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Abstract

Conspiracy theories thrive in moments of crises because they provide straightforward answers that assist individuals in coping
with threats. The COVID-19 outbreak is such a crisis and is boosted by the political turmoil related to the politicization of the
pandemic in some countries. To assess the role of political partisanship, intolerance of uncertainty (IU), and conspiracy beliefs in
our two criterion variables (support for COVID-19 prevention measures and compliance with social distancing), we applied an
online questionnaire to 662 participants. Our results indicate direct effects of political partisanship on support for COVID-19
prevention measures and non-compliance with social distancing while IU has not directly affected any of them. We have also
found a significant effect of political partisanship on conspiracy theory dimensions involving personal wellbeing (PW) and
control of information (CI) but not government malfeasance (GM) ones. Moreover, beliefs in CI theories predicted non-
compliance with social distancing. Intolerance of uncertainty, on its turn, predicted the three dimensions of conspiracy beliefs.
As to interaction effects, belief in GM, PW, and CI conspiracy theories moderated the effect of political partisanship on support
for COVID-19 prevention measures whereas only belief in GM and PW theories moderated the effect of IU on past non-
compliance with social distancing. Overall, our results suggest the relevance of diminishing politicization around the virus,
providing basic scientific knowledge to the general population, and assisting individuals in coping with uncertainty. Besides,
these findings provide insights into developing information campaigns to instruct the population to cope with the pandemic,
producing behavioral change at societal and individual levels.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has become a topic of political
polarization in some countries (Pennycook, McPhetres,
Bago, & Rand, 2020), causing political beliefs to present a
significant limitation to the effectiveness of state-level social
distancing orders (Painter & Qiu, 2020). In the United States,
political differences are the most consistent factor that distin-

Public Significance Statements

1) There is political polarization around the COVID-19 outbreak. This
idea was supported by the results of this study, which indicate that right-
wing partisans show less endorsement of COVID-19 prevention mea-
sures and comply with social distancing less often.

2) Conspiracy theories provide simple explanations to threatening socie-

tal events, diminishing feelings of uncertainty. Our findings suggest that
people who believe in conspiracy theories involving control of informa-
tion are more likely to breach social distancing guidelines.

3) High intolerance of uncertainty (IU) is related to choosing immediate
and riskier rewards. In this research, individuals high on IU and holding
stronger beliefs in government malfeasance and personal welfare conspir-
acy theories were found to be more prone to violate physical distancing.
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guishes Americans health behaviors and policy preferences
(Gadarian, Goodman, & Pepinsky, 2020). For instance,
Republicans are less likely to stay at home after a state order
has been implemented in comparison with Democrats (Painter
& Qiu, 2020). While most Republicans tend to believe that the
novel coronavirus has been made a bigger deal than it really is,
just a small share of Democrats hold this sort of belief (Pew
Research Center, 2020). Conservatives also dominate the dis-
course about COVID-19 conspiracy theories on Twitter
(Havey, 2020) and tend to perceive less personal vulnerability
to the virus as well as lower severity of the disease (Calvillo,
Ross, Garcia, Smelter, & Rutchick, 2020).
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Since the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, thou-
sands of messages filled with conspiracy theories about “evil
scientists” and “miracle cures” have continued to circulate on
social media (Gadarian et al., 2020; Saxena, 2020). Such be-
liefs help individuals deal with anxiety, uncertainty, and feel-
ings of lack of control (Van Prooijen & Douglas, 2018),
gaining momentum in the context of anxiety-provoking soci-
etal crisis events (Van Prooijen & Douglas, 2017).
Considering that the COVID-19 pandemic is a health-
threatening major event that involves high uncertainty due to
the fact that the disease is highly infectious and there is not
either an effective medicine or vaccination against the virus so
far, conspiracy theories (e.g. the virus is a bio-weapon re-
leased deliberately by China) thrive in an attempt to make
sense of the pandemic.

This study aims at assessing the effect of political partisan-
ship and IU on belief in conspiracy theories dimensions (gov-
ernment malfeasance — GM, personal welfare — PW, and
control of information — CI). We also aim at examining
whether political partisanship, IU, and these dimensions are
significant predictors of support for COVID-19 measures and
self-reported past compliance with social distancing. Our ob-
jective also lies in assessing the moderating role of belief in
these dimensions in the effects of political partisanship and [U
on both support for COVID-19 prevention measures and past
compliance with social distancing.

COVID-19, Political Partisanship,
and Conspiracy Theories

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to spread, rumors
about its emergence, possible treatments, and adequate pre-
vention measures are rapidly circulating on social media and
the news, some of which include conspiracy theories. A vari-
ety of conspiracy theories are tied to partisanship (Hartman &
Newmark, 2012; Pasek, Stark, Krosnick, & Tompson, 2015;
Smallpage, Enders, & Uscinski, 2017), for partisans are prone
to believe stories accusing opposing groups (Miller &
Saunders, 2016; Radnitz & Underwood, 2015). Indeed, polit-
ical partisanship is linked with beliefin COVID-19 conspiracy
theories (Alper, Bayrak, & Yilmaz, 2020), having a significant
effect on COVID-19 prevention measures (Farias & Pilati,
2020; Pennycook et al., 2020), risk perceptions (Pennycook
et al., 2020), and misperceptions (Pennycook et al., 2020).
The connection between belief in conspiracy theories and
partisanship is attributed to partisan motivated reasoning
(Miller & Saunders, 2016), since belief in conspiracy theories
involving opponents can lead individuals to view their own
group as virtuous and adversary ones as nefarious (Claassen &
Ensley, 2016). Furthermore, conspiracy theories may consist
of a relevant component of political identity. For instance, in
the United States, the climate hoax is part of what it means to
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be a Republican whereas believing that the Iraq War was
driven by oil companies is a significant component of the
Democratic identity (Smallpage et al., 2017).

In American politics, examples of popular conspiracies are
such as that President Kennedy was assassinated by an as-yet-
undiscovered group of conspirators, that the September 11
terrorist attacks were domestically orchestrated (Stempel,
Hargrove, & Stempel III, 2007), and that President Obama is
Muslim (Hartman & Newmark, 2012). In Brazil, left-wing
supporters tend to endorse a conspiracy theory that the stab-
bing attack of then presidential candidate and now President
Bolsonaro during his presidential campaign was staged
(Paiva, 2019). On the other hand, Bolsonaro has suggested
that the attacker did not act by himself (Avelar, 2019) and
was politically motivated, even though investigators have al-
ready discarded this possibility, since the man was found to be
mentally ill (NPR, 2019).

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, some conspir-
acy theories suggest that the 5G network activates the virus,
that the pandemic is a hoax perpetrated by a global cabal, or
that Bill Gates is using it as cover to launch a global surveil-
lance regime (Shahsavari, Holur, Tangherlini, &
Roychowdhury, 2020). Other theories suggest that the
Chinese Communist Party has intentionally manufactured
the virus and the Deep State has produced the virus to ruin
the economy and threaten President Trump’s reelection
chances (Havey, 2020). These theories all have in common
the fact they provide simple explanations to the origin of the
pandemic and make the current situation more comprehensi-
ble. Nevertheless, holding such beliefs may incur health risks,
leading individuals to dismiss official guidance to prevent the
spread of COVID-19 or to deliberately engage in risky behav-
ior that spreads the virus (Pennycook et al., 2020).
Considering the current political polarization around the virus,
it is therefore conceivable to think that political partisanship
be a significant predictor of both support for COVID-19 pre-
vention measures and past compliance with social distancing.

Although there are numerous conspiracy theories, similar
psychological processes drive people’s belief in them (Van
Prooijen & Douglas, 2018). Indeed, the best predictor of belief
in one conspiracy theory is belief in another conspiracy theory
(Sutton & Douglas, 2014; Swami et al., 2011). This endorse-
ment holds true even for mutually incompatible conspiracy
theories (Wood, Douglas, & Sutton, 2012) and fictitious the-
ories made up by psychological researchers (Swami et al.,
2011).

Brotherton, French, and Pickering (2013) have developed a
measure of individual differences in generic conspiracy belief.
Despite the fact that this belief is considered a monological
belief system unpinned by a relatively small number of gener-
ic assumptions, the authors have measured five dimensions of
general conspiracy theories: governance malfeasance (GM),
which comprises beliefs that the government is involved in
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secret major threatening events; extraterrestrial cover-up (ET),
which involves beliefs that alien contact is being hidden; malev-
olent global conspiracies (MG), which encompasses beliefs that
secret groups are responsible for world major decisions and
events; personal wellbeing (PW), which comprises beliefs that
secret technologies have being employed, and the spread of
viruses/diseases has been taking place without people knowing
about it; and control of information (CI), which comprehends
beliefs in concealment of relevant evidence from the public.
We expect these dimensions of conspiracy belief to be predictors
support for COVID-19 prevention measures and past compliance
with social distancing, especially GM, PW, and CI ones.
Conspiracy theories meet political extremists’ desire to make
sense of societal events through a series of unambiguous assump-
tions about the world (Van Prooijen, Krouwel, & Pollet, 2015).
Through compensatory conviction, uncertainty in one life do-
main is compensated with heightened certainty about one’s ide-
ologies such as opinions and values (McGregor, 2006), compen-
sating for personal uncertainties by imbuing the world with
meaning and purpose (Van Prooijen et al., 2015). Belief in sim-
ple political solutions facilitates dealing with feelings of uncer-
tainty by making the world more understandable and predictable
(Kruglanski, Pierro, Mannetti, & De Grada, 2006). Political af-
filiations influence adherence to health behaviors (Gadarian et al.,
2020), compliance with social distancing (Painter & Qiu, 2020),
and beliefs in the pandemic (Pew Research Center, 2020). We
therefore expect that belief in conspiracy theories moderate the
effect of political partisanship on endorsement of COVID-19
prevention measures and compliance with social distancing.
Uncertainty has the potential to increase conspiracy beliefs
(Newheiser, Farias, & Tausch, 2011; Van Prooijen & Jostmann,
2013). Individuals who are intolerant of uncertainty may benefit
from belief in conspiracy theories because they provide straight-
forward and structured answers for difficult questions
(Marchlewska, Cichocka, & Kossowska, 2018). On its turn, TU
bias decision making towards shorter wait times and more frequent
selection of the immediate and riskier rewards, being associated
with an aversion to waiting in a state of uncertainty (Luhmann,
Ishida, & Hajcak, 2011). Besides, uncertainty avoidance has been
associated with a higher level of belief in COVID-19 conspiracy
theories (Alper et al., 2020). Therefore, we expect that highly
intolerant of uncertainty individuals be more prone to believe gen-
eral conspiracy theories, show less endorsement of COVID-19
prevention measures, and violate social distancing more often.

Method
Participants
Participants were obtained through convenience sampling. A

total of 662 participants answered an online questionnaire.
There were 495 women, 163 men, and four participants did

not report gender. The mean age was 39.91 (SD=14.15), rang-
ing from 18 to 82 years. Most participants stated to be left-
wing supporters (n= 360, 54.4%), 221 declared not to be either
right- or left wing-partisans (36.7%), and 81 stated to be right-
wing supporters (12.2%). The distribution across political di-
vides is uneven, more skewed towards left-wing supporters
because participants have been recruited throw chain-referral
sampling by using WhatsApp — a popular messaging app in
Brazil — as well as Facebook. For this reason, we have not
been able to control the number of participants according to
their political ideology. The most cited income bracket was
from four to ten minimal wages (25.8%). Our sample is highly
educated, seeing that 400 (60.4%) participants checked the
graduate option, meaning they are either postgraduate students
or have already finished a postgraduate degree. Another
23.4% have completed an undergraduate course and 13.1%
are undergraduate students. Only 3.7% of the sample did not
hold an undergraduate degree. Participants were from all five
geopolitical Brazilian regions (North, Northeast, Center west,
Southeast, and South). Most of them were concentrated in the
Federal District and in the State of Sao Paulo (52.1% and
11.2%, respectively).

Measures

Compliance with Social Distancing One item asking about the
frequency participants left their homes during the COVID-19
pandemic. It was scored at 5 points (1 = Never, 2 = A few times,
3 =Once in a while, 4 = Many times, 5 = Whenever [ wanted to).

Measures to Combat COVID-19 Five items on measures to
combat the spread of COVID-19. Participants stated to what
extent they agreed with the measures’ applicability on a scale
scored at five points (1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Partially
disagree, 3 = Neither agree nor disagree, 4 = Partially agree,
and 5= Strongly agree). The measures evaluated were: (1)
horizontal social distancing, (2) vertical social distancing
(defending only the isolation of at-risk groups), (3) closure
of commercial venues, (4) issuance of fines to individuals
who violate social distancing, and (5) incarceration. The
Cronbach’s « coefficient of the scale was .71.

1US-12 (Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale, Short Version) The
short version of the IUS-12 (Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale)
adapted by Carleton, Norton, and Asmundson (2007) was
used. The scale is comprised of 12 items which are grouped
in two dimensions (prospective anxiety and inhibitory anxi-
ety). A 5-point scoring was adopted (1= Strongly disagree, 2=
Partially disagree, 3= Neither agree nor disagree, 4= Partially
agree, and 5= Strongly agree). The higher the score was, the
higher was participants’ intolerance of uncertainty level. The
Cronbach’s « coefficient of the scale was .91. The ones of
prospective anxiety and inhibitory anxiety were both .85. The
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results of a confirmatory factor analysis showed that the con-
struct validity was good: CFI = .97, RMSEA = .06, SRMR =
.04 (Carleton et al., 2007).

Conspiracy Beliefs Scale (Short-Form) The scale was elaborated
by Brotherton et al. (2013), consisting of 15 items intended to
reflect generic conspiracy beliefs. Each item refers to a generic
belief which could support belief in various real-world conspira-
cy theories. Participants rated items on a 5-point Likert-type
scale, with a qualitative label associated with each point (1=
Definitely not true, 2= Probably not true, 3= Cannot decide, 4=
Probably true, and 5= Definitely true). The scale has five dimen-
sions: Government Malfeasance, Malevolent Global
Conspiracies, Extraterrestrial Cover-up, Personal Wellbeing,
and Control of Information. The scale’s internal reliability was
extremely high («=.95) (Brotherton et al., 2013). A confirmatory
factor analysis indicated that the 5-dimension model has a good
fit: x2= 140.76 (df= 80, p <0.001, x2/df= 1.76), CFI= 0.97,
GFI= 0.92, RMSEA= 0.06, and RMR= 0.06 (Brotherton et al.,
2013). In this study, however, we are particularly interested in the
dimensions of Government Malfeasance, Personal Wellbeing,
and Control of Information. Government Malfeasance and
Control of Information are factors of interest because we are
investigating the role of political ideologies, and Personal
Wellbeing is relevant because the research context involves a
health crisis. In this research, their Cronbach o’s were .93, .87,
and .78, respectively.

Political Partisanship One question scored at 8 points (1= Far
right wing, 2= Regular right wing, 3= Moderate right wing, 4=
Neither right or left wing, 5= Moderate left wing, 6= Regular
left wing, and 7= Far left wing).

Procedure

The questionnaire was applied online during the pandemic, from
April to May 2020. Participants were invited to respond to the
research through Facebook posts, and invitations were sent
through a messaging app — WhatsApp — to the researchers’
contacts. In the invitation, there was a request to send the ques-
tionnaire to other contacts or groups. Participants were intro-
duced the purpose of the study and then asked to sign informed
consent, which stated that the survey was conducted anonymous-
ly, that the results were intended for academic research only, and
that all information would be kept confidential. To answer the
study, they must have been 18 years old or above. The collected
data were sorted and analyzed by SPSS 22.0. Moderation anal-
yses were performed by using the PROCESS macro for SPSS
version 3.5 (Hayes, 2013).

This study strictly followed the Ethical Principles in the
Conduct of Research with Human Participants proposed by
the American Psychological Association. Participants were
informed about the research purposes, the risks involved in
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taking part of it, and the confidentiality and anonymity of the
participation. Participants explicitly informed their consent in
taking part in the research by checking a box and were free to
quit their participation at any moment. No personal informa-
tion was collected to preserve participants’ anonymity.

Results

To assess the effect of political partisanship on belief in conspir-
acy theories, regression analyses were performed. We found that
political partisanship did not significantly predict belief in GM
theories, F (659, 1) = 2.83, t (662) = 1.68, b = .047, p= .09, R*=
.004, 95% CI [-.008, .102]. Nevertheless, it was a significant
predictor of both PW theories, F (659, 1) = 6.41, t (662) =
—2.53, b = —.078, p= .01, R*= .010, 95% CI [—.139, —.118]
and CI theories, F (659, 1) = 6.60, t (662) = —2.57, b = —.07,
p= .01, R?= 01, 95% CI [-.123, —.016]. Other three regression
analyses have been performed to assess the effect of IU on di-
mensions of belief in conspiracy theories. IU significantly pre-
dicted GM theories, F (659, 1) =151.94,t (662) = 12.33, b = 43,
p<.001, R’= .19, 95% CI [0.58, .79], PW theories, F (660, 1) =
283.35,t (662) = 16.83, b = .55, p< .001, R*= .30, 95% CI [.85,
1.07], and ClI theories, F (660, 1) =312.42,t(662) =312.41,b =
17.67, p< .001, R?= .32, 95% CI [.77, .97].

Additional multiple regression analyses were carried out to
evaluate the impact of political partisanship, IU, and the di-
mensions of belief in conspiracy theories (GM, PW, and CI)
on both support for COVID-19 prevention measures and on
past non-compliance with social distancing. Endorsement of
prevention measures was calculated by computing the mean
score of the five items concerning COVID-19 prevention
measures (horizontal interdiction, vertical interdiction, closing
of commercial venues, incarceration, and issuance of fines).
We found that political partisanship was a significant predic-
tor of support for prevention measures and past lack of com-
pliance with social distancing. IU in turn did not significantly
predict either endorsement of COVID-19 prevention mea-
sures or non-compliance with social distancing.
Additionally, belief in GM and PW theories did not signifi-
cantly predict support for COVID-19 prevention measures as
well as compliance with social distancing. Belief in CI theo-
ries, however, significantly affected lack of compliance with
social distancing but not support for prevention measures
(check Table 1 for further information).

Beliefin GM, PW, and CI conspiracy theories significantly
moderated the effect of political partisanship on support for
COVID-19 prevention measures. However, they did not sig-
nificantly moderate the effect on non-compliance with social
distancing. Moreover, only beliefs in GM and CI theories
moderated the effect of IU on past non-compliance with social
distancing. None of them moderated the effect of IU on
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support for COVID-19 prevention measures (see Tables 2 and
3 for better visualization of moderation analyses).

To describe the significant moderating effects more accu-
rately, we have plotted graphs in which it is possible to ob-
serve the interactions among the variables (Figs. 1, 2, 3, 4,
5 and 6). To plot the graphs, we have automatically divided
political partisanship into three categories by using the
PROCESS package (4 = right-wing and center, 6= moderate
left-wing, and 8 = far left-wing).

Discussion

In this study, we aimed at finding evidence of the direct effects
of political partisanship and IU on conspiracy beliefs. We also
intended to assess the direct effects of three variables (political
partisanship, U, and dimensions of belief in conspiracy the-
ories) on endorsement of COVID-19 prevention measures as
well as on past compliance with social distancing.
Additionally, this research has contributed to shedding light
on the moderating role of conspiracy beliefs in the effect of
political partisanship and IU on endorsement of prevention
measures and compliance with social distancing.

Significant effects of political partisanship on belief in PW
and CI theories have been found. This result is in line with the
findings reported by Hartman and Newmark (2012), Pasek et al.
(2015), and Smallpage et al. (2017), and can be explained by the
tendency that partisans have to believe conspiracy theories that
involve opposing groups (Miller & Saunders, 2016; Radnitz &
Underwood, 2015). Furthermore, we found that political parti-
sanship significantly predicted support for COVID-19 preven-
tion measures and compliance with social distancing, indicating
that left-wing partisans are more prone to show stronger endorse-
ment of these measures and are more likely to comply with
physical distancing. This finding is consistent with reports that
political differences have an impact on health behaviors and
policy preferences (Gadarian et al., 2020; Havey, 2020; Painter
& Qiu, 2020; Pew Research Center, 2020).
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Fig. 1 Impact of Political Partisanship on Support for Prevention
Measures under the Influence of Belief in GM theories

4.4

4.2

38 \
3.6

3.4

3.2

Low PW Medium PW High PW

e Right wing and center e Regular left wing Far left wing

Fig. 2 Impact of Political Partisanship on Support for Prevention
Measures under the Influence of Belief in PW theories

On the other hand, IU significantly predicted the three di-
mensions of conspiracy theories, accounting for a substantial
proportion of their variance. This result provides support for
the reports of Newheiser et al. (2011) as well as Van Prooijen
and Jostmann (2013), stating that intolerance of uncertainty
may increase belief in conspiracy theories because they pro-
vide simple and structured answers for burdensome questions
(Marchlewska et al., 2018). Despite being a significant sole
predictor of conspiracy theories, there are no direct effects of
IU on either support for COVID-19 prevention measures or
social-distancing violation. Even though highly uncertainty-
intolerant individuals did not leave their houses more often
than the ones with low IU in the present research, they
expressed weaker intentions of compliance with social dis-
tancing during the COVID-19 pandemic in another study
(Farias & Pilati, 2020). The gap that exists between attitudes,
intentions, and actual behaviors (Sheeran & Webb, 2016) may
explain these opposing results. Farias and Pilati (2020) have
measured intentions of complying with social distancing
while, in this study, the criterion variables are support for
COVID-19 prevention measures (attitudes) and compliance
with social distancing (self-reported past behavior).
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Fig. 3 Impact of Political Partisanship on Support for Prevention
Measures under the Influence of Belief in CI theories
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Fig. 4 Impact of Political Partisanship on Non-compliance with Social
Distancing under the Influence of Belief in CI theories

Additionally, we evaluated the moderating effect of belief
in conspiracy theories on the effects of political partisanship
and IU on support for prevention measures and compliance
with social distancing. Beliefs in GM, PW, and CI conspira-
cies moderated the effect of political partisanship on endorse-
ment of COVID-19 prevention measures. In fact, the stronger
the belief in GM theories among far and moderate left-wing
supporters, the more support for prevention measures. On the
other hand, when it comes to right-wing and center partisans,
the stronger the beliefs, the weaker the endorsement of pre-
vention measures. Considering that GM theories involve con-
ceiving that the government may be engaged in threatening
events, non-supporters of the current government — which is
right wing — may be more inclined to believe in this type of
conspiracies. This result is, therefore, in line with political
motivated reasoning (Miller & Saunders, 2016).

As to the moderation of PW and CI conspiracies on the
effect of political affiliation on COVID-19 prevention mea-
sures, a similar trend has been found. That is, the stronger
these beliefs are among far and moderate left-wing partisans,
the stronger the support for preventive measures while the
opposite holds true for center and right-wing partisans. It
means that conspiracy theories have a more detrimental effect
on center and right-wing partisans if compared to left-wing
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0.6
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0

Low GM Medium GM High GM
Low [U e Medium (U High U

Fig. 5 Impact of Intolerance of Uncertainty on Non-compliance with
Social Distancing under the Influence of Belief in GM theories
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Fig. 6 Impact of Intolerance of Uncertainty on Non-compliance with
Social Distancing under the Influence of Belief in CI theories

ones. Our results indicate that conspiracy theories affect sup-
port for COVID-19 preventive measures among people of
divergent political affiliations differently and that conspiracy
theories consist of a factor that exacerbates political polariza-
tion around the virus. When it comes to the impact on lack of
compliance with social distancing, belief in CI theories was
the only significant moderator of the effect of political parti-
sanship. Non-compliance with social distancing increased
across all three groups of partisans as belief in CI theories
rose. These results suggest that belief in conspiracy theories
may potentiate politicization around the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, increasing negative attitudes toward prevention measures.

There have been significant indirect effects of IU on social-
distancing violation. Specifically, belief in GM and CI theo-
ries moderated the effect of IU on social-distancing violation.
Individuals who are high and medium on IU and hold stronger
beliefs in GM theories tend to violate social distancing more
often whereas the ones who hold any level of IU — either low,
medium, or high — are more prone not to comply with social
distancing as belief in CI theories becomes stronger. These
results support the reports that there is a link between uncer-
tainty and conspiracy beliefs (Newheiser et al., 2011; Van
Prooijen & Jostmann, 2013). Since conspiracies provide sim-
ple and structured answers for burdensome questions
(Marchlewska et al., 2018), individuals who are high on TU
may benefit from such beliefs. Nevertheless, this association
may be hazardous because decision makers who score high on
IU may consider long periods of uncertainty to be aversive
and make quicker and riskier decisions in an attempt to avoid
unpleasant emotions (Luhmann et al., 2011). In the context of
the pandemic, highly uncertainty-intolerant individuals who
believe in conspiracy theories are more prone to make the
riskier decision of violating the most efficient strategy to curb
the rapid spread of the COVID-19 disease.

This study has some limitations. First, previous research
has shown that political cynicism and distrust in institutions
typically increase in times of economic crises and are fre-
quently associated with the better electoral performance of
extremist parties (Rydgren, 2005). In Brazil, right-wing
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supporters are characterized by conservatism in habits and
liberalism in economic affairs while the opposite holds true
for left-wing partisans. Therefore, a more effective way of
measuring political ideologies in Brazil could be applying
separate measures to assess participants’ position on economy
and consuetude. Second, considering the sample recruitment
strategy, our final sample was uneven in terms of political
orientation, which may have biased the results. Further re-
search should develop strategies to balance such sample fea-
tures, seeking to evaluate whether the patterns of results we
found remains the same.

Third, we have not measured belief in COVID-19 conspir-
acy theories but only general belief in conspiracies. We ap-
plied a general measure, relying on the concept that belief in
conspiracy theories consists of a monological belief system
underlain by a small number of generic assumptions (Van
Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). We also considered the reports
by previous research (Sutton & Douglas, 2014; Swami et al.,
2011) that indicated that the best predictor of belief in one
conspiracy theory is belief in another one. Nevertheless, we
suggest that future research investigate the effect of specific
conspiracy theories on endorsement of and compliance with
COVID-19 prevention measures.

Fourth, further research regarding the COVID-19 pandemic
may apply novel measures that have been developed during the
period of intense scientific production of the past months, such as
the one conducted by Abdelrahman (2020). When we designed
the data collection, only a few measures to evaluate relevant
behavioral variables to cope with the pandemic had been made
available in the scientific literature, none in Brazilian Portuguese.
Finally, since Brazil’s president is far-right wing and shows con-
stant disregard for science (Philips & Briso, 2020; Tollefson,
2020) — which could in turn influence right-wing partisans to-
ward endorsing such point of view — we urge future research to
delve into the impact of distrust of science on holding conspiracy
beliefs as well as on attitudes, intentions and behaviors regarding
COVID-19 prevention measures.

This study has brought twofold contributions. From a the-
oretical perspective, its contribution lies in providing further
evidence to the effect of political partisanship, beliefs in con-
spiracy theories and IU on the COVID-19 pandemic endorse-
ment of prevention measures as well as on lack of compliance
with the most effective measure to prevent the pandemic from
rapidly spreading — social distancing. Previous research had
indicated that political partisanship and IU are predictors of
intentions of complying with social distancing (Farias &
Pilati, 2020). We have then sought to deepen the knowledge
on this subject, investigating whether conspiracy beliefs mod-
erated the effect of these two variables on both prevention
measures and actual compliance. Understanding the role of
variables that underlie belief in false information in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic is crucial, since rumors may lead
individuals to believe incorrect information about prevention

measures, incurring health risks and jeopardizing prevention
strategies that depend on social cooperation. A variety of stud-
ies has shown that people hold anti-science beliefs largely
because they do not possess enough basic scientific knowl-
edge to properly understand science-related claims (Allum,
Sturgis, Tabourazi, & Brunton-Smith, 2008; Sturgis &
Allum, 2004). Therefore, the need to provide accessible sci-
entific information becomes pivotal in the fight against misin-
formation and its consequences as to adherence to COVID-19
preventive measures.

Psychological science produces insights that can assist in
coping with pandemics, ranging from developing public pol-
icies to helping individuals in the clinical setting (Taylor,
2019). From a practical point of view, psychologists may con-
sider the results of our research to design public policies aimed
at providing individuals with basic scientific knowledge,
assisting people in recognizing reliable sources of information
to prevent belief in fake data or misinformation. Since the
current threat faced in the context of the pandemic is a virus,
supplying the general population with access to fundamental
biological knowledge in a simple and clear manner may be the
most effective tool to prevent misinformation and consequent
health-risk behavior. Psychologists can also help governmen-
tal public health organizations to develop microtargeting pro-
cedures based on conspiracy beliefs mapped in this research as
a strategy to provide specific and effective reliable informa-
tion, seeking to foster positive attitudes toward preventive
measures. Such kind of microtargeting strategies have the po-
tential to curb the effects of conspiracy beliefs on individual’s
behavior.

In addition, our results may help psychologists with indi-
vidual counseling through the development of strategies
aimed at increasing the adhesion of individuals to sanitary
behavioral measures. These strategies should focus on infor-
mation and orientation in the clinical setting, providing re-
sources to produce immunization against conspiracy beliefs
persuasion. Another possibility brought by our results — also
applicable to psychologists working in the clinical setting —
consists of working on developing psychological support
intended for aiding individuals in dealing with uncertainty,
since U is a factor that indirectly affects compliance with
social distancing.

Overall, we have found further evidence which supports
that political partisanship jeopardizes endorsement of
COVID-19 prevention measures. Considering that partisan
identification slants decision-making (Bolsen, Druckman, &
Cook, 2014) due to partisan motivated reasoning (Miller &
Saunders, 2016) and causes citizens to support policies that
they would otherwise oppose in the absence of an endorse-
ment from a political party (Miller & Saunders, 2016), it is
crucial that politicians who hold different political ideologies
show endorsement of prevention measures. The results of our
research have provided empirical evidence that politization
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around COVID-19 endangers the effectiveness of public strat-
egies to cope with the pandemic. Thus, it is of uttermost im-
portance that health strategies toward coping with pandemics
do not be politicized. Moreover, working towards educating
the general population in basic scientific and biological
knowledge concerning the disease may diminish the adoption
of health risk behaviors among highly uncertainty-intolerant
individuals. We hope that our results can be insightful to pre-
vent political polarization and misinformation in pandemics
that the global population may face in the future.
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Appendix 1

Table 1 Summary of multiple regression analyses and bivariate
correlations for support to COVID-19 prevention measures (Meas) and
past non-compliance with social distancing (Com) as criterion variables
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swered the research is anonymous. Informed consent on the aca-
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vidual participants.

and with political partisanship, intolerance of uncertainty, belief in gov-
ernment malfeasance (GM), personal welfare (PW), and control of infor-
mation (CI) theories as antecedents (N = 662)

Model 1 Model 11

Meas Com
Variables Pol 1US GM PW CI Meas Com 8] B

[B 95% CI] [B 95% CI]
Pol - 44+ =27+

[.20, .29] [.15,-.08]
1US .03 - .08 -.02

[-.01, .16] [-.09, .05]
GM 26+ 43+ - -.03 .03

[-.07,.04] [-.03,.06]
PW -.04 55+ 52+ - .01 —.04

[.06, .07] [-.07,.04]
CI —.12% 57+ 40+ 78+ -.05 17+

[-.10,.04] [.02,.14]
Meas 44+ .05 10+ -.02 -.07 -
Com —28+ .06 —-.006 10+ A7+ —47+ -
Mean 4.83 3.57 3.62 3.09 3.12 3.88 2.26
SD 1.37 .82 1.29 1.43 1.25 77 .16
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Table 1 (continued)

Model I Model 11
Meas Com
Variables Pol 1US GM PW CI Meas Com 8] B
[B 95% CI] [B 95% CI]
R? 20 .10
Adj R? 19 .09
F 32.50 14.24

+p <.001, *p< .05

Pol = Political Partisanship; IU = Intolerance of Uncertainty; GM = Belief in Government Malfeasance Theories; PW = Belief in Personal Welfare
Theories; CI = Belief in Control of Information Theories; Meas = Endorsement of COVID-19 Prevention Measures; Comp = Non-compliance with

Social Distancing

Appendix 2

Table 2 Summary of analyses of GM, PW, and CI theories as
moderating variables of the effect of political partisanship on support to
COVID-19 prevention measures and past non-compliance with social
distancing (N = 662)

Variables  t B 95%CI F R? Adjusted R?

Endorsement of COVID-19 Prevention Measures

GM 326+ .05 [.02,.07] 5726+ 45 .20
PW 5.64+ .07 [.05,.10] 6547+ 48 23
CI 524+ .08 [.05,.11] 66.75+ 47 22
Non-compliance with Social Distancing

GM .95 .01  [-.01,.03] 2022+ .29 .08
PW -1.75 -.02 [-.04,.002] 21.77+ .30 .09
CI —2.53*% —-03 [-.06,—.007] 25.64+ .32 .10

+p <.001, *p< .05

GM = Belief in Government Malfeasance Theories; PW = Belief in
Personal Welfare Theories; CI = Belief in Control of Information
Theories

Appendix 3

Table 3 Summary of analyses of GM, PW and CI theories as
moderating variables of the effect of intolerance of uncertainty on
support to COVID-19 prevention measures (Meas) and past non-
compliance with social distancing (Com) (N = 662)

Variables B 95%CI F R*  Adjusted R®
Non-compliance with Social Distancing

GM -1.58 —-.04 [-.10,.01] 3.22% 12 .01

PW 1.62 .05 [-.01,.11] 234 .10 .01

CI 1.67 .05 [-.009,.12] 478 .15 .02
Non-compliance with Social Distancing

GM 325% .07 [.03,.11] 4.46* .14 .02

PW .13 .003  [-.04,.05] 233 .10 .01

CI —2.11* —05 [-.10,—-.004] 850+ .19 .04

+p <.001, *p< .05

GM = Belief in Government Malfeasance Theories; PW = Belief in
Personal Welfare Theories; CI = Belief in Control of Information
Theories; Measures = Endorsement of COVID-19 Prevention
Measures; Non-compliance = Non-compliance with Social Distancing
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