
The influence of news media, 
politicians, and experts as information 
sources on COVID-19 attitudes and 
beliefs: A US–UK comparison 
Craig T. Robertson, Megan Knittel, Grant Blank, Johannes M. Bauer, and Ruth Shillair



2

Study purpose
Comparative perspective

Theorizing:

• Features of media and political systems >> public messages
• Comparative system-level polarization and 

centralization/fragmentation

Analyzing:

• Role of media and elite sources within systems
• Relationship to public attitudes & beliefs about COVID-19
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US and UK political/media systems

Federalized system
More politically polarized
Fragmented healthcare

Deregulated commercial press
Fragmented and polarized media
Less concentrated audiences

More unitary system
Less politically polarized
Centralized healthcare (NHS)

Regulated broadcast media
Strong public service media (BBC)
Less fragmented and polarized media
More concentrated audiences
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US and UK audience polarization
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US and UK audience concentration
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Theoretical expectations

More fragmented and polarized system

More fragmented and polarized messaging

Divisive role of media and elite sources – especially Trump/conservative media

COVID-19 attitudes/beliefs/intentions less aligned with scientific consensus

Less fragmented and polarized system

More aligned or consensual messaging

Centralizing role of media and elite sources – especially BBC/NHS

COVID-19 attitudes/beliefs/intentions more aligned with scientific consensus
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Data and methods

Web-based representative surveys: US (N=2,280) and UK (N=2,000)
October–November, 2020

Independent variables
• Demographic controls
• Health- and coronavirus-related controls
• Internet use
• Political leaning
• Media and elite source trust
• Use of media & elite sources: specific news media, politicians, CDC/NHS, doctors/experts

Dependent variables
• Worries about coronavirus
• Vaccine willingness
• Masks helping to slow spread
• Social distancing helping to slow spread

Ordinal logistic regression analyses
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Aggregate-level

% agreement with questions/statements
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Individual-level results

• Users of Fox News and conservative media = coronavirus worries overblown, less positive about masks
• Opposite findings for users of CNN/MSNBC and CBS/ABC/NBC
• Paying attention to Trump = coronavirus worries overblown
• Opposite findings for state governments

• Users of NHS = high vaccine willingness, coronavirus not overblown, positive about masks
• Same strong findings for BBC
• Users of conservative media = coronavirus worries overblown



12

Conclusions

• More centralized system
• Strong role of public institutions – NHS and BBC aligning public on COVID-19
• Also, key role of public trust in media and institutions
• Some indication of role of conservative media

• More decentralized and polarized system
• Role of divisive media and political figures: splitting public on COVID-19
• Also, key role of trust 


