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Abstract

Coping with the COVID-19 pandemic is a global challenge, and social isolation is one of the main strategies for preventing
contagion. In Brazil, however, discussions concerning isolation have been inserted in the political arena of an already polarized
context. In this context, this study sought to investigate the role played by morality and Fake News in the relationship between
political orientation and attitude towards social isolation. A total of 147 people participated in the survey, indicating their political
orientation and responding to social isolation measures, Fake News and morality. The results indicate that political orientation
directly influences social isolation, regardless of belief in Fake News and morality indices. It is concluded that the country’s
political polarization seems to be becoming a public health problem during the pandemic.
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Resumo

COVID-19 e atitudes frente ao isolamento social: o papel das posicées politicas, moralidade e Fakes News. O enfrentamento da
pandemia da COVID-19 é um desafio global, sendo o isolamento social uma das principais formas de prevencao do contagio.
No Brasil, no entanto, a discussio sobre o isolamento tem se inserido na arena politica de um contexto ja polarizado. Nesse
ambito, a presente pesquisa buscou investigar o papel exercido pela moralidade e pelas Fake News na relacao entre posicoes
politicas e atitude frente ao isolamento social. Participaram da pesquisa 147 pessoas, que indicaram suas posicoes politicas e
responderam a medidas de isolamento social, Fake News e moralidade. Os resultados indicaram que a posicao politica exerceu
uma influéncia direta no isolamento social, independente da crenca em Fake News e dos indices de moralidade. Conclui-se que
a polarizacao politica do pais parece estar se transformando em um problema de salide publica durante a pandemia.
Palavras-chave: isolamento social; moralidade; psicologia politica.

Resumen

COVID-19 y actitudes frente al aislamiento social: El papel de los posicionamientos politicos, moralidad y noticias falsas. El
enfrentamiento de la pandemia de COVID-19 es un desafio global para cual el aislamiento social es una de las principales
formas de prevencion. Sin embargo, en Brasil, la discusion sobre el aislamiento ha ocurrido en un ambiente politico polarizado.
La presente investigacion tuvo como objetivo estudiar el papel ejercido por la moralidad y por las noticias falsas en la relacion
entre posicionamientos politicos y actitudes frente al aislamiento social. Participaron del estudio 147 personas, que indicaron
sus posicionamientos politicos y respondieron a medidas de frecuencia de aislamiento social, creencia en noticias falsas y
moralidad. Los resultados indicaron que el posicionamiento politico ejercié una influencia directa sobre el aislamiento social,
independiente de la creencia en noticias falsas y de los indices de moralidad. Se concluye que la polarizacion politica del pais
parece estar transformandose en un problema de salud publica durante la pandemia.

Palabras-clave: aislamiento social; moralidad; psicologia politica.
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The high dissemination and spread of COVID-19
virus has generated a global pandemic status, accord-
ing to the World Health Organization (WHO) (2020b).
Since then, actions to battle COVID-19 have been pro-
posed, and the main strategy recommended for the
general population comprises social isolation (Hellewell
et al., 2020). Although adopted strategies should focus
exclusively on technical criteria, discussions concern-
ing social isolation have been inserted in the Brazilian
political arena. Given the importance and complexity of
this phenomenon, the psychosocial aspects of people’s
attitude towards social isolation in Brazil are relevant.
In this context, this study aimed to investigate the role
played by morality and belief in Fake News in the rela-
tionship between political orientation and attitudes
towards social isolation in Brazil.

Social isolation, one of the main actions to prevent
the spread of COVID-19, aims at reducing the circulation
of high numbers of people, with the goal of reducing the
spread of the virus and, consequently, avoiding the over-
load of health systems (Hellewell et al., 2020). Despite
their importance, social isolation-based strategies tend
to produce negative psychological and economic effects
(Brooks et al., 2020), which makes their implementation
difficult. In this sense, awareness-raising actions among
the population, always guided by technical criteria, are
required. However, what should be the center of tech-
nical analyses has entered the political arena in Brazil,
since the current president has minimized COVID-19 con-
sequences, opposed isolation, and even participated in
political demonstrations (Borges, 2020). The president’s
stance was even the subject of an editorial by The Lancet
(The Lancet, 2020), in which risks to the country were
discussed. With these episodes, social isolation seems to
configure another agenda for a politically polarized Brazil.

Brazil has experienced political polarization since
the country’s re-democratization period, considering
that the trends observed during the presidential elec-
tions during that period comprised one leftist candidate
and one more to the right between the two most voted
candidates. However, this polarization intensified dur-
ing the June demonstrations of 2013 which, although
they began as protests against increased bus fares, were
led by right-wing groups, and became demonstrations
against the government of the former president Dilma
Rousseff. Increased polarization continued with Dilma
Rousseff’s impeachment in 2016, with the arrest (and
subsequent release) of former President Luiz Inacio
“Lula” da Silva and with the election of Jair Bolsonaro
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in 2018 (Santos & Tanscheit, 2019). This polarization
process has affected the Brazilian population at differ-
ent levels and as mentioned previously, seems to have
become visible also during the pandemic period.

In one study conducted on the social represen-
tations of Brazilians concerning COVID-19, findings
indicate that, concerning a broad picture of the public
health crisis faced at the moment, one of the axes of
the representations referred to the role of the heads of
state (more specifically, the president) and their posi-
tions at the time of the crisis (Do B, Alexandre, Bezerra,
Sa-Serafim, & Coutinho, 2020). The authors suggest that
this may refer to an opposition or support of the presi-
dent’s speech regarding the social isolation period and
suggest that new studies analyze both the social and
political variables that interfere in the population’s posi-
tion in the face of the pandemic.

In the same way, regarding the importance of
psychosocial pandemic aspects, in early February 2020,
the World Health Organization indicated that coping
with COVID-19 has been made more difficult due to a
“infodemia” (WHO, 2020a), given the rapid and strong
spread of digital media disinformation, making access
to reliable information more difficult and resulting in
population health and well-being consequences.

Therefore, it is relevant to analyze the context of
Brazilian polarization and beliefs in Fake News concern-
ing COVID-19 that have affected the pandemic fight.
Besides, we believe that another dimension can also
be explored, alongside political orientation, of moral-
ity, given that differences in the morality field aid in
understanding the Brazilian political context polariza-
tion (Gloria-Filho & Modesto, 2019).

To articulate these variables, we propose a mod-
erated mediation model, presented in Figure 1.

It is believed that (H1), in a polarization context,
political orientation will interfere in attitudes towards
social isolation, with participants identifying more with
the right displaying a more negative attitude, while
leftist participants will exhibit a more favorable posi-
tion towards isolation. Additionally, (H2), this relation-
ship will be mediated by morality, considering that the
Brazilian right-wing and the left-wing are guided by
different moral foundations (Gloria-Filho & Modesto,
2019). It's also hypothesize (H3) that Fake News will
moderate the effect of political positioning on social
attitudes; in other words, the more to the right and the
higher the belief in Fake News, the more negative the
attitude towards social isolation.
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Figure 1. Moderated Mediation Model between Political Orientation, Morality, Fake News and Social Isolation.

Moral Foundations Theory

The Moral Foundations Theory (MFT) proposes
that morality be understood as a multidimensional
phenomenon. Five main sets of concerns that make up
the psychological basis of human morality are identi-
fied, each directly associated with adaptive challenges
(Haidt & Joseph, 2007), from comparative studies con-
cerning primate sociability, as well as anthropological
studies related to morality variations in different soci-
eties (Graham et al., 2011). The foundations are theo-
rized from opposites (Graham et al., 2011), presenting
the valued principle and its negation, as follows: care/
harm, fairness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, authority/
subversion and sanctity/degradation.

Care/harm foundation refers to the need to pro-
tect offspring, which is essential for evolutionary mam-
mal success. In the case of humans, this foundation
extends beyond offspring, encompassing everything
that may represent vulnerability or infantility. These
triggers tend to generate feelings of compassion as
an output, so that the individual feels motivated to
alleviate the suffering of others. The foundation of
fairness/cheating is a tendency for the individual to

display emotional reactions to cooperation or cheat-
ing situations. When exposed to situations that refer
to cheating, i.e., a situation in which only one side ben-
efits, individuals tend to exhibit anger as an output,
while cooperation involves feelings of gratitude (Haidt
& Graham, 2007; Haidt & Joseph, 2007). These two
foundations make up the individualizing foundation, as
they emphasize the avoidance of suffering and value
the guarantee of the rights and well-being of individu-
als (Graham et al., 2011).

The foundation of loyalty/betrayal refers to the
gregarious tendency of humans, which results in the
species’ willingness to organize itself in groups. In the
face of threatening situations, a tendency of establish-
ing a greater sense of belonging to those who are part of
the community, as well as anger towards those who are
external, are noted. The foundation of authority/sub-
version alludes to the psychological and social aspects
established in hierarchical dominations. Dominance and
subordination can generate feelings of respect and fear,
as well as the valorization of obedience. The founda-
tion of sanctity/degradation is the only one exclusive to
human beings. The human species has developed psy-
chological mechanisms related to disgust or distaste,
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which makes us more careful about what we eat. This
distinction between what is pure and what is disgusting
has been generalized to other symbolic contexts, con-
stituting what is meant by “sacred” and “profane”. This
corroborates the valuation of aspects such as chastity
and temperance as opposed to lust and intemperance
(Haidt & Graham, 2007; Haidt & Joseph, 2007). These
three foundations make up a binding foundations in
morality, as they emphasize values associated to the
association of individuals to roles and duties, in order
to strengthen groups and institutions (Graham et al.,
2011).

The MFT tends to contribute to understanding
differences in the field of politics (Graham et al., 2011;
Haidt & Graham, 2007), by demonstrating that the left-
wing and right-wing are guided by different moral foun-
dations (Gloria-Filho & Modesto, 2019), favoring pref-
erences for specific candidates (lyer, Graham, Koleva,
Ditto, & Haidt, 2010) and interfering in voting intentions
(Franks & Scherr, 2015). In a study developed in Brazil,
Brazilians who identify themselves as left-wing exhibit
higher individualizing foundation indices (care and fair-
ness dimensions), indicating concerns about not caus-
ing harm to other people (care) and being guided by a
defense of equity (fairness) and well-being. The right, on
the other hand, exhibits higher rates of a binding foun-
dations (loyalty, authority and sanctity dimensions), i.e.,
greater concern with group defense (patriotism), status
guo maintenance (authority) and spiritual concerns,
such as religion (sanctity) (Gloria-Filho & Modesto,
2019). Such findings, according to these authors, aid
in understanding political polarization in Brazil, consid-
ering that the right and the left exhibit different moral
concerns, often leading to difficult dialogues between
people with different political orientations.

Bearing in mind that some health field discus-
sions permeate the political arena and the moral sphere,
studies have applied MFT to understand certain phe-
nomena, such as opinions regarding stem cell research
(Clifford & Jerit, 2013) and attitudes towards programs
that promote syringe exchanges (Christie et al., 2019),
among others. Such studies call attention to the fact
that morality can also influence the understanding of
social isolation, considering that this is configured as a
public health demand in a political polarization context.
In this sense, as mentioned previously (H2), we believe
that morality will mediate the relationship between
political orientation and attitudes towards social isola-
tion, with participants that identify more with the right
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presenting higher levels of binding foundations, favor-
ing a more negative attitude towards social isolation
(H2.1). On the other hand (H2.2), we believe that left-
ist participants will present higher indices of individu-
alizing foundations, favoring a more positive attitude
towards isolation. Despite the importance of morality
in understanding the relationship between political ori-
entation and social isolation, we believe that Fake News
are also important components to be analyzed in this
relationship.

Fake News

Fake News comprise inaccurate information cre-
ated in a format similar to that of traditional information
media, but ignoring the processes used to confirm infor-
mation accuracy and credibility, as they are not struc-
tured according to editorial standards like traditional
media. Fake News, in their beginning, may have had
the initial intention of deceiving people, although this
does not always occur (Lazer et al., 2018; Sindermann,
Cooper, & Montag, 2020).

Different intra-individual and contextual vari-
ables can contribute to belief in Fake News, such as
age, education and culture (Rampersad & Althiyabi,
2019), as well as political ideology. In this sense, even
in the face of real-world evidence, people can rely on
misinformation corresponding to variables that make up
their worldviews, resisting misinformation corrections,
i.e., a person’s preexisting attitudes can determine, at
a certain level, his/her beliefs concerning misinforma-
tion (Lewandowsky et al., 2012). As such, people tend
to overestimate the accuracy of false and true politi-
cal news that corroborate their own political attitudes
(Sindermann et al., 2020).

The impacts of Fake News have been investi-
gated in the Brazilian context (see Junior & Junior,
2020; Miguel, 2019), and their role in the national
political arena is evident. A netnographic study identi-
fied that the 2018 presidential campaign was perme-
ated by distorted information, and that the spread of
false information was a constant in both social media
and WhatsApp groups, leading to potential impacts con-
cerning Brazilian election results (Junior & Junior, 2020).

Some strategies have been used to battle Fake
News, such as fact-checkers, comprising tools that seek
to confirm the accuracy of a certain news information.
However, although fact-checkers exhibit the poten-
tial to correct misinformation, they partially depend
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on the type of issue being addressed (Hameleers &
van der Meer, 2019), especially in a polarized context.
These authors note that the party division between
Republicans and Democrats was maintained after
exposing facts about certain subjects, which suggests
the presence of an affective polarization, in which peo-
ple wish to reassure the positive self-concepts of their
political identities. However, in a survey conducted in
the American context, fact-checkers are not uniformly
seen as reliable sources, where Democrats (69%) per-
ceive that fact-checkers tend to present themselves
fairly to all political parties substantially more than
Republicans (28%) (Walker & Gottfried, 2019).

It is noteworthy that, in addition to the politi-
cal arena, Fake News have become a serious prob-
lem due to the wide access to information promoted
by the Internet, given that misinformation, fraud and
conspiracy theories are abundant in digital media and
are often more popular than accurate scientific infor-
mation (Jamison, Broniatowski, & Quinn, 2019; Mian &
Khan, 2020; Wang, McKee, Torbica, & Stuckler, 2019).
All this misinformation, as warned by the World Health
Organization, can impact the public health field. For
example, in a study conducted in Poland, the authors
note that 40% of the most shared news concerning
diseases comprised Fake News (Waszak, Kasprzycka-
Waszak, & Kubanek, 2018). The impacts of disinforma-
tion in vaccination discussions are also evident (Jamison
et al., 2019), as narratives that vaccines cause autism,
for example (Krishna & Thompson, 2019; Wang et al.
2019).

Disinformation narratives can also be observed
regarding other health-related matters, such as chronic
diseases, nutrition and smoking, and can often induce
negative emotions, such as fear, anger, sadness and anx-
iety, as well as feelings of distrust (Krishna & Thompson,
2019; Wang et al., 2019). Such misinformation has ham-
pered access to reliable information and leads to both
health and well-being consequences (Hao, 2020), which
seem to have increased during the pandemic.

In a context such as the current pandemic, in which
no information concerning a cure, effective treatments or
vaccine availability are available, fake news serve as a way
to deal with the anxiety generated by uncertainties and
fill this knowledge gap, promoting behaviors without any
scientific criteria basis (Taylor, 2019). Taking into account
different Fake News circulating in the Brazilian context,
people’s behavior, guided by this false information, can
be either harmless, such as using water and salt to gargle

(Elassar, 2020), or severe, which may lead to death, such
as consuming disinfectants (Chiu, Shepherd, Shammas,
& Itkowitz, 2020).

A study analyzed the influence of beliefs in Fake
News on pandemic prevention behaviors (Modesto,
Keller, Rodrigues, & Lopes, 2020). Through a retrospec-
tive measure, the authors identified that the endorse-
ment of different Fake News hindered both basic
hygiene behaviors and social isolation behaviors during
the initial isolation period (second half of March 2020)
in Brazil. Additionally, the authors identified that belief
in a just world moderated this relationship. Despite the
evidence noted in that study, the political positioning
of the participants was not taken into account, which is
relevant considering the current political polarization.
Therefore, we sought to add this variable and hypoth-
esized (H3) that Fake News will moderate the effect of
political orientation on attitudes towards social isola-
tion, where the more to the right and the more a person
believes in Fake News, the more negative will his/her
attitude towards isolation be.

Method

Participants

A total of 147 people participated in the study,
ranging from 18 to 65 years old (M = 33.83; SD = 15.68),
mostly women (78.90%), white (56.50%), with incom-
plete higher education level (44.20%) and family income
above seven minimum wages (44.20%). Participants
lived in nine of the 27 Brazilian federative units (with
a prevalence of the Federal District with 64.60%). This
sample size allows for a power of approximately 87% to
detect an effect of R = 0.25, considering a significance
level of 5%, according to GPower software estimates.

Instruments

Attitude towards social isolation. A three-item
measure was created (I believe that social isolation is an
appropriate tool to fight the pandemic; | have followed
social isolation, leaving the house only for essential
activities; | would like people close to me to follow social
isolation), which should be answered on a scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The measure
showed satisfactory internal consistency (a = 0.74).

Political orientation. Individual political orienta-
tion was assessed by a single item (Indicate your politi-
cal position) ranging from 1 (completely to the left) to 5
(completely to the right).

Estudos de Psicologia, 25(2), abril a junho de 2020, 124-132

128



Moral foundations. The Moral Foundation
Questionnaire (Graham et al., 2011) adapted to the
Brazilian context (Silvino et al., 2016) was applied, com-
posed of 27 items that must be answered on a scale of
0to 5. The measure is categorized into two main dimen-
sions: an individualizing foundations (harm and fairness
foundations: a = 0.72) and a binding foundations (loy-
alty, authority and sanctity foundations: a = 0.84).

Fake News. A measure composed of three
items based on Modesto et al. (2020) was created
from Fake News that circulated in the Brazilian con-
text concerning COVID-19 (drinking hot water or
hot teas kill the virus; gargles are effective to fight
the virus during the first days when contamination
occurs; vinegar is effective in preventing coronavirus
contamination). The measure presented an internal
consistency index of 0.61.

Procedures

Due to social isolation recommendations, the
research was carried out entirely online using the
Google Forms tool. The research dissemination took
place on social media and by sending the link to an
e-mail database from previous studies conducted by
our research team, configuring the sample as a con-
venience sample. When accessing the link, the par-
ticipant opened an informed consent, in which the
research objective was presented, indicating the risks
and benefits of the study, as well as guaranteed secrecy
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and anonymity, among other ethical precautions. After
accepting, the participant accessed political orientation,
morality, Fake News and social isolation measures and
informed his/her sociodemographic data. The survey
was available from 4/16/2020 to 4/22/2020.

Results

The PROCESS Model 5 in the SPSS software was
used for the moderated mediation test (Hayes, 2013).
The tested model is presented in Figure 1. Prior to the
statistical analyses, all variables were standardized by Z
scores. A first analysis consisted of inserting the binding
foundations as a mediator of the relationship between
political orientation and attitude towards social isola-
tion. The results (Table 1) indicate that, the more the
individual identifies with the right-wing, the higher
the binding foundations indices (Path A), as expected.
However, the direct relationship between political ori-
entation and social isolation (Path C) was more robust
than when the mediator (binding moral foundation) and
Fake News were also taken into account. In other words,
regardless of the endorsement of the binding founda-
tions morality or belief in Fake News, it was an individ-
ual’s political orientation that explained their attitude
towards social isolation, indicating that, the more to
the right, the more negative the attitude towards social
isolation.

Table 1. Parameters of the Moderated Mediation Model Including the Binding Foundations

0, 0y
Outcome Model B Std. Error Sig C195% C1 95%
LL UL
Binding foundations Political orientation 43 .07 <.001 .28 .57
R?=.18
Social isolation Political orientation -.64 17 <.001 -.98 -.31
Binding foundations .02 .08 .836 -.15 .18
Fake News .01 .12 912 -.23 .26
Int ( Orientation x Fake News) 14 A1 .203 -.07 .35

R*=.21

The same analytical procedure was then repeated
inserting the individualizing foundations as a mediator,
with similar results identified. The more to the right the
individual’s political position, the lower the indices of an
individualizing morality (Path A), indicating that such a

moral standard is typical of left-wing. Additionally, the
more to the right the political orientation, the more
negative the attitude towards social isolation, regard-
less of morality and belief in Fake News. These results
are displayed in Table 2.
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Table 2. Parameters of the Moderated Mediation Model Including the Individualizing Foundations

std Cl (ol
Outcome Model B Erro.r Sig. 95% 95%
LL UL
Individualizing foundations Political orientation -.28 .08 <.001 -.44 -.12
R*=.08
Social Isolation Political orientation -.56 .18 <.001 -.90 -.23
Ind. foundations .13 .08 .087 -.02 29
Fake News .03 12 779 -.20 27
Int (Orientation X Fake News) 11 11 292 -.10 .32

R*=.22

Discussion

This research aimed to investigate the role played
by morality and belief in Fake News in the relationship
between political orientation and attitude towards
social isolation in Brazil. It has been proposed a moder-
ated mediation model in which morality would mediate
the relationship between political orientation and atti-
tude towards social isolation, whereas Fake News would
have a moderating effect on this relationship.

As expected (H1), political orientation interfered
with attitudes towards social isolation. The more to the
right the participant’s political orientation, the more
negative were his/her attitudes towards social isola-
tion. Regarding the mediation effect, although political
orientation influenced binding (the more to the right,
the higher the value) and individualizing (the more to
the right, the lower the value) moralities, the mediation
effect was not corroborated (H2), indicating that politi-
cal orientation has a direct effect on attitudes towards
social isolation, independent of an individual’s morality.
On the one hand, such findings reaffirm international
(Franks & Scherr, 2015; lyer, et al., 2010; Van Leeuwen &
Park, 2009; Yilmaz, Saribay, Bahcekapili, & Harma, 2016)
and Brazilian (Gloria-Filho & Modesto, 2019) studies,
that demonstrate that the right and left are guided by
different moral foundations, which can aid in under-
standing political polarization. On the other hand, the
findings also indicate that the attitude towards social
isolation does not permeate the field of morals for
Brazilians, but are, instead, a matter of political dispute.

The analysis of the moderating effect of Fake
News (H3) detected similar results as the mediation
test. The relationship between political orientation
and social isolation (H1) was direct, with no interfer-
ence from Fake News, in contrast to what was expected

(H3). In this sense, regardless of whether the individual
believes or not in false information concerning COVID-
19, his/her political position is what explains his/her
attitudes towards social isolation. This finding differs
from a study conducted in Brazil during the beginning of
the social isolation period, which indicated that belief in
Fake News interfered with hygiene and social isolation
behaviors (Modesto et al. 2020). The difference in these
results can be explained by the speed with which Fake
News circulates and changes. The measures applied in
the present study were based on Modesto et al. (2020).
However, the present data collection took place about
a month later (04/16/2020 until 04/22/2020) than the
data obtained by Modesto et al. (2020). One possibil-
ity is that the Fake News exhibiting greater circulation
during this research period changed, which might also
explain the lower internal consistency value of this study
compared to that of the original measure (a = 0.71 in
the original study and a = 0.61 in the present research).
Therefore, we suggest that new surveys analyzing Fake
News carry out more current surveys of false informa-
tion concerning COVID-19, i.e., those circulating at the
exact time of collection, and do not rely exclusively on
previous measures, due to rapid changes in false infor-
mation content.

The present study displays some limitations. In
addition to the issue regarding the Fake News measure,
we understand that social isolation discussions should
not be restricted to an intra-individual analysis (the
target of this research). Therefore, it is also necessary
to consider contextual aspects, such as the conditions
that the federal government and state governments
have offered in terms of public policies to promote
population health and guarantee population economic
subsistence during the pandemic. An example is the
poor management of resources and inconsistencies in
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positions regarding social isolation adherence and com-
merce closure by federal and state political representa-
tives. This uncertainty scenario may generate greater
Fake News dissemination and appropriation that do not
depend on individual political positions. New research
may focus on these contextual factors, allowing for
macro-perspective assessments.

We believe that, despite these limitations, the
present study makes several important contributions.
We have highlighted how the current polarization con-
text is becoming a public health problem, as a direct
relationship between political orientation and attitude
towards social isolation was identified. In this sense, it
is essential that political actors, especially those on the
right-wing, are attentive to World Health Organization
guidelines (among other specialized bodies) and posi-
tion themselves based on technical criteria, aiding
in the preservation of the Brazilian population. We
believe that these actors play an essential role, consid-
ering that believing in true or false information, per se,
is not enough to influence isolation attitudes. In other
words, it is necessary to develop governmental actions
that offer conditions so that the population can, in fact,
implement isolation recommendations in favor of col-
lective well-being, despite individual orientation.
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