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Abstract
The Covid-19 pandemic in Brazil was widely affected by politics and the popula-
tion’s consumption of information is fundamental to understanding the situation. 
This study aimed at understanding the relationship between political-ideological 
markers, consumption of information, and preventive practices during the pandemic. 
We conducted an online survey with 1,328 Brazilians who answered a questionnaire 
about authoritarianism, conservatism, political orientation, trust in social media, and 
preventive practices during the pandemic The results indicate that right-wing and 
centrist individuals, with higher authoritarianism or higher conservatism scores, put 
significantly more trust in the information about Covid-19 conveyed through What-
sApp and less trust in the information conveyed through traditional media, in com-
parison with left-wing individuals or individuals with low scores for these factors. 
Additionally, these elements were closely associated with worse practices concern-
ing the use of masks, practices of social distancing, and the intention of being vac-
cinated. The findings warn of the impacts of fake news in health practices during the 
pandemic.
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Introduction

The first 20  months of the Covid-19 pandemic in Brazil were marked by many 
deaths, lack of hospital beds, lack of basic supplies, and collapse of the healthcare 
system, severe economic crisis, an increase of political polarization in the country, 
and spread of fake news and conspiracy theories (Barberia & Gómez, 2020; Fer-
rante et al., 2021; Silva, 2021; Zhu et al., 2020). From the federal government, there 
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has been encouragement of the use of medications without scientific proof of effi-
cacy, discouragement of social distancing, mask use, and vaccination, and resistance 
to adhering to large-scale vaccination programs (Burni & Tamaki, 2021; Ferrante 
et al., 2021; Guerin, 2021; Monari et al., 2021). With a term that started in 2019, 
Brazil’s president, Jair Bolsonaro, a conservative, right-wing career politician that 
flirts with authoritarian attitudes, has committed himself to turning the pandemic 
into a political dispute with a select few opponents: science, health authorities, polit-
ical rivals, governors and mayors, the press, and even China (Boschiero et al., 2021; 
Burni & Tamaki, 2021; Fonseca et  al., 2021; Militão, 2021; Monari et  al., 2021; 
Ricard & Medeiros, 2020), all these as part of an ideological agenda to increase the 
loyalty of voters and worsen the country’s political situation (Barberia & Gómez, 
2020; Ferrante et al., 2021; Soares et al., 2021).

In the context of threat by pathogens (such as the Covid-19 pandemic), a ten-
dency toward increasing authoritarianism and conservatism has already been 
observed (Pazhoohi & Kingstone, 2021). This effect seems to result from factors 
such as the consumption of low-quality information, engagement in targeting this 
news, and the strengthening of authoritarian and conservative values during the pan-
demic. In Brazil, Bolsonaro’s support would serve as a grant (or incentive) for anti-
scientific and negationist practices. The association between authoritarianism and 
conspiracy beliefs regarding the pandemic was described by Prichard and Christman 
(2020), which would help in understanding the engagement in fake news by a large 
portion of the Brazilian population. Additionally, conservatism is associated with 
conspiratorial beliefs regarding the relationship between the media and the virus, 
and can predict a reduced discernment between real and fake headlines regarding 
Covid-19 (Calvillo et al., 2020; Roozenbeek, 2020).

In a particular way, Brazil experienced a supposed conflict between healthcare 
and the economy regarding the pandemic. The tension was increased by the presi-
dent’s argument, which was widely reproduced by his supporters, that sanitary 
measures would harm the economy. This, in turn, would be the real reason that 
would cause the economic struggles experienced in Brazil since then (Fonseca et al., 
2021). The social inequality that is flagrant in the country has contributed to the fact 
that this false symmetry can be sustained and used as an anti-healthcare strategy.

The media had a central role in this period of conflict, either through initia-
tives to inform the population assertively about the virus or by contributing to the 
spread of misleading information about the pandemic (G1 et al., 2020; Galhardi 
et al., 2020; Militão, 2021; Monari et al., 2021; Soares et al., 2021). The content 
of the fake news repeatedly matched the president’s agenda. These false reports 
acted as an agent seeking political support and aiming to mediate the crisis cre-
ated by the pandemic (Burni & Tamaki, 2021; Galhardi et  al., 2020; Monari 
et al., 2021; Ricard & Medeiros, 2020). In 2018, Bolsonaro already went as far as 
to say that “Even fake news is valid” (Jovem Pan, 2018). In September 2021, he 
defended that fake news is part of life and acts like little lies that die out without 
causing problems (Soares, 2021). However, misinformation caused by mislead-
ing reports can affect the population’s attitude regarding Covid-19 and potentially 
worsen the sanitary emergency (Allington, Duffy et al., 2021; Allington, Duffy, 
et al., 2021; Allington, McAndrew, et al., 2021; Freeman et al., 2020; Gramacho 
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& Turgeon, 2021). This does not mean that exaggerations or misleading reports 
are absent in opposition to the government, but their success or repercussion is 
reportedly lesser (Edelson et al., 2021; Soares et al, 2021).

Brazil repeatedly lost battles against Covid-19 in part because of the govern-
ment’s actions and in part because of the population’s actions (Ricard & Medeiros, 
2020; Zhu et al., 2020). However, one must remember the decisive role that authori-
ties have in how the population conducts itself during the pandemic and how the 
population’s behavior can be influenced by way of conspiracy theories and misinfor-
mation (Ferrante et al., 2021; Gramacho & Turgeon, 2021; Soares et al., 2021).

Several studies, with different complexities, have projected that an impor-
tant part of the deaths in Brazil due to the Covid-19 pandemic could have been 
avoided. The numbers found refer to different time periods and indicate scenarios 
with 56,000, 120,000, 146,000, or even 356,000 fewer deaths if there had been 
better management of the pandemic by the Brazilian government (Lupion, 2021; 
Werneck et  al., 2021). There is even evidence that political alignment with the 
government is associated with decreased compliance with measures to prevent 
the spread of the virus, attributing more than 25,000 deaths to political alignment 
in the 5 months evaluated by the research (Rodrigues et al., 2021).

One study indicated a higher number of cases and deaths from Covid-19 in cit-
ies where President Jair Bolsonaro had emerged victorious in the 2018 elections, 
furthermore demonstrating a worsening of cases and deaths after speeches rela-
tivizing pandemic care and encouraging the use of unproven medications in cit-
ies where there was broad support for Bolsonaro compared to cities where there 
was little support for him (Cabral et al., 2021). In addition, studies developed in 
Brazil have shown on the one hand a mediation of conspiratorial beliefs between 
political orientation and vaccination intention (Galli & Modesto, 2021), and on 
the other hand, a direct relationship between political orientation and engagement 
in social isolation measures (Modesto et al., 2020).

This work aims to understand the relationship between political-ideological mark-
ers, consumption of information, and preventive practices during the pandemic. We 
investigated, therefore, connections between political orientation, authoritarianism, 
conservatism, and the attribution of truth to different social communication media 
(traditional ones and social networks). Additionally, we explored the connection of 
these elements with preventive practices during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Method

Ethical Procedures

This study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee (CAAE 
30192720.0.0000.5546). It is a quantitative study conducted through a survey on 
an online platform. The participants’ anonymity was assured and only those who 
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agreed with the informed consent form could answer the questionnaire. Informed 
consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study.

Participants

The sample consisted of 1,328 individuals living in Brazil, over 18 years of age, and 
who agreed to participate in the study. The mean age was 27.5 years (SD = 8.64), 
varying between 18 and 71 years. The states of Minas Gerais (20.4%), Rio Grande 
do Sul (19.1%), Bahia (13.7%), São Paulo (10.4%), and Rio de Janeiro (8.6%) made 
up 72.1% of the sample. The five regions of the country were represented: Southeast 
(42.4%), Northeast (26.7%), South (21.5%), Center-West (6.9%), and North (2.6%).

Individuals oriented toward the left-wing of the political spectrum were the most 
abundant in the sample (62.6%; n = 831), followed by centrists (29.0%; n = 385) and 
right-wing individuals (8.4%; n = 112). The scholarship of the participants showed 
a high standard for Brazil, as 48.4% (n = 643) had finished high school and 50.9% 
were graduate. Women made up 62.2% (n = 826) of the sample, followed by men 
35.5% (n = 472) and other identities 2.3% (n = 30). Only 1.3% (n = 17) declared to be 
transgender. Heterosexuals were predominant (66.3%; n = 880), followed by bisexu-
als (17.0%; n = 226) and homosexuals (12.5%; n = 166). Other sexual orientations 
accounted for 4.2% (n = 56). The ethnic-racial identity of most of the participants 
was white (63.3%; n = 841) and black (34.6%; n = 459). Other identities made up 
2.1% (n = 28). The sample was essentially urban (95.5%; n = 1,268).

Instruments

We used standardized instruments for research and a social identity questionnaire 
containing identification data such as age and gender. The questionnaire developed 
by the authors for this study also detailed preventive practices during the pandemic 
(mask use, intention to be vaccinated and practices of social distancing), use of 
social networks (through graded multiple-choice answers), and attribution of truth 
to the media regarding the Covid-19 pandemic (ATM) (through 5-point Likert-type 
questions, with the option of indicating or not the use of the platform in question). 
The political orientation was answered with a 3-point question: left-wing, center, or 
the right-wing. Another instrument used was the Right-Wing Authoritarianism scale 
(RWA; RMSEA = 0.069, 90% CI [0.065, 0.072]; CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; Vilanova 
et  al., 2018), of which, only 20 items were applied (5-point Likert scale) corre-
sponding to the factors of authoritarianism (α = 0.888; ω = 0.891) and traditionalism 
(α = 0.839; ω = 0.837), as the most informative and discriminative factors in Brazil, 
according to the authors, to evaluate authoritarianism and traditionalist conserva-
tism, respectively. Traditionalism is best understood in Brazil as traditionalist con-
servatism, a construct associated with conservatism of manners. Therefore, we treat 
this variable as “conservatism” in this paper.
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Procedures

The instruments were organized into an online research form that was available from 
27 January 2021 to 16 March 2021. The mean time spent by the respondents was 
about 20 min. The invitation for the form was shared via social networks (Instagram, 
Facebook, WhatsApp, and Twitter) and institutional e-mails of the universities. 
After this stage, the data was organized into a database and analyzed using statistical 
software.

Procedures of Data Analysis

JASP software was used and descriptive statistics of the researched data were pro-
duced. Additionally, tests of means were conducted (t-test or ANOVA) and were 
used to evaluate the differences of authoritarianism, conservatism, and ATM regard-
ing political orientation and preventive practices with the pandemic. For the post 
hoc analysis of the ANOVA, we used the Games-Howell test. We conducted a chi-
squared test to evaluate the independence between the preventive practices with 
the pandemic and political orientation. Additionally, we conducted a correlation 
between conservatism, authoritarianism, and ATM.

Results

Social Networks

In the question about which social networks the participants used daily, Instagram 
was highlighted by 82.8% (n = 1,099) of the participants. Facebook was chosen by 
46.8% (n = 621), Twitter by 37.7% (n = 500), WhatsApp by 95.6% (n = 1,269), You-
Tube by 74.1% (n = 984), LinkedIn by 18.6% (n = 247), and other social networks by 
7.0% (n = 93). The average number of hours spent by the participants in each social 
network were estimated and varied from 0 to 12 h. WhatsApp had the highest mean 
dedicated time, 3.84  h (SD = 3.18), followed by Instagram (M = 2.60; DP = 2.37), 
YouTube (M = 2.32; DP = 2.31), Twitter (M = 1.94; DP = 2.33), Facebook (M = 1.31; 
DP = 1.91), and LinkedIn (M = 0.59; DP = 1.34).

Information and Media

The respondents of this investigation indicated the frequency with which they 
actively sought information regarding the Covid-19 pandemic. Those that indicated 
that they never did it made up 5.5% (n = 73), rarely 22.4% (n = 297), sometimes 
37.7% (n = 501), frequently 26.7% (n = 355), and very frequently 7.7% (n = 102). 
Moreover, they indicated the main information sources used by them regarding the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The online news portals were selected by 68.2% (n = 906) and 
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free television channels by 50.8% (n = 675). Paid television channels were used by 
25.2% (n = 335), printed newspapers and magazines by 8.2% (n = 109), and radio 
programs by 8.8% (n = 117). Social media was also important in this function of 
providing information: Facebook 18.8% (n = 250), Instagram 38% (n = 505), What-
sApp 13.1% (n = 174), YouTube 17.0% (n = 226), and Twitter 25.0% (n = 332). The 
respondents also indicated how much they considered as true of the information 
regarding the Covid-19 pandemic that was shared on these platforms. The results are 
described in Table 1.

The ATM variables, together with the measures of authoritarianism and conserv-
atism, were subjected to one-way ANOVAs to investigate the differences between 
the political orientation groups. The results are described in Table 2.

 Unpacking the ANOVAs described in Table  2, one has the following: (a) In 
the measurement of authoritarianism, left-wing and center (p < 0.001; Cohen’s 
d = 1.04), left-wing and right-wing (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 1.81), and center and 
right-wing (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.70) were significantly different. In the measure-
ment of conservatism, there was also a significant difference between left-wing and 
center (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.79), left-wing and right-wing (p < 0.001; Cohen’s 
d = 1.25), and center and right-wing (p = 0.048; Cohen’s d = 0.26).

(b) Regarding the attribution of truth to information found on free television, we 
see again a significant difference between left-wing and center (p < 0.001; Cohen’s 
d = 0.31), left-wing and right-wing (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.84), and center and 
right-wing (p = 0.007; Cohen’s d = 0.41). Regarding paid television, in turn, there 
was only a significant difference between left-wing and center (p < 0.001; Cohen’s 
d = 0.36) and left-wing and right-wing (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.62). With the online 
portals, we found again significant differences between all pairs: left-wing and 
center (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.34), left-wing and right-wing (p < 0.001; Cohen’s 
d = 0.79), and center and right-wing (p = 0.007; Cohen’s d = 0.37). Likewise, all 
three groups differed regarding printed newspapers and magazines: left-wing and 
center (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.36), left-wing and right-wing (p < 0.001; Cohen’s 
d = 1.10), and center and right-wing (p = 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.59).

(c) Concerning Facebook and YouTube, although the tests were significant, 
the groups did not differ. For WhatsApp, however, there was a significant differ-
ence between left-wing and center (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.42) and left-wing and 
right-wing (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.56), while for Twitter, only left-wing and center 
(p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.38) were significantly different. Right-wing and center had 
the same mean, but the sample size did not allow for significance between left-wing 
and right-wing.

Correlation coefficients between the ATMs and the measurements of authori-
tarianism and conservatism were produced. These results are described in Table 3. 
Authoritarianism and conservatism were positively and moderately correlated 
(ρ = 0.436; p < 0.001).
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Practices During the Pandemic

Only 5.2% (n = 69) of the respondents are not sure whether they will vaccinate or are 
sure that they will not. Among these, 8.7% (n = 6) justified that they do not believe 
it to be necessary, 37.9% (n = 26) believe it is not effective, 46.4% (n = 32) believe it 
can cause health damage, 7.2% (n = 5) claimed political reasons, and 31.9% (n = 22) 
indicated other reasons, almost all linked to distrust on the effectiveness and possi-
ble negative effects caused by the vaccine.

On following social distancing, 31.3% (n = 415) think they are following the 
norms strictly, while 65.4% (n = 868) said to be following them flexibly, and 3.4% 
(n = 45) are not following the recommendations. The main justification was linked to 
economic reasons (39.9%; n = 364), e.g., need for leaving home to work. Only 6.6% 
(n = 60) claimed that it is unnecessary, 7.0% (n = 64) believe it is inefficient, 24.9% 
(n = 227) believe it can cause health problems, 2.0% (n = 18) claimed religious rea-
sons, and 0.8% (n = 7) claimed political reasons. Other justifications made up 37.3% 
(n = 341), the main ones being essential tasks (going to the market or pharmacy), 
visitations, “psychological,” “well-being” and “mental health” needs, and work.

Regarding the use of masks, only 11.5% (n = 153) admitted an inconsistent use. 
Of these, 26.1% (n = 40) believe it is not efficient, 15.0% (n = 23) that it is unneces-
sary, and 13.7% (n = 21) that it can cause health damage. Economic reasons were 
pointed out by 5.2% (n = 8) and religious reasons by 4.5% (n = 7). Other reasons 
were pointed out by 45.4% (n = 71), the main ones being discomfort and lack of 
habit.

Considering authoritarianism, conservatism, and ATM, there were significant dif-
ferences in t-tests comparing the groups that are sure and unsure about receiving the 
vaccine, the groups that have maintained rigorous and flexible social distance, and 
the groups that use masks rigorously and flexibly. The groups in which these differ-
ences were identified are described in Table 4.

Table 3   Spearman’s correlation coefficients between authoritarianism, conservatism, and ATM

** = p < 0.01; * = p < 0.05

Correlation coefficient ρ

Authoritarianism Conservatism
ATM Free television channels  − 0.102**  − 0.149**
ATM Paid television channels  − 0.103**  − 0.157**
ATM Online news portals  − 0.132**  − 0.147**
ATM Printed newspapers or magazines  − 0.115*  − 0.175**
ATM Radio programs 0.067 0.023
ATM Facebook 0.186** 0.094**
ATM Instagram 0.052  − 0.031
ATM WhatsApp 0.229** 0.219**
ATM YouTube 0.095** 0.082**
ATM Twitter  − 0.030  − 0.094*
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Political orientation was associated with preventive practices during the pan-
demic: intention of being vaccinated (χ2 (2) = 117.528; p < 0.001; V = 0.297), con-
sistency in social distancing (χ2 (2) = 16.821; p < 0.001; V = 0.113), and consistency 
in mask use (χ2 (2) = 45.202; p < 0.001; V = 0.184). Analyses of adjusted standard-
ized residuals showed that the left-wing was associated with the group that was sure 
about the intention of being vaccinated and with the groups of consistent social dis-
tancing and mask use. The associations of the center and right-wing were in the 
opposite direction (uncertainty and inconsistency). The only exception was that the 
right-wing was not significantly associated with the practice of social distancing.

Discussion

In our sample, WhatsApp was the social network used by the largest number of 
participants and for the longest time, followed by Instagram and YouTube. The 
results also highlighted an association between the attribution of truth to news 
spread through this platform and inadequate practices to fight the Covid-19 pan-
demic. In Brazil, the use of WhatsApp extrapolated the limits of entertainment 
and informality in the last years and has been used institutionally as a strategy to 
reach people and bring them close (Lima et al., 2018), which was enhanced dur-
ing the pandemic, as it demanded new communication technologies in the face of 
the affected social context (Faria & Fonseca, 2021; Hallwass & Bredow, 2021).

The traditional media vehicles were listed as the main sources of informa-
tion regarding the pandemic, with highlights to the online news portals and free 
television. However, an important portion mentioned social media as sources to 
become informed about the pandemic, which indicates that the diverse possibili-
ties of content production also impact the information process of the population 
either on opinion spaces, such as Twitter, or through the sharing of news, e.g., 
through WhatsApp. This media model in which the editors and the news selec-
tion do not follow fact-checking principles but rely on clickbait and the supposed 
credibility of the sender (who is not always the one that created the information/
opinion) has been producing a serious problem, with the population engaging in 
fake news (Soares et al., 2021). The repercussions go from impacts in the politi-
cal processes to changes in the adoption of behaviors during the Covid-19 pan-
demic (Barcelos et al., 2021; Delmazo & Valente, 2018; Pinto et al., 2021).

The engagement in fake news is associated with disbelief in the traditional 
media and more trust in the government (when one’s side is in power) (Ogn-
yanova et  al., 2020). Altruistic motivation, search for socialization, sharing of 
news as a pastime, search for information, and interest in sharing information are 
predictors found by Apuke and Omar (2021) for the sharing of fake news. Com-
monly, the sharing and adoption of such misleading reports as beliefs occur with-
out the awareness of it being fake content. A portion of the population admits 
to sharing fake news intentionally, while others say that they refute shares when 
they find them to be fake content (Baptista et al., 2019). However, commitment in 
the latter is often not as intense as in the former and there are many difficulties in 
correcting the creation of beliefs that are already widespread in the population. 
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Additionally, people with low cognitive ability have more difficulty in adjusting 
(reformulating) attitudes based on fake news when they find out that it is fake 
(Keersmaecker & Roets, 2017). On the other hand, other authors argue that pre-
senting tips for digital literacy can improve the capacity to distinguish fake and 
legitimate news (Guess et al., 2020).

Misleading reports related to the use of medication that would prevent Covid-
19 infection (e.g., chloroquine, azithromycin, and ivermectin) impacted daily life 
in Brazil during the Covid-19 pandemic (Cardoso, 2021). Physicians, the Presi-
dent, and even the Ministry of Health openly supported what they called “early 
treatment” or “covid kit” without scientific elements in place for such a prac-
tice (Diário do Nordeste, 2021; Médicos pela Vida, 2021). The government even 
launched an application, “TrateCov,” that systematically prescribed the “early 
treatment” with these medications (Secom TCU, 2021). While the content regard-
ing these medications had already been overcome in other countries, the year 
2021 was still marked by this discussion in Brazil (Poder360, 2021). In his speech 
at the United Nations in September 2021, the president reiterated his defense of 
the indiscriminate use of medications without scientific evidence to fight Covid-
19 (Estadão, 2021). In the face of the increased sale of these medications (André, 
2021), part of the population shares a supposed belief in protection (and decreases 
in the necessary care) and many started to suffer the consequences of intoxication 
caused by these medications (Alves & Carneiro, 2021; Batista, 2021).

WhatsApp, Facebook, and Instagram have been pointed out as the main vehicles 
for the spread of fake news about the Covid-19 pandemic in Brazil, causing public-
health harm (Baptista et al., 2019; Galhardi et al., 2020). Possibly, for this reason, 
in our sample, the traditional media received a better evaluation of attribution of 
truth than social media, with WhatsApp and Facebook being the most discredited in 
contrast with their intense use for other purposes. These results agree with the data 
produced even before the pandemic period (Baptista et al., 2019).

Evaluating the association between political orientation and attribution of truth 
to information media, left-wing individuals trusted more intensely, followed by the 
center (except for paid television), in the more traditional media vehicles: free tel-
evision and paid television, online news portals, and newspapers/magazines. Twit-
ter also had significantly higher attribution of truth from the left-wing in relation 
to the center (and right-wing, with the proper statistical remarks). The effect sizes, 
mainly from the relationships between left-wing and right-wing, were from medium 
to high. Centrist and right-wing individuals showed more trust in WhatsApp than 
left-wing individuals. The study of Baptista et al. (2019) indicated that 57% of their 
Brazilian sample considered WhatsApp an important source to be informed about 
politics, while Facebook reached 64%.

The differences between the political spectra also extended to the measurements 
of authoritarianism and conservatism. The right-winged group had significantly 
higher means (and with large effect sizes) than the left-winged group in these meas-
urements. Regarding the center, the differences were also significant. However, the 
centrist group also had significantly higher levels of authoritarianism and conserv-
atism than the left-wing. Reinforcing this result, the measurements of authoritar-
ianism and conservatism were correlated negatively (with low intensity) with the 
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attribution of truth to traditional media, while the attribution of truth to social media 
(Facebook, WhatsApp, and YouTube) showed positive correlations, with highlight 
on a slightly higher value of these measurements with WhatsApp. Only Twitter 
showed a negative correlation (with very low intensity) with conservatism.

It is important to put into perspective the Brazilian political context, which is 
going through a delicate moment, with strong political polarization (democracy 
vs. dictatorship, left-wing vs. right-wing, minorities vs. hegemonic groups) and 
threats of institutional rupture. The experienced disputes go beyond the politi-
cal debate and affect identity aspects and the order of affections far beyond the 
factual elements (feeding or not into fake news). Control of the discourse has 
been disputed viscerally, as dictated by the country’s government. The use of bots 
(automated profiles on social networks) to spread ideas and fake news has been 
interfering in the country’s course in recent years (Arnaudo, 2017; Soares & Fer-
nandes, 2021). On several occasions, president Bolsonaro attacked the approach 
of traditional media on the pandemic and discouraged their use (G1 et al., 2020; 
Militão, 2021). This helps understand the scenario in which the credibility of 
those that share the same political field as the country’s ruler migrates toward 
social networks, which are systematically used to spread misleading information 
and control the discourses, rejecting the traditional media, which are misjudged 
by Bolsonaro.

We suggest, as an explanatory hypothesis, that believing or not in information, in 
a journalist or scientist, became an identity dispute connected to one’s group identity. 
Changing this system of beliefs is related to the change of affections and not only to 
the opposition of ideas or the resolution of fake news about the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Kahan (2017) reminds that the individuals’ cultural predisposition is independent 
and anterior to the misinformation, highlighting the highly antagonistic environment 
as a driver of this identity polarization. The taken positions pose as fundamental 
to transmit “who they are” and “on which side” they are. Thus, the information is 
connected to identity, and not to what is accurate according to the facts. It is a mat-
ter of loyalty, group connection, and belonging. This mode of information process-
ing is called ideologically motivated cognition for identity protection, promoting the 
interest in forming and maintaining the beliefs associated with identity. Individuals 
that are engaged in this cognitive model would tend to be more resistant to correc-
tion and information that seems like attacks on their identity, besides failing more in 
the task of distinguishing fake and actual news, favoring whatever agrees with them 
ideologically (Kahan, 2012, 2017; Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018).

However, this explanation is not a consensus. A review favors the lack of careful 
reasoning and relevant knowledge, as well as the source’s familiarity and heuristics, 
as an explanation for the poor judgment concerning fake news (Pennycook & Rand, 
2021). Analytical thinking and deliberation can reduce the inaccuracy of fake news 
and would have as a true antagonist the quick and lazy deliberations (Bago et al., 
2020; Pennycook, & Rand, 2019; Stanley et al., 2021). Despite being based on dif-
ferent theoretical models, the findings are not always incompatible. The familiar-
ity and heuristics of the source are important tools to understand the processing of 
fake news in any of these models, even considering the differences in approach and 
function.
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The attitudes related to the pandemic were also surveyed in this study and the 
results conform to other studies conducted during the pandemic (Allington, Duffy 
et  al., 2021a; Roozenbeek,  2020a; Rothgerber et  al., 2020). The uncertainty or 
negativity about vaccination was motivated mainly by beliefs of ineffectiveness and 
unnecessity, as well as by political motivations. Additionally, it was associated with 
large effect sizes, more authoritarianism and conservatism, less attribution of truth 
to free television and paid television, online news portals, and newspapers/maga-
zines. It was also associated with an increased attribution of truth to information 
coming from WhatsApp and centrist and right-wing groups, with moderate effect 
sizes.

Regarding the non-compliance or inconsistency of social distancing, economic 
reasons (such as the need to work) and the promotion of one’s well-being were the 
main factors. It was shown to be associated with increased mean values of authori-
tarianism and conservatism, centrist political orientation, and increased attribution 
of truth to news from WhatsApp. Mask use was challenged mainly due to reasons 
linked to discomfort and beliefs in inefficiency. The inconsistency in use was asso-
ciated with a higher score of authoritarianism and conservatism, increased attribu-
tion of truth to WhatsApp, decreased attribution of truth to other media (free televi-
sion, paid television, online news portals, newspapers/magazines, and radio), and 
centrist and right-wing groups. The effect sizes of these associations were small and 
medium, the most relevant ones being linked to authoritarianism and attribution of 
truth to WhatsApp.

The effect sizes related to the differences of authoritarianism, conservatism, 
and ATM regarding the groups that represent the actions of care in relation to the 
pandemic, presented in Table  4, were large with vaccination (moderate only with 
respect to WhatsApp) and small with the other indicators, mask use, and social 
isolation. The interpretation of these effect sizes would indicate, at first, that with 
respect to vaccination, there is a more discriminating relationship than with the other 
care. An explanatory hypothesis about this could be related to the period in which 
the research was conducted, in which vaccination was the most current and inserted 
subject, while the previous ones seemed to have been more popular. Even in relation 
to WhatsApp that showed moderate effect size (0.65) with respect to vaccination, in 
the other indicators, the effect was similar and small (0.22). The information circu-
lating in the country at the time of the survey focused on vaccination, either because 
of the lack of vaccines in quantity, the delay in starting vaccination, the widespread 
suspicions, or the fake news that intended to undermine the population’s confidence 
in the Covid-19 vaccines.

The relationship between healthcare behaviors related to the pandemic and 
authoritarianism and conservatism is supported by the literature, highlighting the 
relationship between these constructs and the susceptibility to fake news (Corpuz 
et  al., 2020; Prichard & Christman, 2020; Roozenbeek, 2020; Rothgerber et  al., 
2020). The smaller concern with the virus and the resistance in adopting adequate 
behaviors for this context are discussed in the literature through the cognitive func-
tioning that is linked to these political traits (Jost et al., 2003; Van Hiel & De Clercq, 
2009).
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A negative relationship of right-wing groups with preventive practices during the 
pandemic was also described by another study in the Brazilian context (Ramos et al., 
2020). The authors indicate that political orientation was able to predict the support 
of social distancing and the decision to donate to health-related causes. The option 
“center” was not available in this study, but this group is partially supported by the 
results (Ramos et  al., 2020). The political orientation and the ideological congru-
ence with the ruling political leaders have a fundamental role in the management of 
health-related behaviors during the pandemic, again associating the right-wing with 
negative behaviors in the fight against Covid-19 (Barbieri & Bonini, 2021; Gadarian 
et al., 2021). This does not mean that left-wing individuals, or those that are a little 
conservative and authoritarian, cannot engage in fake news, but these contents seem 
to have less success in those groups, with the two political extremes being more 
associated with these practices (Edelson et al., 2021; Soares et al., 2021).

Finally, the preference for searching for information on social media, especially 
WhatsApp, and the disbelief in traditional media were also associated with worse 
preventive practices during the pandemic by several studies hesitation regarding 
vaccination (Allington, especially the, Duffy et al., 2021a; Allington, Duffy, et al., 
2021; Allington, McAndrew, et al., 2021; Freeman et al., 2020). This is because the 
belief in conspiracy theories and fake news is associated with increased inconsist-
ency in preventive practices concerning Covid-19 (Allington et  al., 2021a; Bertin 
et  al., 2020; Roozenbeek, 2020a). Thus, the preference for media with little cred-
ibility in spreading good information, such as WhatsApp, can serve as an incubator 
for worse preventive practices. This study found evidence that connects political-
ideological orientation to health practices during the Covid-19 pandemic, with fake 
news being one of the elements that can affect this relationship.

Thus, for the collective health and success in the dispute with the pandemic sce-
nario, it is fundamental to adopt measures to fight misinformation and interventions 
to increase the population’s discernment regarding the Covid-19 pandemic. How-
ever, it is necessary to be careful so that the adopted strategies do not work as attacks 
to one’s identity (Kahan, 2012, 2017; Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018), thus increasing 
the efficacy regarding the most vulnerable groups in the country: increased con-
servatism, increased authoritarianism, and people with little literacy in social media 
and with a center-right political orientation. The role of social and political psychol-
ogy to produce mechanisms that circumvent the emotional charge of these beliefs is 
challenging. The production of health-related content and popular science also need 
to develop mechanisms to mitigate the impact of fake news and its predictors in the 
population.

Furthermore, prevention techniques are extremely necessary and promisingly 
effective to prevent misinformation and its harmful consequences, whether through 
digital literacy (Guess et al., 2020) or through psychological inoculation and preb-
unking (Van Der Linden et al., 2020). This method, in analogy to the vaccination 
process, consists of promoting “antibodies” in the population to combat misinfor-
mation. This would happen through exposure to weakened versions of misinforma-
tion persuasion, increasing their “immunity” to other situations, persuasive attacks, 
and disinformation (Lewandowsky & Van Der Linden, 2021). Efficacy has even 
been demonstrated in relation to issues related to Covid-19, vaccination, political 
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polarization, and conspiracy theories (Basol et  al., 2021; Roozenbeek, Schneider, 
et al., 2020; Roozenbeek, van der Linden, et al., 2020).

Future studies must focus on investigating the predictive power of political ori-
entation, as well as conservatism and authoritarianism traits, in the trust on social 
media and the engagement in healthcare behaviors. One of the limitations of this 
study refers to the difficulty in accessing a larger sample of the right-wing and/or 
connected to conservative values. The researchers had difficulty in stimulating this 
group to answer the questionnaire. The subject of Covid-19 and the social repre-
sentations linked to science, in the tense context of political polarization, possibly 
pushed away part of the respondents that are more closed in their social groups and 
little open to contribute to studies that supposedly would not reflect their values. 
Additionally, we were unable to investigate the influence of economic status on 
the studied variables. This study restates the importance of Brazilian psychology 
to embrace evidence-based practice to guide actions to promote health and social 
welfare.

This study contributed to establishing the relationship between misinformation 
and health behaviors, pointing out that a greater trust in news conveyed on social 
networks can mean a vulnerability to the individual’s health behaviors. Furthermore, 
it was important to point out how the Brazilian political context constructed such a 
relationship, evidencing less desirable behaviors (regarding information consump-
tion and pandemic care) in the right-wing (or center) group, as well as in individu-
als with higher scores in authoritarianism or conservatism. However, it is known 
that predictive studies are necessary for the understanding of the dimensions of the 
phenomenon pointed out in this research. When authorities or individuals with high 
social projection engage in producing misinformative content, social networks end 
up being a profitable space for the resonance of this harmful network to science, to 
the population, and to society.
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