01 [-.03, .01] 

-.004 

[-.01, .001] - 

partisanship→right-leaning news use→attitude→preventive 

behavior - - -.01 [-.05, .02] 

political ideology→right-leaning news 

use→norm→preventive behavior 

.001 

[-.01, .01] 

.002 

[-.01, .01] - 

partisanship→right-leaning news use→norm→preventive 

behavior - - .02 [-.04, .09] 

 

Note. Coeff. = coefficients. Coefficients presented here are unstandardized. 95% CI is presented 

in the square bracket next to each coefficient. Coefficients that are outside of the sampling error 

of zero are bolded. 0=Democrat.



 

 

 

Table 2 

 Correlation Matrix in Study 1 & 2 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. political ideology - .51 -.28 .16 -.22 -.10 -.06 

2. partisanship - - -.12 .26 -.26 -.09 -.19 

3. left-leaning news use -.29 - - .42 .15 .20 .16 

4. right-leaning news use .46 - .21 - -.04 .10 .06 

5. attitude -.26 - .22 -.12 - .40 .48 

6. norm -.10 - .21 .02 .36 - .59 

7. preventive behavior -.06 - .17 .07 .38 .34 - 

 

Note. The corrections from Study 1 are shown below the diagonal. The correlations from Study 2 

are shown above the diagonal.  

 

 

Although we predicted a direct association between participants ’political ideology and 

their preventive behavior, no significant relationship was found3. Our results supported our 

prediction that participants who reported watching left-leaning news frequently were more likely 

to have positive attitudes and subjective norms toward preventive behavior compared to those 

who reported not watching left-leaning news as often. Surprisingly, the use of right-leaning news 

did not significantly predict attitudes or subjective norms. Our results further indicated that 

liberals more often use left-leaning news sources and in turn exhibit more positive attitudes 

toward preventive behavior compared to conservatives, however the mediating effect of political 

ideology on health-prevention attitudes through right-leaning news use was nonsignificant.   

 
3 To test the relationship between participants’ news consumption and their preventive behavior with alternative 

statistical specifications, in both Study 1 & 2 an OLS regression was performed with preventive behavior as the 

dependent variable and left- and right-leaning news use as the independent variable, controlling for political 

ideology (or partisanship) and attitude and norms toward preventive behavior. See OSF for detailed results.  



 

 

Our findings established that the relationship between left-leaning news use and 

preventive behavior was significantly mediated by attitudes and norms. Individuals who watch 

more left-leaning news were more likely to exhibit positive attitudes and norms toward Covid-

related preventive behavior and in turn more likely to perform those preventive practices. 

However, no significant mediation was found through either attitudes or norms with right-

leaning news use.   

The serial mediation of political ideology on preventive behavior through the mediators 

of left-leaning news use, attitudes, and norms were both significant. Individuals who self-

identified as liberal watched more left-leaning news than conservatives, which correlated with 

more positive attitudes and norms toward preventive behavior and in turn was related to more 

compliance with CDC behavior guidelines to cope with the Covid-19 situation. The indirect 

paths through right-leaning news use and attitudes and norms were both nonsignificant.   

2.3 Discussion  

The results of Study 1 provided evidence that ideological differences in the adoption of 

health behavior occurs through different patterns of news media use. This study extended prior 

work by suggesting a potential dual role of partisan media in shaping behavioral outcomes 

related to health prevention through both attitudes and norms toward preventive behavior. 

Interestingly, this relationship was unique to left-leaning sources; exposure to right-leaning news 

did not significantly contribute to attitudes, norms, or enacted behavior to prevent the disease.   

  Although earlier work has demonstrated a direct association between political ideology 

and behavior (e.g., Baumgaertner et al., 2019), we found no evidence for such a relationship in 

the current study after accounting for potential indirect pathways. One possible explanation for 

the inconsistency of this result with earlier evidence lies in the novelty of Covid-19 related issues 



 

 

and the lack of any clear connection to one’s underlying ideology so early in the pandemic. 

Unlike established health- and science-related issues that have become a frequent subject of 

political dispute (e.g., climate change), ideological predispositions likely offered little initial 

guidance to aid their decisions on whether to enact behavioral responses to a novel situation like 

Covid-19. Alternatively, this non-effect could be due to the nature of our sample. Although 

college students often adopt the ideological positions of their parents via political socialization 

(e.g., Healy & Malhotra, 2013), political perspectives during this age – characterized by little 

political awareness and knowledge – are often unconstrained (e.g., Keating & Bergan, 2017) and 

rife with inconsistencies (e.g., Pollock et al., 2015). As a result, we might not expect political 

ideology to serve as an important cue for this population for any issue except those where 

ideological divisions are most clearly defined.   

 In Study 1, the measures of attitudes and norms targeted social distancing while the 

measures of preventive behavior focused on several preventive behaviors recommended by 

CDC. This is because the data collection of the study happened right after the statewide shelter-

in-place order, which strictly prohibited any activities that were not necessary to protect life. 

Thus, participants were expected to stay at home most of the time during data collection. 

Consequently, social distancing was not applicable to measure preventive behavior due to the 

expected low variance. To closely capture participants’ preventive behavior with acceptable 

variance, we adopted CDC’s recommended behaviors to prevent coronavirus infection. That 

said, there was a discrepancy in measures between attitudes, norms, and preventive behavior in 

Study 1. Thus in Study 2, we addressed this limitation by using social distancing as the target 

behavior for all attitude, norm, and preventive behavior measures. 

2. Study 2 



 

 

Although Study 1 confirmed many of our expectations, we conducted a second study with 

a non-student sample to assess the robustness of our findings, explore whether certain 

relationships may have been sensitive to sample constraints, and extend our initial design in key 

ways. First, a national adult sample was recruited for Study 2 to assess whether the trends 

observed in Study 1 would be observed in a broader sample and at a later point in time (data 

were collected between August 25, 2020, and September 7, 2020). Results corroborating the 

insights from Study 1 should offer a greater degree of confidence in their robustness, while novel 

significant results in Study 2 might suggest that null results in Study 1 may have resulted from 

some unique circumstances or sample characteristics.   

Second, Study 1 excluded social distancing from the behavioral measure of disease 

prevention as the state-wide quarantine during data collection made social distancing irrelevant. 

This resulted in a discrepancy between the attitude, norm, and behavioral measures. Study 2 

offers a stronger test of RAA predictions as all attitude, norm, and behavioral measures were of 

social distancing, which is a salient behavior specific to Covid-19 prevention.   

Third, Study 2 considered the potential impact of both political ideology and partisanship 

rather than ideology alone. While highly correlated and often treated interchangeably, subtle 

differences between ideology and partisanship warrant separate examination; political ideology 

largely reflects one’s position regarding the proper role of government in society, whereas 

partisanship taps into one’s psychological attachment to a political party (see Barber & Pope, 

2019). As party attachment and identification have come to occupy a central place in the self-

concepts of many partisans (see Mason, 2018), it may subsequently exert a stronger influence on 

psychological and behavioral outcomes than political ideology. Therefore, in Study 2 we 

accounted for the potential influence of political ideology and partisanship on preventive 



 

 

behavior separately, and anticipated that Republicans would exhibit less preventive behavior 

than Democrats.   

3.1 Method   

3.1.1 Participants & Procedure 

To determine the minimum number of participants, an a priori power analysis for SEM 

was conducted using the semPower package in R (Moshagen and Erdfelder, 2016). Based on the 

RMSEA (.0047) from Study 1, a total of 512 participants would be needed for 99% power at 

alpha at .01, two-tailed. Participants (n=538) were recruited from Qualtrics Panels and 

compensated according to their agreement with Qualtrics. Quota sampling was used to ensure a 

sufficient number of participants who identified with one of the two major political parties in the 

U.S., resulting in approximately half of the sample identifying as Republican and half Democrat. 

Participants who failed at the attention check questions were removed from the sample (n=20), 

leaving 518 participants (47% female; Mage=38.69, SDage=14.79; age range=18 to 79). The racial 

breakdown was 53% White, 19% Hispanic, 14% Black, 6% Asian, 6% participants selected 

more than one race, and 2% indicated “other.” Sample characteristics by partisanship can be 

found in online supplemental material (Yao, 2023).  

 

3.1.2 Measures  

Measures were nearly identical to those from Study 1, including political ideology 

(M=3.87; SD=1.95), use of left-leaning sources (i.e., CNN; M=4.87, SD=3.86), use of right-

leaning sources (i.e., Fox News; M=4.60, SD=3.79), attitudes toward preventive behavior  

(social distancing; M=5.63, SD=1.65; Cronbach α=.90), perceived norms for preventive behavior 

(social distancing; M=7.60, SD=2.28; Cronbach α=.85), and self-reported preventive behavior in 



 

 

the past week (social distancing; M=8.39, SD=2.39). To assess the role of party affiliation, a 

dichotomous measure of partisanship was included (1=Republican; 0=Democrat; 53%  

Republican). Descriptive statistics of the measured variables by partisanship can be found in 

Table 3. See Figure 3 for distribution of each measure variable by partisanship.  

Table 3 

 

Measured Variables by Partisanship in Study 2 

 

 Measurement scale Republican Democrat 
Mean 

Difference 

  M(SD) M(SD)  

Left-leaning news use 0 = never,  

10 = all the time 
4.45(3.99) 5.35(3.65) -.90** 

Right-leaning news use 5.54(3.71) 3.55(3.62) 1.99*** 

Attitude Seven-point semantic 

differential scale 
5.21(1.75) 6.07(1.40) -.86*** 

Norm 1 = extremely unlikely,  

7 = extremely likely 
7.40(2.40) 7.81(2.13) -.41* 

Preventive behavior 0 = strongly disagree,  

10 = strongly agree 
7.95(2.62) 8.84(2.03) -.89*** 

 

Note. Two-sample t-tests were performed between Republicans and Democrats. *p < .05. **p 

< .01. ***p < .001. 



 

 

 

Figure 3. Distribution of Measured Variables by Partisanship in Study 2 

3.2 Results   

  As in Study 1, all data analyses were conducted using SEM with the Lavaan package 

(Version 06-3; Rosseel, 2012) in R (Version 1.1.463). Unstandardized regression coefficients 

and 95% CIs are estimated with bias-correction and 5,000 bootstrap samples. Observed variables 

were used as indicators for their corresponding latent variables in the model. Missing data was 

addressed with FIML within model building (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). As with Study 1, our 

model indicated a strong fit with data from Study 2, χ2(33)=43.98, p=.10, RMSEA=.03, 



 

 

CFI=.995, TLI=.99, and SRMR=.02 (see Figure 4 for the model and path results). The model 

accounted for 46% of participants ’Covid related preventive practice.   

 
Figure 4. Serial-Parallel Mediation Model Outcomes in Study 2 (Political Ideology as IV) 

Coefficients presented here are unstandardized. Coefficients that are outside of the sampling 

error of zero are represented with a solid line. Coefficients that are within the sampling error of 

zero are represented with a dotted line. Political ideology is scored such that higher numbers 

represent stronger conservative ideology and lower numbers represent stronger liberal ideology. 

 

 

Findings for Study 2 mirrored those from Study 1 (see Table 1). As in Study 1, political 

ideology had no direct relationship to preventive behavior. However, use of left-leaning news 

sources (CNN) was again associated with more positive attitudes and favorable norm 

perceptions, and the indirect effect of political ideology on each outcome through media use was 

again significant – confirming findings from Study 1. The mediated pathways between news use 

and preventive behavior through both attitudes and norms also replicated Study 1; use of left-

leaning news had an indirect association with preventive behavior through attitudes and norms, 

whereas no such result was found for right-leaning news use. Lastly, there was a significant 



 

 

serial mediation of political ideology through left-leaning news use and attitudes to social 

distancing behavior, though again the result was unique to left-leaning news use.  

In addition, Study 2 allowed us to observe whether partisanship – rather than political 

ideology – may have played a role in this process, with results supporting our prediction (see 

Table 1). The model fit well with data (χ2(33)=40.93, p=.16, RMSEA=.02, CFI=.997, TLI=.995, 

and SRMR=.02) and explained 46% of participants ’Covid-preventive practices (see Figure 5 for 

the model and path results). Most notably, we observed a significant direct association between 

partisanship and preventive behavior whereby Democrats were more likely to engage in Covid-

related prevention than Republicans. Aside from this, all remaining paths were similar to those 

observed when looking instead at political ideology as the antecedent variable. In short, 

partisanship had a direct and indirect association with health preventive behavior through 

differential media use patterns, which subsequently related to both attitudes and norms about 

Covid-19 preventive behavior; however, this relationship was unique to the use of left-leaning 

sources.   

 
Figure 5. Serial-Parallel Mediation Model Outcomes in Study 2 (Partisanship as IV) 



 

 

Coefficients presented here are unstandardized. Coefficients that are outside of the sampling 

error of zero are represented with a solid line. Coefficients that are within the sampling error of 

zero are represented with a dotted line. Partisanship is coded as 0 = Democratic and 1 = 

Republican. 

 

3.3 Discussion  

  Results from Study 2 fully replicated Study 1 using a national adult sample. Political 

ideology again only played an indirect role in preventive behavior, but partisanship had both a 

significant direct association with behavior as well as similar indirect relationships through 

media use, attitudes, and norms. Interestingly, as with Study 1, Study 2 again suggests that left-

leaning news – specifically CNN – serves to mediate these relationships, suggesting that FOX 

News exposure played no role in shaping social distancing behavior either directly or indirectly.   

4. General Discussion 

  In the present research, we found evidence across two studies suggesting that partisans ’

engagement with news sources consistent with their political preferences is associated with 

differences in both the evaluative judgments around health prevention strategies (attitudes) and 

perceptions of social approval for these behaviors (social norms), which ultimately have 

implications for behavioral outcomes aimed at health prevention. Specifically, liberals ’and 

Democrats ’preferences for left-leaning news sources were linked with more positive attitudes 

and norms about Covid-related prevention behavior, which was associated with intention to 

increase the adoption of these behaviors. Interestingly, there was no downstream effect of the use 

of right-leaning news sources on attitudes, norms or behavior. Our findings extend those of prior 

research in this area by specifying the roles of partisan news use, attitudes, and subjective norms 

in the relationship between individuals ’political dispositions and their enacted health behavior.   



 

 

  From a theoretical standpoint, the present studies add to existing scholarship on RAA 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010) by applying the theory to understand the cognitive processes where the 

politicization of health issues shapes behavioral outcomes. Additionally, our research extends the 

theory by considering the explanatory power of background variables (e.g., political disposition, 

news use) on behavior. While prior versions of RAA have broadly suggested the potential 

importance of background variables to help explain how attitudes and norms influence behavior 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011), our research empirically demonstrated the important role of two 

background variables, political disposition and media use, on the reasoned action process for 

behavior formation.  

However, the differences in the relationship of partisan news media use and attitudes, 

norms, and behavior suggest that these background variables do not affect all individuals in the 

same way. Partisanship and political orientation had direct associations with attitudes that were 

not mediated by news consumption, and there was no mediating effect of conservative news use 

on attitudes, norms, or behavior. Thus, the reasoned action framework was only supported 

through liberal media use, suggesting that although conservatives and Republicans select Fox 

News, that exposure does not influence their attitudes and norms. Future research should confirm 

this pattern of findings. If replicated, these findings may suggest that conservatives ’attitudes are 

less subject to change through media exposure.  

These findings also have practical relevance for health communicators, illustrating the 

need to identify strategies to mitigate politicized perceptions of matters relating to health. Results 

of the present studies demonstrate how divergent attitudes, perceived norms, and behaviors can 

result from politicized media messages. Future health campaigns should seek to anticipate this 

possibility and implement effective approaches to reduce the potential for biased perceptions on 



 

 

health-related issues due to politicization. Indeed, some existing work has already suggested 

strategies to combat politicization, such as using consensus messaging (van der Linden et al., 

2018), identity interventions (Lyons, 2018), and framing or image-based tactics (Bolsen et al., 

2019; Dan and Dixon, 2021). Presenting normative information that is specific to the political 

groups one identifies with, for example, highlighting the number of Democrats in a city or state 

who have been vaccinated, might help to counter normative beliefs in order to increase 

preventive behavior (McClaran et al., 2022). Finding ways to encourage Fox News watchers to 

switch to CNN may change behavior through modifying attitudes (Brookman & Kalla, 2022) 

Implementing these and additional evidence-based measures is vital to counter the negative 

effects of politicized messaging around health matters.   

Partisanship, but not Ideology, Predicted Preventive Behavior 

Political ideology, when coherent and constrained, is often thought to serve as an 

important device in making sense of issues both within and beyond the realm of politics (e.g., 

Bolsen & Druckman, 2015). But here, we find no such effect for ideology in predicting Covid-19 

preventive measures. In Study 1, we speculated that this non-effect might have been due to two 

potential causes: the timing of the study during the early days of the pandemic (perhaps prior to 

much of its politicization regarding the threat of and mitigation strategies to prevent Covid-19), 

and the use of a student sample, who are reliably unconstrained in their political ideologies (see 

Keating & Bergan, 2017). However, the persistence of this non-finding in Study 2 – which was 

conducted several months later with a national, diverse sample – seemingly eliminated these two 

explanations, suggesting a limited role for political ideology in directly shaping people’s 

behaviors. In contrast, evidence from Study 2 suggests a significant, direct effect of partisanship 

– defined as one’s psychological attachment to a political party – on preventive behavior. 



 

 

Namely, self-identified Republicans engaged in relatively fewer preventive practices than self-

identified Democrats, even after accounting for other potential predictors. 

These disparate findings raise interesting questions regarding the predictive power of 

political predispositions in shaping behaviors when health-related issues become politicized. 

While we cannot speak specifically as to why partisanship, but not ideology, mattered for 

behavior in the present context, some work shines light on why these effects differed. For one, 

partisanship has been shown to be a particularly important heuristic in low-information or 

uncertain contexts (e.g., Schaffner & Streb, 2002); given the degree of uncertainty associated 

with the pandemic, a partisan heuristic might offer an easy strategy to help make decisions to 

navigate this uncertainty. Additionally, the politicization of Covid-19 often reflected ideological 

divides involving individual freedoms and government overreach in imposing mandates around 

certain behaviors rather than the effectiveness of the behaviors themselves (see Van Kessel & 

Quinn, 2020). As such, it might not be incompatible for a conservative to oppose a mask 

mandate on philosophical grounds while still recognizing the value of wearing a mask in 

accordance with CDC guidance, which could explain the non-significance of ideology. Lastly, 

the significant effect of partisanship might reflect the growing importance of partisan group 

attachment in decision-making. Party affiliation has become part of the core self-concept for 

many partisans (Mason, 2018), whereas ideology largely reflects underlying philosophical views 

regarding the proper role of government. When it comes to behavior, the importance of signaling 

one’s adherence to the group and acting in accordance with their identity may simply carry more 

weight than any considerations of whether an action reflects what it means to be a conservative 

or liberal (see Gadarian et al., 2021; 2023, who also point to partisanship as the central factor in 

shaping pandemic-related behaviors). As concerns around politicization of health and science 



 

 

matters grow (see Druckman, 2017), additional research exploring these and other explanations 

for the ways in which political predispositions might shape health behaviors are of increasing 

importance. 

Behavior Outcomes of CNN and Fox News Viewership 

Across two studies we found all tested serial mediation paths through CNN were 

significant but all paths through Fox News were nonsignificant (see Table 3). This finding shows 

that the two news outlets’ content indeed has a varied influence regarding preventive behavior. 

Watching CNN news helps viewers form positive attitudes and perceived norms for health 

prevention, which suggests that CNN’s messaging around Covid-19 consistently aligns with 

health experts and scientists regardless of the different target audiences for each news program 

(Simonov et al., 2020). However, Fox News exposure had no effect – either directly or indirectly 

– on preventive behavior. This non-finding is inconsistent with some existing evidence which 

tends to find a negative association between watching Fox News and taking actions to prevent 

Covid-19 (e.g., Jamieson & Albarracin, 2020; Romer & Jamieson, 2021). 

While the lack of a significant effect for Fox News is somewhat surprising, insights from 

other work has offered some reasoning into why this might have been the case. From a 

theoretical standpoint, this result could signal that identity considerations are more influential 

than specific media content when it came to decision-making processes during the Covid 

pandemic. Put simply, substantive differences in coverage of the pandemic across partisan outlets 

might have mattered less than the simple recognition that Covid had become a partisan issue, 

triggering differential reactions in citizens based on their partisan loyalties. Gadarian and 

colleagues (2021; 2023) offer some evidence supportive of this notion, indicating that 

partisanship was the central factor in shaping citizens’ Covid response and – perhaps just as 



 

 

importantly – that partisan media use was not a significant predictor after accounting for 

partisanship. The non-finding for conservative media use might reflect this conclusion, though it 

does not explain why exposure to liberal sources did have an effect when partisanship is 

included. 

Another explanation for this inconsistency could be the heterogeneity of news content on 

Fox News. In the present research we measured consumption of Fox News as a whole in 

comparison to news use from other channels. However, such a measure may fail to capture the 

nuances of the content aired by Fox News. That is, two viewers who both score high on Fox 

News use in general may in fact be exposed to very different content. Indeed, one study tested 

the effect of two popular Fox News programs and found differed health behaviors among 

viewers – people who watched Hannity were significantly more likely to engage in behaviors 

such as social distancing and canceling travel plans versus those who primarily watched Tucker 

Carlson Tonight (Bursztyn et al., 2020). Overall, the nonsignificant effect of Fox News viewing 

may be a result of the idiosyncrasy of Fox News viewers’ news use habits. We strongly 

encourage future research to consider these and other possibilities for why partisan media – and 

conservative media more specifically – did not have the anticipated effect in shaping Covid 

behavior. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Some limitations across both studies bear noting. For one, our use of cross-sectional data 

did not allow us to make causal claims nor speak to the direction of the pathways specified by 

our model. One such possibility is that attitudes and norms toward Covid-19 might facilitate 

media choice as a form of confirmation-seeking behavior. However, research suggests that the 

novelty and uncertainty associated with the unfolding public health crisis may lead people to rely 



 

 

on their trusted information sources, which often accords with the audience’s political 

orientations (see Metzger et al., 2020). This would suggest that media use informed attitudes, 

norms, and behaviors rather than the other way around. Though we hesitate to make any causal 

claims, empirical trends such as these – along with theoretical precedent (RAA) – give us some 

confidence in the direction of our specified pathways and accord with the procedures used by 

similar work assessing nuanced processes with cross-sectional data (see Breakwell et al., 2021; 

Mahalik et al., 2021; Liang et al., 2020). Additionally, an alternative model was tested in both 

studies with the orders of the two sets of serial mediators (attitude and norm; left- and right-

leaning news use) switched. Results showed that none of the tested indirect paths were 

statistically significant4. These results corroborate our original prediction that, with a novel virus 

and a novel preventive behavior, media use as a background variable (according to RAA) should 

be predictive of attitude toward and norm about the preventive behavior, rather than be predicted 

by already formed attitude and norm about the targeted behavior. Even so, research designs that 

provide greater insight into causal processes are recommended in future work. For example, 

researchers could design experiments where participants are exposed to hypothetical partisan 

news coverage of a new case spike due to a Covid-19 new variant, and then measure and analyze 

the impact of such exposure on an individual’s behavioral intention responses. 

Our lack of findings for the influence on social norms on behavior through conservative 

media use was consistent across both studies. We used a measure of injunctive norms that 

assessed expectations of social approval for one’s actions. However, much of the work on norms 

has been focused on descriptive norms – one’s perception that an action is prevalent within a 

referent group (Cialdini & Trost, 1998).  Although these different norm constructs tend to be 

 
4 See detailed results of the alternative model on OSF (Yao, 2023). 



 

 

highly correlated, they have been found to be distinct constructs (Park & Smith, 2007) and to 

differentially predict behavior (Rhodes et al., 2020). Future work in this area might examine 

whether descriptive norms have effects in this context. Additionally, we used CNN to represent 

left-leaning news outlets and Fox News right-leaning news outlets which could be limiting. This 

could be a particular concern for the college student sample as they represent a young generation 

who tend to get information more from social media than cable news (e.g., Yao et al., 2023). Not 

only college students may use other news networks, but they may also be more likely to use 

other sources for their media diet (e.g., Facebook; X, formerly known as Twitter; Reddit). In 

Study 2, this limitation was addressed by using an adult sample, however we still do know 

whether two news networks can effectively represent people’s partisan news diet. Although 

using selected networks to measure an individual’s overall news use has been common practice 

(e.g., Simonov et al., 2020), we encourage future research to use novel methods to model news 

consumption in its entirety (see Bleakly et al., 2017, for an example on entertainment media).  

Further, data collection for both our studies took place during the early pandemic (April 

2020 and August-September 2020), which cannot account for how news coverage of Covid-19 as 

well as how people’s processing Covid-related information evolved as the pandemic progressed. 

Longitudinal panel studies with longer between-wave intervals and replications on other issues 

are recommended to fully capture how the processes observed here generalize across different 

contexts and stages of the life cycle of an issue. Finally, we relied on a self-report measure for a 

single media outlet to reflect the overall use of each of the partisan news sources. Self-report 

measures can be susceptible to serve as an unreliable indicator of media use (Slater, 2004; Slater 

2016), though recent meta-analytic work found that such measures are moderately reliable 

among adult samples (Scharkow, 2019). Furthermore, while our decision to focus on Fox News 



 

 

and CNN may be limiting, self-reported use of specific outlets has been shown to be more 

reliable than self-reported general media use (Scharkow, 2019). To more accurately reflect the 

nuanced role of partisan media on behavior formation, we suggest future research to replicate our 

work with a wider array of sources and measurement approaches.  

5. Conclusion  

  Across two studies, our results provided clarity to the processes by which the 

politicization of a public health matter – here, the Covid-19 pandemic – contributes to partisan 

divergence in the adoption of related behaviors. Consistent with the RAA approach, our findings 

indicate that partisan media contributed to differences in the adoption of health preventive 

behaviors via the dual process of shaping audience attitudes toward these behaviors as well as 

norm perceptions – which subsequently influenced respondents ’choices to enact these behaviors. 

This research highlights the challenges health communicators face in promoting protection 

behaviors in societies with deep political divides when these issues become politicized. Not only 

must communicators contend with the damage done by politicization in nurturing skepticism of 

practices and behaviors deemed best by scientific research, they also must overcome the 

potential for politicization in creating norm perceptions unfavorable to the adoption of those 

behaviors.  
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