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As the number of COVID-19 cases climbed in the United States, President Trump came under fire for dismissing its severity despite evidence to the contrary. Those most impressionable by the President's claims might be those who have established a parasocial relationship with him. Results of this survey study indicate that each of the three parasocial variables assessed (i.e., friends, understanding, and brand), were negatively related to information seeking for COVID-19. Moreover, initial evidence was found that identification with the Trump brand was an indirect influence of information seeking. Consistent with the supported model, women and Democrats reported higher information seeking for COVID-19 than men and other political groups.
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INTRODUCTION

On January 23, 2020, the World Health Organization warned all governments that they must prepare for the emergence of the novel coronavirus, COVID-19, within their own borders (Yamey and Gonsalves, 2020). Between January 22 and April 27, 2020, 981,246 cases of COVID-19 were confirmed in the United States (CDC, 2020). President Trump has been harshly criticized by scholars for his management of this pandemic, with speculation that his communication about COVID-19 countered many efforts to keep people healthy and halt the spread of the virus. For example, Gadarian et al. (2020) wrote:

…the U.S. crisis response suffered both from a lack of coordinated information provided to the public and from President Trump's deliberate undercutting of expert messaging about the escalating pandemic. Downplaying COVID-19 by comparing it to a mild flu, decrying it as a “hoax by the Democrats”, and dismissing its seriousness as late as March 10 in saying “it will go away” each undermined the public health effort” (p. 1).

Indeed, President Trump classified COVID-19 not simply as a non-threat to the well-being of U.S. residents, but actively negated the claims that COVID-19 was a danger, claiming that these concerned voices were part of a conspiracy theory concocted by Democrats in an attempt to undermine his credibility (Dyer, 2020b).

This paper seeks to explore how perceived relationships with President Trump affected COVID-19 information seeking. Parasocial relationships, which are perceived relationships with individuals we are exposed to through media, have been identified to predict health information behavior (e.g., Brown and Basil, 1995; Williamson and Hocken, 2010; Moe, 2012; Tiger, 2013). This paper seeks to identify the ways in which parasocial relationships with President Trump predict information seeking among United States residents in regard to COVID-19.


Information Behavior

Information behavior pertains to “the accidental encountering, need, finding, choosing, using, and sometimes avoiding” of information (Case, 2012, p. 1). Information acquisition behaviors can be demarcated between the actions of intentionally seeking out new information and the more passive actions of cognitively processing information that is delivered to people without request (Kelly et al., 2014). As Case (2012) explains, just because information is placed before a person does not mean they will process any of the information; in fact, they may make an active decision to ignore the information. As such, passive information behavior is the decision to digest information that finds its way to a person while active information behavior is the intentional seeking of additional information (Kelly et al., 2014).

Information behavior becomes complex when the information subject is health-related. Knowledge of health-related information can save one's life by teaching the behaviors necessary to avoid illness (Maciosek et al., 2010), yet this same information behavior can also induce anxiety as it makes one aware of possible health issues (Case et al., 2005; Kelly et al., 2014). Research consistently reports that until a health topic becomes salient through either personal experience or the experience of someone they care about, an individual will not engage in information seeking (e.g., Brashers et al., 2002; Rice, 2006; Ayers and Kronenfeld, 2007; Khoo et al., 2008; Hogan and Brashers, 2009). In the face of an illness, information seeking can be stress-relieving rather than stress-inducing as it reduces uncertainty about the health condition (Tian and Robinson, 2008).

Information about the threat of COVID-19 was communicated inconsistently to residents of the United States. While it was considered to be a worldwide emergency outside of the United States and by the Center for Disease Control (CDC) within the United States, President Trump and his administration continued to downplay the risk of COVID-19, indicating it was a non-threat until mid-March 2020 (Dyer, 2020a). In other words, President Trump informed individuals engaged in passive information behavior that active information seeking for COVID-19 was unnecessary. This raises the question of how individuals who looked to President Trump as the authority to communicate information during the crisis would be affected by his downplaying of COVID-19 during a time of global health salience. A potential explanatory variable may be parasocial relationships.



Parasocial Relationships

Parasocial relationships are perceived interpersonal relationships between real people and media personas, which may be real people or fictional characters (Grant et al., 1991). These relationships are developed through the one-way communication that takes place when these personas communicate directly to consumers or are captured communicating with others through various media channels (Horton and Wohl, 1956). Horton and Wohl (1956) first proposed parasocial relationships when they noticed the high level of attachment and perceived sense of understanding some viewers had for news anchors whom they had never personally met. Although parasocial relationships have been historically studied among television and film personas, recent scholarship has identified the formation of parasocial relationships with social media personas (e.g., Lee, 2013; Labrecque, 2014; Ledbetter and Redd, 2016).

Similar to interpersonal relationships, parasocial relationships develop and strengthen over time (Perse and Rubin, 1990; Auter and Palmgreen, 2000) and provide a sense of social security (Stever, 2013). Time allows media consumers more opportunities to perceived similarity of personality (Rubin et al., 1985; Auter and Palmgreen, 2000; Rubin and Step, 2000; Rubin and Rubin, 2001; Tian and Hoffner, 2010), attitude and problem solving skill similarity (Turner, 1993; Auter and Palmgreen, 2000), and identification with the individual (Auter and Palmgreen, 2000; Tian and Hoffner, 2010), which strengthens the parasocial relationship. This means that identifying with the persona, understanding of the persona's way of thinking, and identifying with persona's goals or brand are all components of parasocial relationships. Identification with a persona's gender and attitudes are particularly influential (Hoffner and Cantor, 1991; McDonald and Kim, 2001; Eyal and Rubin, 2003; Hoffner and Buchanan, 2005).

Although parasocial relationships have been found to follow the predictions of numerous interpersonal theories, there is no overarching theory of parasocial relationships. To address this, Tukachinsky and Stever (2019) proposed a theoretical model of parasocial relationship development based upon a review of 60 years of parasocial research and Knapp's (1978) model of interpersonal relationships. Tukachinsky and Stever's (2019) model proposes four stages of parasocial relationship development. Importantly, Tukachinsky and Stever (2019) explain that not all consumers will experience each stage of a parasocial relationship. Rather, it is possible to plateau at any of the stages if social attraction wanes or expectations are violated. The four stages are:

1. Initiation: In the initiation stage, media consumers find themselves attracted to the persona physically and/or psychologically but know little about them. Therefore, they give abundant attention and critical evaluation to the persona in an attempt to satisfy their uncertainty.

2. Experimentation: In the experimentation stage, consumers seek more interactions with the persona (i.e., more places to view their communicative behaviors) to evaluate the extent to which the persona fits well with the consumers' beliefs and values.

3. Intensification: If a consumer reaches the intensification stage, they have cemented a parasocial relationship. At this phase, consumers develop affective connections to the persona and begin thinking about them when not consuming their media.

4. Integration/Bonding: At integration/bonding, a parasocial relationship has escalated to the point in which the relationship has become part of their identity that is socially recognizable, meaning they appreciate their fandom being recognized by others and feel that their bond with the persona is special.

As such, individuals who reach a high level of parasocial relationship feel that the behaviors and communication of the persona they have bonded with are reflections of themselves and therefore are prone to find their behaviors both justifiable and reasonable (Tukachinsky and Stever, 2019).

Residents of the United States have had decades to develop parasocial relationships with the current Republican President, Donald J. Trump. He has been a notable businessman for over 40 years (Koffler, 2015), hosted his own reality television show The Apprentice from 2004–2015 (IMDB, 2020), and has had an active Twitter account for over a decade (Twitter, 2020). In terms of potential parasocial relationship building, this means that individuals have had a chance to observe President Trump through multiple platforms to see if they identify with him as someone who could be a friend, someone whose problem solving skills make sense, and form an attachment to the Trump brand that preexisted long before he ran for President. Those most likely to have identified with him are those who can connect to him through gender and attitudes (Hoffner and Cantor, 1991; McDonald and Kim, 2001; Eyal and Rubin, 2003; Hoffner and Buchanan, 2005); therefore the following hypotheses are proposed:

H1:  Men will have stronger parasocial relationships with President Trump than women.

H2:  Republicans will have stronger parasocial relationships with President Trump than individuals who affiliate with other parties.

To reiterate, individuals are unlikely to seek out information about a health topic until they themselves or someone they know make that health topic salient (Johnson and Case, 2012), and people feel as though they know individuals whom they have formed parasocial relationships with (Auter and Palmgreen, 2000). Numerous research examples have demonstrated that having a parasocial relationship with a celebrity or character increases information behavior and/or knowledge about a health topic when that persona reveals that they are struggling with the health topic or endorse awareness of it. Examples of celebrity parasocial relationships that have resulted in increased health information seeking include Michael J. Fox and Parkinson's disease (Moe, 2012), Whitney Houston and alcohol addiction (Tiger, 2013), Magic Johnson and HIV (Brown and Basil, 1995), Mark McGuire and steroids (Brown et al., 2003), and Patrick Swayze and pancreatic cancer (Williamson and Hocken, 2010). In terms of characters, suicide awareness increased when character Lawrence Kutner committed suicide on the television show House (DeGroot and Leith, 2018), fans of Monk became more knowledgeable about obsessive compulsive disorder after observing the show's protagonist struggle with it (Hoffner and Cohen, 2012), and children have broadly been shown to care about eating healthy when their favorite television character does (Kraak and Story, 2015).

What research has not yet had reason to demonstrate, is whether someone in a position of fame and influence can temper health information seeking by negating the salience. Preliminary findings on the influence of President's Trump rhetoric regarding COVID-19 indicates that it is possible. Barrios and Hochberg (2020) found that the population of Trump voters in a county predicted perceived risk of COVID-19 and information seeking. Further, residents of Republican counties have been found to be less likely to comply with stay at home orders compared to Democrats (Painter and Qiu, 2020).

As mentioned, Tukachinsky and Stever's (2019) theoretical model of parasocial relationships predicts that at the third stage of parasocial relationship development, intensification, individuals' parasocial relationships begin to affect attitudes and beliefs. By the intensification stage, individuals have already determined that they typically agree with the persona's attitudes and behaviors. Thus, at the intensification stage and beyond, individuals are likely to become increasingly supportive of the persona's behaviors, supporting them even when they perceive those behaviors to be illogical (Tukachinsky and Stever, 2019). As such, individuals who are in an intensification or integration/bonding stage of parasocial relationships with a persona are likely to consistently believe that the persona's behaviors are reasonable and their decisions are justified. This means that individuals at higher stages of parasocial relationship with President Trump are likely to believe that his methods for handling a problem are correct. As such, the higher parasocial relationship with President Trump, the more likely individuals are to believe that his attitudes and behaviors regarding COVID-19 are correct. Because of this, degree of parasocial relationship with President Trump should directly affect someone's attitude about how he has handled COVID-19.

That attitude, in turn, is likely to affect information seeking for COVID-19. Because COVID-19 is a pandemic, it is possible that when seeking information about COVID-19 initially, individuals who had high parasocial relationships with President Trump heard his dismissal, had positive attitudes about their parasocial relation's abilities to manage the virus, and as a result felt no need to seek additional information. Likewise, those who had low parasocial relationships with President Trump, who are those who do not identify with his problem solving skills (Auter and Palmgreen, 2000), would hear his dismissive rhetoric and because of their associated poor attitude toward him, expect him to handle COVID-19 inappropriately, prompting further information seeking so that they can prepare for the virus. As such, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3:  Parasocial relationships with Donald Trump will indirectly predict COVID-19 information seeking through the mediation of attitude.

The hypothesis can be depicted in the mediated model shown in Figure 1. Because men and Republicans should have higher parasocial relationships with President Trump than other demographics, and it is expected that gender and political affiliation will moderate information seeking behavior scores. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H4:  Men will have lower information seeking regarding COVID-19 than women.

H5:  Republicans will have lower information seeking regarding COVID-19 than those affiliated with another party.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Proposed model.





METHOD


Participants

In total, 529 individuals completed the online questionnaire for this study. On average, participants were 36.0 (SD = 14.47) years old. There were 150 participants who identified as male, 379 that identified as female, and none that identified with an alternative gender option. Political affiliation broke down as follows: 246 Democrats, 58 Independents, 32 Libertarians, 131 Republicans, and 62 selected “Other” as their party affiliation. (Notably, two participants contacted the lead researcher after completing the questionnaire to confess that though they were registered as a Republican, they no longer felt connected to the party, and had chosen Other as their political affiliation. It is possible that additional respondents also felt this way, accounting for the abnormally high Other sample.) Education of participants broke down as follows: four some high school, 28 high school diploma or GED, 132 some college, 40 Associate's degree, 134 Bachelor's degree, and 191 graduate or professional degree. Occupational fields broke down as follows: 15 clerical, 137 education, 7 entertainment, 7 factory, 65 health, 10 legal, 24 managerial, 3 military, 1 non-farm labor, 15 public service, 17 skilled labor, 33 sales or retail, 38 technology, 6 transportation, 89 unemployed, 6 retired, 55 “other,” and one individual chose not to identify their occupational field. It should be noted that at the time this questionnaire was disseminated, the stay at home orders and subsequent effect on the economy resulted in high unemployment across the country, so for many the unemployed status was potentially new.



Procedure

By April 2020, most states within the United States were in some mode of lockdown with stay at home orders issued by local governments in an attempt to curve the spread of COVID-19 with the exception of North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Iowa, and Arkansas (Secon, 2020). The four researchers shared a brief, IRB approved, recruitment message and link to the online questionnaire hosted in Qualtrics via their social media accounts and personal email contacts during April 2020 when most of the United States was under a stay at home order due to COVID-19.

Although using this non-probability sampling method was not optimal, it was necessary given the unique circumstances of the global climate. By the time IRB approval for this study was granted, President Trump's narrative about COVID-19 had started changing, meaning that the longer data collection took, the more convoluted the narrative prompting the questionnaire would become. The fastest options for data collection available to the researchers were convenience sampling and using a crowdsource site. Using a crowdfunded site like MTurk was decided against given recent discussion of the risk of bot participants (c.f., McEwan, 2020). This left convenience sampling as an unpreferable, yet necessarily fast sampling method.

Once participants followed the link, the study was introduced as an effort to understand information behaviors regarding COVID-19 and purported to require no more than 5 minutes of time for completion. Potential participants were informed that they must be at least 18 years old and reside in the United States to participate in the questionnaire.



Instrumentation
 
Information Seeking

Information seeking was measured through the Kelly et al. (2014) active information behavior assessment. The assessment was composed of 6 Likert-type items, each with a 7-point response scale ranging from Disagree Strongly to Agree Strongly. Kelly et al. (2014) found that the measure showed evidence of content and concurrent validity.



Parasocial Relationships

Parasocial relationships were assessed through three measures as refined by Chung and Cho (2017). These measures were chosen because of President Trump's unique position of having a strong social media presence, a brand prior to becoming president, and a strong presence in traditional media. These assessments focused on how well respondents understood President Trump's behaviors and decisions (i.e., understanding), whether they identified characteristics from President Trump that made them believe they could develop a friendship if given the opportunity (i.e., friends), and identification and trust with the Trump brand (i.e., brand). Chung and Cho's (2017) initial item development adapted items from existing parasocial measures to better suit parasocial relationships created through social media, which removed language in older measures that constrained media consumption to television viewing at designated times. The dimension of understanding was assessed through a 6-item assessment, friendship was assessed through a 3-item assessment, and brand was assessed through a 5-item assessment. Chung and Cho's (2017) brand measure was adapted to match identification with the Donald Trump brand rather than a product brand promoted by the persona on social media; because this measure was adapted, the utilized items are presented in the Appendix. Each of these items were Likert-type with a 7-point response scale ranging from Disagree Strongly to Agree Strongly. Chung and Cho (2017) found that the measures yielded evidence of convergent validity.



Attitude

McCroskey and Richmond's (1996) generalized attitude measure was utilized to assess attitudes toward President Trump's management of COVID-19. The measure is composed of six semantic differential items with 7-point response options. McCroskey and Richmond (1996) report that the measure had good face validity.





RESULTS


Unidimensional Measurement Models

Before testing hypotheses, four of the unidimensional measurement models were subjected to confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to confirm the predicted factor structure using the AMOS maximum likelihood parameter estimation algorithm. (The friendship measure could not be assessed through CFA because with only three items, the measure is just-identified.) The information seeking measure had acceptable fit statistics. The attitude measure had acceptable fit statistics except for a slightly elevated root mean square error approximation (RMSEA); however, RMSEA is greatly influenced by minor misfit, so it is not concerning if RMSEA is the only fit statistics indicating slight misfit (Chen et al., 2008).

The brand and understanding measures yielded multiple signs of misfit. As such, the measures were examined for individual items that caused a statistically significant amount of residual error on other items. These problematic items were identified and removed. Two items were removed from the understanding measure (understand quite well and can feel emotions) and one was removed from the brand measure (delivers promises). The fit statistics for original and finalized measures are provided in Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the final measures, which were used in hypothesis testing, are provided in Table 2.


Table 1. Fit statistics.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics.
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Because the friendship measure could not be assessed via CFA, alternative evidence of validity was sought. Because each of the parasocial relationship measures assess evidence of the same relationship, they should be highly correlated. The three finalized parasocial measures, which include the original friends measure, respecified understanding measure, and adapted respecified brand measure are strongly correlated as expected, yielding evidence of convergent validity. The correlation matrix of finalized measures is provided in Table 3.


Table 3. Correlation matrix.
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Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis one predicted that men would have a stronger parasocial relationship with Donald Trump than women. Three independent samples t-tests were used to test this hypothesis, comparing the scores of friends, understanding, and brand by sex. In each instance, the data supported hypothesis one, indicating that men scored higher than women across friends [t(527) = 6.88, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 3.13, [image: image] = 2.00], understanding [t(527) = 5.41, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 2.93, [image: image] = 2.17], and brand [t(527) = 4.64, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 3.19, [image: image] = 2.34].

Hypothesis two predicted that Republicans would have stronger parasocial relationships with Donald Trump than individuals who affiliated with other parties. One-way ANOVAs with Tukey post-hoc tests were used to test this hypothesis. Each hypothesis was confirmed, but with more nuance than expected. For the parasocial dimension of friends, Republicans scored statistically significantly higher than any other group and Democrats scored statistically significantly lower than any group [F(4, 524) = 91.82, p < 0.001]. In the parasocial dimension of understanding, Republicans scored statistically significantly higher than any other political group, and Democrats also scored statistically significantly lower than any group except for Independents [F(4, 524) = 73.93, p < 0.001]. Finally, in the parasocial dimension of brand, Republicans scored statistically significantly higher than any group, Libertarians scored statistically significantly higher than any group except Republicans, and Democrats scored statistically significantly lower than any group [F(4, 524) = 12.26, p < 0.001]. Table 4 provides a summary of the Tukey post-hoc results.


Table 4. Tukey summary hypothesis 2.

[image: Table 4]

Hypothesis three predicted that parasocial relationships with Donald Trump would affect information seeking through the mediation of attitude. The predicted model is depicted in Figure 1. To test this hypothesis, structural equation modeling was used with the AMOS maximum likelihood parameter estimation algorithm. The global fit statistics for the model were as follows: GFI = 1.00, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.00, SRMR = 0.01, χ2(3, N = 529) = 2.66, p = 0.45. Indirect effects were verified through bootstrapping. The indirect effect for brand (−0.15 < ρ < −0.06) was statistically significant, but not for understanding (0.00 < ρ < 0.02) nor friends (−0.01 < ρ < 0.01). As such, only the simple causal chain from brand to attitude to information seeking was supported. The supported chain is depicted in Figure 2. Fit statistics for the supported chain were as follows: GFI = 1.00, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.02, SRMR = 0.01, χ2(1, N = 529) = 1.25, p = 0.26.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2. Supported model.


Hypothesis four predicted that men would report lower information seeking for COVID-19 than women. The data were consistent with this hypothesis [t(527) = −3.70, p = 0.01, [image: image]men = 5.25, [image: image]women = 5.58].

Hypothesis five predicted that Republicans would report statistically significantly lower information seeking for COVID-19 than individuals who identified with other parties. This hypothesis was not supported by the data. Although Republicans did exhibit the lowest mean information seeking scores, they only reported information seeking statistically significantly lower than Democrats [F(4, 524) = 4.55, p < 0.001]. Table 5 displayed the post-hoc results.


Table 5. Tukey summary hypothesis 5.
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DISCUSSION

COVID-19, the first pandemic in over a century, has created unique research circumstances in that though it was already recognized as a pandemic by the rest of the world, United States residents were told for months by President Trump that it was going to be a non-issue. As such, this was a novel instance in which a parasocial relationship could be used to diminish salience of a health topic rather than build it.

Hypotheses one and two predicted that men and Republicans, those individuals who could identify likeness with President Trump most easily, would have higher parasocial relationships with him. The data supported both hypotheses. Notably, the measures utilized in this study assess parasocial relationship strength through three different assessments: identification with President Trump as a person, perceived ability to be a friend with President Trump, and trust/investment in the Trump brand. It is particularly notable that though some political groups had statistically significantly higher parasocial relationships with President Trump than others, the average strength of parasocial relationship was only above neutral (4 on a 7-point scale) for one group: Republicans on the dimensions of friendship ([image: image] = 4.19) and brand ([image: image] = 4.79). As such, across the sample, neither men nor women, Republicans nor Democrats nor third-party members, found President Trump to be a highly understandable person, someone they could envision being friends with, nor someone whose brand they could trust.

Hypothesis three predicted a model in which the strength of parasocial relationships with President Trump across the dimensions of understanding, friendship, and brand would indirectly predict information seeking for COVID-19 through the mediation of attitude. The data supported only the path from brand to information seeking where the stronger the parasocial relationship, the lower the information seeking. It is interesting that only trust in and identification with the Trump brand truly influenced how much information seeking participants reported engaging in for COVID-19. This implies that it is not President Trump's personality or understanding of his decision making that the influenced health information seeking, but rather the enduring Trump brand that has been built across decades. In fact, the relationship between attitude regarding how well President Trump was managing COVID-19 and the Trump brand (0.90 < ρ < 0.92) was statistically significantly higher than the relationships between attitude and friendship (0.79 < ρ < 0.85) or understanding (0.75 < ρ < 0.81).

Scholars in marketing and advertising have theorized for decades that a brand can be conceptualized such that it has a personality (c.f., Aaker and Fournier, 1995). This is why individuals can become parasocially attached to a brand. When individuals form such a relationship with a brand, they exhibit consistent behaviors toward the brand, including forgiving mishaps, maintaining loyalty over time, and endorsing the brand even when aware that it does not fit the needs of those it is endorsed to (Fedorikhin et al., 2008; Patwardhan and Balasubramanian, 2011). This means that those who have become parasocially attached to the Trump brand have a loyalty to it that would override evidence that calls the integrity of the brand into question. This loyalty to brand is evident in the results of this study with the r2 = 0.83 for the relationship between the Trump brand and attitude, indicating that 83% of the variance in one's attitude regarding how well President Trump was managing COVID-19 was explained by their attitude toward the Trump brand alone. It is also noteworthy that while it may seem that overall the Trump brand was able to account for only 5% of the variance in information seeking, this is a mediated relationship. As such, r2 = 0.05 is only the square root of the impact it has on the variance in participants' COVID-19 information seeking because it is an indirect effect.

Hypotheses four and five predicted that males and Republicans would report the lowest information seeking out of their demographic groups. Men did indeed report statistically significantly lower information seeking than women. Although Republicans reported the lowest information seeking, they only reported behaviors statistically significantly lower than Democrats. The hypotheses and data, however, were consistent with the predictions of Figure 2. Although the differences were moderate, these superficial demographic predictors of parasocial relationships with President Trump do predict lower information seeking for COVID-19. This is particularly notable in that men have been found to die of COVID-19 more frequently than women (Jin et al., 2020). The current data indicate that a small part of this variance in death rates may be attributable to men being less informed about the virus than women.

This paper constitutes one of the first studies to use Tukachinsky and Stever's (2019) theoretical model of parasocial relationship enhancement to guide a study. It was consistent with both their model and the present dataset that individuals with the strongest parasocial relationships with President Trump would have the highest attitudes toward his management of COVID-19 and that Republicans and men would be those most likely to have those high parasocial relationships. Ironically, in their paper explicating the model, Tukachinsky and Stever (2019) specifically propose that an individual allowing their parasocial relationship with Donald Trump formed through watching The Apprentice to override their political judgement about him (c.f., Gabriel et al., 2018) as an example of the integration phase of their model. In this first use of the theoretical model, the data were consistent with Tukachinsky and Stever's (2019) predictions indicating that future studies on parasocial relationships and health should consider using this model as guiding framework.


Implications

In times of stress, individuals are more likely to engage in information seeking to reduce anxiety and increase their ability to predict the future (Johnson and Case, 2012). In the present dataset, information seeking was reported to be considerably above neutral for each demographic group represented in this study. These high means may be explained by the need to reduce anxiety during a pandemic, state lockdowns, and a time of high unemployment, especially in the wake of more threatening narratives about COVID-19. As such, anxiety management may have been a much stronger predictor of information seeking than the parasocial variables focused upon in this study. Scholars are encouraged to assess anxiety management as well as information seeking behaviors if conditions for a replication study ever arise.

Though anxiety management may have explained more variance, the brand of President Trump was indeed an indirect predictor of participants' COVID-19 information seeking. Despite President Trump changing his stance on COVID-19 in mid-March of 2020, designating it as a viable threat, parasocial relationships through his brand still managed to negatively affect information seeking. This highlights the pervasive and long-lasting effect the Trump brand established over time through parasocial relationships. Though the detrimental effect was small, this data collection happened 1 month after his narrative changed. Had data been collected earlier, while he still maintained that COVID-19 was not problematic, it is possible that a more robust variance in behaviors would have been found. That parasocial relationships with President Trump's brand still negatively affected information seeking for COVID-19 a month after his narrative changed is a substantive finding. That brand held the strongest relationship with attitude about how President Trump was managing COVID-19 is not truly surprising. Identifying with a brand means to have faith in and loyalty to that brand (Chung and Cho, 2017). Having faith in and loyalty to the Trump brand means having faith that the brand will endure, meaning faith that President Trump can overcome the obstacles he is faced with. As such, identification with the Trump brand constitutes a level of skepticism when the brand is threatened by other voices, even if they are voices of authority like the World Health Organization or the Center for Disease Control. What is concerning is that the brand identification was found to be powerful enough to discourage individuals from seeking new information, be it information that confirms or refutes their assumed truths.

Herein lies the implications of this work for those whose role is to set health narratives. Because the decision to not seek information was instigated by a parasocial relationship, there is an innate tendency for relationship holders to defend the opinions of that parasocial source (Tukachinsky and Stever, 2019). This means that expert opinions are unlikely to counter the narrative (unless individuals happen to have a stronger parasocial relationship with the expert than the person downplaying the illness). As such, the narrative must change at its source to have an impact on those negatively affected.



Limitations

This study had a number of limitations. First, data collection took place during April 2020, yet President Trump ended his consistent declarations that COVID-19 was a non-issue in mid-March 2020. Effects for this study may have been stronger if data could have been collected sooner. Second, ethnicity was not collected for this study which could have been a very informative variable, particularly in terms of parasocial relationships. Third, the method of data collection resulted in a disproportionate convenience sample, weighted toward Democrats and individuals with graduate degrees. Fourth, cross sectional data was used in this study, which means that the mediated effect supported in hypothesis 3 can only be confirmed to the extent that it was demonstrated that effects were consistent with patterns that would be present in the case of mediation, not confirmation that a causal mediated relationship occurred. Finally, though the data were consistent with Figure 2, this supported model had only one degree of freedom, which carries the risk of inflated fit statistics. However, it is unlikely this was the case as the path represented in Figure 2 was also supported in the original model test of Figure 1, which had ample degrees of freedom.




CONCLUSION

Previous research in health information behaviors and parasocial relationships have focused on how personas can cause health topics to become salient, thereby increasing information seeking. This study is novel in that it studied attempts by a persona to negate salience of a health topic during a pandemic. Though the authors sincerely hope that there is never an opportunity to replicate such a study, future assessment of parasocial relationships as a demotivator of health information seeking would help understand this unique parasocial phenomenon.
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APPENDIX

1. President Trump reminds me of someone who is competent and knows what he is doing.

2. *President Trump has the ability to deliver what he promises.

3. President Trump delivers what he promises.

4. President Trump has believable claims about COVID-19.

5. President Trump can be trusted.

* Removed after CFA.
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