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Political Ideology and the Perceived Impact
of Coronavirus Prevention Behaviors
for the Self and Others
AYLIN CAKANLAR, REMI TRUDEL, AND KATHERINE WHITE

AB STR ACT At the time of this writing, COVID-19 has spread rapidly worldwide. Even though the United States became the epicenter of the pandemic in April 2020, partisan differences have been observed in terms of willingness to
engage in coronavirus-prevention behaviors. Across four studies and an exploratory pilot study, we demonstrate that
conservatives differ from liberals in their perceptions of preventive behaviors. Conservatives view preventative actions
as being less impactful on others, which is partially due to their beliefs regarding personal responsibility. Building on
this, we also demonstrate the downstream beneﬁts of using self-beneﬁt versus other-beneﬁt appeals to target conservatives versus liberals. In doing so, we show that communicating about self-beneﬁts can minimize differences between
conservatives and liberals in COVID-19 prevention-behavior compliance. This work contributes to the literature on political ideology and offers practical implications for policy makers and health organizations making every effort to encourage behaviors that prevent the spread of viral infections.

“Red and Blue America Aren’t Experiencing the Same Pandemic”
—The Atlantic
“Poll Shows Partisan Differences over How Seriously People Are Taking Coronavirus”
—NPR

D

espite the fact that COVID-19 similarly affects
people regardless of where they lie on the political
spectrum, the evidence suggests that conservatives
and liberals are responding differently to the coronavirus
crisis. Indeed, recent media accounts imply that conservatives are less worried than liberals about the virus (Brownstein 2020; Gonyea 2020), and an emerging body of research
shows that conservatives are less likely to adopt recommended
behavioral changes to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 (Allcott et al. 2020; Rosenfeld 2020). Given that up to 80% of

infections are mild or asymptomatic (WHO 2020a), conservatives’ reluctance to engage in preventive behavior is worrisome because behaviors that mitigate the spread of coronavirus, such as social distancing, are crucial to reducing
the number of COVID-19 infections (Goldberg et al. 2020)
and protecting others at greater risk (CDC 2020). Consequently, the CDC and other organizations often stress the
need for people to engage in these behaviors to protect others
(e.g., “Stay Home, Save Lives”). Highlighting how these actions can affect others can boost compliance because believing
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that one’s contributions have an impact is essential for participation in such behaviors (Cojuharenco, Cornelissen, and
Karelaia 2016).
We propose that messages regarding the impact of one’s
behaviors on others can resonate differently with conservatives and liberals. Liberals are more likely to emphasize
external forces in shaping behavior (Eidelman et al. 2012)
and to prioritize collectivism and intergroup interdependence (Janoff-Bulman 2009). On the other hand, conservatives tend to believe that individuals should take responsibility for their own lives and not rely on others to solve
their problems (Everett et al. 2020). In this research, we propose and ﬁnd that conservatives, in comparison to liberals,
consider their coronavirus-prevention behaviors to have less
of an impact on others. This is driven by conservatives’ belief that individuals are responsible for their own outcomes.
Moreover, we show that this effect is mitigated when conservatives think about the impact of prevention behaviors on the
self. Building on this, we also demonstrate that, compared to
liberals, conservatives report lower intentions to change their
actions based on other-beneﬁt appeals to engage in preventive behaviors.
This research extends the literature that links political
orientation and various health practices, such as healthpromotion behaviors (Chan 2019) and willingness to vaccinate (Baumgaertner, Carlisle, and Justwan 2018). Drawing
on this work, we illustrate how political orientation relates
to coronavirus-prevention behaviors that can beneﬁt the
self and others. In doing so, this work broadens our understanding of how political ideology is associated with individuals’ beliefs and decisions (Kidwell, Farmer, and Hardesty
2013; Kwon and Barone 2020). In particular, we build on
work that has shown that conservatives consider people to
be responsible for their own outcomes (Feather 1985; Chan
2019) to demonstrate that this belief has important implications in the domain of COVID-19 prevention behaviors.
Furthermore, we illustrate novel downstream consequence
of these beliefs about responsibility. First, we show how
conservative and liberal ideologies differentially predict perceptions of the impact of preventive behaviors on the self
versus others. Second, we explore the downstream effects
of using communication centered on other-beneﬁt (vs. selfbeneﬁt). Our research demonstrates that self-beneﬁt appeals
can eliminate the differences between conservative and liberal prevention behaviors, as well as increase the conservatives’ intentions to engage in prevention behaviors relative to
their baseline tendencies. In doing so, we also contribute to
recent research ﬁnding that emphasizing the other-oriented
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beneﬁts of coronavirus-prevention behaviors is more effective
than self-beneﬁt appeals (Jordan, Yoeli, and Rand 2020). This
points to an important moderator of this effect—political
ideology. While our investigation shows that other-beneﬁt
appeals are not effective in increasing COVID-19 prevention behaviors for conservatives, self-beneﬁt appeals lead
to similar levels of intentions relating to prevention behaviors regardless of political ideology. Our ﬁndings highlight
the importance of the framing of appeals and offer practical
implications for how policy makers and health organizations
can tailor their messages to encourage individuals with different political ideologies to practice coronavirus-prevention
behaviors.
C O N C E P T UA L F RA M E W O R K

Political Ideology, Responsibility, and Perceived Impact
“Political ideology” refers to a set of beliefs about the proper
order, goals, and guiding principles of a society (Adorno,
Levinson, and Sanford 1950). The dominant approach to
categorizing political identity in Western culture is the
conservative–liberal continuum (Skitka and Tetlock 1993).
Conservatives and liberals diverge from one another on various dimensions including individual worldviews, cognitive
processing style, and motivational concerns (Jost 2017).
For instance, death anxiety, sensitivity to threat, and intolerance of ambiguity are positively associated with conservatism but negatively correlated with liberalism (Jost et al.
2003; Lilienfeld and Latzman 2014). Notably, these individual differences do not readily explain the reluctance of conservatives to engage in coronavirus-prevention behaviors. Instead, these ﬁndings might suggest that conservatives should
be more willing to engage in coronavirus-prevention behaviors because they are more sensitive to threats. However,
in the context of the coronavirus crisis, most research has suggested otherwise: that conservatives are less likely to take actions that might limit the threat of COVID-19 (Allcott et al.
2020; Rosenfeld 2020).
We focus on a key difference between conservatives and
liberals to explain differences in willingness to engage in
coronavirus-prevention behaviors—beliefs about personal
responsibility. Because conservatives more strongly embrace
the belief that individuals are responsible for their personal
actions (Everett et al. 2020), they tend to attribute greater
internal causality and personal control for outcomes compared to liberals (Skitka and Tetlock 1993; Eidelman et al.
2012). Conversely, liberals believe more strongly that individuals’ outcomes are not solely determined by internal
factors such as personal effort (Clarkson et al. 2015). For
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instance, while conservatives tend to attribute poverty to a
lack of individual effort or inability to overcome a problem,
liberals tend to view poverty in terms of situational causes
such as unfair social institutions, injustice, and inequality
(Morgan, Mullen, and Skitka 2010).
These ideological differences in attributions for social
problems can shape policy preferences and individuals’ motivation to impact these outcomes (Small and Lerner 2008;
Morgan et al. 2010). Conservatives who make dispositional
attributions for behavior believe that individuals affect and
control their own circumstances, and that they should not
expect others to solve their problems (Everett et al. 2020).
For instance, in the case of a natural disasters, conservatives
believe that individuals are responsible for coping with and
responding to the consequences (Skitka 1999). This greater
emphasis on individual responsibility might lead conservatives to believe that they cannot impact others’ outcomes.
We argue that these differences in beliefs about personal
responsibility can illuminate ideological differences about
the impact of one’s preventative behaviors on others versus the self. To provide preliminary evidence for this notion,
we conducted a pilot study. Participants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk; n 5 300) answered two items: “I believe people need to be responsible for themselves with regard
to the coronavirus situation” and “Only I am responsible for
my own outcomes when it comes to the coronavirus situation”
(adapted from Chan 2019). Afterward, participants completed
a single-item political-ideology scale (Jost 2006; 1 5 extremely
liberal to 7 5 extremely conservative, M 5 3:54, standard deviation ½SD 5 1:81). The results revealed that in the domain of
COVID-19 prevention behaviors, political ideology signiﬁcantly
predicted personal-responsibility beliefs (b 5 :14, standard
error ½SE 5 :03, t(298) 5 3:75, p < :001, 95% conﬁdence
interval [CI] [.06, .22]).
Drawing on previous work and these initial ﬁndings, we
propose that, compared to liberals, conservatives will perceive engaging in coronavirus-prevention behaviors to be less
impactful on others. Engaging in coronavirus-prevention behaviors can be perceived as a cautionary measure that reduces
the spread of the virus and impacts others, which in turn inﬂuences the welfare of society (Jordan et al. 2020). This construal may not resonate with conservatives due to their tendency to hold people responsible for their own problems
(Morris 2020) and emphasis on self-reliance (Janoff-Bulman
2009). Conservatives may infer that their actions cannot prevent others from being infected or reduce the spread of the
virus because of their belief that individuals are responsible
for their own outcomes. Formally:
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H1a: When considering their impact on others (otherimpact condition), conservatives will perceive engaging
in prevention behaviors to be less impactful than liberals do.
H1b: This will be mediated by conservatives’ higher
personal responsibility beliefs.
Importantly, we expect this effect to emerge only when conservatives think about the impact of their preventive behaviors on others. Given that there is a clear link to the self and
an equal focus by both liberals and conservatives to minimize exposure to COVID-19 and decrease the likelihood
of contracting the disease, liberals and conservatives perceive the impact of their preventive behaviors on the self
similarly. Indeed, recent research demonstrates that motivation to maintain one’s own good health is a strong predictor of prevention practices and perceived impact on the
self, regardless of one’s political ideology (Shook et al. 2020).
Therefore, a focus on the self might be similarly salient for
all in this context. Formally:
H1c: When considering their impact on the self (selfimpact condition), there will be no differences in perceived impact between conservatives and liberals.

Message Appeals and Political Ideology
Coronavirus-related preventive behaviors aim not only to
protect those who engage in them, but also to protect other
people’s health (Jordan et al. 2020). Therefore, both selfbeneﬁts (i.e., highlighting the beneﬁts to the self) and otherbeneﬁts (i.e., highlighting the beneﬁts to others; White and
Peloza 2009) have been utilized by media and health organizations in the context of the coronavirus crisis. For instance, the WHO (2020b) has an advertisement that utilizes
other-appeal (e.g., “Protect Others from Getting Sick”), while
UNICEF (2020) employs a self-beneﬁt appeal (e.g., “Keep Safe
by Staying at Home”).
We argue that appeals focusing on self-beneﬁts versus
other-beneﬁts will interact with political orientation to
predict intentions to engage in COVID-19 prevention behaviors. Compared to conservatives, liberals generally show
more concern for people in general (Hasson et al. 2018). Conservatives believe that individuals should be self-reliant, not
expect help from others (Janoff-Bulman 2009), and often
exhibit decreased concerns for the general public (Stern and
West 2016). Therefore, other-beneﬁt appeals may not be
aligned with a conservative worldview. We thus propose that
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conservatives will be less likely than liberals to engage in prevention behaviors after being exposed to other-beneﬁt appeals.
We predict that, when exposed to self-beneﬁt appeals,
there will be no difference between conservative and liberal
coronavirus-preventive behaviors. This prediction is based
on the assumption that a message with self-focused framing
is more consistent with the conservative belief that people
have autonomy over their behavior (Everett et al. 2020), and
the emphasis conservatives place on personal agency (Ponce
de Leon and Kay 2020). Therefore, we anticipate a relative
increase in prevention behaviors among conservatives, which
will eliminate the difference between conservatives and liberals. Given that liberals are already concerned about the
coronavirus and engage in prevention behaviors (Rosenfeld
2020), and framing usually does not affect the behavior of
the group that already supports the issue (Feinberg and Willer
2019), we expect liberals’ behavior to remain unchanged across
conditions. In sum, using self-beneﬁt appeals will eliminate
the differences in liberal and conservative prevention behaviors, while conservatives will report lower intentions to
engage in COVID-19 mitigation behaviors in response to otherbeneﬁt appeals. Thus, an interaction between political ideology and message appeal will emerge:
H2a: After exposure to other-beneﬁt appeals, conservatives will be less likely than liberals to engage in
coronavirus-preventive behaviors.
H2b: After exposure to self-beneﬁt appeals, there will
be no differences between the coronavirus-preventive
behaviors of conservatives and liberals.
We conducted four studies to test our predictions. In study 1,
we demonstrate that conservatives, compared to liberals, perceive their actions to be less effective in reducing the spread
of COVID-19, and we show that this effect is mediated by
perceptions of personal responsibility. In studies 2A and
2B, we show that heightening self-focus will mitigate the relationship between political ideology and perceived impact.
In study 3, we illustrate the downstream consequences of using other- versus self-beneﬁt appeals in preventive behavior,
showing that conservatives are less likely than liberals to engage in preventive behaviors upon being exposed to otherbeneﬁt but not self-beneﬁt appeals.
Across all studies, we did not collect responses from participants who failed to answer a prescreening question. All
participants answered an attention-check question at the
end of each study. As excluding these participants does not
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change the results, we included all observations in the analyses. Given that liberals represent an outsized portion of participants on MTurk (Campbell and Kay 2014), we recruited
at least 100 participants per cell.
ST U DY 1

Study 1 serves to test hypotheses 1a and 1b. We predict
that, compared to liberals, conservatives will perceive that
engaging in coronavirus-prevention behaviors will be less
effective in preventing the spread of the virus to others because of their emphasis on personal responsibility.

Participants and Procedure
We recruited 302 participants on MTurk (Mage 5 38:80;
45% female). Participants began by reading, in randomized
order, ﬁve speciﬁc scenarios that prompted them to imagine
themselves engaging in various coronavirus-related preventive behaviors (e.g., wearing a facemask; see the Methodological Details Appendix (MDA) for all items). After reading
each scenario, participants evaluated the likelihood of the
behavior preventing the spread of COVID-19 to others (0 5
none at all, 100 5 a great deal). Participants answered two
items about personal responsibility beliefs that were used
in the pretest (r 5 :41). The items were counterbalanced,
so participants answered them either before or after the
perceived impact questions. Participants then completed
demographic items, including a multi-item political-ideology
measure (a 5 :82, Kidwell et al. 2013; from 1 5 strongly
oppose to 7 5 strongly favor capital punishment, abortion*, gun
control*, socialized healthcare*, same-sex marriage*, illegal immigration*, and Democrats*; where* indicates reverse-scoring).
The higher the score, the more conservative the respondent.
We also measured their political ideology with a single-item
political-ideology scale (Jost 2006).
Results
An OLS regression on the perceived impact with political
ideology as a predictor produced a signiﬁcant negative coefﬁcient of political ideology (b 5 25:10, SE 5 :84, t(300) 5
26:05, p < :01, 95% CI [26.76, 2.3.44]). As predicted, individuals’ political ideology predicted perceived impact of
engaging in coronavirus-prevention behaviors in preventing the spread of the virus. Political ideology signiﬁcantly
predicted personal-responsibility beliefs as well (b 5:14,
SE 5 :044, t(300) 5 3:32, p < :01, 95% CI [.060, .235]).
Mediation analyses (Hayes 2016; model 4) with political
ideology as the independent variable (mean-centered; M 5
3:53, SD 5 1:44), personal-responsibility beliefs as the

40

Impact of Coronavirus Prevention Behaviors for Self and Others

mediator, and the perceived impact as the dependent variable, revealed a signiﬁcant indirect effect (b 5 :41, SE 5 :20,
95% CI [.06, .88]). The direct effect of political ideology
(p < :01) indicates partial mediation by personal responsibility beliefs. The results were similar with the single item
of political ideology (see MDA).

Discussion
Study 1 provides preliminary evidence that conservatives
perceive their engagement in preventive behaviors to be less
impactful in stopping the spread of coronavirus to others
(hypothesis 1a). This is partially due to their greater emphasis on personal responsibility (hypothesis 1b). In the following studies, we demonstrate that heightening self-focus can
eliminate the difference between conservative and liberals.
ST UDY 2 A

Studies 2A and 2B serve to test hypothesis 1c. Compared to
liberals, conservatives perceive that engaging in coronavirusprevention behaviors will have less impact on preventing
others from being infected. However, we expect that the
relationship between political ideology and perceived impact
would be attenuated in the self-impact condition (i.e., people preventing themselves from being infected). We conducted study 2A on April 3, 2020, when there were strict
guidelines and stay-at-home orders in almost every US states,
while study 2B was conducted after some states eased their
guidelines.

Participants and Procedure
This study used a 2 (perceived impact: impact on self, impact on others)  political ideology (continuous) betweensubjects design. Six hundred participants from MTurk completed this study online (M age 5 39:33; 58% female). First,
participants read, in randomized order, the same scenarios
used in study 1. Depending on the condition, participants
were asked to evaluate the impact of engaging in the behavior, either on the self or others: “To what degree does this
decision prevent you [others] from getting infected by the
coronavirus?” “To what degree does this decision reduce the
risk of you [others] getting coronavirus?” and “To what degree does this decision reduce the probability of you [other
people] transmitting coronavirus to others [you]?”
Participants then completed demographic items, including a multi-item political-ideology measure (a 5 :82, Kidwell
et al. 2013) and a single-item political-ideology scale (Jost
2006). We also measured their political ideology with a dichotomous measure (0 5 Democrat, 1 5 Republican, 2 5 other).

Cakanlar, Trudel, and White

Results
We conducted a regression analysis with perceived-impact
condition (contrast-coded as 21 5 impact on self, 1 5 impact on others), political ideology (mean-centered; M 5 3:46,
SD 5 1:34), their interaction as independent variables, and
perceived impact as the dependent variable. Results revealed
the predicted signiﬁcant interaction between perceivedimpact condition and political ideology (b 5 :12, SE 5 :05,
t(596) 5 2:13, p 5 :03, 95% CI [.01, .24]; see ﬁg. 1). Neither
the main effect of political ideology (p 5 :20), nor the main
effect of perceived-impact condition (p 5 :61) was signiﬁcant. Probing this interaction by means of the JohnsonNeyman technique revealed a signiﬁcant J-N point for conservatives at a value of 5.08 (1.62 SD above the mean;
t 5 1:96, p 5 :05). Participants high in conservative characteristics perceived engaging in preventive behavior to be
less impactful on others than on themselves. No signiﬁcant
J-N point was observable at low levels of political identity.
Simple slope tests indicated that as conservativism increased, participants in the other-impact condition perceived
engaging in preventive behaviors to be less impactful (b 5
2:19, SE 5 :04, t(596) 5 24:67, p < :001, 95% CI [2.28,
2.11]). There were no differences between liberals and conservatives in the perception of impact of these preventive
behaviors in the self-impact condition ( b 5 :05, SE 5 :09,
t(574) 5 :59, p 5 :54, 95% CI [2.12, .24]). The other two

Figure 1. Study 2A: Interaction effect of perceived-impact condition and political ideology on perceived impact of engaging in coronavirus prevention behaviors.
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measures of political ideology (i.e., single-item and dichotomous measure) also provided support for hypothesis 3 (see
MDA).
ST UDY 2 B

Study 2A was conducted on April 3, 2020, 15 days after the
United States became the new epicenter of this pandemic.
In study 2B, we replicated study 2A after 1 month (May 9),
when some states eased the guidelines related to coronavirus, using a larger sample size to establish the generalizability and robustness of study 2A’s ﬁndings.

Participants and Procedure
This study, which recruited a total of 800 participants via
MTurk, employed a 2 (perceived-impact condition: perceived
impact on self, perceived impact on others) between-subjects
design with measured political ideology (M age 5 38:80; 53%
female). This study was identical to study 2A, with one difference: We measured political ideology before perceived impact. Participants answered the multi-item scale (a 5 :83,
Kidwell et al. 2013) and the single-item scale for political
ideology (Jost 2006). Participants then completed the same
measures as study 2A.
Results
We regressed the perceived-impact condition (coded as 21 5
impact on self, 1 5 impact on others), political ideology (meancentered, M 5 3:57, SD 5 1:36), and their interaction on
perceived impact. We observed a main effect of political ideology (b 5 2:16, SE 5 :04, t(796) 5 24:10, p < :001, 95%
CI [2.23, 2.08]). This was qualiﬁed by the interaction effect of political ideology and perceived-impact condition
(b 5 :15, SE 5 :05, t(796) 5 2:77, p < :01 , 95% CI [.04,
.26]). The main effect of perceived-impact condition was
not signiﬁcant (b 5 :04, SE 5 :07, t(796) 5 :57, p 5 :56,
95% CI [2.10, .19]). Johnson-Neyman analysis revealed a
signiﬁcant J-N point for conservatives at a value of 4.43
(.85 SD above the mean; t 5 21:96, p 5 :05). Consistent
with study 2A, participants high in conservative beliefs perceived engaging in preventive behavior to be less impactful
on others than on themselves. Another signiﬁcant J-N point
emerged at a low level of political ideology at a value of 1.58
(1.98 SD below the mean; t 5 1:96, p 5 :05), showing that
participants low in conservative beliefs perceived engaging
in coronavirus-prevention behaviors to be more impactful
on others than on themselves.
Simple slope tests indicated that participants in the otherimpact condition perceived engaging in preventive behav-
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iors to be less impactful as conservatism increased (b 5
2:31, SE 5 :04, t(796) 5 27:81, p < :001, 95% CI [2.39,
2.23]). In comparison, no signiﬁcant differences arose between liberals and conservatives in the self-impact condition
(b 5 :004, SE 5 :08, t(796) 5 :04, p 5 :96, 95% CI [2.16,
.17]). The results were similar with the single item of political ideology (see MDA).

Discussion
Studies 2A and 2B provide converging evidence for hypothesis 1c. The results illustrate that conservatives, relative to
liberals, perceive engaging in coronavirus-prevention behaviors to be less impactful on others. On the other hand,
liberals and conservatives exhibit similar levels of perception that engaging in prevention behaviors will be impactful
on the self. In the next study, we demonstrate downstream
consequences of this type of thinking.
ST U DY 3

In study 3, we demonstrate how targeting conservatives
versus liberals with marketing appeals based on self- versus
other-beneﬁt appeals may be effective in driving behavior.
We focus on participants’ willingness to adopt a speciﬁc precautionary practice: Adopting and using a contact-tracing
app. Contract-tracing apps help track positive cases of coronavirus, alerting users who have been in close proximity to
people who have been infected (Maccari and Cagno 2020).
Similar applications were successfully used in China, but in
countries where usage of the app is voluntary, adoption has
been low (Farronato et al. 2020). Consequently, public agencies are attempting to increase adoption of similar contact
tracing applications to limit the spread of infection (Farronato
et al. 2020). In this study, we demonstrate how self- versus
other-beneﬁt appeals can impact the use of a contact-tracing
app across different political groups. Speciﬁcally, we use political party afﬁliation as a political ideology measure and
expect that self-beneﬁt will eliminate the differences in Democrats’ and Republicans’ prevention behaviors, while Republicans will be less likely to engage in prevention behaviors in
the other-beneﬁt condition.

Participants and Procedure
This study used a 3 (message appeal: self-beneﬁt, otherbeneﬁt, control)  political party afﬁliation (Republican, Democrat) between-subjects design. We used the quota system on
Qualtrics and recruited 652 participants who identiﬁed themselves as either Republican or Democrat from MTurk (M age 5
39:33; 58% female). Participants ﬁrst indicated their political
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party afﬁliation on a dichotomous scale (50.20% identiﬁed as
Republican, 49.8% as Democrat) among other demographic
variables. Participants were then randomly assigned to one
of the three conditions. All conditions received general information about the app. In the self-beneﬁt condition, participants also read that the contact-tracing app could help users
stay healthy (e.g., Keep Yourself Safe), while the other-beneﬁt
condition highlighted how the app could help others (e.g.,
help to save lives; see online appendix for stimuli). The control condition provided no additional beneﬁt information.
Next, they indicated their likelihood of downloading the app
and the extent to which they would use it, using two items
on a 7-point scale (r 5 :96). They also evaluated the app’s
overall appeal (5 stars: 1 5 poor, 5 5 excellent). Participants
then indicated their familiarity with and usage of the app, as
well as whether they had been diagnosed with COVID-19.1
The results do not change when we include these variables
as covariates.

Results
After standardizing the scores (z-scores), we combined
three items into a single scale (a 5 :95; see MDA for separate analyses of items). An ANOVA on dependent variable
(DV) with political party afﬁliation, advertisement condition,
and their interaction revealed a signiﬁcant interaction effect
(F(2; 646) 5 3:852, p 5 :022 , h2p 5 :012). The main effect
of the ad condition was marginally signiﬁcant (F(2; 646) 5
2:462, p 5 :086, h2p 5 :008), while the main effect of political party afﬁliation was signiﬁcant (F(2; 646) 5 29:187, p <
:01, h2p 5 :043).
Planned contrasts demonstrate that the difference between Republicans and Democrats was not signiﬁcant in the
self-beneﬁt condition (M Republican 5 :032; SD 5 1:05 vs.
MDemocrat 5 :182; SD 5 :86, F(1; 646) 5 1:393, p 5 :238;
h2p 5 :002). In both the control (MRepublican 5 2:280; SD 5
:99 vs. M Democrat 5 :10, SD 5 :84; F(1; 646) 5 9:367, p < :01,
h2p 5 :014) and other-beneﬁt conditions (M Republican 5 2:34;
SD 5 1:02 vs. M Democrat 5 :29, SD 5 :75; F(1; 646) 5 26:401,
p < :001, h2p 5 :039), the difference was signiﬁcant (ﬁg. 2).

1. We asked participants about their willingness to pay for this app
even though some consumers may have known that the app was free of
charge. For this reason, we did not include this item in our focal analysis.
The interaction was not signiﬁcant. However, when we exclude outliers,
Republicans were willing to pay more than Democrats in the self-beneﬁt
condition (p 5 :002).
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Figure 2. Study 3: Interaction effect of advertisement condition
and political ideology on behavioral intentions of contact-tracing
app.

The inclusion of a control condition allowed us to run
analyses in which we contrast Republicans’ and Democrats’
usage of app after being exposed to both self- and otherbeneﬁt appeals. There was no difference between conditions
for Democrats (F(2; 646) 5 1:207, p 5 :30, h2p 5 :004), while
there was a signiﬁcant difference for Republicans (F(2; 646) 5
5:127, p < :01, h2p 5 :016). Pairwise Bonferroni-adjusted
comparisons revealed a signiﬁcant difference only in the selfbeneﬁt condition (p < :05 for all comparisons; DM self‐bene–contr 5
:31; DM self‐bene–other‐bene 5 :37).

Discussion
The results of this study demonstrate that using self-beneﬁt
appeals can lead to similar levels of intention relating to prevention behaviors, regardless of political ideology, as well as
increase the intention of Republicans to use the app relative
to their baseline condition. Compared to Democrats, Republicans are less likely to engage in prevention behaviors after
being exposed to other-beneﬁt appeals, thus supporting hypotheses 2a and 2b. However, their intention to use the app
is not different from their baseline preferences in the otherbeneﬁt condition, which indicates that other-beneﬁt appeals
do not impact their tendency to use the app relative to their
baseline condition.
GENERAL DISCUSSION

Across four studies and an exploratory pilot study, we investigate the divergent responses of conservatives and liberals
to information about coronavirus-prevention behaviors.
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We show that, compared to liberals, conservatives perceive
their actions to be less impactful on others, which is partially
due to their belief that people are responsible for their own
outcomes related to coronavirus (study 1). While conservatives see their actions as having less impact on others than
liberals do, conservatives and liberals perceive similar level
of impact on themselves (studies 2A and 2B). In addition,
we show that conservatives are less inclined than liberals to
engage in preventive behaviors in response to other-beneﬁt
appeals, but using self-beneﬁt appeals eliminates these differences between liberals and conservatives (study 3).

Theoretical Implications
The current research makes several contributions to the existing literature. First, we extend the understanding of how
political ideology relates to decision-making (Kidwell et al.
2013; Kwon and Barone 2020). We demonstrate that conservatism is associated with the heightened belief that individuals are responsible for their own coronavirus-related
outcomes, which is one of the reasons they perceive that
their actions have little impact on preventing the spread
of the virus to others. This builds upon work revealing differences between conservatives and liberals in attributions
regarding social problems (Jost 2017). Drawing on the connection between personal-responsibility beliefs and conservatism, we uncover ideological differences in perceptions
concerning the impact of coronavirus-prevention behaviors
on self versus others. To the best of our knowledge, previous
research has not explored political ideology as a predictor of
the perceived impact of health behaviors that can affect the
self versus others. Finally, we also contribute to research on
message framing that has argued that messages tailored to
highlight the core values of both conservatives and liberals
can increase positive behaviors (Trudel 2019) such as sustainable consumption (Kidwell et al. 2013). We extend the
scope of this literature and demonstrate that political ideology can moderate the effect of a message appeal that highlights beneﬁts to the self or others (e.g., White and Peloza
2009) on intentions to engage in coronavirus-prevention
behaviors.
Policy Implications and Directions for Future Research
Throughout the coronavirus pandemic, media outlets, health
organizations, and policy makers have largely highlighted the
impact of coronavirus-prevention behaviors on others (e.g.,
“Stay Home, Save Lives”). Although highlighting the impact
of behaviors on others is a vital part of encouraging and mo-
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tivating individuals to take preventive actions, our ﬁndings
demonstrate the downstream consequences of such appeals.
These results suggest that health organizations and policy
makers should emphasize the public impact of these behaviors, but they should also tailor their message to the recipients’ political ideology. One strategy might be to use selfbeneﬁt appeals on registered Republicans and in states that
include more residents identifying as conservatives than
liberals.
Given that conservatives show greater concern for protecting their in-group members (Stern and West 2016),
highlighting in-group values may also increase conservatives’
prevention behaviors. Future research can examine this further. It would also be worthwhile to examine whether conservatives and liberals might perceive the impact of socially
responsible behaviors differently depending on the message
source. We hope that, taken together, our results, paint a
more complete picture of ideological differences in perceptions of impact and responsiveness to different types of message appeals.
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