
Carey, John, Nyhan, Brendan, Phillips, Joseph B. and Reifler, Jason (2022) 
Partisanship Unmasked? The Role of Politics and Social Norms in COVID-19 
Mask-Wearing Behavior.  Journal of Experimental Political Science . ISSN 2052-2630. 

Kent Academic Repository

Downloaded from
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/96875/ The University of Kent's Academic Repository KAR 

The version of record is available from
https://doi.org/10.1017/XPS.2022.20

This document version
Publisher pdf

DOI for this version

Licence for this version
CC BY (Attribution)

Additional information

Versions of research works

Versions of Record
If this version is the version of record, it is the same as the published version available on the publisher's web site. 
Cite as the published version. 

Author Accepted Manuscripts
If this document is identified as the Author Accepted Manuscript it is the version after peer review but before type 
setting, copy editing or publisher branding. Cite as Surname, Initial. (Year) 'Title of article'. To be published in Title 
of Journal , Volume and issue numbers [peer-reviewed accepted version]. Available at: DOI or URL (Accessed: date). 

Enquiries
If you have questions about this document contact ResearchSupport@kent.ac.uk. Please include the URL of the record 
in KAR. If you believe that your, or a third party's rights have been compromised through this document please see 
our Take Down policy (available from https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies). 

https://kar.kent.ac.uk/96875/
https://doi.org/10.1017/XPS.2022.20
mailto:ResearchSupport@kent.ac.uk
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies


RESEARCH ARTICLE

Partisanship Unmasked? The Role of Politics
and Social Norms in COVID-19 Mask-Wearing
Behavior
John Carey1 , Brendan Nyhan1 , Joseph B. Phillips2* and Jason Reifler3

1Department of Government, Dartmouth College, Hanover, New Hampshire, USA, 2School of Psychology,
University of Kent, Canterbury, Kent, UK and 3Department of Politics, University of Exeter, Exeter,
Devon, UK
*Corresponding author. Email: j.phillips-823@kent.ac.uk

Abstract
Public health officials have faced resistance in their efforts to promote mask-wearing to
counter the spread of COVID-19. One approach to promoting behavior change is to alert
people to the fact that a behavior is common (a descriptive norm). However, partisan dif-
ferences in pandemic mitigation behavior mean that Americans may be especially (in)sen-
sitive to information about behavioral norms depending on the party affiliation of the
group in question. In July–August 2020, we tested the effects of providing information
to respondents about how many Americans, co-partisans, or out-partisans report wearing
masks regularly on both mask-wearing intentions and on the perceived effectiveness of
masks. Learning that a majority of Americans report wearing masks regularly increases
mask-wearing intentions and perceived effectiveness, though the effects of this information
are not distinguishable from other treatments.

Keywords: COVID-19; descriptive norms; partisanship; masks; survey experiments; affective polarization

Introduction
Mitigating the COVID-19 pandemic requires individuals to comply with public
health directives such as wearing a mask (Howard et al. 2021). Unfortunately,
mask-wearing has become a partisan issue. Both former President Donald
Trump and conservative media outlets have downplayed the need for and efficacy
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of various pandemic mitigation measures, including mask-wearing (Calvillo et al.
2020; Yamey and Gonsalves 2020). As a result, Republicans (Ingram et al. 2020;
Milosh et al. N.d.) and conservatives (Utych 2021) are considerably less likely to
wear masks than Democrats and liberals and often resist messages encouraging
them to do so (Gelfand et al. 2022).

In this environment, how can experts persuade the public to wear masks more
often? One promising approach is to alert the public to descriptive norms among an
important reference group (Bilancini et al. 2020; Fisher and Karl 2022; Folmer et al.
2020, 2021; Kitamura and Yamada 2020; Kooistra and van Rooij 2020). People who
know that others in the reference group are engaging in pandemic mitigation behav-
iors might be more likely to adopt more pandemic mitigation practices themselves.
This intervention could be especially effective if people underestimate the strength
of a behavioral norm due to highly visible dissent and non-compliance (e.g., protests
against mask-wearing and media coverage of the issue).

This article experimentally tests whether an intervention that alerts Americans to
empirical data on the strength of behavioral norms of mask-wearing on downstream
mask-wearing intentions, perceived mask effectiveness, and affective polarization.

Our results indicate that telling people most Americans report wearing masks
increased self-reported intentions to wear masks and improved the perceived effi-
cacy of masks relative to controls, though these effects were not statistically distin-
guishable from other treatment conditions. The marginal effects on mask-wearing
were significant among Republicans, the partisan group with the lowest levels of
mask-wearing intentions, and among participants who did not overestimate rates
of self-reported mask-wearing. Finally, despite partisan controversy over the issue,
learning about reported mask-wearing behavior among co-partisans or out-
partisans did not differentially affect mask-wearing intentions.

Theoretical approach
Descriptive norms are observed patterns of actions that people take in a particular
setting. These norms can have strong effects on behavior because people want to be
accepted in social contexts and follow relevant behavioral expectations, which they
can generally accomplish by acting like everyone else (Christensen et al. 2004;
Cialdini, Kallgren and Reno 1991).

By the time our study was conducted, mask-wearing had become common. In a
June 25–July 12, 2020 survey conducted about a month before the experiment
reported here, 74% of respondents reported wearing a mask “all of the time” or
“most of the time” when they left the house. Our first preregistered hypothesis pre-
dicted that making this norm salient by informing people how many Americans say
they wear masks would increase mask-wearing intentions (H1A).

People may lack information about the strength of the mask-wearing norm due
to, for example, the media emphasis on a minority of anti-mask activists, living in a
community with below-average mask-wearing adherence, or people staying home
and not observing public mask-wearing behaviors. We also predicted that the effect
of the mask-wearing norm treatment would be particularly strong among people
who previously underestimated reported mask-wearing among the public (H1B).
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When descriptive norms differ between subgroups, as they do between
Democrats and Republicans in pandemic mitigation, people may be especially
responsive to in-group behavior (Goldring and Heiphetz 2020). We thus expected
that providing information about reported mask-wearing among co-partisans
would increase mask-wearing intentions (H2A), particularly among those who pre-
viously underestimated mask-wearing among co-partisans (H2B).

To the extent Americans see opposing partisans’ motivations and behaviors as
suspect (Munro, Weih and Tsai 2010; Waytz, Young and Ginges 2014), they
may not wish to follow out-partisans’ general patterns of behavior or may even wish
to resist out-partisan norms. Therefore, it remains an open question whether expo-
sure to out-partisans’ reported mask-wearing tendencies influences individuals’ own
intentions to wear masks (RQ1A). How partisans react to over- and under-
estimating reported out-partisan mask-wearing is an open question (RQ1B) for
the same reasons.

We also ask whether providing information about descriptive norms affects
beliefs about the efficacy of masks (RQ2). Descriptive norms can influence behavior
independently of underlying beliefs and attitudes about that behavior (Christensen
et al. 2004; Cialdini, Kallgren and Reno 1991). Following descriptive norms may
reflect an effort to preserve a sense of belonging with others regardless of agreement
with the underlying reasons for a behavior (Göckeritz et al. 2010). Alternatively,
people who anticipate engaging in a behavior may adopt beliefs and attitudes to
justify their actions and avoid cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957). In this case,
exposure to descriptive norms could prompt an update not only of behavioral inten-
tions but also of corresponding beliefs.

Finally, though most Americans report engaging in pandemic mitigation behav-
iors such as wearing masks, Republicans do so less often (Druckman et al. 2020).
Furthermore, Republican Party opinion leaders are more likely to criticize or disre-
gard masks (Calvillo et al. 2020; Yamey and Gonsalves 2020). As a result,
Republican mask-wearing intentions could potentially increase more than
Democrats in response to the norms treatments. Alternatively, however, the norms
interventions could backfire among Republicans because they conflict with messag-
ing from co-partisan opinion leaders. We therefore explore whether the effect of
learning descriptive norms varies by party (RQ3). Finally, we ask whether learning
that the vast majority of Americans report wearing masks, including a majority of
out-partisans, might highlight shared cross-party norms and thereby reduce affec-
tive polarization (RQ4; Gaertner et al. 1993; Levendusky 2018).

Materials and methods
Experimental manipulation

We conducted this preregistered experiment in the third wave of a multi-wave panel
study examining COVID-19 misperceptions in the USA (n= 2,982). Data were col-
lected from July 28 to August 19, 2020 (see Appendix for additional details about the
preregistration and the survey). At this point in the pandemic, the USA had expe-
rienced a summer surge in infections, with 7-day averages peaking at above 65,000
in mid-July and remaining above 45,000 during the data collection period (New

Partisanship Unmasked 3

https://doi.org/10.1017/XPS.2022.20 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/XPS.2022.20


York Times 2021). After initially discouraging widespread mask use at the pandem-
ic’s outset, the US Centers for Disease Control (CDC) had changed its guidelines in
April 2020, recommending mask-wearing in public locations. By mid-July, the CDC
published a study suggesting masking curbed the transmission of COVID-19 and
strengthened its recommendation to wear masks (Netburn 2021).

Participants in this study were randomly assigned either to a control condition
that did not receive information about mask-wearing norms or to one of three treat-
ment conditions. The American norms treatment condition informed respondents
of the percentage of Americans (74%) who reported wearing masks “all of the time”
or “most of the time.” The Democratic norms treatment reported the figure for self-
identified Democrats and Democratic-leaning independents (89%) and the
Republican norms treatment reported the figure for self-identified Republicans
and Republican-leaning independents (56%).1 Each statistic provided was calculated
using data from a question administered during Wave 2 of the survey panel in the
general population sample. We recoded the Democratic and Republican norms con-
ditions into co-partisan and out-partisan norms treatments (true independents who
do not lean toward a party were excluded from analysis).

It is important to note that the reference group (Americans, Democrats, or
Republicans) and reported levels of mask-wearing (74%, 89%, or 56%) simulta-
neously varied by condition in this design. Reporting the same level of mask-
wearing in each reference group would have simplified interpretation but would
have been inconsistent with our commitment to provide accurate information to
experimental participants and our goal of testing descriptive norm effects under
real-world conditions. We explore this issue further in the discussion section below.

Outcome measures

After the randomization, respondents indicated their intentions to wear masks, per-
ceptions of the effectiveness of masks, and attitudes toward voters from each politi-
cal party:

• Behavioral intention to wear masks: “In the future, how often will you do the
following? Wear a mask in public” (five-point scale from “Not at all” to “All of
the time”).

• Perceptions of mask effectiveness: “Please indicate whether you believe the fol-
lowing statement is accurate or not. Masks are an effective way to prevent the
spread of coronavirus” (four-point scale from “Not at all accurate” to “Very
accurate”).

• Affective polarization: Difference between in-party and out-party feeling ther-
mometers for “[p]eople who support Democrats” and “[p]eople who support
Republicans” (0–100 scales).

1These values correspond closely to an analogous question from Gallup, which asked “How often do you
wear a mask when outside your home (because of the coronavirus outbreak)?” from June 29 to July 5, 2020
(Brenan 2020). They found that 72% of Americans reported doing so “Always” or “Very often”; the cor-
responding figures for Democrats and Republicans were 94% and 46%, respectively.
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Analytic strategy

We tested our primary hypotheses and research questions using linear regression
with HC2 robust standard errors. We used a lasso variable selection procedure
to determine the set of prognostic covariates to include in models for each depen-
dent variable (see Appendix for additional details). To limit the risk of false positives
(Benjamin et al. 2018), we conduct significance tests using the p< 0.005 and
p< 0.01 thresholds in addition to p< 0.05 (see Appendix) and report the most
stringent standard at which we can reject the null hypothesis in the text. We cor-
respondingly report 95% and 99.5% confidence intervals for treatment effect esti-
mates in each figure.

To assess the precision of any null results we observe for main effects, we report
equivalence bounds using a two one-sided tests approach (Lakens, Scheel and Isager
2018). When we observe null estimates of heterogeneous treatment effects, we
instead report the coefficient value of the relevant interaction term that our model
and sample size can detect with 80% power. These estimates were obtained using
simulations in DeclareDesign assuming the sample size and standard deviation of
the residuals observed in our each model (Blair et al. 2019).

Preregistration and survey instruments

Our preregistered hypotheses, research questions, and analysis plan for this experi-
ment are available at https://osf.io/wyb2e. The survey instrument is available at
https://osf.io/248af/. We did not deviate from the preregistration but did conduct
additional analyses, which are reported below and labeled as exploratory. All analy-
ses not labeled exploratory are preregistered.

Results
Descriptive results

Table 1 reports descriptive results for respondents’ reported levels of mask-wearing,
perceived levels of mask-wearing among others, intention to wear a mask in the
future, perceptions of mask effectiveness, and levels of affective polarization from
our July 28 to August 19, 2020 survey wave (the third wave in a multi-wave panel).
In this wave, 79.5% of our total sample reported wearing masks most or all the time,
including 93.1% of Democrats and 60.1% of Republicans. We define under- and
over-estimation of mask-wearing intention as being more than 10 percentage points
under or over the percentages of regular mask-wearing featured in our treatments.2

Respondents are much more likely to underestimate reported mask-wearing than
overestimate it (48.1% and 8.7%, respectively), although each partisan group under-
estimates mask-wearing among its opponents far more than among co-partisans.
Both Democrats and Republican perceive masks to be effective, though perceived
effectiveness is greater among Democrats (mean of 3.8 versus 3.0 for
Republicans on a four-point scale). Finally, partisans in our sample are highly

2The descriptive norms statistics in the treatments reported above were estimated from respondents in
the previous wave of the survey panel. We used these statistics as the baseline for calculating whether
respondents overestimated or underestimated reported mask-wearing.
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affectively polarized. On average, they rate their own party 56.5 points above the
other party on 0–100 point feeling thermometers.

Experimental results

Our first hypothesis predicted that the American descriptive norms treatment
would increase mask-wearing intentions (H1A). The estimated marginal effects
of each treatment on mask-wearing intentions are presented in Figure 1 (see
Table A1 for corresponding ordinary least squares (OLS) results).3 Consistent with
H1A, exposure to the true percentage of Americans who report wearing masks
regularly increases mask-wearing intentions among partisans by 0.140 points on

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics

Full
Sample Democrats Republicans

Pre-treatment mask-wearing measures

Report regularly wearing masks 79.5% 93.1% 60.1%

Estimates of American mask-wearing 67.8% 68.5% 67.3%

Estimates of Democrat mask-wearing 78.4% 82.8% 74.6%

Estimates of Republican mask-wearing 53.8% 45.0% 64.3%

Underestimates American mask-wearing by 10% or more 39.1% 32.5% 46.8%

Overestimates American mask-wearing by 10% or more 17.7% 15.6% 14.9%

Underestimates Democratic mask-wearing by 10% or
more

47.1% 39.8% 55.9%

Overestimates Democratic mask-wearing by 10% or more 18.1% 16.2% 15.0%

Underestimates Republican mask-wearing by 10% or
more

32.1% 48.4% 17.3%

Overestimates Republican mask-wearing by 10% or more 49.3% 33.2% 64.0%

Outcome measures

Mask-wearing intention 4.4 (1.1) 4.8 (0.7) 3.9 (1.3)

Perceived mask effectiveness 3.4 (0.9) 3.8 (0.6) 3.0 (1.0)

Affective polarization 56.5 (36.4) 58.5 (34.7) 53.2 (38.4)

N 2,982 1,574 945

NOTES: Mask-wearing intention is measured on a five-point scale. Perceived mask effectiveness is measured on a four-
point scale. Affective polarization is measured as the difference between the 100-point feeling thermometer ratings of
supporters of the respondent’s preferred party and the other party. Standard deviations are provided in parentheses.

3Tables A11–A24 replicate the main analyses using ordered logistic regression and present predicted
probabilities of each response outcome for each treatment group. The results are substantively identical
to those estimated using OLS, though they indicate that much of the effect of the treatment comes from
moving people from intending to wear masks “most of the time” to wearing masks “all of the time.”
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a five-point scale (d= 0.137, p< 0.005).4 We also predicted that the co-partisan
descriptive norms treatment would increase mask-wearing intentions (H2A).
However, exposure to the true percentage of co-partisans who report wearing masks
has no measurable effect on mask-wearing intentions (p> 0.05). We estimate equiv-
alence bounds of (−0.135, 0.054) using two one-sided tests—in other words, our
results allow us to rule out effects less than −0.135 or greater than 0.054 on a
five-point scale. Finally, per RQ1A, exposure to out-partisan mask-wearing had
no significant effect on mask-wearing intentions either (p> 0.05; equivalence
bounds estimated using two one-sided tests: [−0.178, 0.013]).

In an exploratory analysis, we tested whether these treatment effects differed sig-
nificantly from one another. Our results indicate that the American descriptive
norms treatment had a greater positive effect on mask-wearing intentions than
the co-partisan norms treatment (p< 0.05), but we could not reject the null of
no difference between the American and out-partisan norms treatments and the
co-partisan and out-partisan norms treatments (p> 0.05 for both; equivalence

Out−partisan

Co−partisan

American

−0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4

Treatment effect

N
or

m
 tr

ea
tm

en
t

Figure 1
Effect of norm treatments on mask-wearing intentions.

Covariate-adjusted average treatment effects of norm treatments (including 95% and 99.5% confidence intervals) on
mask-wearing intentions among partisans. See Table A1 for corresponding OLS results and Table A2 for estimates of
the American norms treatment effect among the full sample including true independents.

4To maintain consistency in our estimation sample and for expositional clarity, we restrict our analyses in
the main text to partisans (including leaners) who could be exposed to any of the three treatments
(American, co-partisan, or out-partisan norms). However, we always report corresponding estimates of
American norms treatment effects among all respondents in the Appendix. In this case, the estimated effect
of the American norms treatment on mask-wearing intentions for the full sample is 0.133 points on a five-
point scale (d= 0.130, p< 0.05; see Table A2).
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bounds versus out-partisan norms estimated using two one-sided tests: American
[−0.164, 0.017], co-partisan [−0.050, 0.134]).5

Figure 2 next disaggregates the marginal effects of each treatment by whether
respondents underestimated, overestimated, or accurately perceived mask-wearing
norms among the reference group corresponding to their treatment condition. We
hypothesized that the treatment effect would be especially strong among respond-
ents who underestimated the percentage of Americans who report wearing masks
(H1B). Marginal effects are depicted in the left panel of Figure 2 (see Table A3 for
corresponding OLS results).6 However, the estimated impact of the American
norms treatment was not statistically discernible between those who underestimated
mask norms and those who accurately estimated them (p> 0.05).7 In this case, the
marginal effect of the American norms treatment on mask-wearing intentions was
positive and statistically significant among both those who underestimate reported
mask-wearing among the public and those who perceive it accurately (p< 0.05 for
those with accurate beliefs, p< 0.005 for underestimators).

We hypothesized that the co-partisan descriptive norms treatment would be
especially effective among those who underestimated reported mask-wearing
among co-partisans (H2B). However, as shown in Table A3, we find no evidence
to support this hypothesis. The marginal effect of the treatment among underesti-
mators is not measurably different from zero and we cannot reject the null hypoth-
esis of no difference in treatment effects compared to respondents who accurately
perceived reported co-partisan mask-wearing behavior (p> 0.05).8

We asked whether providing information about the prevalence of mask use
among opposition partisans affects behavioral intentions to wear masks compared
to the control group (RQ1A). Marginal effects are depicted in Figure 1 (see Table A1
for corresponding OLS results). We find that exposure to the true percentage of
opposing partisans who report wearing masks has no significant effect on mask-
wearing intentions (p> 0.05; equivalence bounds estimated using two one-sided
tests: [−0.178, 0.013]). We further asked whether providing information about
the prevalence of mask use among opposing partisans differed by prior beliefs about
the prevalence of mask use among opposing partisans (RQ1B). Marginal effects are
depicted in the third panel of Figure 2 and Table A3 in the Appendix. We find that
the treatment did not affect mask-wearing intentions among respondents who had

5It is surprising that the effect of the American norms treatment on mask-wearing is stronger than the co-
partisan norms treatment but not the out-partisan treatment. We interpret this finding as the result of the
difference in the content of the treatments by party. The American norms treatment was only significant
among Republicans (Democrats faced a potential ceiling effect). For this group, the co-partisan treatment
presents substantially weaker descriptive norm information (56% report wearing masks) than does the out-
partisan treatment (89%). As a result, the strength of the reported norm was weakest for co-partisans.

6See Table A4 for estimates of the American norms treatment effect among the full sample including true
independents.

7The estimated value of the American treatment× underestimated mask norms interaction term in Table
A3 was β̂= 0.053; simulations conducted using DeclareDesign indicate that we have 80% power to detect an
effect of β = |0.330|.

8The estimated value of the co-partisan treatment × underestimated mask norms interaction term in
Table A3 was β̂ = −0.037; simulations conducted using DeclareDesign indicate that we have 80% power
to detect an effect of β = |0.500|.
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accurate perceptions of opposing partisan mask-wearing. Moreover, the out-parti-
san × underestimated interaction is not significant (p> 0.05).9

We asked whether providing information about the prevalence of mask use
among Americans, co-partisans, or opposing partisans affects belief in the efficacy
of masks compared to respondents in the control group (RQ2). Treatment effect
estimates by condition are depicted in Figure 3 (see Table A5 for corresponding
OLS results). We find that the American descriptive norms treatment increased
belief in the efficacy of masks among partisans by 0.085 points on a 4-point scale
(p< 0.05). However, this finding is sensitive to the presence of covariates when we
estimate results both among partisans and for the full sample (p> 0.05 without
covariates, p< 0.05 with covariates; see Tables A5 and A6). Moreover, neither
the co-partisan descriptive norms treatment nor the out-partisan descriptive norms
treatment affect the perceived effectiveness of masks among partisans relative to the
control (p> 0.05 for each; equivalence bounds estimated using two one-sided tests:
co-partisan [−0.089, 0.072], out-partisan [−0.057, 0.103]).

We asked whether the effect of each norms treatment differs by party (RQ3).
Estimated treatment effects by condition and party are depicted in Figure 4 (see
Table A7 for OLS results). We begin examining treatment effects on intent to wear
masks. We cannot reject the null of no difference in treatment effects by party—
none of the interaction terms are statistically significant (p> 0.05 for each).10

American Co−partisan Out−partisan

−0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4

Overestimated

Accurate
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Figure 2
Effect of norms treatments on mask-wearing intentions.

Covariate-adjusted average treatment effects of norm treatments (including 95% and 99.5% confidence intervals) on
mask-wearing intentions among partisans. See Table A3 for corresponding OLS results and Table A4 for estimates of
the American norms treatment effect among the full sample including true independents.

9The estimated value of the out-partisan treatment × underestimated mask norms interaction term in
Table A3 was β̂ = −0.011; simulations conducted using DeclareDesign indicate that we have 80% power to
detect an effect of β = |0.320|.

10The estimated value of the American treatment× Republican interaction term for mask-wearing inten-
tions in Table A7 was β̂= 0.159; simulations conducted using DeclareDesign indicate that we have 80%
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However, the marginal effect of the American norms treatment is only significant
among Republicans. Among Republican Party identifiers and leaners, the treatment
increases mask-wearing intentions (d= 0.184, p< 0.05), whereas it does not change
mask-wearing intentions among Democrats, who potentially face a ceiling effect
given higher baseline levels of mask-wearing intention (see left panel of Figure 4).11

We also find no treatment × party interactions on the perceived effectiveness of
masks (p< 0.05 for each; see Figure A1 and Table A7 in Online Appendix A).12 In
this case, though, the marginal effects are null for both Democrats and Republicans.

Out−partisan
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Figure 3
Effect of norms treatments on perceptions of mask effectiveness.

Covariate-adjusted average treatment effects of norm treatments (including 95% and 99.5% confidence intervals) on
mask-wearing intentions among partisans. See Table A5 for corresponding OLS results and Table A6 for estimates of
the American norms treatment effect among the full sample including true independents.

power to detect an effect of β = |0.290|. The estimated value of the co-partisan treatment × Republican
interaction term for mask-wearing intentions in Table A7 was β̂ = −0.024; simulations conducted using
DeclareDesign indicate that we have 80% power to detect an effect of β = |0.290|. The estimated value
of the out-partisan treatment × Republican interaction term for mask-wearing intentions in Table A7
was β̂= 0.037; simulations conducted using DeclareDesign indicate that we have 80% power to detect
an effect of β = |0.300|.

11As noted above, though, the strength of the treatment differed by reference group, specifically, reported
levels of mask-wearing were lower for Republican respondents.

12The estimated value of the American treatment× Republican interaction term for mask effectiveness in
Table A7 was β̂= 0.062; simulations conducted using DeclareDesign indicate that we have 80% power to
detect an effect of β = |0.240|. The estimated value of the co-partisan treatment × Republican interaction
term for mask effectiveness in Table A7 was β̂ = −0.052; simulations conducted using DeclareDesign indi-
cate that we have 80% power to detect an effect of β = |0.240|. The estimated value of the out-partisan
treatment × Republican interaction term for mask effectiveness in Table A7 was β̂ = −0.009; simulations
conducted using DeclareDesign indicate that we have 80% power to detect an effect of β = |0.240|.
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Finally, we also preregistered research questions exploring whether the descrip-
tive norms treatments would change affective polarization and whether the descrip-
tive norms treatments were moderated by exposure to fact-checks of false claims
about COVID-19 in a separate experiment fielded in the same study. Results, which
are presented in the Appendix in Tables A8 and A9, respectively, show that the
norms treatments did not measurably change partisan affect and fact-check expo-
sure significantly reduced the effect of the American norms treatments in only one
of eight estimated models.

Discussion
Can treatments strengthening descriptive norms increase mask-wearing to help
mitigate the spread of COVID-19? We find that alerting people to the fact that
the vast majority of Americans report wearing masks regularly is broadly effective
in increasing mask-wearing intentions. These marginal effects were significant
among Republicans (but not Democrats) and those who previously underestimated
or accurately perceived reported mask-wearing rates in the relevant reference group.
Finally, learning that most Americans report wearing masks regularly also improves
assessments of the effectiveness of masks. These results contribute both to our
understanding of the effects of descriptive norms and to social science research
investigating COVID-19 behaviors and attitudes.

Importantly, these results suggest that the importance of partisan reference
groups in shaping COVID-19 behavior may have been overstated. Learning about
rates of self-reported mask-wearing among Americans increased mask-wearing
intentions in general and among Republicans. By contrast, learning about the
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Figure 4
Mask-wearing intentions and norm treatment effects by party.

Left panel presents reported mask-wearing intentions by party. Right panel presents covariate-adjusted average
treatment effects of norm treatments (including 95% and 99.5% confidence intervals) on mask-wearing intentions
by party. See Table A7 for corresponding OLS results.
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mask-wearing habits of one’s co-partisans or opposing partisans has no measurable
effect on mask-wearing intentions. However, as we note above, the effects of learn-
ing what Americans do are not always statistically discernible from the effects of
learning what co-partisans or out-partisans do. Our findings therefore warrant fur-
ther investigation.

These findings come with another important caveat. In our design, the strength
of the co-partisan treatment was limited by moderate levels of reported mask-
wearing among Republicans (56% versus 74% for all Americans and 89% for
Democrats). We chose to use actual data from a previous survey in the treatments
given our goal of testing messages that could potentially be deployed in the real
world. However, this decision creates a confound between the group featured in
the treatment and the percentage engaging in the descriptive norm behavior
(mask-wearing). Future research should seek to isolate in-group effects by keeping
the percentage of people who wear masks in treatments fixed across conditions.

Several other important limitations of this research should be acknowledged.
First, the severity of COVID-19 spread, the behaviors that people engage in to pro-
tect themselves, and perceptions of other people’s behavior have varied widely over
the course of the pandemic. Future research should seek to replicate these findings
under differing conditions. Second, we are unable to measure actual mask-wearing
behavior given our reliance on surveys; as in all survey research on health behavior,
our results thus depend on the imperfect correspondence between these intentions
and the actions take in the real world. The descriptive norm information provided to
respondents in our treatments may be less salient than more visible or concrete mes-
sages about behaviors in reference groups.

Nonetheless, these findings provide important evidence that even a limited
descriptive norms intervention can change mask-wearing intentions during a global
pandemic. Despite the deep divides over the response to COVID-19, Americans are
sensitive to how other people act and change their intended behaviors accordingly.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.
1017/XPS.2022.20

Data availability statement. The data, code, and any additional materials required to replicate all analyses
in this article are available at the Journal of Experimental Political Science Dataverse within the Harvard
Dataverse Network at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/PJ27BB (Carey et al. 2022).
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conclusion of the study, respondents were referred to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention for
more information about COVID-19. The survey vendor, YouGov, compensated participants with reward
points that can be redeemed for cash.
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