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Research Article

Partisan reasoning in a high stakes environment: Assessing
partisan informational gaps on COVID-19

Using a survey conducted in July 2020, we establish a divide in the news sources partisans prefer for
information about the COVID-19 pandemic and observe partisan disagreements in beliefs about the virus.
These divides persist when respondents face financial costs for incorrectly answering questions. This
supports a view in which the informational divisions revealed in surveys on COVID-19 are genuine
differences of opinion, not artifacts of insincere cheerleading. The implication is that efforts to correct
misinformation about the virus should focus on changing sincere beliefs while also accounting for
information search preferences that impede exposure to correctives among those holding misinformed
views.
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Research questions
e Do partisan differences exist in the public’s information about COVID-19?
e Areinaccurate beliefs about COVID-19 sincere or due to partisan cheerleading?
e How does partisan information processing on COVID-19 compare to issues with less immediate
personal impact?

Essay summary

e We fielded a survey experiment in July 2020 to examine the public's interest in different sources
of information about COVID-19 and the prevalence of misinformation about the virus.

e We find that partisan media are appealing as health-related news sources and that there is a
partisan divide in COVID-related beliefs. Both information source preferences and beliefs about
COVID-19 change little in response to financial incentives for correctly answering knowledge
guestions, suggesting that these views are sincere rather than a result of partisan cheerleading in
which respondents knowingly express inaccurate views to support their political party.

L A publication of the Shorenstein Center on Media, Politics and Public Policy at Harvard University, John F. Kennedy School of
Government.
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e We find partisan reasoning during a public health crisis resembles the process for polarized issues
with less immediate personal impact. The partisan divide we saw on questions about COVID-19
closely resembles those that occur on a set of unrelated questions on topics such as immigration
and unemployment included later in the same survey.

Implications

In the current era of polarization, divides between Democrats and Republicans have spilled from political
issues and cultural values to factual beliefs (Berinsky, 2017; Flynn et al., 2017; Hochschild & Einstein,
2015). The erosion of widely accepted areas of “common knowledge” raises important normative
qguestions about the importance of truth in the democratic process (Schwartzberg, 2015). However,
despite the sometimes sizeable partisan factual disagreements that appear in surveys (Bullock et al., 2015;
Prior et al., 2015; Schaffner & Luks, 2018), questions about the political relevance of these disagreements
remain. Are informational gaps between members of different parties genuine or do they instead stem
from rhetorical “cheerleading” in which people knowingly express inaccurate views to support their party?
Scholarship casting doubt on the sincerity of these partisan divides finds that when respondents are
incentivized to accurately answer factual questions, the levels of misinformation and partisan division in
surveys often shrink (Bullock et al., 2015; Prior et al., 2015; Schaffner & Luks, 2018).

Previous work on this topic examines issues that can be evaluated with some degree of personal
remove or that concern events taking place several years before the survey was fielded. In this study, we
instead address an ongoing event with important policy implications by considering partisan divides in
information about the COVID-19 pandemic using a survey conducted in July 2020.

The dominant explanation for informational divides between opposing partisans is motivated
reasoning (Lodge & Taber, 2013), in which partisans associate their party with a particular belief and then
adopt that belief as their own. In the case of COVID-19, the pandemic occurred under President Trump’s
watch. The Trump Administration consistently minimized the threat posed by the virus and discounted
the need for economic shutdowns, social distancing, and mask-wearing mandates. Through the
theoretical lens of motivated reasoning, we would expect Republicans to downplay the severity of the
pandemic. We similarly would anticipate that Republicans would prefer to obtain COVID-relevant
information from news outlets aligned with President Trump, while ignoring sources that presented
health-related expertise that contradicted messaging from the Administration. For their part, Democrats
would be inclined to view the virus as a serious threat and favor measures recommended by health
officials. These assumptions do align with the partisan divisions in attitudes towards COVID-19 that have
emerged in surveys conducted throughout the pandemic (Clinton et al., 2021; Druckman et al., 2021;
Gadarian et al., 2021).

In contrast, a different perspective comes from theories of evolutionary psychology which argue
humans process information more carefully in high-risk situations (Barkow et al., 1992), a phenomenon
known as survival processing (e.g., Nairne et al., 2007). Beyond this mechanism, scholars in other fields
hypothesize that substantial stakes, operationalized as the presence of material or psychological costs for
incorrect choices, reduce the role of bias in decisions (Lerman & McCabe, 2017; Tetlock, 1985). The COVID-
19 virus certainly qualifies as a high-risk threat. In these circumstances, the “careful processing” suggested
by evolutionary psychology implies outcomes at odds with motivated reasoning. Relative to topics that
pose less salient health threats, we might expect partisan divisions on COVID-19 to be more subject to
insincere cheerleading, rather than reflecting genuine disagreement.

To distinguish these opposing accounts of whether partisan divides over information are sincere, we
conducted a survey experiment in July 2020, offering some respondents a financial incentive of $0.25 or
$1.00 per question to provide accurate answers to information questions, an inducement that increased
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the accuracy of responses to and reduced partisan divides on information questions, survey questions
that ask respondents about factual matters with correct and incorrect answers, in past work (Bullock et
al., 2015; Prior et al., 2015). We implemented this manipulation for COVID-related questions as well as
guestions which, for most respondents, would have less immediate personal impact, such as perceptions
of unemployment and climate change. On each question, respondents were informed of the general
subject area covered by the question and selected a brief report drawn from real coverage provided from
one of five news sources to read. These sources varied by topic, but included partisan media outlets,
mainstream news sources, and public health experts. After reading each article, respondents answered a
knowledge question. This approach allowed us to assess the public’s preferences for information
providers and beliefs about COVID-19, probe the sincerity of these preferences, and compare the process
of partisan reasoning on public health to the reasoning process that occurs on other issues.

Our three key findings demonstrate that partisan reasoning during a public health crisis resembles the
partisan reasoning process that occurs on polarized issues with less immediate personal impact. First, our
study aligns with others in revealing partisan divisions in the public’s beliefs and preferred sources of
information about COVID-19 (Clinton et al., 2021; Druckman et al., 2021; Gadarian et al., 2021). In
particular, Republicans are more likely to understate the significance of the pandemic and less likely to
seek out health care experts as sources of information about the virus, an extension of partisan selective
exposure into the public’s searches for health information. Second, we offer evidence for the sincerity of
these divides in beliefs and preferred sources of health information by showing they persist in the face of
monetary incentives that penalize people for knowingly providing inaccurate answers to political
information questions. Third, in taking a similar approach to factual questions on other topics, we find the
partisan divide on public health resembles the divisions present on a separate set of polarized political
issues considered in the survey. Perhaps surprisingly, the public health domain now appears just as
politicized as immigration, unemployment, or any other “mediated” issue largely experienced indirectly
through news coverage or word of mouth, despite the large personal health stakes present on this topic.

Our findings are relevant for approaches focused on correcting misinformed beliefs regarding COVID-
19. Our evidence suggests misinformed beliefs on these topics are not an artifact of how public opinion is
measured in surveys, contrary to earlier findings (Bullock et al., 2015; Prior et al., 2015; Schaffner & Luks,
2018). Rather than recommending improvements in ways of eliciting the public’s views, our findings
instead suggest practitioners should develop messaging strategies aimed at correcting misinformed, but
genuinely held, beliefs (Jerit & Zhao, 2020). We also find large differences in the information sources that
partisans prefer to use when obtaining public health information about COVID-19. Thus, an important
consideration for attempting to reduce misinformation on public health matters is overcoming the
selective patterns of information consumption that can impede the reach of corrective information among
those who already hold misinformed beliefs.

These results have dual implications for the communicators and channels of communication that may
be most relevant for public health. First, in terms of who should communicate, we offer the thought that
messengers at a greater distance from Washington may have greater credibility among the public because
there is a relatively sharp partisan divide in who is deemed trustworthy among the various national
political and media actors our study considered. Regional and local health authorities, as well as peoples’
personal physicians, may be more effective as messengers. Second, we find the misinformed might be
reached more effectively through inadvertent or incidental exposure to expert health sources, since they
may try to avoid information from health experts when they have the opportunity to do so. Broadcasts of
major sporting events and other popular entertainment programs could be potential media platforms for
delivering public service messages with corrective information.
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Findings
Finding 1: Partisan divides exist in preferred news providers and information about COVID-189.

We measured large partisan divides in preferred news providers and information about COVID-19 in the
control conditions of our survey, where respondents were not provided with financial incentives to
answer the information questions correctly. In the survey respondents selected a COVID-19 news article
to read from a menu of five news options before answering each information question. Figure 1 displays
the choices made by Democrats and Republicans, showing the share of choices respondents made to
different news categories. There is significant partisan divergence in information preferences. Republicans
were 34 percentage points more likely to select right-leaning media sources than Democrats. Republicans
were also noticeably less likely than Democrats (by 23 percentage points) to consult mainstream media.
There was a further divide in expert source use, where Democrats were 9 percentage points more likely
to select the health expert choice.
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Figure 1. Large partisan divides exist in preferred COVID-19 news sources.

Table 1 extends the analysis to factual beliefs about COVID-19. Again, this analysis is confined to the
control condition of our survey experiment where respondents faced no financial penalty for knowingly
providing incorrect answers. For each item, the table displays the share of respondents in each party with
correct answers and the difference between the parties, along with 95% confidence intervals for these
guantities. Democrats were much more likely than Republicans to acknowledge that the CDC mortality
count did not exaggerate deaths from COVID-19, that the virus was not man-made in a Chinese laboratory,
and that there was no “general scientific agreement" that hydroxychloroquine could serve as a virus
treatment.? In contrast, Republicans were more likely than Democrats to answer correctly that, on a per
capita basis, deaths due to COVID-19 in several Western European countries exceeded those in the United
States at the time the survey was conducted. In the lone exception to this polarized pattern, a large
majority of partisans on both sides (81%) recognized a disproportionate number of deaths from COVID-
19 occurred among those age 65 and over, a pattern that went against our expectation that Democrats

2 We note this answer to the virus origin question represented the scientific consensus at the time we fielded our study.
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would be more likely than Republicans to emphasize the health risks of COVID-19 to the entire population,
rather than focusing on the consequences the virus posed for seniors in particular.

Table 1. Average share of respondents in each party that correctly answered the COVID-19 information
questions in the unincentivized conditions of the survey.

Topic Share Correct (Dem) Share Correct (Rep) Partisan Divide
CDC Mortality Count 0.83 [0.79, 0.88] 0.33 [0.22, 0.45] 0.50 [0.42, 0.58]
COVID-19 Source 0.86 [0.82, 0.90] 0.47 0.35, 0.59] 0.39 [0.31, 0.47]
COVID-19 Treatments  0.91 [0.87, 0.94] 0.55 [0.44, 0.66] 0.35 [0.27, 0.43]
International Comparison 0.65 [0.60, 0.71] 0.83 [0.71, 0.96] 0.18 [0.10, 0.26]
Risk by Age 0.81 [0.76, 0.86] 0.81 [0.70, 0.92] 0.00 [-0.08, 0.07]

Finding 2: Inaccurate beliefs about COVID-19 were not reduced by financial accuracy incentives.

These information preferences and factual beliefs do not appear to be inflated by partisan cheerleading.
We assessed this by comparing those in the control group of our experiment to the respondents who
were randomly assigned with financial incentives to correctly answer the political information questions
(50.25 per correct answer for the low incentive treatment group, $1.00 per correct answer for the high
incentive treatment group). These amounts were selected to help us understand any gradation in
response to changing incentive levels among the public. These incentive levels resemble those used in
earlier studies with a similar, design, which enabled a close comparison with other work on political
misinformation. If these differences occurred due to partisan cheerleading (respondents provide an
answer they know to be incorrect to support their party), then we would expect a decrease in the number
of incorrect answers to the political knowledge questions in the conditions where incentives were
available for correct answers (e.g., Bullock et al., 2015; Prior et al., 2015).

First, we removed respondents who identified as political independents in order to focus only on
those with a partisan affiliation. Then, to evaluate information source selection, we stacked the five news
selections about COVID-19 that each respondent made over the course of the survey and examined the
effects of the incentives on their choices. If these apparent divisions were attributable to cheerleading,
we would anticipate a reduced reliance on biased copartisan sources in the incentive conditions.

Table 2. Effects of financial accuracy incentives on the probability survey respondents selected different

news source options. The treatment effects are estimated using ordinary least squares regression.
Copartisan News Public Health Expert Mainstream News Out-Partisan News

(Intercept) 0.27* 0.32* 0.30* 0.11*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
Low Incentive —0.01 0.03 —0.01 —0.01
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
High Incentive 0.01 0.02 —0.01 —0.01
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
N 7235 7235 7235 7235

*

indicates significance at p < 0.05
Robust standard errors, clustered by Respondent, in parentheses
Models include Topic Fixed Effects

Table 2 shows the extent to which the incentive treatments altered news selection. The table presents
the results of a regression analysis in which the outcome is whether a respondent selected information
from a particular news source category (e.g., expert or partisan). The regression coefficients
corresponding to the two incentive conditions indicate that the availability of incentives did not
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substantially affect news choice, as the treatment effects do not reach statistical significance across these
options and their magnitude is substantively small. In short, the information preferences expressed in the
control condition of the survey appear uncontaminated by partisan cheerleading.

Results are largely similar when we examine beliefs about COVID-19. In Table 3, we stacked the
separate factual items covering COVID-19 together and regressed the probability a respondent provided
a correct answer on the treatment condition to which they were assigned. If cheerleading was behind the
response patterns present in the control group, we would expect to see large increases in the probability
respondents correctly answer the information questions when incentives for correct answers become
available.

Table 3. Effects of financial accuracy incentives on the probability survey respondents correctly answered
COVID-19 information questions. The treatment effects are estimated using ordinary least squares

regression.
COVID-19 Information

(Intercept) 0.73*
(0.01)

Low Incentive 0.01
(0.01)

High Incentive 0.03*
(0.01)

N 7235

*

indicates significance at p < 0.05
Robust standard errors, clustered by Respondent, in parentheses
Model includes Topic Fixed Effects

Table 3 provides limited evidence that partisan cheerleading underlies the divisions over factual beliefs.
The point estimates for both the low and high incentive conditions are positive, but these effects are
small. Respondents in the low incentive condition were 1 percentage point more likely to provide a correct
answer (95% Cl [-.01, .03]), although this difference does not reach statistical significance. Respondents
in the high incentive condition were 3 percentage points more likely to provide a correct answer (95% Cl
[.01, .05]), showing evidence that cheerleading explains some portion of the incorrect answers in the
study's control condition, although this difference is substantively small.3

These results suggest that partisan cheerleading is not behind the partisan divides in information
search and beliefs measured in our surveys. However, there is still work to be done in isolating the specific
mechanisms behind their appearance. The patterns we see here could be explained by motivated
reasoning in which partisans actively distort the information they encounter to maintain party-congenial
beliefs (Flynn et al., 2017). These patterns are also consistent with theoretical perspectives in which
partisans strive for accuracy (Lupia & McCubbins, 1998) or do not exhibit any particular information
processing motivations at all (Pennycook & Rand, 2019), but still ultimately arrive at inaccurate beliefs
based on the information they encounter from trusted co-partisan elites and media sources.

Finding 3: Partisan divides over COVID-19 resemble polarized political issues.
We find the partisan information divides on COVID-19 appear similar to those on other polarized political

issues. To compare the partisan information divides on COVID-19 with those on other matters, a later
portion of our survey repeated this same information search-factual response process using questions

3 Appendix Table C6 reports similar findings when instead considering the partisan divide on answers to the information questions.
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focused on the unemployment rate, immigrant crime, climate change, gun control, and voter fraud in the
2016 presidential election.

In terms of the baseline partisan divisions in the control conditions, the average divide on the COVID-
19 items among those in the unincentivized condition is a 29 percentage point difference between
Democrats and Republicans. For the other political items, this difference is only slightly larger, with an
average 32 percentage point difference between Democrats and Republicans. In other words, the
informational divides among partisans on these topics, when incentives are unavailable, are roughly
similar in magnitude.

Turning to the experimental evidence, results also remain similar. First, as with the items related to
COVID-19, incentive availability did not meaningfully change in information search patterns (Appendix
Table D4). Second, the availability of incentives also had only modest consequences for correct answers
to the other political information items (Appendix Table D3). Using the same specification pooling
together the different items employed in the previous section, accuracy increased by five percentage
points relative to the control group (95% Cl [.04, .06]) among those in the low incentive treatment group,
while accuracy in the high incentive conditions increased by four percentage points compared to the
study's control group that answered without incentives for correct answers (95% Cl [.03, .05]).

Altogether, this comparison shows partisan informational divides on COVID-19 are similarly sizeable,
and similarly resilient to the expressive responding concern, as other issues chosen to represent highly
divisive topics in contemporary politics. These patterns are not consistent with what has been observed
in earlier studies that emphasize the “cheerleading” perspective on misinformation in political surveys
(Bullock et al., 2015; Prior et al. 2015). However, we do note the resilience of the divides in beliefs about
COVID-19 is not entirely unprecedented and does align with other studies that consider misinformation
on divisive and ongoing political controversies (Berinsky, 2018; Peterson & lyengar, 2021).

Methods

We fielded a survey experiment in July 2020 to examine the public's interest in different sources of
information about COVID-19 and the prevalence of misinformation about the virus. We recruited 1700
participants from YouGov's online panel, using the firm’s standard procedure of drawing a sample that
they statistically match to the voting-age population on key demographic characteristics. Because of our
interest in partisan differences, our analysis focuses on the 1447 respondents that identified with or
“leaned” towards one of the political parties and excludes pure independents.

The survey included five information questions about COVID-19. These items reflected issues that
were salient at the time we conducted the survey and were selected to incorporate some items where
directional motivations would lead Democrats to answer incorrectly and others where these motivations
were expected to lead Republicans to provide incorrect answers. On each item, the survey followed the
same multi-step process. First, we informed participants of the general subject area covered by the
guestion. They then selected a brief news report to read from one of five news sources. The sources varied
across each item, but the choice set remained consistent. Respondents could always select from one left-
leaning media source (i.e., Huffington Post), one right-leaning media source (either Fox News or Breitbart
depending on the topic), one source with public health expertise (e.g., excerpts from a statement by Dr.
Anthony Fauci), and a pair of mainstream sources (i.e., CNN and The New York Times). In terms of content,
we selected stories that originally appeared in the source they were attributed to. This ensured the choice
menu and headlines reflected the actual coverage these sources provided and that an article could be
realistically viewed as coming from its source. If we had held information constant, the results would be
less ecologically valid as respondents might disregard source labels if they did not perceive the articles in
the study as genuine.
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After reading the report, respondents answered a factual question concerning some aspect of the
COVID-19 pandemic and expressed their confidence in this answer. As these stories represented real
coverage from these sources, the pattern of information resembled what was present in the real world.
While the coverage generally mentioned, at least briefly, the fact the respondent would later answer a
guestion on, coverage from the partisan sources sometimes omitted this information, as did real coverage
of these events (Appendix Table A4).

The five factual questions covered the origins of the coronavirus, potential treatments, the
demographic profile of those most at risk from the virus, mortality statistics, and a comparison of health
outcomes in the United States and several Western European countries. The items were asked in the same
order for all respondents. Appendix A contains question wording. A “don't know” option was not available,
though we measure response certainty afterwards and found respondents were generally confident in
their answers to these questions (see Appendix Table C3). We selected issues that were salient in public
discussion when fielding the survey and included some items where directional motivations to support
their political party would lead Democrats to answer incorrectly and some where Republicans would be
expected to answer incorrectly. We reviewed news coverage and public opinion polling to develop these
items and expected there to be two items that Democrats would answer incorrectly about the comparison
of the United States and other countries (left-leaning media coverage we reviewed consistently
emphasized the poor performance of the United States) and covid mortality (left-leaning media
emphasized the health risks to people of all ages). For the other three items, we anticipated that
Republicans would answer incorrectly more frequently than Democrats.

The experimental manipulation in the survey assessed the sincerity of factual beliefs. In order to
assess any gradation in response to incentives, we assigned respondents to three conditions with varying
incentives for correctly answering the information questions: 1) a “control” condition that provided no
financial incentives, 2) a “low incentive” treatment condition ($0.25 per correct response), and 3) a “high
incentive” treatment condition ($1.00 per correct response). the “high incentive” amount resembles the
incentive levels used in previous work with this research design; for example, Study 1 in Prior et al., 2015,
also offers respondents $1.00 per correct answer, while incentive levels in Bullock et al., 2015, varied from
$0.10 to $1.00. Respondents were informed about the condition they were placed in at the beginning of
the information battery before they answered any questions and were in the same condition for all the
information questions.

Since the incentives imposed a cost on knowingly providing incorrect, but party-congenial, answers,
we expected accuracy to increase among incentivized respondents (Bullock et al., 2015; Prior et al., 2015).
If measured knowledge did not increase in the presence of incentives, it would help rule out the
alternative explanations that 1) people knowingly answer such questions incorrectly to display their party
loyalty (i.e. cheerleading) or 2) because they are not motivated to think deeply about survey items absent
financial incentives (Bullock et al., 2015; Bullock & Lenz, 2019). We also assessed whether this treatment
encouraged the use of different information sources at the experiment's news selection stage. Here
information-seeking behavior may also reflect partisan cheerleading if respondents indicated an interest
in co-partisan sources they did not ordinarily use in the unincentivized conditions to support their party
(Prior, 2013).

Finally, to compare the partisan information divides on COVID-19 with other matters, after a washout
period of unrelated material, a later portion of the survey repeated this same information search-factual
response process using questions from an earlier study of political misinformation. These questions
focused on the unemployment rate, immigrant crime, climate change, gun control, and voter fraud in the
2016 presidential election.
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Appendix A: Survey information

Tables Al and A2 display the wording and coding responses for the COVID-19 and other political
misinformation items used in the study.

Table A1. COVID-19 misinformation items.
Topic Ttem Incorrect Response Party Valence
(Incorrect Response)

The statistics reported by
CDC Mortality the Centers for Disease Contr(?l True Republican
overstate the number of Americans
who have died from COVID-19.
Adjusting for population size,
several countries in Western Europe,
International Comp. Italy, Spain, France and the United Kingdom False Democratic
,have more deaths from COVID-19
(per 100,000 people) than the United States.

. Those 65 and older account for over 70% .
Risl by Age of the U.S. deaths from COVID-19 False Democratic
The coronavirus [was/was not| developed
intentionally in a Chinese lab.

There is general scientific agreement that
Treatment chloroquine, a drug used to treat or True Republican
prevent malaria can effectively treat COVID-19

Source was developed Republican

Table A2. Political misinformation items.
Topic Item Incorrect Response  Party Valence
(Incorrect Response)

The vast majority (over 90%) of climate
scientists believe that global warming is
an established fact and that it is most
likely caused by man-made emissions
Firearm Sales 40% of fircarm sales in the US occur True Democratic
without a background check
Illegal immigrants commit violent crime
Immigrant Crime at a significantly higher rate than legal True Republican
American citizens
Millions of illegal votes were cast
in the 2016 presidential election.
Compared to January 2017, has the level
Unemployment of unemployment in the country increased,
stayed the same, or decreased?

Climate Change False Republican

Voter Fraud True Republican

Decreased OR

. Republican
Remained the same p

Table A3 contains the information sources that were available prior to each information question. Subjects
saw the source and headline for each article as they made a selection.

Table A3. News sources by topic.

Left Partisan | Mainstream 1 Mainstream 2 | Health Expert Right Partisan
CDC Mortality HuffPo CNN NY Times Dr. Anthony Fauci | Fox
International Comp | HuffPo Washington Post | NY Times Johns Hopkins Fox
Risk By Age HuffPo Washington Post | NY Times CDC Fox
Source HuffPo CNN NY Times Dr. Anthony Fauci | Fox
Treatment HuffPo CNN NY Times FDA Breitbart

After making their information selection, respondents read a real news article that had appeared on the
topic from the source they chose. This means there is variation in whether respondents could encounter
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the correct answer to the subsequent question while browsing the article, though most articles would at
least briefly mention it. Across the studies, the lone source that would not contain the correct answer
would be the partisan media source for which the information was uncongenial.

Below we indicate whether the article contained this information with a 1 for articles that contained
the relevant information for respondents and 0 otherwise. We also note that, when it came to partisan
media sources, some articles did report uncongenial information but often undercut this by providing
more extensive treatment of inaccurate claims from other actors on the topic.

Table A4. Information availability by topic.

Left Partisan | Mainstream 1 | Mainstream 2 | Health Expert | Right Partisan
CDC Mortality 1 1 1 1 0
International Comp | 0 1 1 1 1
Risk By Age 1 1 1 1 1
Source 1 1 1 1 0
Treatment 1 1 1 1 0
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Appendix B: Measures of source trust

Source trust was measured on a 5-point scale from 1 (“Not at all trustworthy”) to 5 (“Extremely
Trustworthy”). This question asked respondents which sources they would trust for information about
COVID-19 (“When it comes specifically to information about the coronavirus outbreak, how trustworthy
do you consider the following people and news organizations?”). Relevant for our information search
results in the main text, there were divides across nearly all the expert sources, with Republicans
exhibiting less trust in them than Democrats.

Table B1. Trust in sources on COVID-19.
Democrats Republicans Divide

Donald Trump 1.20 3.41 2.21
Nancy Pelosi 3.53 1.35 2.18
CNN 3.55 1.65 1.90

NY Times 3.66 1.82 1.84
Washington Post 3.60 1.93 1.67
Dr. Anthony Fauci 4.34 2.86 1.48
Fox News 1.70 3.09 1.39
Huffington Post 3.22 1.88 1.34
Johns Hopkins 4.31 3.42 0.89
CDC 3.99 3.12 0.87

Breitbart News 1.74 2.60 0.86
Local News 3.46 2.83 0.63

FDA 3.63 3.07 0.56
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Appendix C: Supplementary analyses (COVID-19 items)

The table below displays the share of information choice selection by Democrats and Republicans (see
also Figure 1 in the main text).

Table C1. News choices in unincentivized condition (COVID-19 items).
Source-Type Share Selected (Dem) Share Selected (Rep) Partisan Divide

Right-Leaning Media 0.09 0.43 0.34
Mainstream Media 0.43 0.21 0.23
Health Expert 0.37 0.27 0.09
Left-Leaning Media 0.10 0.09 0.02

Here we separately analyze the effects of incentives on each of the COVID-19 items, rather than pooling
them as in the main analysis. We see statistically significant increases in correct answers for the high
incentive condition on the source of COVID-19 and for the low incentive condition on the ineffectiveness
of Hydroxychloroquine, but otherwise do not observe statistically significant increases in correct answers
across the various conditions and treatments.

Table C2. Effect of incentives on pr(correct answer).
Mortality International Risk by Age  Source Treatment

(Intercept) 0.63* 0.73* 0.81* 0.70* 0.76*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Low Incentive 0.04 —0.03 —0.00 0.00 0.06*
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
High Incentive 0.03 0.00 0.02 0.07* 0.04
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
N 1447 1447 1447 1447 1447

Robust standard errors in parentheses

Our primary outcome variable is a binary indicator of whether a respondent was correct or not. We also
collected a measure of response certainty, asking respondents on a 5-point scale from 1 (“Not sure”) to 5
(“Very sure”) about how certain they were of their answers to each information question. Table C3 shows
the percentage of those responding correctly or incorrectly to an information question broken out by their
reported level of certainty in their answer.

Table C3. Response certainty on COVID-19 items.

Not sure Slightly Moderately Very Extremely
Correct 43 (3%) 52 (3%) 391 (23%) 528 (31%) 694 (40%)
Incorrect | 49 (8%) 31 (5%) 185 (29%) 215 (33%) 167 (26%)

Respondents had a relatively high degree of confidence in the answers they provided. Of those who
answered the knowledge questions correctly, 71% percent were “Very Sure” or “Extremely Sure” about
their answer, the top two levels of the certainty scale. While slightly lower, 59% of those answering the
knowledge questions incorrectly were “Very Sure” or “Extremely Sure” about their answer. Relatively
small shares of respondents fell into the lower certainty response categories.

Using the certainty measure, we created an alternative outcome combining accuracy/certainty into a
10-pt scale from 1 (“wrong and extremely certain about their answer”) to 10 (“correct and extremely
certain”). The middle of the scale contains respondents who were uncertain about their answers. Those
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who were wrong and not sure about their answer were placed at 5 and those who were correct and not
sure about their answer were placed at 6. There was an average partisan difference of 2.4 points on the
accuracy/certainty scale across the different items.

Table C4. Partisan information divides in unincentivized conditions (with response certainty).

Topic Accuracy/Certainty Scale Accuracy/Certainty Scale Partisan Divide
(Dem) (Rep)

CDC Mortality Count 8.22 4.09 4.12

COVID-19 Treatments 8.90 5.75 3.15

COVID-19 Source 8.19 5.18 3.01

International Comparison 6.51 8.17 1.66

Risk by Age 7.64 7.81 0.17

When we examined the effects of incentives on this outcome, we observed similar results. The low
incentive treatment did not produce a detectable increase on the accuracy/certainty scale, while the high
incentive treatment produced a small increase in accuracy/certainty that was statistically significant.

Table C5. Effect of incentives on accuracy/certainty scale.
COVID-19 Information

(Intercept) 7.20*
(0.08)
Low Incentive 0.15
(0.11)
High Incentive 0.31*
(0.11)
N 7235

Robust standard errors, clustered by Respondent, in parentheses
Model includes Topic Fixed Effects

In the main text, we considered the probability that respondents provided the correct answer to the
information question as an outcome. Here we focus on the effects of incentives for the partisan divide
present across the informational items. Our additional analysis using this alternative outcome conforms
with the results in the main text, as it shows no detectable decline in the partisan divide on these COVID-
19 information items when incentives for correctly answering the questions were made available.

To consider how the availability of incentives affected these divides, we conducted a pooled analysis
across the different items. We followed a previous study (Bullock et al. 2015) and standardized the
direction of these outcomes. Specifically, we coded responses so that the information items were similarly
oriented, with the answer that was party-congenial for Democrats always receiving the higher value. So,
for the items where the misinformed answer is party-congenial for Democrats, incorrect answers were
coded as 1 and correct answers are coded as 0. This was reversed on items where the misinformed answer
is party-congenial for Republicans. Here incorrect answers are coded as 0 and correct answers as 1. This
facilitated interpretation of the various individual information items as the indicator variable for whether
a respondent is a Democrat would be positive to the degree that there was a partisan divide.

In Table C6, the coefficient for “Democrat” indicates the partisan divide on these items in the
unincentivized control condition. The interactions between this variable and the various incentive
treatments show how much this partisan divide was impacted by the introduction of incentives. If partisan
informational divides were simply a manifestation of cheerleading, these interactions would be large and
negative, indicating smaller partisan divides in the presence of incentives.
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Table C6. Effect of incentives on partisan information divide.
COVID-19 Information

(Intercept) 0.06*
(0.02)
Democrat 0.21*
(0.02)
Low Incentive 0.02
(0.02)
High Incentive 0.04*
(0.02)
Democrat x Low Incentive —0.02
(0.02)
Democrat x High Incentive —0.03
(0.02)
N 7235

Robust standard errors, clustered by Respondent, in parentheses
Model includes Topic Fixed Effects

However, the table reveals only limited evidence that partisan cheerleading underlies the divisions over
factual beliefs. There is a sizeable partisan divide on COVID-19 factual items in the control condition (0.21,
95% CI [0.18, 0.25]). The divide is not substantially reduced by the availability of incentives. For both the
low and high incentive conditions, the interaction coefficient is negative, but small, amounting to only a
10% reduction in the size of the partisan divide in the control condition (e.g., a divide of 0.18 on the binary
information outcome, 95% CI [0.15, 0.21] in the high incentive condition). The effect of incentives on the
partisan divide does not reach statistical significance for either treatment.
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Appendix D: Supplementary analyses (other political items)

Table D1 displays partisan gaps in the unincentivized survey conditions for the other political items
included in the survey, analogous to what Table 1 in the main text does for the COVID-19 information
items. Replicating previous work, there are large partisan differences on these topics in the unincentivized
conditions of the surveys.

Table D1. Partisan information divides in unincentivized conditions.

Topic Share Correct (Dem) Share Correct (Rep) Partisan Divide
Immigrant Crime 0.92 0.44 0.48
Voter Fraud 0.86 0.41 0.45
Climate Change 0.92 0.58 0.33
Firearms 0.37 0.60 0.24
Unemployment 0.82 0.71 0.11

Table D2 displays news choices on the other political items in the unincentivized conditions of the survey.
Similar to news selection about COVID-19, there are large gaps between Republicans and Democrats in
their reliance on right-leaning media and mainstream news sources for information.

Table D2. News choices in unincentivized conditions (other political items).
Source Type Share Selected (Dem) Share Selected (Rep) Partisan Divide

Right-Leaning Media 0.12 0.44 0.32
Mainstream Media 0.48 0.25 0.23
Expert Source 0.27 0.23 0.04
Left-Leaning Media 0.12 0.08 0.04

Table D3 displays the regression table showing the effects of incentives on correct answers to the other
political knowledge questions included in the survey. Here both the low and high incentive treatments
produce a detectable increase in the probability a respondent provided a correct answer to the political
knowledge questions.

Table D3. Effect of incentives on pr(correct answer).
Other Political Information

(Intercept) 0.68*
(0.01)
Low Incentive 0.05*
(0.02)
High Incentive 0.04*
(0.02)
N 7235

Robust standard errors, clustered by Respondent, in parentheses
Model includes Topic Fixed Effects

Table D4 examines how the availability of incentives altered information search preferences for the items
that did not cover COVID-19. The lone statistically significant effect was that the low incentive treatment
reduced reliance on out-party news sources. Otherwise, the patterns conform to the results in Table 2 in
the main text, where incentives similarly did not produce shifts in how respondents selected the news
articles regarding COVID-19 information.
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Table D4. Effect of incentives on information source selection.
Copartisan News Expert Mainstream News Out-Partisan News

(Intercept) 0.22* 0.24* 0.44* 0.11*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
Low Incentive —0.01 0.03 0.01 —0.03"
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
High Incentive 0.00 0.01 0.01 —0.01
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
N 7235 7235 7235 7235

Robust standard errors, clustered by Respondent, in parentheses
Models include Topic Fixed Effects

For purposes of comparison, we also consider the scale of the partisan divide for a series of other political
information items used in previous work. This analysis is presented in the right column of Table D4. Unlike
the items addressing the pandemic, there is clear evidence the partisan divide on information for these
items is inflated by partisan cheerleading. Specifically, the availability of incentives shrinks the partisan
divide on the other political information by 9 percentage points in the low incentive condition (a 23
percentage point partisan divide remains, 95% Cl [19, 27]) and 6 percentage points in the high incentive
condition (a 26 percentage point partisan divide remains 95% Cl [0.22, 0.30]), though sizeable partisan
divisions remain even when incentives are available for correct answers.

Table D5. Effect of incentives on partisan information divide.
Other Political Information

(Intercept) 0.59*
(0.02)
Democrat 0.32*
(0.02)
Low Incentive 0.09*
(0.03)
High Incentive 0.07*
(0.03)
Democrat x Low Incentive —0.09*
(0.03)
Democrat x High Incentive —0.06*
(0.03)
N 7235

Robust standard errors, clustered by Respondent, in parentheses
Model includes Topic Fixed Effects

In this section, we report a test of whether the COVID-19 items were differentially responsive to the
availability of incentives compared to the set of political information items included in the study. This is
presented in Table D6.
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Table D6. Heterogeneity in incentive effects by topic.

Model 1

(Intercept) 0.68*

(0.01)
Low Incentive 0.05*

(0.02)
COVID-19 Item 0.04*

(0.01)
High Incentive 0.04*

(0.02)
Low Incentive x COVID-19 Item —0.03*

(0.02)
High Incentive x COVID-19 Item —0.00

(0.02)
N 14470

Robust standard errors, clustered by Respondent, in parentheses

*

indicates significance at p < 0.05

This model pools the COVID-19 items together with the political items and tests for heterogeneity in the
effect of incentives on changes in information. Here the coefficients for the interaction terms are negative,
indicating partisans were less responsive to incentives on the COVID-19 items than on the other topics.
For the low incentive treatment this heterogeneity reaches statistical significance (-.03, 95% Cl [-.07,-.01]),
while for the high incentive treatment there is no detectable heterogeneity in the effects across the
different items (-.00, 95% Cl [-.04, 0.03]). Based on this, we describe our results as showing that
information about COVID-19 appears susceptible to a similar degree of partisan cheerleading as a set of
hyper-partisan information items that have generally proved resilient to incentives in past work.
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