
The presence of Internet-based misinformation and fake news have been brought to public attention and 
amplified since the 2016 U.S. presidential election campaign (Brown et al., 2017; Douglas, 2018). Social media, the 
new “infomedia” ecosystem, is popular for the spreading of fake news (Depoux et al., 2020). Fake news travels 
faster and spreads more widely (Ball, 2018) and has a stronger effect on consumers (Wright et al., in press) when 
compared to accurate news. Fake news can be difficult for consumers, including college students, to identify 
(Herrero-Diz et al., 2019; Leeder, 2019). 

As with hard news sources (e.g., CNN, FOX News), political content is frequently associated with fake news and 
misinformation (de Zuniga et al., 2012). With this comes racial hoaxes included in fake news that have the intent of 
validating and encouraging discriminatory and biased opinions toward minority groups (Cerase & Santoro, 2018; 
Wright et al., 2019). False information targeting minority groups is not only sensational but provides stereotypical, 
biased, and prejudicial falsehoods (Wright et al., in press). The way in which minority groups are portrayed in 
media can negatively influence consumer attitudes (see Wright et al., 2019) by making them feel threatened and 
anxious (McKeever et al., 2012). Exposure to fake news containing negative images of minority groups corresponds 
to biased opinions and stereotypical views regarding minority groups (Schemer, 2012; Wright et al., 2019). 

Fake news and misinformation regarding COVID-19 potentially influences consumer attitudes regarding Asian 
Americans, despite being considered a model minority group (Yoo et al., 2010). There are reported instances of 
fake news relating to xenophobia towards Chinese patients and visitors (Shimizu, 2020). Fake news denoting 
Chinese 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 may be 
directly related to the scapegoat theory of prejudice (Allport, 1954) as well as the terror-management theory 
(Greenberg et al., 1990).

Negative and intolerant attitudes regarding minority groups have been associated with several factors examined in 
this study, such as Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) (e.g., Hodsona et al., 2016) and sociodemographic variables 
of race, age, biological sex, and social class (Berg, 2009; de Zuniga et al., 2012; Gattino & Tartaglia, 2015; 
Gonsalkorale, et a., 2009; John & Heald-Moore, 1996; Knoll et a., 2014; McKeever et al., 2012; Schemer, 2012; 
Timberlake & Williams, 2012; Watson & Riffe, 2013). Interestingly, these are the same factors that previous 
research has found influences increased susceptibility to believing fake news (Wright et al., 2019; Wright et al., in 
press).

The current study is exploratory in nature. Even so, considering what we do know about the impact of fake news, 
we expected to find that our college student participants would struggle with identifying fake news related to 
COVID-19. We also expected to see an increase in anti-Asian American attitudes related to an inability to identify 
the accuracy of COVID-19 fake news. Additionally, we expected to see a relationship between participant 
sociodemographic factors and RWA on xenophobia and negative attitudes toward Asian Americans. We tested a 
mediational model on the relationship between sociodemographic variables, an inability to identify COVID-19 fake 
news, RWA and xenophobia, on participant attitudes toward Asian Americans (see Figure 1). While this research is 
exploratory, we believe it can help inform future research on the relationship between fake news and consumer 
attitudes toward outgroups and minority members. 

Participants & Procedure
Participants included a total of 86 college students from a large southeastern public research university who were 
recruited through their undergraduate psychology courses and received class credit for completing the 35-min online 
questionnaire. Most participants were female (n = 48, 55.8%) and identified as White (n = 46, 53.5%). All participants 
were between the ages of 18 and 25.

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 accounts. Most 
participants also reported frequent social media usage regarding checking their social media accounts, posting status 
updates and photos, browsing social media, and reading and liking posts. 

Measures
Participants first answered a series of questions related to their social media usage. They were then presented with a 
total of six news related posts that were circulating on social media at the time of the study. Posts were classified as 
fake news based on source checking, local news reports, and snopes.com. For each post, participants were asked if the 
information was true, false, or if they were unsure.

Participants answered seventeen items, developed by Alfieri and Marta (2011) to assess their outgroup attitudes 
toward Asian Americans (alpha = 0.93). Participants also answered twenty-eight items, developed by Ho and Jackson 
(2011), to assess their general attitudes toward Asian Americans (alpha = 0.93). Participants completed the Xenophobia 
scale (van der veer et al., 2011) (alpha = 0.94) and the right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) scale (Rattazzi et al., 2007) 
(alpha = 0.95). 

Finally, participants answered a series of demographic questions and a measure of social class (Rubin, 2012; Rubin & 
Wright, 2015) (alpha = 0.77). Limitations in sample size precluded analyzing results separately based on race. 
Therefore, race was dummy coded in analyses as white and non-white.

Analyses relevant to the study aims included: (a) descriptive statistics regarding participants social media usage and 
fake news identification, (b) descriptive statistics regarding participants attitudes toward Asian Americans, xenophobia, 
and RWA, (c) hierarchical regression analyses to determine factors related to participants’ attitudes regarding Asian 
Americans and xenophobia, and (d) a mediational model examining the relationship between sociodemographic 
variables, RWA, xenophobia, and attitudes regarding Asian Americans.

Social Media Usage & Fake News
Most participants had multiple social media accounts (84.88%, n = 73). The most reported social media accounts were 
Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, and Facebook. Participants also reported being rather active on social media. In terms of 
being able to correctly identify COVID-19 fake news, 20.9% of participants (n = 18) were not able to do so. No 
significant differences based on participant reported race, F (3, 82) = 1.87, p = .14, or biological sex, F (1, 84) = 1.08, p = 
.30, were found for being unable to correctly identify COVID-19 fake news. 

Participant Attitudes
Generally, participants reported positive attitudes toward Asian Americans as well as high levels of affection toward 
and comfort with Asian Americans. Participants also reported moderate levels of kinship with, engagement with, and 
enthusiasm for Asian Americans. Participants also reported low levels of xenophobia and RWA. 

Factors Related to Attitudes toward Asian Americans & Xenophobia
Hierarchical multiple- regression analyses were conducted to determine factors (race, biological sex, social class, RWA) 
related to participants’ views and attitudes regarding Asian Americans and xenophobia. We also included participants 
inability to identify COVID-19 fake news as well as interactions of interest (RWA X an inability to identify COVID-19 fake 
news). Results indicated that being White and of a higher social class was associated with higher levels of xenophobia. 
Male participants were more likely to experience kinship with Asian Americans in comparison to female participants. 
RWA was associated with all outcome variables. Those with higher levels of RWA were more likely to report 
xenophobic attitudes and to have less positive attitudes regarding Asian Americans. Being unable to identify COVID-19 
fake news was a predictor of xenophobia and negative attitudes regarding Asian Americans in all areas examined, 
except for kinship with and enthusiasm for Asian Americans. In terms of the interaction variable, we found that those 
high in RWA who were unable to identify COVID-19 fake news reported higher levels of xenophobia and more negative 
attitudes in terms of affection for and comfort with Asian Americans and general negative attitudes toward Asian 
Americans. Results can be found in Table 1.

Mediational Model
To test the mediational model (see Figure 1) regression analyses were conducted. In the current study, the test of joint 
significance (TJS) was used to test the model  (Cohen & Cohen, 1983; Kenny et al., 1998). The first analysis regressed 
sociodemographic variables and ability to identify COVID-19 fake news on RWA. Results indicated that higher social 
class and an inability to identify COVID-19 fake news was associated with RWA. The second analysis regressed RWA on 
xenophobia and indicated that higher levels of RWA was associated with xenophobia. The third set of analyses 
regressed xenophobia on attitudes toward Asian Americans and indicated that xenophobia was associated with 
negative attitudes toward Asian Americans. 

We examined factors that could be related to the impact of being unable to identify COVID-19 fake news on 
participant’s attitudes regarding Asian Americans and xenophobia, such as participant race, biological sex, social 
class, and RWA. We also tested the interaction of RWA and an inability to identify COVID-19 fake news as well as a 
mediational model. As in previous research, being white and of a higher social class (Wright et al., 2019) was 
associated with higher rates of xenophobic attitudes among college students. Interestingly, while biological sex 
was a significant contributor, results indicated that male participants were more likely to report experiencing 
kinship with Asian Americans compared to female participants. This is 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 college students and previous research has highlighted the positive effect of higher education 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 associated with negative attitudes toward Asian Americans and 
xenophobia. Additionally, an inability to identify COVID-19 fake news was also associated with negative attitudes 
toward Asian Americans and xenophobia. Interestingly, participants who were high in RWA and were unable to 
identify COVID-19 fake news had higher levels of xenophobia and more negative attitudes regarding Asian 
Americans. Our results from the mediational model indicated that RWA and xenophobia mediated the relationship 
between higher social class and an inability to identify COVID-19 fake news and participants attitudes toward 
Asian Americans. Results indicated that both a higher social class and an inability to identify COVID-19 fake news 
was associated with increased levels of RWA. Increased levels of RWA was then associated with xenophobia, 
which led to negative attitudes toward 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. Considering that fake 
news in general elicits strong emotions, shock value, and uses sensationalism (Ball, 2018; Gardiner, 2015; Paschen, 
2019; Reis et al., 2015; Wright et al., in press), the content of COVID-19 fake news that participants 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) and 
the terror-management theory (Greenberg et al., 1990). 

Some limitations of the current study include using a college sample and online survey. The sample size precluded 
the ability to perform some analyses and may be related to some of the marginally significant results reported 
here. Additionally, data for the current study was collected during the emergence of the global pandemic in the 
U.S. Participants completing the survey likely already experienced heightened emotions that could have impacted 
the way in which they responded to questions. 

Even so, the results of the current study are important for a variety of reasons and have significant implications for 
the study of fake news and prejudice. 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 and decipher that content can have real implications regarding 
consumer attitudes toward outgroups. Clearly increased efforts in combating fake news and educating consumers 
about fake news are needed. 
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