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Concerns about video-based political persuasion are prevalent in
both popular and academic circles, predicated on the assumption
that video is more compelling than text. To date, however, this
assumption remains largely untested in the political domain. Here,
we provide such a test. We begin by drawing a theoretical distinc-
tion between two dimensions for which video might be more effi-
cacious than text: 1) one’s belief that a depicted event actually
occurred and 2) the extent to which one’s attitudes and behavior
are changed. We test this model across two high-powered survey
experiments varying exposure to politically persuasive messaging
(total n = 7,609 Americans; 26,584 observations). Respondents
were shown a selection of persuasive messages drawn from a
diverse sample of 72 clips. For each message, they were randomly
assigned to one of three conditions: a short video, a detailed tran-
script of the video, or a control condition. Overall, we find that
individuals are more likely to believe an event occurred when it is
presented in video versus textual form, but the impact on atti-
tudes and behavioral intentions is much smaller. Importantly, for
both dimensions, these effects are highly stable across messages
and respondent subgroups. Moreover, when it comes to attitudes
and engagement, the difference between the video and text con-
ditions is comparable to, if not smaller than, the difference
between the text and control conditions. Taken together, these
results call into question widely held assumptions about the
unique persuasive power of political video over text.

political persuasion j communication modality j video j text j
generalizability

With the rise of social media, video is more important than
ever as a means of political persuasion (1). Although

video has long been a popular tool for political communication
(2), video-sharing websites such as YouTube have created new
opportunities for individuals to seek out and encounter political
content online (3–5). This growing prominence of video as a
political medium raises concerns that for many people “seeing
is believing”—and therefore that video may be especially per-
suasive relative to the more traditional modality of text. These
fears are particularly acute given the newfound ability of artifi-
cial intelligence to generate ultra-realistic “deepfake” videos of
events that never occurred (6, 7).

Nevertheless, despite the widely held intuition that video is
more believable and compelling than text, surprisingly little
research to date has examined whether this assumption applies
in political contexts. Outside the domain of politics, a long line
of research has yielded inconclusive findings regarding the
impact of video versus text on recall of factual information
(e.g., refs. 8–11), engagement with and attention to message
content (12–14), and opinion change (15, 16). Within the politi-
cal realm, the relative persuasive advantage of video versus text
likewise remains an open question (17–19). Although some
scholars argue that video’s audiovisual components can
improve the recall of political information (20, 21) and facilitate
persuasion (22–25), others suggest that textual information may
more effectively mobilize political action (26).

Furthermore, whereas past research suggests that persuasive
writing (e.g., print news, op-eds) can cause sizable and lasting
changes in policy attitudes (27–29), video-based persuasion—
particularly in the form of political advertising—seems to have,
at most, small and short-lived effects on candidate evaluations
and voting intentions (30–32, although see ref. 33). Taken at
face value, these results might imply a persuasive advantage of
text over video. However, it is difficult to draw comparisons
between these two strands of research, which tend to employ
different methodologies and study different outcome variables.
For instance, prior studies that examine the effects of political
advertising on voting behavior may detect less persuasion than
text-based studies focused on policy attitudes simply because
individuals have stronger prior beliefs about candidates versus
issues (34, 35). As such, it remains unclear whether political
video can meaningfully persuade the public and, if so, whether
its effects exceed those of equivalent text modalities.

Here, we directly test whether political video is more com-
pelling than text. We begin with the observation that an
enhanced impact of video (relative to text) could occur across
either or both of two distinct dimensions. First, there is the
belief that the information being conveyed is genuine—for
example, that a depicted event actually occurred or that a
speaker actually made a particular claim. Second, there is the
extent to which this information is persuasive—that is, the
extent to which the information alters individuals’ attitudes or
behavior. These two dimensions are theoretically dissociable in
that individuals might believe a claim was made but not find
that claim persuasive, or they might not believe a claim was
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made but nonetheless update their attitudes (e.g., because the
presented information resonates with their prior beliefs).

We hypothesize that communication modality strongly influ-
ences the first dimension but may have a lesser impact on the
second. Previous work suggests that the ease with which infor-
mation is processed (its “fluency”) shapes its perceived truth-
fulness (36, 37). To the extent that videos are easier to process
than text, they may therefore feel intuitively more believable
(for a discussion, see ref. 38). As a result, it is perhaps unsur-
prising that multimodal misinformation is often viewed as
highly credible (38–40)—especially relative to textual misinfor-
mation (refs. 25 and 41, though see ref. 42). However, even if
individuals more readily believe that an event occurred if it is
shown on video versus relayed in text, this increased credibility
may or may not have downstream consequences for attitudes
and behavior, particularly when it comes to highly polarized
issues. By decomposing the impact of video versus text into
these two elements, we can more precisely identify the mecha-
nisms that underlie previously documented communication
modality effects.

To test this conceptual model, we conducted two high-
powered survey experiments with diverse US samples. The first
of these studies was fielded on Lucid between March and April
of 2021 (Study 1; n = 4,266; 16,735 total observations), and the
second was fielded on Dynata in May of 2021 (Study 2; n =
3,343; 9,849 total observations). In both studies, respondents
were presented with a random selection of persuasive mes-
sages. For each message, respondents were randomly assigned
to watch a short video clip, read an annotated transcript of the
video clip, or receive no new information (the control condi-
tion). We employed a within-subject design in which respond-
ents could be assigned to different experimental conditions for
each of the messages they were shown. We sought to include a
wide variety of policy-relevant clips in order to understand the
general effect of video versus text across subject areas (43, 44);
to this end, across our two studies, we incorporated a total of
72 persuasive messages spanning a range of topics and varying
in the extent to which their content was political or nonpolitical.
For Study 1, we examined 48 messages, all drawn from the Peo-
ria Project’s database of professionally produced political ads.
These videos were uniformly political but encompassed a
diverse array of hot-button issues (e.g., climate change, health-
care, the minimum wage). In contrast, for Study 2, we focused
on a single issue: the COVID-19 pandemic. We compiled a set
of 24 clips, each of which was widely viewed on YouTube during
the peak of the pandemic in the United States (following guid-
ance from ref. 45). Although some of these clips were again
political in nature (e.g., an MSNBC clip of former president
Donald Trump discussing testing rates), many were not (e.g., a
demonstration of the benefits of handwashing in preventing the
spread of the virus). Additional details about the stimulus set
are available in SI Appendix, Stimulus Selection.

We examined responses to these messages across four cate-
gories of outcomes. In line with our proposed two-dimensional
model, we first evaluated the believability of each message by
asking respondents in the two treatment conditions to rate the
extent to which they thought the events shown in the video or
described in the transcript actually took place. For example, for
a clip that contained footage of Senator Bernie Sanders advo-
cating for free public college, we asked respondents to rate the
extent to which they believed Sanders “actually said that tuition
to public colleges and universities should be free.” We then
measured the persuasiveness of each message by having all
respondents—in both the treatment and control groups—re-
port their level of agreement with the message’s core persuasive
claim (e.g., their agreement that tuition to public colleges and
universities should be free). As a secondary measure of persua-
sion, we then asked respondents in the two treatment groups to

indicate their likelihood of sharing the message with a friend or
colleague. Finally, for all respondents, we assessed personal
engagement using two measures: respondents’ interest in learn-
ing more about the message’s topic and their perceptions of the
importance of the message’s topic relative to other issues
(Study 1 only).

Results
To test our main hypotheses, we fit a series of Bayesian multile-
vel linear regression models given the clustered structure of the
underlying data (46–48). For each outcome variable, our pri-
mary quantity of interest is the average treatment effect (ATE)
of exposure to video versus text. The dependent variables in
all cases are standardized (see SI Appendix, Results Using
Untransformed Dependent Variables for results using the
untransformed dependent variables); the reported treatment
effects are thus expressed in units of SD. Following our prereg-
istration, we allow the ATE (among other parameters) to vary
across both messages and respondents, and we specify vague,
weakly informative prior distributions for all model parameters.
For each of our analyses, we report the posterior median and
the 95% highest posterior density interval (HPDI). The HPDI
is the narrowest region that covers the value of the ATE with a
95% probability given the data and model. Full model specifica-
tions and diagnostics are reported in SI Appendix, Model
Specification and Diagnostics.

Overall, the effects of video versus text are remarkably simi-
lar across our two studies (Fig. 1). In both cases, we observe a
positive effect of video versus text on the first dimension of our
model: respondents’ belief that the presented information is
authentic. Specifically, we find that respondents in the video
condition are, on average, more likely to believe the events
depicted in a message actually occurred, relative to respondents
in the text condition (Study 1: 0.26 SD, 95% HPDI = [0.23,
0.30]; Study 2: 0.28 SD, 95% HPDI = [0.23, 0.33]). Therefore,
as expected, video seems modestly but meaningfully more
believable than text. However, the effects are much smaller for
the second dimension of our model: the extent to which the
presented information is persuasive. In particular, we find a
precisely estimated but small effect of video versus text on
respondents’ attitudes (Study 1: 0.08 SD, 95% HPDI = [0.05,
0.11]; Study 2: 0.11 SD, 95% HPDI = [0.07, 0.16]) and intended
sharing behavior (Study 1: 0.08 SD, 95% HPDI = [0.05, 0.10];
Study 2: 0.08 SD, 95% HPDI = [0.03, 0.12]). Critically, the esti-
mated credible intervals for these two outcome variables rule
out ATEs larger than 0.16 SD with greater than 95% probabil-
ity, whereas the credible intervals for the belief variable suggest
ATEs of at least 0.23 SD. Thus, the effect of video versus text
appears substantially larger for belief than for persuasion.
Moreover, we find minimal evidence that video is more engag-
ing than text, either in terms of respondents’ interest in learn-
ing more about the message (Study 1: 0.01 SD, 95% HPDI =
[�0.01, 0.04]; Study 2: 0.01 SD, 95% HPDI = [�0.03, 0.05]) or
the perceived importance of the message’s topic (Study 1: 0.04
SD, 95% HPDI = [0.01, 0.07]). In sum, although video may
be more believable than text, this enhanced credibility does
not seem to be accompanied by a commensurate increase in
persuasion or personal engagement.

These aggregate patterns are likewise apparent for individual
stimuli. When examining the ATEs of video versus text for each
of our 72 persuasive messages, we find that the strongest ATE
on attitudes remains smaller than the weakest ATE on beliefs
(Fig. 2). In other words, we find that, across the board, the rela-
tive believability of video versus text is greater than the relative
persuasiveness of these two modalities. Furthermore, for Study 2,
we find few differences in treatment effects when comparing
political and nonpolitical messages about COVID-19, suggesting
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that these limited persuasion effects are not just contained to
overtly political content (rightmost column of Fig. 3). Finally, the
treatment effects appear quite stable across respondent subgroups
(Fig. 3); we do not observe consistent differences in the persua-
siveness of video versus text based on demographic traits (e.g.,
age), political attributes (e.g., partisanship, political knowledge),
or personal dispositions (e.g., cognitive reflection). Altogether,
our results therefore appear to be highly generalizable across
different types of messages and across different subpopulations.

Importantly, however, the relatively small differences
between video and text should not be taken as evidence that
neither form of appeal is persuasive. On the contrary, both
video and text seem to affect political attitudes and engage-
ment. Using the control group as a benchmark, we find that
exposure to text corresponds to a small but detectable change
in respondents’ attitudes (Study 1: 0.07 SD, 95% HPDI = [0.04,
0.11]; Study 2: 0.14 SD, 95% HPDI = [0.08, 0.20]; see SI
Appendix, Comparison to Control Condition). This difference in
persuasion between the text and control conditions is similar
to—if not larger than—the difference between video and text,
suggesting that both forms of persuasive messaging have the
potential to shape public opinion. Moreover, these two modali-
ties do not meaningfully differ from one another in their effect
on personal engagement, despite both increasing engagement
relative to a true control in which no information was displayed.
In Study 1, for example, compared to the control group, video
and text have similar effects on respondents’ interest in learning
more about the message’s topic (video versus control: 0.05 SD,
95% HPDI: [0.01, 0.09]; text versus control: 0.04 SD, 95%
HPDI: [0.02, 0.08]) and perceptions of the importance of the
message’s topic (video versus control: 0.15 SD, 95% HPDI: [0.
11, 0.19]; text versus control: 0.11 SD, 95% HPDI: [0.08, 0.15]).
Altogether, these results suggest that video has only a small
added benefit over text when it comes to political attitudes and
personal engagement.

Discussion
Across two large-scale studies and nearly 75 video clips, we find
that video has a significant, albeit modest, effect on the first
dimension of our proposed model: whether presented informa-
tion is believed to be real. Critically, however, for the second
dimension of our model—whether this information is persuasi-
ve—video has a much smaller impact on individuals’ attitudes
and sharing intentions relative to text. Even if video-based
information is more believable than text, this heightened credi-
bility does not seem to guarantee a similar boost in political
persuasion. Our findings thus speak to the importance of distin-
guishing between believability and persuasion when studying
media effects. Although conventional wisdom often assumes an
intrinsic link between these two constructs, our results suggest
that believability and persuasion are far from interchangeable.

Moreover, the relative persuasive advantage of video versus
text may in fact be even smaller outside an experimental context.
In both of our studies, the text-based treatments were presented
in the form of a detailed transcript containing an exact replication
of the audio output as well as a comprehensive description of key
visual cues. In reality, politically persuasive writing may be struc-
tured quite differently (e.g., as a news article or opinion piece).
To the extent that these more realistic formats are more compel-
ling than a rote transcription, our studies likely overestimate the
differences between video versus text and underestimate the dif-
ferences between the text and control conditions. However,
despite these concerns about external validity, our text-based
treatments offer a crucial benefit: they allow us to hold constant
the information presented across the two treatment groups. This
design enables us to parse the persuasive effect of video that is
attributable to the information it contains from the effect that is
due to other factors (e.g., affective or visual cues). With this per-
spective in mind, we find that a substantial portion—as much as
half—of video’s (relatively small) persuasive effect is tied to
noninformational aspects of the medium. However, we cannot
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discern which features of video have the strongest influence on
political persuasion; future work should take up this question.

Given these results, basic assumptions about the primacy of
political video over text should perhaps be revisited. One
important implication of these findings is that current concerns
about the unparalleled persuasiveness of video-based misinfor-
mation, including deepfakes, may be somewhat premature. In
addition, these findings add nuance to longstanding debates
regarding the efficacy of political advertising. Although previ-
ous studies find that political ads, particularly in video form,
typically have small and fleeting effects on candidate evalua-
tions and voting behavior, our results suggest that both video-
and text-based ads have the potential to sway the public’s policy
opinions, even for highly polarized topics like climate change,
reproductive rights, or the COVID-19 pandemic. When
exposed to persuasive content, members of the public tend to
update their issue attitudes in the direction of the message,
regardless of whether this content is delivered in video versus
textual form.

It should be noted, however, that although we observe only
small differences in the persuasiveness of video versus text
across our two studies, the effects of these two modalities may
diverge more sharply outside an experimental context. In par-
ticular, it is possible that video is more attention grabbing than
text, such that people scrolling on social media are more likely
to attend to and therefore be exposed to video versus text. As a
result, even if video has only a limited persuasive advantage
over text within a controlled, forced-choice setting, it could still
exert an outsized effect on attitudes and behavior in an envi-
ronment where it receives disproportionate attention. Efforts to
integrate this attentional component of media consumption
into future studies may prove informative. Understanding how
individuals interact with video versus text content can also help
clarify why certain types of content are more or less likely to
spread via social media. To this end, in both of our studies, we
measured individuals’ stated likelihood of sharing each message
with a friend or colleague. However, measures of real-world,
rather than self-reported, sharing behavior may be able to

better illuminate how video versus text content diffuses online.
Field experiments administered directly on social media plat-
forms may be helpful in this regard.

Overall, our results suggest minimal heterogeneity in the
persuasiveness of video versus text across messages and respon-
dent subgroups. That these effects are generally stable across
messages is especially notable. Although our videos do not
constitute a representative sample of all politically persuasive
content, we sampled a large and relatively diverse set of clips.
Consequently, if there is a powerful effect of video over
text—as is often assumed—we would expect to observe it in our
experiments. Nonetheless, future research should investigate
whether our findings persist across an even more expansive
stimulus set. In particular, although we observe clear effects of
video on belief in unmanipulated content, future work should
explore whether our results replicate in the context of misinfor-
mation, including deepfakes as well as so-called “shallow” or
“cheap” fakes that use simple editing tricks to craft deceptive
footage. In addition, future work should investigate the durabil-
ity of these effects; although video appears marginally more
persuasive than text immediately after exposure, these differ-
ences may dissipate over time. Finally, the conceptual model
we introduce differentiating belief and persuasion can guide a
wide range of future research on media effects both within and
outside the political domain.

Materials and Methods
Data, study materials, and the replication code are available online (61). All
hypotheses and analyses were preregistered (https://osf.io/uy8wc for Study 1;
https://osf.io/5se6k for Study 2).

Participants. For the political ads study (Study 1), we contracted with Lucid to
recruit a diverse nonprobability sample of the American public (49) with a pre-
registered sample size of 4,000 respondents. A total of 8,381 respondents
entered the study, 7,982 consented to participate, and 4,629 passed a series of
technical checks confirming their ability to watch video content. Following
our preregistration, we retained all respondents who viewed at least one
experimental stimulus (n = 4,266; Mage = 54; 61.3% female). For the COVID-19
study (Study 2), we preregistered a sample size of 2,500 respondents, recruited
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via Dynata, but ended up including over 700 additional respondents to
address concerns about the representativeness of the initial sample. In total,
6,082 respondents started the survey, 5,713 consented to participate, and
3,698 successfully completed the same technical checks as in Study 1. As
before, we retained all respondents who viewed at least one experimental
stimulus (n = 3,343; Mage = 40; 54.9% female). See SI Appendix, Sample
Demographics for more information about sample demographics.

For both studies, we sought to recruit an attentive sample of respondents
given recent concerns about rising rates of inattentiveness on online survey
panels (50, 51). To filter out disengaged respondents, we required all respond-
ents to pass a stringent audiovisual check confirming their ability and willing-
ness to watch video content before proceeding to the rest of the study.
Specifically, immediately after providing informed consent, respondents were
shown a brief test clip and were then asked two questions to determine
whether they both watched and listened to this clip. Respondents who failed
to answer these questions correctly after two attempts were removed from
our sample. SI Appendix, Survey Questionnaire describes this procedure in
greater detail. In addition, the survey also included two instructional manipu-
lation checks (“screeners”; see ref. 52) designed to assess respondent inatten-
tiveness; when we stratify participants based on their responses to these two
screener items, we find largely similar treatment effects across groups (see SI
Appendix, Responses by Attentiveness).

Experimental Procedure. Both studies employed a nearly identical experimen-
tal procedure. Respondents first answered a series of pretreatment questions,
including a standard demographic battery, a four-item political knowledge
scale (53), a four-item Cognitive Reflection Test (54, 55), and a six-item digital
literacy scale (56).

After completing these items, respondents were assigned to view a
random selection of messages presented in random order. For Study 1,
respondents were shown four messages (from a list of 48), and for Study 2,
respondents were shown three messages (from a list of 24). To avoid spillover
across similar topics, we grouped these messages into high-level categories,
and respondents were allowed to view only a single message from within a
given category. For each message, respondents were then randomly assigned
to one of three conditions: 1) the video condition, in which they were asked
to watch a short video clip, 2) the text condition, in which they were asked to
read a detailed transcription of the video clip, and 3) the control condition, in
which no new information was provided. Further details about the randomi-
zation procedure can be found in SI Appendix, Randomization Procedure.
Finally, after viewing each message, respondents completed a series of out-
come variables described below inMeasures.

For Study 1, all experimental stimuli were drawn from the Peoria Project’s
database of politically persuasive messages (https://thepeoriaproject.org/
videos/). For Study 2, we instead compiled our own set of widely viewed You-
Tube clips about the COVID-19 pandemic. See SI Appendix, Stimulus Selection
for a full description of the stimulus selection process.

Measures. We measured each of our dependent variables using five-point
scales. Note that our outcome variables were all based on single-item scales.
Although multi-item scales have important benefits, we opted to use
single-item scales in light of concerns about the overall length of the survey
instrument and the associated risks of respondent attrition and response satis-
ficing (57).

First, we asked respondents in the video and text conditions to rate the
believability of the content—that is, their perceptions of whether the
depicted events actually occurred—using the following format: “To what
extent do you believe [the speaker] actually [made a particular claim from the
message]?” (1 = Definitely did not happen, 5 = Definitely happened). Second,
we asked respondents in all three conditions to rate their attitudes regarding
the subject of the message—that is, whether they agreed or disagreed with
the core persuasive claim—using the following format: “Please rate the extent
to which you agree or disagree with the following statement: [Persuasive
claim from the message]” (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree). Third, in
Study 1, we asked all respondents how important the message’s topic was
using the following format: “How important is [the subject of the persuasive
message] to you, relative to other issues?” (1 = Not at all important, 5 =
Extremely important). Fourth, we asked all respondents to rate their interest
in learning more about the message’s topic using the following format: “To
what extent are you interested in learning more about [the subject of the per-
suasive message]?” (1 = Not at all interested, 5 = Extremely interested). Lastly,
we asked respondents in the video and text conditions to rate their likelihood
of sharing the content with others: “How likely would you be to share the
message you just saw with a friend or colleague?” (1 = Not at all likely, 5 =

Extremely likely). The exact wording of all outcome measures is available in SI
Appendix, Survey Questionnaire.

Analysis Strategy. To test our main hypotheses, we fit a series of Bayesian
multilevel linear regression models using the brms package in R (58, 59). For
models comparing the effects of video versus text, our primary quantity of
interest is the parameter on a dummy variable indicating assignment to the
video versus text condition, representing the ATE of exposure to video versus
text. However, for our measures of attitudinal persuasion and personal
engagement, we also include a second dummy variable indicating assignment
to the control versus text condition. We allow the parameters on these two
dummy variables (and the intercept) to vary across both respondents andmes-
sages (that is, a “maximal” random effects structure; see ref. 60).

For our moderator models, we again fit Bayesian multilevel linear regres-
sion models but, for each potential moderator, linearly interact the treatment
indicators with the (standardized) moderator variable. For models assessing
heterogeneity based on respondent characteristics (e.g., age, partisanship),
we allow all parameters to vary across messages but allow only the intercept
and ATE parameters to vary across respondents given that the moderator vari-
ables are measured at the respondent level and therefore do not vary for a
given respondent across messages. The reverse is true for models assessing
heterogeneity based on message-specific attributes (e.g., political versus non-
political videos). Additional details about the model specifications can be
found in SI Appendix,Model Specification and Diagnostics.

We obtain satisfactory convergence for most parameters and models (SI
Appendix, Model Diagnostics: Summary Tables and Model Diagnostics: Trace
Plots). However, because we had relatively few observations per respondent,
in several cases, the sampling chains for the respondent-level random effects
were not sufficiently well mixed. As a robustness check, we refit all of our
models without the respondent-level random effects and find nearly identical
estimates as those in the full, preregistered models (for a side-by-side compari-
son, see SI Appendix, Models without Respondent-Level Random Effects). We
thus report the estimates from our original specifications here.

Political Classification. For Study 2, we included a mix of both political and
nonpolitical messages related to the COVID-19 pandemic. We used crowd-
sourced classification (n = 164 respondents, recruited via Amazon Mechanical
Turk) to categorize the content of each video based on a two-stage process.
First, respondents were asked, in their opinion, whether the video was politi-
cal or nonpolitical. If they selected one of these two options, they were then
asked how confident they were in this classification using a five-point scale. If
they selected “Not sure,” they were then asked whether, if forced to choose,
they thought the video was political, nonpolitical, or if they were still unsure.
Responses to these two sets of questions were recoded into a 13-point
score ranging from �6 (Extremely confident nonpolitical) to 6 (Extremely
confident political).

Consent and Ethics. All respondents provided informed consent, and both
studies were approved as exempt by the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy (MIT) Committee on the Use of Humans as Experimental Subjects proto-
cols no. E-3075 and E-3150. After completing the experimental portion of the
survey, respondents were debriefed about the goals of the study and were
told that the content they were shown was, to the best of our knowledge,
authentic. Additionally, at two points in Study 2, we informed respondents
that some of the messages they were shown were produced at the beginning
of the pandemic (as early as January 2020) and might contain out-of-date
information. First, prior to the experimental portion of the study, we told
respondents that some of the content they might see was created earlier in
the pandemic and might not reflect current events or public health guidance.
Then, at the end of the study, we again reminded respondents about the tim-
ing of the clips and provided links to up-to-date information from the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention.

Data Availability. Datasets and study materials have been deposited in the
Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/xwmqn/) (61).
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