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Abstract. This study examined the relationship between an inability to 
identify COVID-19 fake news, right-wing authoritarianism (RWA), soci-
odemographic factors (i.e., race, biological sex), and the level of xenophobia 
along with anti-Asian American sentiment. Participants included 100 male 
and female college students. Participants answered questions about their 
social media usage and were asked to identify social media news posts as 
either false or accurate. Participants also completed a series of measures 
regarding their attitudes toward Asian Americans and xenophobia. Soci-
odemographic variables of race and sex were examined as well as partici-
pants levels of RWA. Participants were frequent social media users, with 
many having multiple social media accounts. Almost twenty-one percent 
of participants were unable to identify COVID-19 fake news. Higher rates 
of xenophobia were found among White participants. Male, compared to 
female, participants were more likely to report experiencing kinship with 
Asian Americans. Both RWA and an inability to identify COVID-19 fake 
news was associated with increased prejudicial attitudes. Implications and 
directions for future research are discussed. 
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The presence of Internet-based misinformation and fake news was brought to 
public attention in 2020, with 2020 being deemed the “year of fake news” (Avast, 
2020). Generally, “fake news” is “news articles that are intentionally and verifiably 
false” (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017) that often-mimic mainstream news media (Lazer 
et al., 2018).

Social media, the new “infomedia” ecosystem, is popular for the spreading of fake 
news (Depoux et al., 2020; Mihailidis & Viotty, 2017). Research has shown that two-
thirds of American adults obtain news from social media outlets, despite concern 
about its accuracy (Pew Research Center, 2018). This is disturbing considering that 
the business of fake news generates lucrative revenue from ad services on sites such 
as Google and Facebook (Nguyen, 2017). According to Pew Research Center (2018), 
Reddit, Twitter, and Facebook are currently the most popular social media sites. 
However, there are variations in how American consumers use social media. For 
instance, men are more likely to obtain news from Reddit (72%), LinkedIn (64%), 
and YouTube (57%) while women prefer Snapchat (63%), Facebook (61%), and 
Instagram (59%). Young consumers age 18–29 mostly obtain news from Snapchat 
(75%), Instagram (51%), and Reddit (51%). Additionally, White American consumers 
are more likely to obtain news from Facebook (62%), Twitter (60%), and Reddit (57%) 
compared to consumers from other racial backgrounds (Pew Research Center, 2018).

Fake news travels faster and spreads more widely when compared to news from 
mainstream sources (Ball, 2018). Fake news also has a stronger effect on consum-
ers than mainstream news and can be difficult for some consumers, including col-
lege students, to identify (Herrero-Diz et al., 2019; Lazer et al., 2020; Leeder, 2019; 
Wright et al., 2019). College aged students often struggle to differentiate the accu-
racy of news sources, often viewing fake news as more credible than factual news 
(Herrero-Diz et al., 2019). Fake news is often shared among consumers unintention-
ally and can lead to a general distrust in facts and science and a reliance on untruths 
(Jang & Kim, 2018; Rapp & Salovich, 2018). 

The emotional framing of fake news content, which partly differentiates it from 
mainstream news sources (Bessi et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2015; Horne & Adali, 2017), 
can influence how the information is engaged with and shared among the public 
(Taute et al., 2011). The titles for fake news stories are often emotionally driven 
(Horne & Adali, 2017; Horne et al., 2018). The content itself usually contains shock 
value, sensationalism, and increased negative content and emotion (e.g., anger, dis-
gust) (Paschen, 2019). In fact, fake news often leads to increased emotions among 
consumers when engaging with the content (e.g., fear, disgust, surprise), making 
the content more memorable (Ball 2018; Gardiner, 2015; Paschen, 2019; Wright et 
al., 2020). This is not surprising as research has shown that the emotional framing 
of information draws consumer attention and is associated with increased levels of 
information recall (Ambler & Burne, 1999; Friestad & Thorson, 1986; Heath, 2007). 

Consumers are also likely to still believe the false information they have gath-
ered from fake news sources, even after being informed that the information was 
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false (De keersmaecker & Roets, 2017; Jeong-woo et al., 2019). After reading fake 
news, consumer decisions and problem-solving may be directly impacted, even if 
they have prior knowledge to evaluate and reject inaccuracies (Rapp & Salovich, 
2018). This is important considering that exposure to minority groups being por-
trayed negatively via fake news may not only reinforce negative feelings but also 
increase the tendency for consumers to seek information that is consistent with and 
confirms those views (Atwell Seate & Mastro, 2016).

The current study examined the relationship between an inability to identify 
COVID-19 fake news, right-wing authoritarianism (RWA), and sociodemographic 
factors of race and biological sex on xenophobia and anti-Asian American sen-
timent. This line of research is especially important considering the global pan-
demic, the rise and impact of fake news related to COVID-19 (Atlani-Duault et al., 
2020; Pew Research Center, 2020; Romer & Jamieson, 2020; Shimizu, 2020), and 
the increase in anti-Asian-American sentiment and hate crimes targeting Asian 
Americans (Kelley; 2020; Lang, 2021; Reinstein, 2020). Our study is unique in that 
it examines the ability to accurately identify COVID-19 fake news among college 
students, who often struggle with differentiating between real news and fake news 
(Herrero-Diz et al., 2019; Lazer et al., 2020; Leeder et al., 2019). We also examined 
the relationship between the inability to identify COVID-19 fake news alongside 
RWA, which is frequently attributed to prejudice and aggression toward outgroup 
members (Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1992; Altemeyer, 1998; Cramer et al., 2013; 
Ekehammar et al., 2004; Laythe et al., 2002; Meeusen & Dhont, 2015; Pratto et al., 
2006; Raden, 1999; Rowatt & Franklin, 2004; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008; Thomsen et al., 
2008; Van Hiel & Mervielde, 2005). The timeliness of our study is noteworthy, and 
findings should be helpful to those involved in policy making regarding social me-
dia giants and fake news. Findings also have timely significance as the COVID-19 
pandemic and increase in fake news is ongoing.

Fake News and Targeting Minority Groups
Politicized content is frequently depicted and included in fake news (Garrett et 

al., 2016; Levendusky, 2013; Zimmermann & Kohring, 2020). Fake news can serve 
and impact the partisan agenda of news outlets (Vargo et al., 2018). The American 
political environment stemming from the 2016 presidential election has been called 
a post truth world (Kucharski, 2016; Lewandowsky et al., 2017). Post truth studies 
examining fake news tend to focus on general distrust in facts and science and the 
political polarization of content as well as increased emotions among consumers 
replacing factual information (Rochlin, 2017). Interestingly, there is partisan bias 
in using the term “fake news” to discount and discredit mainstream news sources 
that do not agree with the views of political leaders, which lead to a reduced trust 
in media and an increased belief in conspiracy theories among consumers (van der 
Linden et al., 2020). 
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With this comes fake news targeting minority groups with the intent of con-
firming stereotypes, validating prejudice, and encouraging discrimination and divi-
sion. Fake news targeting minority groups is sensational and provides stereotypi-
cal, biased, and prejudicial falsehoods (Wright et al., 2020). Believing such informa-
tion, alongside a distrust in mainstream news media, has been found to be a strong 
predictor of holding prejudicial views regarding minority groups (e.g., African 
Americans, Latinx, women, LGBTQA, Muslims) (Lee & Hosam, 2020; Wright et al., 
2019; Wright et al., 2020), likely because such information makes consumers feel 
threatened and anxious (McKeever et al., 2012). Presently, the potential influence 
of fake news and misinformation on attitudes toward minority groups can be seen 
in the stark increase in hate crimes targeting Asian Americans in the U.S. after the 
spread of COVID-19 and many false claims regarding China and Asians (Kelley, 
2020; Lang, 2021; Reinstein, 2020).

Model Minority to Figures of Blame
The model minority myth regarding Asian Americans emerged during the U.S. 

civil rights era in an attempt to reduce the call for social justice and equality from 
African Americans (Parks & Yoo, 2016). The model minority stereotype enforces 
the idea that “Asian Americans are more academically, economically, and socially 
successful than any other racial minority group associated with their supposedly 
stronger values emphasizing hard work, perseverance, and belief in the American 
meritocracy’’ (Yoo et al., 2010). This myth, over time, has led to harm against Asian 
Americans (Hartlep, 2013; Lee & Kumashiro, 2005; Museus, 2014; Pendakur & 
Pendakur, 2016; Suzuki, 2002; Teranishi, 2010) and has reduced research and sci-
entific interest in the issues of negative discrimination and associated outcomes 
experienced by Asian Americans (Kiang et al., 2017).

Fake news and misinformation regarding COVID-19 potentially influences 
consumer attitudes regarding Asian Americans, despite being considered a model 
minority group. This has been called the fight against “trolls and conspiracy 
theories” by the director of the World Health Organization (WHO) (Depoux et 
al., 2020). According to Pew Research Center (2020), about twenty-nine percent of 
Americans believe the coronavirus escaped from a Chinese lab, with most of them 
believing that it was created intentionally (23%). Additionally, in March 2020, over 
28% of American adults believed that COVID-19 was a biological weapon that had 
been created by the Chinese government (Romer & Jamieson, 2020). This theory 
that COVID-19 was created as a biological weapon first aired in the Washington 
Examiner, which is a highly conservative media outlet. The information was then 
amplified by a republican representative (Cornell Alliance For Science, 2020). 
There are reported instances of fake news relating to xenophobia towards Chinese 
patients and visitors (Shimizu, 2020). Additionally, fake news denoting Chinese 
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people as “figures of blame” may be related to the increasing bias, stereotypes, 
and negative feelings towards Asian Americans which have emerged alongside 
COVID-19 (Atlani-Duault et al., 2020). This is directly related to the scapegoat 
theory of prejudice (Allport, 1954; Miller & Bugelski, 1948; Rothschild et al., 2012), 
which proposes that in times of crisis (e.g., the current global pandemic) people 
seek to preserve their self-esteem by blaming an outgroup (e.g., Asians) for their 
problems. The terror-management theory may also be related to this phenomenon, 
which states that when thinking of one’s own mortality, which has most likely 
occurred during the current global pandemic, people become more negative toward 
outgroups (Cook et al., 2015; Greenberg et al., 1990; Jonas et al., 2005). 

Factors Influencing Intolerant Attitudes 
and Susceptibility to Fake News
Prejudicial attitudes regarding minority groups have been linked to several fac-

tors examined in this study, such as Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) (Cramer 
et al., 2013; Crawford, 2016; Hodsona et al., 2016; Thomsen et al., 2008) racial iden-
tification, and biological sex (Berg, 2009; Herrero-Diz et al., 2019; Knoll et a., 2014; 
McKeever et al., 2012; Watson & Riffe, 2013). Interestingly, these are the same fac-
tors that previous research has found influences increased susceptibility to believ-
ing fake news (Wright et al., 2019; Wright et al., 2020).

While conservatism has a long-standing connection with RWA (Eckhardt, 1991; 
Federico et al., 2011), RWA began to increase substantially in the U.S. with the 
emergence of the Tea Party movement in 2009 and then the 2016 presidential elec-
tion (Havercroft & Murphy, 2018). Contemporary RWA is associated with an “us 
versus them” mindset, with “them” being the “socialist left” and those “internal 
enemies” that challenge current social norms (Lockwood, 2018; McCarthy, 2019). 
RWA includes ideals related to the inevitability of social inequality and striving 
for superiority over others as well as a resistance to change and valuing traditional 
social norms and values (i.e., conservatism), authoritarian submission, and authori-
tarian aggression (Altemeyer, 1981; 1998; Duckitt, 2001; Jost et al., 2003; Sibley & 
Duckitt, 2008; Weber & Federico, 2007). RWA has also been found to moderate the 
impact of political messages on consumers in that those with higher levels of RWA 
are more receptive of treat content included in political messages (Lavine et al., 
1999; Lavine et al., 2002; 2005; Mirisola et al., 2014). This may indicate that consum-
ers with higher levels of RWA are more vulnerable to the emotional framing of fake 
news content (Ball, 2018; Gardiner, 2015; Paschen, 2019). 

The qualities involved with RWA are strong indicators of negative feelings and 
attitudes towards communities seen as endangering traditional moral principles 
and beliefs (Crawford et al., 2016). RWA is associated with xenophobia, intolerance 
toward non-Christian religions (Bello, 2018; Hall, 2011; McCarthy, 2019), more 
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rigid and strict beliefs regarding minority groups (Altemeyer, 1981; 1998; Cramer 
et al., 2013), and prejudicial views and aggression toward outgroups (Altemeyer & 
Hunsberger, 1992; Altemeyer, 1998; Cramer et al., 2013; Ekehammar et al., 2004; 
Laythe et al., 2002; Meeusen & Dhont, 2015; Pratto et al., 2006; Raden, 1999; Rowatt 
& Franklin, 2004; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008; Thomsen et al., 2008; Van Hiel & Mervielde, 
2005). This aggression tends to target those that do not assimilate to ingroup norms 
(Thomsen et al., 2008) and may even lead to hate crimes (Beland, 2020).

With respect to sociodemographic variables, race has been shown to be a risk 
factor when it comes to prejudicial views regarding outgroup members, in that 
White Americans are more likely to feel threatened and more likely to hold nega-
tive views regarding minority groups compared to those from other racial back-
grounds (Berg, 2009; McKeever et al., 2012; Watson & Riffe, 2013). In terms of bio-
logical sex, men have repeatedly been shown to hold more prejudice compared to 
women (Knoll et al., 2014). However, some research suggests that women are more 
likely to believe fake news is accurate compared to men, at least among college 
students (Herrero-Diz et al., 2019). 

The Current Study
The current study examined the relationship between an inability to identify 

COVID-19 fake news, RWA, sociodemographic factors, xenophobia, and anti-Asian 
American sentiment among college students, who often struggle to accurately 
identify fake news (Herrero-Diz et al., 2019; Lazer et al., 2020; Leeder et al., 2019). 
Previous research has found a relationship between RWA, race, and biological sex 
with prejudice and aggression toward outgroup members (Berg, 2009; Cramer et al., 
2013; Crawford, 2016; Herrero-Diz et al., 2019; Hodsona et al., 2016; Knoll et a., 2014; 
McKeever et al., 2012; Thomsen et al., 2008; Watson & Riffe, 2013). Other research 
has found a connection between prejudicial fake news and prejudicial attitudes 
among consumers (Lee & Hosam, 2020; Wright et al., 2019; Wright et al., 2020). 
One of the main goals of the current study was to bridge these two bodies of re-
search during the current global pandemic, which has seen an increase in both fake 
news and anti-Asian American sentiment (Atlani-Duault et al., 2020; Pew Research 
Center, 2020; Romer & Jamieson, 2020). This study had three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Consistent with previous findings (Herrero-Diz et al., 2019; Lazer 
et al., 2020; Leeder et al., 2019), it was hypothesized that college student partici-
pants would struggle with identifying COVID-19 fake news, with female partici-
pants being more likely to inaccurately identify COVID-19 fake news compared 
to male participants (Herrero-Diz et al., 2019).

Hypothesis 2: Considering research that has highlighted the role of RWA in the 
reception of negative emotions in political messages (Lavine et al., 1999; Lavine 
et al., 2002; 2005; Mirisola et al., 2014), we hypothesize that participants with 
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increased levels of RWA, as well as xenophobia, will be less likely to accurately 
identify COVID-19 fake news due to the emotional nature of the news content.

Hypothesis 3: Consistent with previous research that has examined susceptibil-
ity to fake news and prejudice (Berg, 2009; Cramer et al., 2013; Crawford, 2016; 
Herrero-Diz et al., 2019; Hodsona et al., 2016; Knoll et a., 2014; McKeever et al., 
2012; Thomsen et al., 2008; Watson & Riffe, 2013), it was hypothesized that so-
ciodemographic factors (race, biological sex) alongside RWA and an inability to 
identify COVID-19 fake news would be associated with participants xenophobia 
and anti-Asian American sentiment. 

Method
Participants and procedure

Participants included a total of 100 college students from a large southeastern 
public research university in the United States. All participants were recruited 
through their undergraduate psychology courses and received class credit for par-
ticipating. It took participants 35 minutes to complete the online questionnaire. A 
total of fourteen participants were removed from data analysis because they either 
reported not having a social media account or did not answer questions pertinent 
to the study, leaving a total of 86 participants for analysis. The majority of partici-
pants were female (n = 48, 55.8%) and identified as White (n = 46, 53.5%), followed 
by Hispanic (n = 24, 27.9%), African American (n = 12, 14%), or “other” (n = 4, 4.7%). 
No participants in the current study identified as Asian American. All participants 
were between the ages of 18 and 25 (M = 19.45, SD = 1.50). 

Participants first answered items related to their social media usage and habits. 
All participants had at least one social media account, with 73 (84.5%) participants 
having multiple accounts. Instagram (n = 75, 87.2%), Snapchat (n = 58, 67.4%), 
Twitter (n = 43, 50%) and Facebook (n = 40, 46.5%) were the most reported social 
media platforms. Most participants also reported frequent social media usage in 
regard to checking their social media accounts, posting status updates and photos, 
browsing social media, and reading and liking posts. 

Measures
Social Media Usage. Participants answered a total of seven questions related 

to their social media usage. In addition to indicating if they had a social media ac-
count and which social media platforms they use, participants also answered five 
items regarding how often they check their account, post status updates or photos, 
browse profiles and photos, read posts, and like posts. Responses ranged from 1 be-
ing never to 5 being once an hour to several times an hour. Items were averaged to 
derive at a total score used in analyses. Alpha reliability for the five items was .83.
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Fake News Examples. Participants were presented with a total of six news 
related posts that were circulating on social media at the time of this study (see 
Appendix A). Posts were classified as fake news based on source checking, local 
news reports, and snopes.com. Snopes.com is the oldest and largest independent 
fact-checking site that is considered to be an accurate fact checking tool by both 
consumers and journalists (Snopes.com, n.d.). For each post, participants were 
asked if the information was true, false, or if they were unsure. Responses were 
then totaled to determine the number of times participants responded incorrectly, 
such as identify fake news as true or if they were unsure of the accuracy of the 
news information. This score was used as a measure for participants ability to cor-
rectly identify COVID-19 fake news.

Outgroup Attitudes. Participants answered seventeen items, developed by 
Alfieri and Marta (2011), to assess attitudes regarding Asian Americans. The items 
result in five subscales: affection for, comfort with, kinship with, engagement with, 
and enthusiasm toward Asian Americans. A sample item for the affection subscale 
is “I respect Asian Americans.” A sample item for the comfort subscale is “I am at 
ease around Asian Americans.” A sample item for the kinship subscale is “I feel 
a sense of belonging with Asian Americans.” A sample item for the engagement 
subscale is “I am motivated to get to know Asian Americans better.” A sample item 
for the enthusiasm subscale is “I feel inspired by Asian Americans.” All items were 
scored on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 being strongly disagree and 5 being strongly 
agree. Items were summed to derive at a total score that was used in analyses. 
Higher scores indicated more favorable attitudes toward Asian Americans. Alpha 
reliability for the entire scale was .93. Descriptive statistics for the five subscales 
can be found in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Outgroup Attitudes

Subscale M SD Items Alpha
Affection 18.87 2.38 4 .94
Comfort 13.69 2.05 3 .90
Kinship 9.98 2.55 3 .78
Engagement 15.85 3.17 4 .87
Enthusiasm 11.07 2.68 3 .89

Attitudes toward Asian Americans. Participants answered twenty-eight 
items, developed by Ho and Jackson (2011), to assess their general attitudes toward 
Asian Americans. Sample items include “Most Asian Americans are intellectually 
bright” and “Asian Americans should think in more American ways.” Items were 
scored on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 being strongly disagree and 5 being strong-
ly agree. Seventeen items were reverse coded. Items were averaged to derive at a 
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score to be used in analyses. Higher scores indicated more positive attitudes toward 
Asian Americans. Alpha reliability for the scale was .93.

Xenophobia. The Xenophobia scale developed by Van der veer and colleagues 
(2011) was used in the current study. This scale contains nine items scored on a 
5-point Likert scale with 1 being strongly disagree and 5 being strongly agree. Sam-
ple items include “Immigration in this country is out of control” and “With in-
creased immigration I fear that our way of life will change for the worse.” Items 
were summed to derive at a total score that was used in analyses. Alpha reliability 
for the scale was .94.

Right-Wing Authoritarianism. Participants completed the short version of 
the RWA scale developed by Rattazzi and colleagues (2007). This scale contains 
ten items scored on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 being strongly disagree and 5 be-
ing strongly agree. Sample items include “Our country desperately needs a mighty 
leader who will do what has to be done to destroy the radical new ways and sinful-
ness that are ruining us” and “What our country really needs instead of more “civil 
rights” is a good stiff dose of law and order.” Items were summed to derive at a total 
score that was used in analyses. Alpha reliability for the scale was .95.

Demographic Questionnaire. Participants answered three questions regard-
ing age, race, and biological sex. Limitations in sample size prohibited analyzing 
results separately based on race. Therefore, race was dummy coded in analyses as 
white and non-white.

Results
First, analyses were conducted to examine the extent of missing data, which was 

found to be minimal (< 5%). We therefore used a simple mean substitution method 
in accordance with Kline (2005), which is a good representation of the original data 
set as long as missing data is minimal (< 20%) (Downey & King, 1998). This method 
of handling missing data is preferable compared to other methods as it allows for 
complete case analyses, does not reduce the statistical power of tests, and takes 
into consideration the reason for missing data (Twala, 2009). We then examined the 
reliability of scales, distributional characteristics of the data, as well as intercorrela-
tions of study measures.

Analyses in the current study included: (a) descriptive statistics regarding par-
ticipants social media usage, (b) descriptive statistics related to participants fake 
news identification, (c) an analysis of variance (ANOVA) to determine participant 
variations in the ability to correctly identify COVID-19 fake news, (d) descriptive 
statistics regarding participants attitudes toward Asian Americans, xenophobia, 
and RWA, (e) intercorrelations of study variables, and (f) multivariate multiple lin-
ear regression analyses to determine factors related to participants’ attitudes re-
garding Asian Americans and xenophobia. 
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Participant Social Media Usage 
The majority of participants have multiple social media accounts (84.88%, n = 73). 

The most reported social media accounts were Instagram (87.21%), Snapchat 
(67.44%), Twitter (50%), and Facebook (46.51%). Participants also reported being 
rather active on social media in that they checked their account (53.5%), browse so-
cial media (59.3%), read social media posts (59.3%), and like social media posts (50%) 
“once a day to several times a day.” However, participants reported posting on 
their social media (43%) accounts “once a month to several times a month.” There 
were no significant differences for social media usage based on participant biologi-
cal sex, F (15, 69) = 1.34, p = .21, reported race, F (15, 69) = .70, p = .78, xenophobia, 
F (15, 69) = .69, p = .79, or RWA, F (15, 69) = .89, p = .58. 

Fake News Identification
In terms of being able to correctly identify COVID-19 fake news, 20.9% of par-

ticipants (n = 18) were not able to do so. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) found 
no significant differences based on participant reported race, F (1, 84) = 1.09, p = .74, 
biological sex, F (1, 84) = 1.08, p = .30, or social media usage, F (1, 83) = .03, p = .85, 
for the inability to identify COVID-19 fake news. Significant differences were 
found based on participants level of RWA, F (1, 84) = 6.36, p = .01, and xenophobia, 
F (1, 84) = 14.19, p = .00, indicating that participants with higher levels of RWA and 
xenophobia were less likely to accurately identify COVID-19 fake news. 

Participant Attitudes toward Asian Americans
Descriptive statistics for participants’ views and attitudes regarding Asian 

Americans, xenophobia, and RWA can be found in Table 2. Generally, participants 
reported positive attitudes toward Asian Americans as well as high levels of affec-
tion toward and comfort with Asian Americans. Participants also reported moder-
ate levels of kinship with, engagement with, and enthusiasm for Asian Americans. 
Participants also reported low levels of xenophobia and RWA. 

Table 2. Participants Attitudes Toward Asian Americans, Xenophobia, and RWA

M SD
Affection toward Asian Americans 18.87 2.38
Comfort with Asian Americans 13.69 2.05
Kinship with Asian Americans 9.98 2.55
Engagement with Asian Americans 15.85 3.17
Enthusiasm for Asian Americans 11.07 2.68
Attitudes toward Asian Americans 4.19 .55
Xenophobia 15.70 7.67
RWA 20.05 9.23
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Intercorrelations of Study Variables
Intercorrelations of study variables were examined to determine how the out-

come and predictor variables were related. As can be seen in Table 3 most outcome 
variables were significantly correlated with each other. All measures examining 
attitudes toward Asian Americans were significantly and positively correlated with 
each other. Xenophobia was significantly and negatively associated with attitudes 
toward Asian Americans, as was RWA. RWA and xenophobia were significantly 
and positively correlated with each other. In terms of sociodemographic variables, 
being white was associated with increased xenophobia. Male participants were 
more likely to report having increased kinship with Asian Americans. An inability 
to identify COVID-19 fake news was negatively associated with attitudes toward 
Asian Americans but was positively associated with both xenophobia and RWA. 
Social media usage was positively associated with affection toward Asian Ameri-
cans and attitudes toward Asian Americans. 

Table 3. Intercorrelations of Study Variables

 

 
 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 
1. Affection toward 
Asian Americans 

 .78** .34** .53** .52** .63** -.42** -.38** -.03 .00 -.31** .22*

2. Comfort with 
Asian Americans 

  .50** .56** .45** .52** -.50** -.43** .03 -.13 -.33** .04 

3. Kinship with 
Asian Americans 

   .57** .63** .32* -.23* -.19 .13 -.22* -.07 .02 

4. Engagement with 
Asian Americans 

    .66** .52** -.57** -.52** -.11 .11 -.33** -.01 

5. Enthusiasm for 
Asian Americans 

     .51** -.28* -.29* -.15 -.01 -.13 .04 

6. Attitudes toward 
Asian Americans 

      -.47** -.47** -.09 .13 -.37** .25*

7. Xenophobia        .66** .29** -.12 .38** -.07 
8. RWA         .10 -.12 .27* -.07 
9. Race          -.22* -.04 -.03
10. Sex           .11 .24* 
11. COVID-19 fake 
news 

           -.02 

12. Social media 
usage 

            

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

Factors Related to Attitudes 
toward Asian Americans and Xenophobia 
Multiple multivariate linear regression analyses were conducted to determine 

factors related to participants’ views and attitudes regarding Asian Americans and 
xenophobia. These included participant race (coded as 1 = white and 0 = non-white), 
biological sex, RWA, and inability to identify COVID-19 fake news. Results can be 
found in Tables 4–10. 

A significant regression equation was found for xenophobia, F (4, 81) = 23.65, 
p < .001, R2 = .54. Participant’s level of xenophobia increased .23 units for each unit 
increase of fake news and .54 units for each unit increase of RWA. White participants 
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reported higher levels of xenophobia (.23) compared to non-White participants. Par-
ticipant race, level of RWA, and inability to accurately identify COVID-19 fake news, 
but not biological sex, significantly predicted participants level of xenophobia.

A significant regression equation was also found for affection toward Asian 
Americans, F (4, 81) = 4.88, p < .001, R2 = .19. Participants level of affection toward 
Asian Americans decreased .31 units for each unit increase of RWA and .21 units 
for each unit increase of fake news. Participant level of RWA and inability to ac-
curately to identify COVID-19 fake news significantly predicted participants level 
of affection toward Asian Americans. Participant race and biological sex were not 
significant predictors. 

A significant regression equation was also found for comfort with Asian 
Americans, F (4, 81) = 6.93, p < .001, R2 = .26. Participants level of comfort with Asian 
Americans decreased .37 units for each unit increase of RWA and .20 units for each 
unit increase of fake news. Participant level of RWA and inability to accurately to 
identify COVID-19 fake news significantly predicted participants level of comfort 
with Asian Americans. Participant race and biological sex were not significant 
predictors. 

A significant regression equation was also found for engagement with Asian 
Americans, F (4, 81) = 9.23, p < .001, R2 = .31. Participants level of engagement with 
Asian Americans decreased .42 units for each unit increase of RWA and .21 units 
for each unit increase of fake news. Participant level of RWA and inability to ac-
curately to identify COVID-19 fake news significantly predicted participants level 
of engagement with Asian Americans. Participant race and biological sex were not 
significant predictors. 

A significant regression equation was also found for participants general atti-
tudes toward Asian Americans, F (4, 80) = 8.65, p < .001, R2 = .30. Participants gen-
eral attitudes toward Asian Americans decreased .35 units for each unit increase of 
RWA and .27 units for each unit increase of fake news. Participant level of RWA 
and inability to accurately to identify COVID-19 fake news significantly predicted 
participants general attitudes toward Asian Americans. Participant race and bio-
logical sex were not significant predictors. 

A marginally significant regression equation was found for kinship with Asian 
Americans, F (4, 81) = 2.40, p = .056, R2 = .11. Participants level of kinship with Asian 
Americans decreased .22 units for each unit increase of RWA. Male participants 
reported higher levels of kinship toward Asian Americans (.22) compared to female 
participants. Participant biological sex and level of RWA significantly predicted 
participants level of kinship with Asian Americans. Participant race and inability to 
identify COVID-19 fake news were not significant predictors. 

A marginally significant regression equation was also found for enthusiasm for 
Asian Americans, F (4, 81) = 2.38, p = .058, R2 = .11. Participants enthusiasm for 
Asian Americans decreased .25 units for each unit increase of RWA. Participants 
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RWA was the only significant predictor of enthusiasm for Asian Americans. Par-
ticipant race, sex, and inability to accurately identify COVID-19 fake news were not 
significant predictors.

Table 4. Multivariate Regression Analyses for Xenophobia

Predictors Zero-order r β sr pr
Race .29 3.65* .23 .32
Sex -.12 -.37 -.02 -.03
RWA .66 .47** .54 .62
Unable to Identify COVID-19 fake news .38 .75* .23 .32
**p < .01, *p <.05

Table 5. Multivariate Regression Analyses for Affection toward Asian Americans

Predictors Zero-order r β sr pr
Race -.03 -.01 -.01 -.01
Sex .00 -.02 -.01 -.02
RWA -.38 -.02** -.31 -.32
Unable to Identify COVID-19 fake news -.31 -.05* -.21 -.23
**p < .01, *p <.05

Table 6. Multivariate Regression Analyses for Comfort with Asian Americans

Predictors Zero-order r β sr pr
Race .03 .04 .03 .03
Sex -.13 -.20 -.14 -.16
RWA -.43 -.03** -.37 -.40
Unable to Identify COVID-19 fake news -.33 -.06* -.20 -.22
**p < .001, *p <.05

Table 7. Multivariate Regression Analyses for Engagement with Asian Americans

Predictors Zero-order r β sr pr
Race -.11 -.34 -.05 -.06
Sex .11 .42 .06 .08
RWA -.52 -.15** -.42 -.45
Unable to Identify COVID-19 fake news -.33 -.29* -.21 -.25
**p < .001, *p <.05
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Table 8. Multivariate Regression Analyses for General Attitudes for Asian Americans

Predictors Zero-order r β sr pr
Race -.09 -.05 -.04 -.05
Sex .13 .12 .11 .13
RWA -.47 -.02** -.35 -.39
Unable to Identify COVID-19 fake news -.37 -.07* -.27 -.31
**p < .01, *p <.05

Table 9. Multivariate Regression Analyses for Kinship with Asian Americans

Predictors Zero-order r β sr pr
Race .13 .53 .10 .11
Sex -.22 -1.16* -.22 -.23
RWA -.19 -.06* -.22 -.23
Unable to Identify COVID-19 fake news -.07 .02 -.02 .02
*p <.05

Table 10. Multivariate Regression Analyses for Enthusiasm for Asian Americans

Predictors Zero-order r β sr pr
Race -.15 -.75 -.14 -.14
Sex -.01 -.37 -.07 -.07
RWA -.29 -.08* -.25 -.26
Unable to Identify COVID-19 fake news -.13 -.07 -.06 -.06
*p <.05

Discussion
The aim of this study was to examine the relationship between an inability to 

identify COVID-19 fake news, RWA, and sociodemographic factors (i.e., race, bio-
logical sex), xenophobia, and attitudes regarding Asian Americans. We hypoth-
esized that participants would struggle identifying COVID-19 fake news, with fe-
male participants being more likely to struggle in this regard compared to male 
participants (Herrero-Diz et al., 2019; Lazer et al., 2020; Leeder et al., 2019). Consid-
ering the surge of COVID-19 fake news targeting Asians (Atlani-Duault et al., 2020; 
Pew Research Center, 2020; Romer & Jamieson, 2020), we also hypothesized that 
there would be a relationship between an inability to identify COVID-19 fake news 
and anti-Asian American sentiment. Finally, considering previous research on fake 
news and prejudice (Berg, 2009; Cramer et al., 2013; Crawford, 2016; Herrero-Diz 
et al., 2019; Hodsona et al., 2016; Knoll et a., 2014; McKeever et al., 2012; Thomsen 
et al., 2008; Watson & Riffe, 2013), we hypothesized that an inability to identify 
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COVID-19 fake news along with RWA and sociodemographic factors (i.e., race, 
biological sex) would be associated with participants xenophobia and anti-Asian 
American sentiment. 

It is important to note that participants in the current study reported somewhat 
positive general attitudes toward Asian Americans as well as high levels of affec-
tion and comfort towards Asian Americans. Participants also reported moderate 
levels of kinship with engagement, and enthusiasm for Asian Americans and low 
levels of xenophobia and right-wing authoritarianism. This was not surprising as 
younger adults tend to show less prejudice compared to older adults (Stewart et al., 
2009). 

Social Media Use Identifying COVID-19 Fake News

Participants in this study reported frequent social media use with multiple social 
media accounts. Consistent with previous research (Pew Research Center, 2018), 
the most reported social media platforms were Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, and 
Facebook. In line with our first hypothesis, almost 21% of participants experienced 
an inability to identify COVID-19 fake news, supporting the findings of Herrero-Diz 
and colleagues (2019) and Leeder (2019). However, unlike Herrero-Diz and col-
leagues (2019), no significant differences in the ability to identify COVID-19 fake 
news were found based on participant biological sex or race. Our second hypothesis 
was supported by the data in that we found differences in identifying COVID-19 
fake news based on both RWA and xenophobia. Participants with higher levels of 
both were less likely to accurately identify COVID-19 fake news. This is consistent 
with previous research (Lavine et al., 1999; Lavine et al., 2002; 2005; Mirisola et al., 
2014) and may indicate that those with increased levels of RWA and xenophobia 
are more vulnerable to the emotional framing of fake news content (Ball, 2018; 
Gardiner, 2015; Paschen, 2019).

COVID-19 Fake News 
and Attitudes toward Asian Americans

Our last hypothesis focused on the relationship between an inability to identify 
COVID-19 fake news, RWA, and sociodemographic factors (race, biological sex) on 
level of xenophobia, and anti-Asian American sentiment. These particular factors 
are of importance considering the consumer variations in social media usage (Pew 
Research Center, 2018). We found that being White was associated with higher 
rates of xenophobic attitudes among college students, consistent with previous re-
search (Berg, 2009; McKeever et al., 2012; Watson & Riffe, 2013; Wright et al., 2019; 
Wright et al., 2020). Interestingly, while biological sex was a significant contributor, 
results of this study indicated that male participants were more likely to report ex-
periencing kinship with Asian Americans compared to female participants. This is 
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contrary to previous research in this area (Knoll et al., 2014). This unexpected result 
may stem from the college atmosphere itself. Participants in this study were all col-
lege students and previous research has highlighted the positive effect of higher ed-
ucation reducing prejudice and discrimination (Gassner & McGuigan, 2014; Milem 
& Umback 2003; Zuniga et al., 2005). 

Consistent with previous research (Altemeyer, 1981; 1998; Cramer et al., 2013; 
Crawford et al., 2016; Hodsona et al., 2016; Thomsen et al., 2008), RWA was associ-
ated with anti-Asian American sentiment and xenophobia. Additionally, an inabil-
ity to identify COVID-19 fake news was also associated with anti-Asian American 
sentiment and xenophobia. Interestingly, participants who were high in RWA and 
had an inability to identify COVID-19 fake news had higher levels of xenophobia 
and more negative attitudes regarding Asian Americans. 

It is clear that the relationship between an inability to identify COVID-19 fake 
news, RWA, xenophobia, and attitudes toward Asian Americans is a complicated 
one. However, it may be that COVID-19 fake news amplifies participants already 
existing RWA, increasing prejudicial views toward Asian Americans. Additional 
research is needed to confirm this relationship. Considering the emotional framing 
of fake news (Ball 2018; Gardiner, 2015; Horne & Adali, 2017; Horne et al., 2018; 
Paschen, 2019; Wright et al., 2020), the content of COVID-19 fake news that par-
ticipants were asked to identify as factual or false could have led to their reported 
attitudes (see Rapp & Salovich, 2018), reinforcing negative feelings participants 
may have been experiencing as a result of the global pandemic (see Atwell Seate & 
Mastro, 2016). This line of reasoning is consistent with both the scapegoat theory of 
prejudice (Allport, 1954; Miller & Bugelski, 1948; Rothschild et al., 2012) and the ter-
ror-management theory (Cook et al., 2015; Greenberg et al., 1990; Jonas et al., 2005). 

Importance of Study

The results of the current study are timely considering the ongoing global pan-
demic related to COVID-19 and continued increased in fake news (Pew Research 
Center, 2020; Romer & Jamieson, 2020). Our results have considerable implications 
for the study of fake news and prejudice, particularly anti-Asian-American senti-
ment. Our research adds to the numerous studies on fake news and helps bridge 
the gap between examining fake news and prejudicial attitudes. It is clear, based on 
the findings of this study, that the content in fake news and the inability to identify 
the information as false can have real implications regarding consumer attitudes 
toward outgroups. Clearly increased efforts in combating fake news and educating 
consumers about fake news are needed. The results of this study should be helpful 
in that regard.
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Limitations and Implications for Future Research
There are several limitations of the current study that are important to consider. 

First, we used a college-based sample, which represents a distinct group of young 
adults. Additionally, due to operational changes related to COVID-19, this study 
was conducted using a survey that was administered online. This allows little con-
trol over participants and may have interfered with how participants participated 
in this study. Additionally, some of the results in the study were marginally sig-
nificant, likely due to sample size. Data for the current study was collected during 
the emergence of the global pandemic. The U.S. Participants completing the survey 
likely already experienced heightened emotions that could have impacted the way 
in which they responded to questions. Finally, it is probable that participants never 
saw the COVID-19 fake news examples that were presented during the study on 
their personal social media sites. 
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Appendix A: Fake News Examples

A new disease outbreak caused 
by the hantavirus has been detected in China.


