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Abstract
Purpose – Existing evidence suggests that in a politically polarized country like the United States, partisanship 
frequently diminishes the effectiveness of fact-checks on falsehoods. Here we tested if debunking sources 
interact with cognitive predispositions to moderate partisanship-driven resistance to COVID-19 falsehood 
corrections.
Design/methodology/approach – A Qualtrics sample of US adults (N 5 454) was recruited to experimentally 
test the likelihood that fact-checker warning labels on a false post versus user-posted debunks of the same 
falsehoods would moderate partisan receptivity to corrections. We also assessed whether cognitive 
predispositions (thinking styles, media literacy and trust in public health agencies) moderate debunking 
sources to buffer against partisan tendencies to believe debunked falsehoods.
Findings – Overall, Republicans exhibited stronger truth resistance than Democrats. Counter to expectation, 
thinking styles exacerbated the partisan divide and media literacy had no effect. However, trust in public health 
agencies buffered against partisan truth resistance for user but not fact-checker debunks, offering tentative 
evidence that some Republicans might have a reactive response against fact-checking.
Originality/value – Our research suggests that common strategies, such as promoting open-mindedness or 
media literacy education, are less effective at reducing differences in resistance to debunks driven by 
partisanship. We suggest that building institutional trust is a promising approach to bridging partisan divides in 
debunking effectiveness. We also demonstrate the robustness of Republican truth resistance, as this group is 
associated with low flexibility across levels of each cognitive predisposition.
Keywords Fact-checking, Debunking, Partisanship, COVID-19, Actively open-minded thinking, 
Institutional trust, Media literacy
Paper type Research article

The supercharged dissemination of falsehoods on social media (Gruzd and Mai, 2020) has 
created public concern that pressured social media platforms to adopt more stringent content 
moderation policies – most notably, the use of fact-check warning labels to flag and debunk 
questionable posts. Following the 2016 US election, Facebook launched an industry-leading 
effort to collaborate with third-party fact-checkers to label posts containing disputed 
information (Mosseri, 2016). In March 2020 alone, the platform displayed labels to more than 
40 million COVID-19-related posts, yet 95% of users who viewed labeled content chose not to 
click on it (Meta, 2021).
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Empirical evidence suggests that debunks are generally successful in reducing 
susceptibility to falsehoods (see Walter et al., 2020, for a review). However, their 
effectiveness is highly heterogeneous. Who debunks matters and depends on source 
expertise (Zhang et al., 2021) and perceived trustworthiness (Guillory and Geraci, 2013). 
Furthermore, factors such as preexisting beliefs and identity (Jennings and Stroud, 2023), 
analytical thinking styles (Schwalbe et al., 2024), media literacy (Altay et al., 2024) and 
institutional trust (Roozenbeek et al., 2020), all affect the extent to which media users engage 
in motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990) when processing a debunk.

To complicate matters further, these sources of heterogeneity in debunk effectiveness 
might interact with each other to exert influence on misinformation processing – a dynamic 
that remains largely unexplored in debunking literature. While there is reliable evidence that 
Republicans tend to regard fact-checkers less favorably than Democrats (Nyhan and Reifler, 
2015), it is less clear what features of a debunking message or which media user 
predispositions would mitigate this divide. Addressing this gap is normatively important 
because a well-functioning democracy requires informed citizens from across the political
spectrum.

The current study addresses this gap by testing how the source of social media debunks and
the cognitive predispositions of media users influence partisan divides in factually 
unsupported beliefs. We investigated this in the context of COVID-19, where Democrats 
and Republicans differ markedly both in vaccination rates (Neely et al., 2022; Ye, 2023) and 
attitudes about COVID-19 debunks (Robertson et al., 2020; Jia et al., 2022). Our findings 
confirmed the robustness of partisanship in driving resistance to content moderation. 
Surprisingly, instead of narrowing the partisan divide, one of the three cognitive 
predispositions we tested exacerbated partisan differences in truth resistance, another had 
no effect and one showed qualified effectiveness.

Evidence and explanations for the partisan divide in COVID-19 beliefs
The pathogen prevalence hypothesis supports expectations of social conservatism as a positive 
correlate for proactive behavior to avoid infection during a pandemic like COVID-19 (Samore 
et al., 2021). In partisan terms, this implies Republicans should have embraced COVID-19 
protective measures more fully than Democrats. Yet, evidence points to the opposite: 
Democrats were more likely to mask (Howard, 2022), comply with social distance 
recommendations (Gratz et al., 2021) and vaccinate (Ruiz and Bell, 2021), driven in part by 
partisan divides in COVID-19 beliefs. This paradox has drawn research attention from 
theoretical perches and levels of analysis ranging from algorithmic (Cardenal et al., 2019) to 
self-selected falsehood exposure (Robertson et al., 2023) and from ecologically produced 
epistemological tendencies (Conway et al., 2020) to partisan-aligned proclivities (Samore 
et al., 2021). These studies consistently point to political identity-driven motivated reasoning 
and cognitive predispositions as key explanations for partisan divides, and warrant closer 
consideration here.

First, partisanship shapes the way people process information such that when exposed to 
evidence-based information that is incongruent with their partisan identity, they can strengthen 
beliefs that are directly contrary to the evidence (Van Bavel and Pereira, 2018), a phenomenon 
rooted in dissonance avoidance (Festinger, 1957). In the context of COVID-19 messages, 
studies have shown that partisan identity eclipses life-saving, scientifically sound information 
in driving attitudes, beliefs and preventive behavior (Gadarian et al., 2021). To no surprise, 
responses to COVID-19 fact-checking are also influenced by motivated reasoning (Lu and 
Zhong, 2022). Originating from the political realm during the mid-2000s (Szewach et al., 
2022), the murkiness of separating political opinion from fact sparked mostly Republican 
hostilities toward fact-checkers (Graves, 2016; Walter et al., 2020). By the outbreak of 
COVID-19, these corrective mechanisms were widely seen as tools of cancel culture to gag
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political expression. Partisan antagonism toward fact-checking persisted despite scientific 
evidence, leading to low fact-checking efficacy (Krause et al., 2020; Saltz et al., 2021).

Second, predispositions including cognitive style (Meyer et al., 2024), media literacy 
(Hameleers, 2022) and institutional trust (Goldstein and Wiedemann, 2022) have been 
investigated as correlates of partisanship in resisting debunking systems.

Partisan divides in debunk credibility perceptions
Meta-analyses reveal that debunks, also referred to as corrective information (Hameleers, 
2024), content moderation and veracity or contextual labeling (Morrow et al., 2022), are 
generally effective. Citizen beliefs become more factually consistent, even after a single 
exposure to fact-checking (Walter et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2023), but the format, content and 
mechanisms of debunks affect their immediate and long-term effectiveness (Chan et al., 2017; 
Ecker et al., 2020).

Most pertinent to our study, credibility perceptions of debunking sources are associated 
with partisanship, evidenced by deep divides in US public opinion about content regulation on 
social media platforms. Compared to Democrats and Independents, a higher percentage of 
Republicans perceive platforms as being too tough in removing content and biased in 
censoring conservative over liberal political views (Knight Foundation and Gallup, 2020; 
Vogels, 2022). Relatedly, Republican elites and activists are more likely to share 
unsubstantiated information in the first place, necessitating more debunks of their claims 
(Garrett and Bond, 2021; Mosleh et al., 2024). Yet, Republicans often interpret the 
disproportionate fact-checking responses to their posts as fact-checkers discriminating against 
conservative ideology (Graves, 2016). As a result, US liberals show greater awareness of the 
positive effects and find more use for fact-checking than conservatives (Robertson et al., 
2023). We thus expect that Republicans will be more likely than Democrats and Independents 
to perceive falsehoods as truthful despite a fact-check warning label attached to them.

As a baseline comparison, a debunk message from a typical social media user is less likely 
to provoke a partisan response. Whereas fact-checkers are politically polarizing, individual 
users on Facebook should not be, as long as they do not exhibit explicit partisan affiliations. 
Furthermore, related research on fact-checking messages that convey crowdsourced user 
consensus suggests that such messages can reduce backlash against debunked messages 
(Giudice, 2010) and even outperform scientific expert sources in reducing partisan motivated 
reasoning (Moon et al., 2023). We thus expect that Republicans will be as likely as Democrats 
and Independents to perceive user-authored debunking messages as truthful. Based on what 
we know about partisanship, attitudes about fact-checkers and user debunks, we propose the 
first hypothesis:

H1. The falsehood debunking source (W) would moderate the relationship between 
political partisanship (X) and truth resistance (Y) such that (a) user-debunked 
messages will elicit similar levels of truth resistance among Republicans and non-
Republicans and (b) Republicans will have higher truth resistance to messages 
debunked by independent fact-checkers than non-Republicans.

Can cognitive predispositions moderate partisan-based perceptions of message
veracity?
The COVID-19 pandemic provided a unique opportunity to study individual-level 
vulnerability to falsehoods. Here we pursue three potential moderators (Active Open-
minded Thinking about Evidence, media literacy and trust in public health agencies) of the 
Republican tendency to view COVID-19 falsehoods as more credible than Democrats – even 
when the information is debunked.
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Active open-minded thinking about evidence (AOT-E)
Thinking styles can offer a reliable explanation for individual variance in susceptibility to 
unreliable information. The AOT-E index measures openness to evidence that contradicts 
existing beliefs (Baron, 2019). High openness to belief-oppositional evidence (Pennycook and 
Rand, 2019) buffers against motivated reasoning and political loyalties (Stanovich and Toplak, 
2019). Conversely, low AOT-E is associated with belief rigidity and motivated reasoning 
tendencies to safeguard existing beliefs (Haran et al., 2013).

The effectiveness of AOT-E as a cognitive buffer against false information (Pennycook 
and Rand, 2019; Pennycook et al., 2023) was demonstrated in the context of controversial 
political and scientific issues. These findings cast doubt about the strength of partisanship 
as a driver of motivated reasoning. High AOT-E was identified as a more reliable predictor 
of resistance to false information beliefs than partisanship (Pennycook and Rand, 2019; 
Erlich et al., 2023). Yet, there are also reports of no such effect (Eichmeier and Stenhouse, 
2019) or even of fortified beliefs in falsehoods at high AOT-E levels (Kahan and 
Corbin, 2016).

In the COVID-19 realm, mind habits like heuristic processing (Kim and Kim, 2020), low 
analytical thinking (Gligori�c et al., 2021) and cognitive rigidity (Meyer et al., 2024) 
predicted belief in COVID-19 conspiracies. The only known experiment that examined 
thinking style as a moderator of political identity effects on COVID-19 falsehood beliefs 
did not produce significant results (Lee et al., 2023a). Although there are no known studies 
examining the intersection of debunking source, partisanship and AOT-E, there is evidence 
that debunking methods (correction strength and explanatory depth) mattered less than 
AOT-E in accepting corrective messages about falsehoods (Martel et al., 2021). Grounded 
in literature on AOT-E’s moderation of partisan-based motivated reasoning and the 
expectations of H1, we formulated the following research question, visualized in Figure 1:

Figure 1. Visual map of hypotheses
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RQ1. Will AOT-E levels moderate the moderated relationship of W on XY such that 
partisan differences in truth resistance will decrease for both debunking sources at 
high compared to low AOT-E levels?

Media literacy (ML)
There is growing public support for primary and secondary curricula to include critical skills to 
navigate the information-rich contemporary media environment (Jolls, 2015; Bulger and 
Davison, 2018). This encouragement is driven by evidence that ML skills enhance the ability 
to distinguish reliable from misleading or false content.

In the fast-growing body of ML research, the construct has been explicated as 
encompassing awareness and perceived importance dimensions (Koc and Barut, 2016; 
Vraga et al., 2015). Perceived importance contributes significantly to scrutiny of information 
(Vraga et al., 2015). Consequently, individuals with high ML tend to have better discernment 
between true and false information (Altay et al., 2024; Chan, 2024), reducing the influence of 
partisanship. Su et al. (2022) found that self-perceived ML significantly weakened the main 
and indirect effects of social media news use on COVID-19 misperceptions when controlling 
for political orientation.

How individuals with different ML levels respond to varying debunking sources remains 
unclear. Yet, higher ML levels have been linked to more fact-checking engagement (Lee and 
Ramazan, 2021). In terms of receptivity to debunking messages, Hameleers (2022) found that 
the combination of ML interventions and fact-checks effectively counters agreement with fake 
news. It is possible that self-perceived ML not only improves the detection of falsehoods but 
also encourages open-mindedness to corrective content, potentially buffering the partisan 
divide. Thus, we expect that high ML would mitigate partisan differences in resisting 
falsehood corrections. Yet, short on known existing evidence for this expectation, we posed the 
following research question:

RQ2. Will ML levels moderate the moderated relationship of W on XY such that partisan 
differences in truth resistance would decrease for both debunking sources at high 
compared to low ML levels?

Trust in public health agencies
Healthy skepticism increases online information verification behavior (Fletcher and Park, 
2017), but a detrimental consequence of distrust is belief in conspiracies and falsehoods 
(Albarrac�ın, 2022). Specifically, low trust in science and scientists is associated with a higher 
likelihood of believing COVID-19 conspiracies in the United States (Agley and Xiao, 2021), 
and low trust in health institutions is associated with higher vaccine hesitancy in the United 
Kingdom, driven in part by the belief that the virus was lab-made (Jennings et al., 2021).

It is well-documented that Republicans and Democrats exhibit asymmetric levels of trust in 
health and scientific institutions. Republicans show greater distrust in science and traditional 
information sources compared to other political identity groups, highlighting a significant 
partisan divide (Gauchat, 2012; Tyson and Kennedy, 2023). By contrast, Democrats are 
significantly more likely to have confidence in science compared to other partisans (Lee, 
2021). Moreover, low institutional trust is one explanation for why Republican-leaning 
counties recorded lower compliance with stay-at-home orders than Democrat-leaning counties 
(Goldstein and Wiedemann, 2022). On the flipside of this asymmetry, though, lies the potential 
that building up trust may also bridge the partisan gap. Despite strong correlations between 
partisanship and COVID-19 beliefs, institutional trust tends to be the stronger predictor of 
health-promoting outcomes (Goldstein and Wiedemann, 2022). Given that trust may bridge 
partisan differences in COVID-19 attitudes, we expect it to also bridge partisan gaps in truth 
resistance:
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RQ3. Will institutional trust levels moderate the moderated relationship of W on XY such 
that partisan differences in truth resistance will decrease for both debunking sources 
at high compared to low trust levels?

Materials and methods
We fielded a web-based experiment via Qualtrics on a sample of US adults who are active 
Facebook users. The study was approved by the Indiana University Institutional Review 
Board. Data collection occurred in January 2023.
Sample. A nationally proportionate sample of 692 recruited participants was reduced to 

454, using three exclusion criteria: speeding (below four-minute completion), responding with 
no variation across batteries with six or more items and incompletion. Participants were 
between 18 and 60 (M 5 40.1, SD 5 9.9) years old; 54% self-identified as female and 0.4% as 
nonbinary. Race proportions were 63.7% White, 8.8% Black, 11.9% Hispanic or Latino, 4.0% 
Asian, 9.3% multi-racial and 0.7% other. High school or less was the highest level of education 
for 44.7%.
Design. In a within-subjects experiment, we manipulated debunking source at two levels: a 

fact-check warning label on a COVID-19 falsehood (called fact-checker debunk) versus a 
content rebuttal of the falsehood by a platform user (called user debunk). This factor was used 
as the key moderator (W) in subsequent models. Party identity was used as the independent 
variable (X), predicting truth resistance (Y). In addition, three separate models were tested to 
assess the potential of AOT-E, ML and trust in public health agencies as moderators (Z) of 
debunking methods (W).
Stimuli. We created mock Facebook posts to represent the user versus fact-checker 

(see Figure 2) debunk conditions. The user debunk condition featured a rebuttal of a 
widely trafficked falsehood, whereas the fact-checker debunk condition presented the 
falsehood with a Facebook-consistent fact-check warning. There were eight topical posts, 
each bimodal, containing text and a graphic. Each participant saw one version of all eight 
posts, resulting in four true (user debunk) and four false (fact-checker debunk) post

Figure 2. Sample of experimental manipulations
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exposures. Order effects were controlled through four quasi-random stimulus orders and 
random assignment of participants to an order. To avoid the confounds of user 
characteristics, the fictional Facebook profile featured an androgynous name with a 
waterfall as the avatar. An a priori check (N 5 181) confirmed that the fact-checker 
debunk labels were noticed. A post-hoc independent samples t-test confirmed that 
participants perceived the rebuttal of falsehoods in a user debunk (M 5 2.01, SD 5 0.75) 
as more truthful than falsehoods debunked with fact-checker warning labels (M 5 1.66, 
SD 5 0.73), t(3,630) 5 14.47, p < 0.001.
Measures. Participants self-reported partisanship and other demographic information. 

Following Pennycook et al. (2020), we used an eight-item AOT-E battery. As an additive 
index (range 5 8–48, M 5 30.01, SD 5 6.35), it achieved acceptable reliability 
(α 5 0.69). ML was measured as a self-perceived skill and rated for societal importance, 
drawing from Vraga et al. (2015), Cheng and Chen (2020), and Koc and Barut (2016). The 
additive index (range 5 5–25, M 5 19.20, SD 5 3.79) was reliable (α 5 0.82). Trust in two 
public health agencies was also reliable (Spearman-Brown ρ 5 0.92) as an additive index 
(range 5 0–20, M 5 10.43, SD 5 6.35). Perceived message veracity was measured with a 
three-point semantic differential response (range 5 0–2) after exposure to each stimulus 
and subjected to score standardization. The resulting truth resistance index (range 5 0–2) 
for each condition represented complete acceptance of truthful information coded as 
0 and complete acceptance of untrue information as 2. Thus, for posts debunked with fact-
check labels, truth resistance equaled the perceived veracity of the post; for user debunk 
posts, it equaled the reverse-coded veracity rating. Truth resistance served as the main 
dependent variable.
Procedure. After a set of demographic questions, each participant was exposed to eight 

stimuli and self-reported perceived message veracity after each stimulus. Trust in public health 
agencies was measured between the sixth and seventh stimulus, and AOT-E and ML after the 
last stimulus.

Results
Moderation models were constructed to test H1 and find answers for three research questions. 
In addition, these models were robust when we subjected them to covariate inclusion, 
controlling for vaccine hesitancy, COVID-19 status and knowledge about vaccines. Those 
results are reported in the supplementary materials (Section 4).

Debunk method as a moderator of partisan influence on truth resistance (H1)
H1 proposed that the debunking source would moderate the association between partisanship 
and truth resistance, such that Republicans, Democrats and independents would exhibit (1) 
similar levels of truth resistance toward user-debunked messages and (2) higher truth 
resistance toward fact-checker-debunked messages compared to non-Republicans. A 
moderation model (PROCESS Model #1; Hayes, 2022) was tested with Republican 
partisanship as the reference group for indicator coding (Table 1). Overall, truth resistance 
was lower for fact-checker debunks and higher for user-generated debunks regardless of 
partisanship. There was a significant interaction between partisanship and debunking source 
on truth resistance. Conditional indirect effect analysis suggested that, counter to H1a, 
Republicans demonstrated higher truth resistance than Democrats for user-debunked 
messages (b 5 �0.196, p < 0.001). For fact-checker debunked messages, Republicans 
reported slightly higher truth resistance than independents (b 5 �0.086, p 5 0.0465), but did 
not differ from Democrats (b 5 �0.057, p 5 0.173). Therefore, H1b is partially supported. 
Two key findings are evident from Figure 3: (1) Republicans were more truth-resistant than 
Democrats to user-generated debunks of false content and (2) Republicans were more truth-
resistant than independents to fact-checker debunked false content.
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Table 1. Moderation analyses predicting perceived message veracity

Model Partisanship 3
 

debunk source 3
 

AOT-E ML Trust

Predictors b SE
Bootstrapped
95%CI 

c b SE
Bootstrapped
95%CI 

c b SE
Bootstrapped
95%CI 

c b SE
Bootstrapped 95%CI 

c

(Intercept) 1.072 
***
 0.030 [1.013–1.131] 1.271 

***
 0.151 [0.929 – 1.601] 

1.326 
***
 0.156 [1.004 – 1.649] 

1.426 
*** 0.048 [1.335 – 1.513] 

Partisanship 
a �0.055 0.043 [�0.140 – 0.029]

0.200 0.209 [�0.245 – 0.649] 
0.532 

*
 0.221 [0.101 – 0.969] 

�0.131 0.074 [�0.268 – 0.006] 
Partisanship 

b
 �0.196 

*** 0.042 [�0.278 –
�0.112]

�0.016 0.202 [�0.452 – 0.432] 
0.303 0.218 [�0.123 – 0.734]

�0.196 
* 0.086 [�0.369 – 

�0.024]
Debunk Source �0.364 

*** 0.043 [�0.447 –
�0.280]

�0.017 0.213 [�0.488 – 0.450] 
�0.921 

***
 0.221 [�1.380 –

�0.470] 
�0.699 

***
 0.068 [�0.837 –

�0.564] 
Partisanship 

a 3
 

Debunk Source
�0.031 0.061 [�0.148 – 0.088]

0.235 0.296 [�0.370 – 0.848] 
0.259 0.313 [�0.353 – 0.864] 

0.037 0.105 [�0.161 – 0.238] 
Partisanship 

b
 3
 

Debunk Source
0.139 

* 0.059 [0.022–0.256] 0.893** 0.285 [0.286 – 1.495]
0.132 0.308 [�0.493 – 0.752] 

0.406 
*** 0.122 [0.156 – 0.659]

AOT-E/ML/Trust score �0.007 0.005 [�0.018 – 0.005]
�0.013 0.008 [�0.031 – 0.004]

�0.041 
***
 0.005 [�0.050 –

�0.033] 
Partisanship 

a 3
 

AOT-E/ 
ML/Trust Score 

�0.008 0.007 [�0.023 – 0.007] 
�0.032 

** 0.012 [�0.055 –
�0.009] 

0.012 0.007 [�0.001 – 0.025] 
Partisanship 

b
 3
 

AOT-E/ 
ML/Trust Score

�0.005 0.007 [�0.020 – 0.009] 
�0.024 

* 0.011 [�0.046 – 
�0.002] 

0.014 
*
 0.007 [0.001 – 0.028] 

Debunk Source 3
 

AOT-E/ 
ML/Trust Score 

�0.012 0.007 [�0.028 – 0.004] 
0.029 

* 0.011 [0.005 – 0.053] 
0.039 

*** 0.006 [0.027 – 0.052] 
Partisanship 

a 3
 

Debunk Source 3
 

AOT-E/ML/Trust 
Score

�0.008 0.010 [�0.027 – 0.012]
�0.015 0.016 [�0.047 – 0.018]

�0.011 0.010 [�0.030 – 0.008]

Partisanship 
b
 3
 

Debunk Source 3
 

AOT-E/ML/Trust 
Score

�0.024 
* 0.010 [�0.044 – 

�0.004]
�0.001 0.016 [�0.034 – 0.031]

�0.034 
*** 0.010 [�0.054 – 

�0.015]

F
 

Statistics 40.915*** 39.606*** 26.008*** 34.539***
R
 

2
 /Adj. R 

2 0.053/0.052 0.107/0.105 0.073/0.070 0.095/0.092
Note(s): *p <

 
0.05 **p <

 
0.01 ***p <

 
0.001, 

a Republican vs. Independent, 
b
 Republican vs. Democrats, 

c Bootstrap results are based on 10,000 bootstrap resamples
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Active open-minded thinking about evidence (AOT-E) as moderator (RQ1)
Three moderated moderation models, using the PROCESS macro (Model #3) (Hayes, 2022), 
were used to find answers for RQ1-3, with Republican partisanship entered as the reference 
group (Table 1). RQ1 asked whether AOT-E would moderate the interaction between 
partisanship and debunking source in predicting truth resistance, with the expectation that 
higher AOT-E might reduce partisan differences.

The three-way interaction between partisanship, debunking source and AOT-E was significant. 
However, the results indicate that higher AOT-E scores were associated with stronger, not weaker, 
partisan bias (Figure 4a). Conditional effect analysis suggested that, for the user debunk condition, 
Republicans had consistently higher truth resistance scores than Democrats, and this gap widened 
as AOT-E increased: low AOT-E (b 5 �0.145, p 5 0.010), medium (b 5 �0.179, p < 0.001) and 
high (b 5 �0.214, p < 0.001). For fact-checker debunks, Democrats had higher truth resistance 
than Republicans at low levels (b 5 0.182, p 5 0.001), no difference at the mean (b 5 �0.005, 
p 5 0.912) and significantly lower truth resistance than Republicans at high AOT-E (b 5 �0.191, 
p 5 0.002). Thus, contrary to the direction of expectation underlying RQ1, high AOT-E does not 
reduce partisan divides for either debunking source.

Media literacy (ML) as moderator (RQ2)
RQ2 posited that ML would moderate the indirect influence of the debunking source on the 
relationship between partisanship and truth resistance. However, the three-way interaction 
between partisanship, debunking methods and ML was not significant (Table 1), despite a 
trend (Figure 4b) and some significant paired results reported in Table S3 that appear to suggest 
that media literacy is associated with larger partisan differences for fact-checker than user 
debunked posts. There is no support for ML as a moderator of the moderated relationship.

Trust in public health agencies as moderator (RQ3)
RQ3 suggested that trust in public health agencies would moderate the indirect influence of the 
debunking source on the relationship between partisanship and truth resistance. The three-way

Figure 3. Effects of partisanship by debunking source on truth resistance
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interaction between partisanship, debunking source and trust was significant (Table 1). 
Conditional indirect effect analysis revealed that, for the user debunk condition, Republicans 
showed higher truth resistance than Democrats at low levels of trust (b 5 �0.138, p 5 0.031), 
but this difference diminished at medium (b 5 �0.048, p 5 0.272) and high trust levels 
(b 5 0.042, p 5 0.474). For the fact-checker-debunk condition, Democrats showed higher 
truth resistance than Republicans at low trust levels (b 5 0.129, p 5 0.044), but the difference

Figure 4. Three-way interaction effects of partisanship, debunking source and three cognitive predispositions 
on truth resistance
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disappeared at medium trust (b 5 0.003, p 5 0.952), and reversed at high trust (b 5 �0.123, 
p 5 0.035). Our data support the idea that high levels of trust mitigate partisan differences in 
trust resistance for user but not fact-checker debunked posts.

Discussion
We investigated the potential of two debunking sources (user and fact-checker) and three 
cognitive predispositions (AOT-E, ML and trust in public health agencies) to buffer partisan 
divides in COVID-19 debunk receptivity. A demographically proportionate sample of US 
adults was exposed to eight Facebook posts that mentioned COVID-related falsehoods, half 
with a fact-checker debunk warning label and the other half with scientifically rooted, text-
based debunking of these falsehoods by a Facebook user. Surprisingly, we found that AOT-E 
exacerbated partisan differences in responding to corrections. ML did not bridge partisan 
divides, and trust in public health agencies was the only buffer with qualified effectiveness. In 
this section, we begin by discussing each substantive finding, followed by discussions of 
limitations and future work. We conclude by highlighting the general theoretical and practical 
implications of our findings.

First, our results provide evidence that Republicans are more truth-resistant than 
Democrats, especially in the user debunk condition across all levels of AOT-E and ML, and 
among low-trust individuals. Moreover, results from the fact-checker debunk condition offer 
indirect evidence for the same conclusion. Specifically, the truth resistance of high AOT-E 
Republicans declined marginally compared to a significant drop for high-AOT-E Democrats. 
Furthermore, low- and high-trust Republicans showed no discernible difference in truth 
resistance, again a clear contrast to Democrats, whose truth resistance declined significantly 
across three levels of trust. Finally, none of the cognitive predispositions we tested reliably 
reduced the truth resistance of Republicans, indicating the entrenchment of such resistance. 
Yet, the fact-checker debunk condition also showed that for low AOT-E and low trust groups, 
Democrats can be more truth-resistant than Republicans and at mean levels, partisan 
differences tend to disappear.

The finding that AOT-E increased partisan divides deserves consideration. High AOT-E 
participants, regardless of partisanship, were less truth-resistant than low AOT-E partisans (see 
Figure 4a). However, the drop was significantly smaller among Republicans than Democrats, 
particularly in the fact-checker debunk condition, resulting in unequal reductions of truth 
resistance. As a result, higher AOT-E was associated with greater partisan divide rather than 
convergence. It is possible that conservatism compels Republicans to ground beliefs in 
interpersonal hierarchies (social groups) rather than intrapersonal mental processes (Jost et al., 
2003). In addition, the impact of AOT-E varies across belief domains and polarization levels. 
Republicans who are more open-minded may nevertheless be closed-minded for topic 
domains they view as exceptional (Baron, 2017), especially one as politicized and as central to 
their political identity and beliefs as the COVID-19 pandemic (Kahan, 2013). It will require 
more research to tease out the impact of AOT-E on truth resistance across debunk sources and 
issues that vary in political polarization.

Media literacy was not a significant moderator of partisanship’s association with truth 
resistance for either debunking source. This is not to say that ML does not matter as a defense 
against misinformation – much work has established that high ML lowers susceptibility to 
conspiracy theories (e.g. Craft et al., 2017) and increases one’s ability to tell truthful from false 
news content (Guess et al., 2020). Nevertheless, our findings suggest that ML does not reduce 
gaps in how Democrats and Republicans process fact-checking messages. Those seeking to 
bridge partisan gaps in misinformation processing, in addition to reducing misinformation 
susceptibility, may find ML to have limited effectiveness in contexts that are highly
politicized.

In summary, high AOT-E and ML predispositions were not associated with decreases in
partisan differences in truth resistance for either debunking source. Thus, health science
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communicators seeking to bridge partisan divides on vaccine information should not count on 
AOT-E or ML as mechanisms for accomplishing that goal. Yet, unlike AOT-E and ML, trust in 
public health agencies effectively buffered partisan divides on truth resistance for user-
debunked posts. This finding supports health communication researchers who see trust in 
public health institutions as an antidote to health misinformation (Swire-Thompson and Lazer, 
2020; Zhang et al., 2024). Yet, advancing trust in public health after the polarizing impact of 
COVID-19 is challenging. As Goldberg (2012) argued, public health policy-making is 
inherently political. Confidence in health agencies relies on two critical factors: the effective 
communication of scientific findings that inform policy (Blendon and Benson, 2022) and the 
consistency of messaging from political figures, whose comments can significantly influence 
public health beliefs (Jones-Jang and Noland, 2022).

It is also noteworthy that trust’s buffering of partisan divides can be attributed to the sharp 
decline in Republican truth resistance for the user debunk condition as trust levels increase. 
Figure 4c offers a visualization of this trend. Republican truth resistance to user-debunked 
information is approximately a half point lower at high than low trust levels, whereas the fact-
checker condition is associated with similar levels of truth resistance for Republicans across 
trust levels. In fact, at high trust levels, Republican truth resistance is at near equal levels for 
user and fact-checker conditions. These findings suggest indirect evidence of the robustness of 
Republican resistance to fact-checker debunks compared to Democrats, for whom truth 
resistance significantly declined as trust levels increased.

The partisan gap in truth resistance among low-trust participants also deserves scrutiny. 
Similar to AOT-E findings, low-trust Democrats displayed greater truth resistance to fact-
checker corrections compared to Republicans and independents (see Figure 4a and c). This 
trend reverses at high levels of trust (and AOT-E), where Democrats show the least truth 
resistance. It is possible that the comparatively high truth resistance among low-trust 
Democrats reflects historical associations between vaccine skepticism and certain left-leaning 
groups (e.g. outspoken celebrities, Whole Foods Bubbles, Democrat leaning communities) 
before the COVID-19 pandemic (Motta, 2021). Indeed, pre-2020 anti-vaccine sentiment, such 
as resistance to the measles vaccine, was not exclusively a partisan issue and was sometimes 
more prevalent in liberal metropolitan areas (Austin, TX; Seattle, WA). This residual 
sentiment may still influence low-trust Democrats, particularly in a fact-checker condition, 
which they may perceive as being tied to health institutions.

Our study’s data set did not produce evidence to support either of our predictions regarding 
user and fact-checker debunks as moderators. Though the results are surprising, we hesitate to 
conclude that user debunks do, and more importantly, that fact-checker debunks do not bridge 
partisan gaps. Our ability to generalize from this finding is limited by the debunking source 
manipulation, which was not fully crossed in the design. Put differently, our stimuli debunked 
falsehoods but not reliable information. The results show that debunking sources have unique 
moderating effects on partisan truth resistance, but contrary to the expectation that 
Republicans would be less receptive to fact-checkers than user debunks, given the partisan 
animosity toward fact-checking practices. Yet, as Figure 3 shows, partisans were equally 
responsive to fact-checker debunking but varied significantly on user debunking. What we did 
not test is the outcome of scientifically sound COVID-19 information debunked with fact-
checker-endorsed content labels or user rebuttals. Our decision not to pursue a fully crossed 
design rests on two motivations. First, there is the internal validity consideration of exhausting 
participants with exposure to double the number of posts (and responses to them) required by 
an additional scientific veracity factor. We favored message repetition per experimental 
condition and message multiplicity (eight different posts) over a fully crossed design. Second, 
we considered the ethical implications of exposing participants to stimuli that debunk 
scientifically supported information during a pandemic. A thorough debrief after participation 
might not have neutralized exposure effects, potentially influencing vaccination decisions 
with life-threatening outcomes. Given that a non-negligible number of participants would
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likely belong to demographic groups vulnerable to false information, we decided against a 
fully crossed design.

Two other shortcomings offer opportunities for future work. First, we used newly built 
stimuli to resemble – but not represent directly sourced online content. We decided on stimulus 
construction to maximize internal validity and to avoid pre-exposure and confounds from user 
profile features. Yet, trading control for the ecological validity of stimuli invariably raises the 
question of whether stimuli adequately represent debunking in the wild. Future studies may do 
well utilizing LLMs to generate falsehoods and debunking messages, using large samples of 
scraped social media content for training data and prompts. Relatedly, testing human versus 
AI-generated veracity labels might have theoretical and applied value. Second, we excluded 
political and scientific knowledge measures in our theoretical model, which Miller et al. 
(2016) demonstrated are critical in understanding vulnerability to ideologically motivated 
conspiracy theories. Among US conservatives but not liberals, high political knowledge 
combined with a distrustful disposition amplifies susceptibility to political conspiracies. 
Testing the knowledge-trust interaction in the health realm with scientific knowledge and 
public health trust could offer important insights into partisan responses to falsehoods and 
debunking methods.

Despite these limitations, our findings advance existing insight into how partisans process 
fact-checks and offer practical implications for public health communicators. Though much 
prior work has separately investigated the effects of partisanship (e.g. Jennings and Stroud, 
2023) and cognitive predispositions (e.g. Lee et al., 2023a, b; Guess et al., 2020) on responses 
to falsehoods and fact-checking, few prior studies have tested how they interact with each 
other. Our results show that open-minded thinking and media literacy do not reduce partisan 
effects on debunking resistance. In fact, these normatively desirable predispositions may 
invoke rather than buffer partisan-based motivated reasoning. In contrast, trust in public health 
authorities shows promise in mitigating partisan differences, suggesting that bolstering 
institutional trust reduces partisanship-based resistance to fact-checking.

Importantly, our findings also highlight that reduced truth resistance does not necessarily 
translate into reduced partisan polarization. Although higher levels of AOT-E are associated 
with lower truth resistance among partisan groups, partisan differences widen. This suggests 
that while some strategies or interventions may reduce truth resistance overall, reducing 
polarization in truth resistance may require more tailored, group-specific strategies that 
directly address identity-based motivated reasoning. These findings align with prior 
observations that the correction of health misinformation is a formidable challenge,
especially when the subject matter is politically polarized (e.g. Chan and Albarraci ́n, 2023).
However, we identified trust in public health institutions as a promising buffer for partisan 
responses to corrective information, highlighting the importance of public health professionals 
and political elites to strengthen public trust in health authorities. At the same time, evidence of 
AOT-E and ML as ineffective partisan buffers should caution health communicators and 
intervention designers. In fact, the intervention practice of module-based ML training may be 
least effective for Republicans, the group most susceptible to conspiratorial health beliefs, 
pointing to the need for alternative, trust-centered approaches.
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