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Abstract

Does political partisanship extend to childhood? To what degree are children, a largely

non-political population, impacted by parents’ and communities’ political orientations?

We examined children’s behaviours and attitudes during a politically divisive event –

theCOVID-19pandemic.Children (4- to12-year-olds;N=313) of liberal (vs. conserva-

tive) parents reported greater preventiveCOVID-19behaviours, such asmaskwearing

and physical distancing, and responded more positively to these health behaviours.

At the community level, children living in Democratic-voting (vs. Republican-voting)

U.S. counties more strongly endorsed preventive COVID-19 behaviours. Political

orientation was a better predictor than education, income, religiosity, population-

density, and infection rates. Mediation and moderation analyses revealed that the

parent–child political link was driven by children’s perceptions of their parents’ guid-

ance, behaviours, and concern about COVID-19, and that this link was attenuated in

Democratic- versus Republican-voting counties. Political orientation appears to play

an unexpectedly prominent role, both at the intimate family and broader community

level, in determining children’s behaviours and attitudes.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Political partisanship – psychological identification with a political

party or ideology – is a pervasive force in the United States. Politi-

cal minorities are afraid to reveal their political identity (Perez-Truglia

& Cruces, 2017), partisans disagree on scientific findings (Rutjens

et al., 2018), and memories of past political events are distorted by

political leanings (Frenda et al., 2013). Political orientations also have
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behavioural consequences. People geographically segregate them-

selves along party lines (Motyl et al., 2014), political homophily impacts

romantic decision-making (Huber & Malhotra, 2017), and people

prefer to interact with co-partisans (McConnell et al., 2018). Unfortu-

nately, such political divisions are unlikely to improve. U.S. partisanship

has only increased in the past two decades, becoming a particularly

salient social identity (e.g., Iyengar & Krupenkin, 2018; Pew Research

Center, 2014).
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1.1 The role of politics in development

Despite vast research on political ideology and partisanship in adults,

the role of politics in development has been sparsely considered.

Though researchers have examined whether people’s political ideolo-

gies are informed by their parents’ politics (e.g., Jennings & Niemi,

1968), surprisingly little work has examined the direct impact of par-

ents’ and communities’ political leanings on children’s psychology. Do

parents’ and communities’ political ideologies and partisanship influ-

ence the cognition, attitudes and behaviours of children – a compara-

tively non-political population? If so, how does the influence of political

orientation weigh compared to other factors, such as family income or

educational opportunity, and what mechanisms underlie these poten-

tial effects? Answering these questions can reveal the factors that

affect children’s social development and whether political divisions in

the United States have become pervasive enough to impact children –

a largely non-political and particularly vulnerable population.

Several studies in developmental and political psychology suggest

that political ideologies and partisanship can inform children’s psychol-

ogy (Guidetti et al., 2021; Leshin et al., 2022; Reifen Tagar et al., 2014;

Hammond & Cimpian, 2021; Rhodes & Gelman, 2009; Segall et al.,

2015). For instance, in termsofmoral behaviour, parental conservatism

(vs. liberalism) is linked to greater out-group punishment in children

(Leshin et al., 2022). And, in termsof prejudice, children living in conser-

vative (vs. liberal) communities more strongly reject claims of varying

race individuals as being part of the same category (Rhodes & Gelman,

2009). Although these studies provide insight into the ways in which

political orientation can affect children’s views and behaviours, they

are limited in several ways. Many of these studies (a) did not exam-

ine how strongly political orientation predicts children’s psychology

compared to other variables (e.g., education level), (b) did not simul-

taneously examine variation in parent- as well as community-level

political orientation, and (c) did not consider other aspects of these

potential links, such as relevant mechanisms or moderators. Taken

together, our understanding of whether and how political orientation

shapes children’s psychology remains fairly limited.

1.2 Present research

Building on this nascent research, we sought to conduct a system-

atic test of whether and how political orientation – defined here as

including both political ideology (liberal vs. conservative) and politi-

cal partisanship (identifying with Republicans vs. Democrats) – links to

children’s psychology. To do so, we examined children’s attitudes and

behaviour in an unexplored domain that has important implications

for individual and community survival – health behaviours. Specifi-

cally, we examined whether parental political ideology (conservatism

vs. liberalism) and community voting behaviour in children’s loca-

tions (Republican- vs. Democratic-voting) predicted children’s health

attitudes and behaviours during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Wechose toexamine children’s healthbehaviours duringCOVID-19

because the pandemic provided an ideal test case of the perva-

siveness of political divisions. A strong political gap in preventive

COVID-19 health behaviours (non-pharmaceutical interventions) was

observed in the United States throughout the pandemic. Conserva-

tives endorsed preventive health measures, including distancing and

wearing masks, to a much smaller extent than liberals (e.g., Gadarian

et al., 2021;Allcott et al., 2020;Grossmanet al., 2020).Moreover, these

findings extended to the community level. GPS coordinates of ∼15

million people revealed that residents living in Republican-voting (vs.

Democratic-voting) U.S. counties exhibited poorer physical distanc-

ing, for instance, visiting non-essential businesses to a greater extent.

These distancing failures subsequently predicted greater county-level

infections and even fatalities (e.g., Gollwitzer et al., 2020). Yet, despite

this documented partisan divide, it is unknown whether children’s

COVID-19 attitudes and behaviours echoed the partisanship of their

parents and communities. This question is not trivial. Children con-

tribute to viral spread (including large-scale outbreaks) (Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention, 2021; Hyde, 2020) and are poten-

tial ‘reservoirs for the evolution of genetic variants’ given their largely

unvaccinated status (Opel et al., 2021; Yonker et al., 2021). Indeed,

recent research utilizing smart thermometers suggests that, among

household COVID-19 transmissions, over 70% of cases began with a

child infection (Tseng et al., 2023).

With this background in mind, our research aimed to systematically

investigate the relationship between children’s self-reported COVID-

19 behaviours and two components of political orientation: parental

political ideology, measured via parents’ self-reported conservatism

versus liberalism, and community partisanship,measured viaU.S. coun-

ties’ voting patterns in the 2020 U.S. election. To do so, and unlike

most past work, our study sampled ∼300 children across a wide age

rangeof children (4–12years) and across politically diverse areas span-

ning the United States. Additionally, we compared the effect sizes of

political orientation against relevant variables that may predict chil-

dren’s health responses (e.g., family income), examined theoretically

relevant moderators (e.g., age, COVID-19 severity), and tested poten-

tial mechanisms (e.g., children’s perception of their parents’ health

behaviours). Finally, to provide a multi-level perspective, we examined

the intersection of parents and community politics in predicting chil-

dren’s health responses. For instance, children of conservative parents

living in Democrat-voting (vs. Republican-voting) communities may

exhibit different COVID-19 responding due to varying local regula-

tions. Collectively, the present work, then, not only considers whether

political orientation links to children’s health attitudes and behaviours

but also examines this question from a sample generalizability per-

spective (e.g., Bornstein et al., 2013), an effect-size perspective (i.e.,

contrasting the strength of predictors), a process-oriented perspective

(e.g., Bandura, 1971; Segall et al., 2015), and a multi-level perspec-

tive (multiple levels of the surrounding environment; e.g., ecological

systems theory) (Bronfenbrenner, 1992).

1.3 Hypotheses

We generated four sets of hypotheses. First, we hypothesized

that parental political leaning towards conservatism (as opposed to

liberalism) is linked to children exhibiting fewer preventive behaviours
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against COVID-19, such as physical distancing and mask wearing. This

prediction was based on the strength and pervasiveness of politically

biased health responses within adult communities during COVID-19

(e.g., Gollwitzer et al., 2020). Building on this link, we also sought to

determine the extent to which parental political ideology is a compar-

atively more powerful predictor of children’s COVID-19 responding

than other theoretically relevant variables, such as parental income,

education, religiosity, COVID-19 severity in participants’ locations, and

schooling format (e.g., in-person or virtual). In doing so, the present

work can tease out whether it is truly parental political ideology or

alternative but closely related variables that also play a role in health

behaviours, such as education (Cutler & Lleras-Muney, 2010), that

predicts children’s health responses.

When examining the proposed parental–child link, we also

exploratorily examined whether theoretically relevant variables,

specifically children’s age and COVID-19 severity in participants’

locations, moderated this proposed link. Doing so contributes to the

existing debate on whether parental influences become stronger

with age (Gelman et al., 2004; Berndt, 1979; Leshin et al., 2022), and

helps elucidate whether the predictive power of parental political ide-

ology remains even during periods of heightened health risks – periods

of high viral spread in which failing to protect against COVID-19 had

substantial consequences, including increased mortality (e.g., Woolf

et al., 2020). By examining these moderations, we go beyond solely

establishing the expected connection between parental political ideol-

ogy and children’s responses to COVID-19; we also learn under which

circumstances political orientation more or less strongly predicts

children’s health behaviours.

Second, we considered why parental political orientation may be

linked to children’s COVID-19 responding. Based on past work exam-

ining the transfer of attitudes and behaviour from parents to children

(e.g., Bandura, 1971; Segall et al., 2015), we hypothesized that par-

ents’ attitudes and beliefs towards COVID-19 would mediate the

proposed link between parental political ideology and children’s pre-

ventive COVID-19 responses. Specifically, in line with past theorizing

(e.g., Bandura, 1971; Segall et al., 2015; Cowell & Decety, 2015; Eisen-

berg & Valiente, 2002; Klahr & Nigam, 2004), we assessed the degree

to which the link between parental political ideology and children’s

responses is mediated by (a) children’s perceptions of their parents

prompting them to follow COVID-19 health behaviours (direct guid-

ance), (b) children’s perceptions of their parents’ COVID-19 health

behaviours (direct modelling), and (c) children’s perceptions of their

parents’ degree of worry about COVID-19 (general concern). Doing so

can help inform our understanding of the socialization processes by

which political orientationmay shape children’s behaviours.

Given the implied causal nature of the proposed mediation models

(X → M → Y), the ordering of variables included in these models

needs to be well-justified, and this is especially the case given that we

collected solely observational data (e.g., Bullock et al., 2010; Nichols,

2007; Pearl & Mackenzie, 2018). The proposed sequence of variables

was based on the low likelihood that parental political ideology

(variable X) is causally influenced either by children’s perceptions

of their parents’ COVID-19 responses (variable M) or by children’s

COVID-19 responses (variable Y). Indeed, political ideology tends to

remain fairly stable over time (e.g., Sears & Funk, 1999). Nonetheless, it

remains possible that children’s COVID-19 responses influenced their

perceptions of their parents’ responses (Y → M rather than M → Y)

via some psychological processes, such as projection. To help address

this possibility, and to provide support for the proposed ordering

of variables (e.g., Bullock et al., 2010), we also examined a control

model which assessed the mediation in terms of children’s perception

of their friends’ COVID-19 responses as the mediating variable. If

parental political ideology predicts children’s responses via children’s

perceptions of their parents’ COVID-19 responses but not their

friends’ COVID-19 responses, this would indicate that processes such

as projection are unlikely to account for the observed findings (since

we see no reason why children would project their own behaviours

onto their parents but not their friends).

Third, we examined the proposed link between political orien-

tation and children’s health responding at the group level by con-

sidering communities’ political partisanship. Similarly to our predic-

tion that parental conservatism predicts lower preventive COVID-19

behaviours in children, we hypothesized that children living in commu-

nities (U.S. counties) with a greater Republican (vs. Democratic) vote

share exhibit lower preventive COVID-19 behaviours. This hypothesis

aligns with and extends previous work on the pervasiveness of parti-

sanship in the United States (e.g., Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018) and that

regional vote-share can have substantial health-dependent outcomes,

such as COVID-19 infection and mortality rates (Gollwitzer et al.,

2020). Echoingour analysis of parental political ideology,wealso exam-

ined the comparative effect sizes of communities’ partisanship versus

other potential predictors (e.g., population density, education, income,

COVID-19 severity, schooling format) and exploratorily examined

how theoretically relevant variables (e.g., children’s age, COVID-19

severity) interact with the proposed link.

Fourth, to provide a multi-level and comprehensive analysis of the

link between political orientation and children’s health responses,

we exploratorily examined whether parental political ideology versus

communities’ partisanship independently predict children’s COVID-

19 responding, and which of these two political factors have stronger

predictive power. Moreover, we tested whether parental political ide-

ology and communities’ partisanship interact to predict children’s

responses. Community-based differences in political orientation may

influence the proposed link between parental conservatism and chil-

dren’s reduced COVID-19 responding. For example, this link may

be attenuated in Democratic-voting counties given that such coun-

ties had stricter COVID-19 norms and policy restrictions (Grossman

et al., 2020). These complementary analyses help paint a nuanced and

comprehensive picture around parental and community politics and

children’s health responding.

2 METHOD

2.1 Participants

We recruited 313 children across the United States between 4 and

12 years old (M = 8.58, SD = 2.36; 160 female; see Table S1 for age
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breakdowns). We chose our lowest age boundary (4-year-olds)

because this was the youngest age at which children clearly under-

stood the study questions. The higher boundary (12-year-olds) was

chosen because we were interested in child development and not

adolescent development. Two developmental labs collected the data

between December 2020 and July 2021 (Lab 1: 228 participants;

Lab 2: 85 participants). Children who participated in the study also

participated in different COVID-19 studies immediately prior (Lab

1: Marshall et al., 2023; Lab 2: Lee et al., 2022). Neither of these

other studies assessed children’s COVID-19 behaviour. Because devel-

opmental studies over-recruit local children from liberal families, we

conducted the study online and recruited participants from a wide

political spectrum across the US. We received parental consent and

children assented to participate.

The parents of the 313 children reported their demographics (one

parent per child). Two hundred and eighty-one parents reported their

political ideology. Since only one parent per child completed demo-

graphics, this parent estimated the political ideology of the other

parent (if applicable, n= 263). Other demographics (e.g., income) were

collected by Lab 1 (but not Lab 2).

We conducted a post hoc sensitivity power-analysis (using

G*Power) to calculate the approximate power we had to detect

the main hypothesized links – the links between parental ideology and

children’s COVID-19 responding, and county partisanship and chil-

dren’s COVID-19 responding.With 269 and 265 participants (these ns

are smaller than the overall sample due to missing data; see Tables 1

and 3), we had 90% power to detect small relationships between

parental ideology, county partisanship, and children’s responding (rs

∼ .20).

We applied sequential pre-registration. Pre-registration 1

(https://aspredicted.org/X17_X3L) pre-registered preliminary data

exploration including measure reliability and variable distributions.

Pre-registration 2 (https://aspredicted.org/72T_G1R) pre-registered

the main analyses, including the conducted models and predictions.

This twofold approach allows researchers to formulate models

based on the reliability and distributions of included variables (e.g.,

pre-register models that account for non-normal distributions). For

open-source data, code andmaterials, see OSF.

2.2 Materials

2.2.1 Overview

The materials are presented separately for children’s responses, par-

ents’ responses, and community-level variables.

2.2.2 Children

Children were tested on Zoom. The experimenter first explained the

terms ‘social distancing’ and ‘mask wearing’ to provide all partici-

pants with an understanding of these key concepts. For example, we

explained that social distancing is when ‘you stand far away from peo-

ple when you’re in a group’ or when you ‘stay home from an event,

like a birthday party’ (see Supplemental Online Material [SOM] for full

explanations). The experimenter then asked three sets of questions

in randomized order: (1) children’s preventive COVID-19 responses,

(2) children’s perceptions of their parents’ and friends’ preventive

COVID-19 responses, and (3) children’s schooling format.

Children’s preventive COVID-19 responses. The experimenter asked

four questions to assess children’s preventive COVID-19 responses

(randomized order). Two items assessed children’s physical distancing

and two assessed mask wearing (e.g., ‘In general, do you wear masks

when you’re out of the house?’ 1 = Never, 2 = Sometimes, 3 = Most of

the time, 4=Always. Half of the items assessed self-reported behaviour

and the other half assessed evaluations of these behaviours (e.g., ‘In

general, do you think social distancing is a good thing to do?’ 1 = Not

at all good, 2 = A little good, 3 = Pretty good, 4 = Very good). The four

items were averaged because they were weighted onto a single factor,

ωt = .77,M=3.36, SD=0.63 (ωt denotesMcDonald’s total omega). (See

SOM: Table S2 for full items and descriptive statistics.)

Children’s perception of parents’ and friends’ preventive COVID-19

responses. Three sets of items (four questions each; randomized)

assessed children’s perceptions of their parents’ and friends’ preven-

tive COVID-19 responses. We assessed: (1) The degree to which

children perceived their parents and friends as prompting them to

follow preventive COVID-19 behaviours (direct guidance; e.g., ‘In gen-

eral, do your parents or guardians [friends] say you should social

distance?’), (2) children’s perception of their parents’ and friends’ pre-

ventive COVID-19 behaviours (direct modelling; ‘In general, do your

parents or guardians [friends] social distance?’), and (3) children’s per-

ceptions of their parents’ and friends’ worry about COVID-19 (general

concern; ‘In general, howmuchdoyourparents or guardians care about

COVID-19?’). All 12 items had the response scale: 1=Never, 2= Some-

times, 3 = Most of the time and 4 = Always. The six items regarding

children’s perceptions of their parents were averaged because they

loaded together, ωt = .80,M = 3.35, SD = 0.61. The same was done for

children’s perceptions of their friends, ωt = .85, M = 2.80, SD = 0.81.

(See RMarkdown on OSF file for complete reliability analyses. See

SOM: Table S3 for full items and descriptive statistics.)

Children’s schooling format. Children experienced different schooling

formats during COVID-19, for instance, in-person, hybrid or com-

pletely virtual models. Children were asked: ‘In general, how have you

been attending school? Are you doing school. . . ’ 1 = Completely In Per-

son, 2=Completely virtual, 3=Hybrid, 4=Homeschooled, 5=Other. This

scale was recoded to: 1 = In Person, 2 = Hybrid, 3 = Completely virtual

or Homeschooled, NA = Other. We also assessed children’s schooling

format in the past week and future weeks but did not examine these

variables as children’s responses were almost identical to children’s

reported general schooling format.

2.2.3 Parents

Parental data were collected as part of the consent process.
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TABLE 1 Results of the conductedmultivariate linear models testing the predictive power of parental political ideology on children’s
preventive COVID-19 responses.

Main parentmodel Saturated parentmodel Saturated parentmodel (z-scored)

Predictors B CIs p B CIs p B CIs p

Intercept 2.51 2.11, 2.91 <.001 2.23 1.38, 3.08 <.001 3.36 3.26, 3.46 <.001

Parental political ideology

M= 4.69, SD= 1.52,Min: 1, Max: 7

0.13 0.08, 0.18 <.001 0.14 0.07, 0.20 <.001 0.21 0.10, 0.31 <.001

Child’s age

M= 8.58, SD= 2.36,Min: 4, Max:

12.92

0.03 −0.01, 0.06 .107 0.00 −0.05, 0.05 .978 0.00 −0.11, 0.12 .978

Child’s gender

M=−0.01, SD= 0.50,Min:−0.5,

Max: 0.5

0.11 −0.04, 0.26 .140 0.09 −0.11, 0.28 .385 0.09 −0.11, 0.28 .385

Parental education

M= 7.23, SD= 1.14,Min: 3, Max: 9

0.04 −0.06, 0.14 .414 0.05 −0.06, 0.16 .414

Parental income

M= 3.63, SD= 0.92,Min: 1, Max: 5

0.03 −0.09, 0.15 .639 0.03 −0.08, 0.13 .639

Parental religiosity

M= 3.29, SD= 1.69,Min: 1, Max: 6

−0.01 −0.07, 0.06 .835 −0.01 −0.12, 0.10 .835

COVID-19 severity (cases per

100k)

M= 28.38, SD= 23.49,Min: .57,

Max: 114.41

0.00 0.00, 0.01 .033 0.10 0.01, 0.19 .033

Observations 269 170 170

R2/R2 adjusted .099/.089 .150/.113 .150/.113

Note: Higher parent political ideology indicates greater liberalism (lower conservatism). Higher outcome values indicate greater adherence to COVID-19

preventive behaviours and more positive evaluations of such behaviours (physical distancing and mask wearing). The main parent model included the main

predictors (unstandardized coefficients). The saturated parentmodel included themain predictors and demographic variables (e.g., parental income; unstan-

dardized coefficients). The saturated parent model (z-scored) is the saturated model with predictors z-scored for effect-size comparisons. Bold values are

values that are significant at the p< .05 threshold.

Abbreviation: CIs, confidence intervals.

Parents’ demographics. One parent per child completed demograph-

ics. This parentwas termed Parent 1 in the questionnaire.We assessed

Parent 1’s political ideology, education level, income and religiosity.

Political ideology was assessed via ‘How would you characterize the

political affiliation of Parent 1?’ 1 = Very Conservative, 4 = Moderate,

7 = Very Liberal. Parent 1 also estimated the political ideology and

education level of the other parent (Parent 2). Where available, we

averaged across Parent 1 and Parent 2 to create composite parental

scores (political orientation: r = .73, M = 4.69, SD = 1.52; education:

M = 7.23, SD = 1.14). Because religiosity was assessed via two items,

we collapsed across these two items (after re-scaling the 1–4 scaled

item to a 1–6 scale), M = 3.71, SD = 1.82. Parent 1 also reported

whether they were the mother or father (211 mothers). (See Table S4

for all items and descriptives.)

2.2.4 Community (U.S. county)

Zip codes were used to identify participant location (U.S. county).

Counties’ political partisanship was quantified as counties’ voting

record in the 2020 Presidential Election: % voters for Joe Biden

minus % voters for Donald Trump, M = 0.18, SD = 0.29 (McGovern,

2020). We also retrieved counties’ education level (% of adults with

a bachelor’s degree or higher; 2014–2018), median annual income

(2018), and population density (people per square mile) (Killeen et al.,

2020). Finally, we calculated COVID-19 severity via infection rate

(new cases per 100k) on the date of participation in each participant’s

location in terms of U.S. county (New York Times, 2020). (See Table 4

for descriptive statistics.)

3 RESULTS

Below, we first examine whether parental political ideologies are

related to children’s COVID-19 responses. We then consider the

potential moderators and mechanisms underlying this link. There-

after, we examine the link between community partisanship and

children’s COVID-19 responses, and the potential moderators of

this link. Finally, we consider the comparative predictive power

of parental political ideology and community partisanship in the

same model and examine how these variables interact to pre-

dict children’s COVID-19 responses. For raw correlations and

descriptive statistics of the main variables, see SOM (Tables S4

and S5).
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848 GOLLWITZER ET AL.

TABLE 2 Results of the conductedmultivariate linear models testingmoderators of the link between parental political ideology and children’s
preventive COVID-19 Responses.

Age interaction COVID-19 severity interaction Both interactions

Predictors B CIs p B CIs p B CIs p

Intercept 3.36 3.28, 3.43 <.001 3.33 3.26, 3.41 <.001 3.35 3.27, 3.43 <.001

Parental political ideology 0.19 0.11, 0.26 <.001 0.20 0.12, 0.27 <.001 0.19 0.11, 0.26 <.001

Child’s gender 0.11 −0.04, 0.25 .161 0.13 −0.03, 0.28 .104 0.12 −0.03, 0.27 .128

Child’s age 0.06 −0.02, 0.13 .138 0.06 −0.01, 0.14 .110 0.06 −0.02, 0.14 .134

Parental political ideology X

Child’s age

0.09 0.01, 0.17 .032 0.09 0.01, 0.17 .032

COVID-19 severity 0.06 −0.01, 0.14 .106 0.07 −0.01, 0.14 .084

Parental political ideology X

COVID-19 severity

−0.01 −0.08, 0.06 .768 −0.01 −0.08, 0.06 .840

Observations 269 261 261

R2/R2 adjusted 0.115 / 0.101 0.111/0.094 0.127/0.106

Note: Higher values indicate greater preventive responses (physical distancing and mask wearing). Higher parental political ideology indicates greater

liberalism (lower conservatism). All predictors z-scored. Bold values are values that are significant at the p< .05 threshold.

Abbreviation: CIs, confidence intervals.

3.1 Linking parental political ideology to
children’s COVID-19 responses

We examined whether parental political ideology predicted children’s

preventive COVID-19 behaviours and evaluations (physical distanc-

ing and mask wearing) across the United States during the COVID-19

pandemic. Although parental political ideology leaned slightly liberal,

M = 4.69, SD = 1.52, the variable was well-distributed and captured a

wide political spectrum (see RMarkdown file on OSF for distribution

plots). We conducted a multivariate linear regression with parental

political ideology (continuous), children’s age (4.00–12.92 years; con-

tinuous), and gender (categorical) as predictors. Children’s preventive

COVID-19 responses, collapsed across behaviour (e.g., ‘In general, do

you social distance?’) and evaluations (e.g., ‘In general, do you think

wearing a mask when you’re outside of the house is a good thing to

do?’) was the outcome variable. The described model is henceforth

the main parent model. (See Supplemental Note 1. See Tables 1–4 or

RMarkdown onOSF for descriptive statistics.)

As predicted, the main parent model found that children of more

liberal (less conservative) parents endorsedgreaterCOVID-19preven-

tion– they reportedgreater preventivebehaviours (physical distancing

and mask wearing) and evaluated these behaviours more positively,

B = 0.13, p < .001 (Table 1; Figure 1a). Specifically, children of very

liberal parents (+2 SD,M= 7.73; Supplemental Note 3) exhibited a pre-

ventive COVID-19 response of 3.74, while those of very conservative

parents (−2 SD, M = 1.65) scored 2.95 (1–4 scale), a ∼21% reduc-

tion.Neither children’s age nor gender predicted children’s responding,

ps> .107 (Table 1).

A visualization of the observed link qualitatively indicated a

quadratic trend (Figure 1a). We thus exploratorily added a quadratic

parent political ideology term to the main parent model. A small

quadratic effect was observed. Children of very conservative par-

ents were particularly likely to report lower preventive COVID-19

behaviours and to evaluate such preventive measures less positively,

B=−0.09, p= .016.

The observed ideological differencesmay reflect social or economic

confounds. We thus added demographic controls, including parental

education, income, religiosity, and COVID-19 severity (cases per 100k)

to the main parent model. Children of liberal (vs. conservative) par-

ents still exhibited greater preventive COVID-19 responses, B = 0.14,

p< .001 (saturated parentmodel; Table 1; SupplementalNote 4).When

rescaling the predictors (z-scoring) to compare coefficients, parent

political ideology – at least qualitatively – was a stronger predictor of

children’s responses than the control variables, B = .21 vs. Bs < .11

(Table 1). Moreover, none of the control variables predicted children’s

responses, ps > .384, except COVID-19 severity, which predicted

greater preventive COVID-19 behaviours, p= .033 (Table 1).

We considered children’s varying schooling experiences during

COVID-19, such as in-person versus virtual schooling. It is possi-

ble that children of conservative parents exhibited poorer COVID-19

precautions because they attended schools that continued in-person

pedagogy. We found that schooling (in-person to hybrid to completely

virtual) did not account for our findings; the observed link between

parental political ideology and children’s responding remained when

adding schooling format into the main parent model, B = 0.13, 95%

CI[0.08, 0.18], p < .001. Additionally, schooling did not moderate the

observed link, p = .841. These results support robustness by demon-

strating that the observed parent–child link occurs independently of

schooling environment.

Additionally supporting robustness, alternate statistical models

revealed consistent results. The observed parent–child link remained

whenconducting themainparentmodel as amixed-effectsmodel (fam-

ily entered as a random intercept because some children were part

of the same family; see Supplemental Note 1) and as a generalized
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TABLE 3 Results of the conductedmediationmodels.

Mainmediationmodel Saturatedmediationmodel Friendmediationmodel

B CIs p B CIs p B CIs p

Indirect link:

Parental responses

0.09 0.05, 0.13 <.001 0.13 0.08, 0.18 <.001 0.08 0.04, 0.12 <.001

Indirect link:

Friends’ responses

– – – – – – 0.01 −0.002, 0.02 .258

Direct link 0.03 −0.01, 0.07 .090 0.01 −0.05, 0.07 .812 0.04 −0.003, 0.08 .068

Total link 0.12 0.07, 0.18 <.001 0.14 0.07, 0.20 <.001 0.12 0.06, 0.18 <.001

Proportionmediated 72% 95% 65%

Observations 282 172 282

Note: Parent political ideology predicted children’s preventive COVID-19 responses via children’s perception of their parental COVID-19 responses (col-

lapsed across direct guidance, direct modelling and general concern). The main mediation model includes main predictors (parental political ideology,

children’s age and gender; and unstandardized coefficients). The saturated mediation model includes additional controls applied on all paths (e.g., parental

income). The friend mediation model is the main mediation model with children’s perception of friends’ COVID-19 responses added as a control media-

tor. Case-wise maximum likelihood estimation is applied to missing values. Bootstrapped: 5000 iterations. Coefficients are unstandardized. Bold values are

values that are significant at the p< .05 threshold.

Abbreviation: CIs, confidence intervals.

TABLE 4 Results of the conductedmultivariate linear models testing the predictive power of county partisanship (voting record: % voters for
Joe BidenMinus % voters for Donald Trump in the 2020U.S. Election) on children’s COVID-19 responses.

Main countymodel Saturated countymodel Saturated countymodel (z-scored)

Predictors B CIs p B CIs p B CIs p

Intercept 3.14 2.87, 3.42 <.001 3.07 2.63, 3.51 <.001 3.37 3.28, 3.46 <.001

County voting record

M= 0.18, SD= 0.29,Min:−0.55,

Max: 0.81

0.45 0.20, 0.69 <.001 0.51 0.12, 0.90 .010 0.15 0.04, 0.26 .010

Child’s age

M= 8.58, SD= 2.36,Min: 4, Max:

12.92

0.01 −0.02, 0.05 .347 0.01 −0.02, 0.05 .376 0.03 −0.04, 0.11 .376

Child’s gender

M=−0.01, SD= 0.50,Min:−0.5,

Max: 0.5

0.12 −0.02, 0.26 .095 0.13 −0.02, 0.28 .084 0.13 −0.02, 0.28 .084

County education

M= 38.82, SD= 12.15,Min: 14.0,

Max: 74.6

−0.00 −0.01, 0.01 .776 −0.02 −0.16, 0.12 .776

Countymedian income

M= 73,208, SD= 19,809,Min:

37,562,

Max: 140,382

−0.00 −0.00, 0.00 .987 −0.00 −0.11, 0.11 .987

County density

M= 2,501, SD= 8,253,Min: 8.4

Max: 69,468

0.00 −0.00, 0.00 .568 0.12 −0.29, 0.53 .568

County COVID-19 severity

M= 28.38, SD= 23.49,Min: .57,

Max: 114.41

0.00 0.00, 0.01 .016 0.09 0.02, 0.16 .016

Observations 292 286 286

R2/R2 adjusted 0.053/0.043 0.072/0.049 0.072/0.049

Note: Higher values indicate greater preventive behaviours and more positive evaluations of COVID-19 (physical distancing and mask wearing. Main county

model:Main predictors (unstandardized coefficients). Saturated countymodel:Main predictors and demographic variables (e.g., county income; unstandard-

ized coefficients). Saturated county model (z-scored): the saturated model with z-scored predictors. Bold values are values that are significant at the p < .05

threshold.

Abbreviation: CIs, confidence intervals.
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850 GOLLWITZER ET AL.

F IGURE 1 Loess partial–effects plots of children’s preventive COVID-19 responses (betweenDecember 2020 and July 2021) as a function of
parental political ideology. Local linear regression applied (higher order polynomials not estimated due to singular fit). Plot a: Greater parent
liberalism predicted greater following of COVID-19 preventive behaviours (physical distancing andmask wearing) andmore positive evaluations
of these behaviours. Plots b and c depict the behaviour and evaluation submeasures, respectively. Error bands: 95%CIs.

linear model (to account for negative skew in children’s responding;

gamma distribution), ps < .001. The findings were also robust across

sub-measures, including children’s preventive COVID-19 behaviours

(Figure 1b), children’s evaluations of these behaviours (Figure 1c), Par-

ent 1′s political ideology (the parent who reported demographics),

Parent 2’s political ideology (whose political ideology was estimated

by Parent 1), mothers’ political ideology, and fathers’ political ideology,

ps < .001. Finally, the observed link neither depended on the comple-

tion date (betweenDecember 2020 and July 2021) norwhich research

lab administered the study, ps> .781. (See SOM.)

3.2 Contexts modulating the observed
parent–child ideological link

As pre-registered, and to contribute to the existing debate on whether

parental influences become stronger with children’s age (Gelman et al.,

2004; Berndt, 1979; Leshin et al., 2022), we tested whether the

observed link depends on age. We added the two-way interaction

between parent political ideology and children’s age (z-scored) to the

main parent model. The interaction was significant, B = 0.09, p = .032

(Table 2). As depicted in Figure 2, the link between parent liberalism
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POLITICALORIENTATIONANDCHILDREN’S HEALTHBEHAVIOURS 851

F IGURE 2 Johnson–Neyman (Floodlight analysis) plots of the tested interactions. (a) Parental political ideology significantly predicted
children’s COVID-19 responses for children above 6.53 years old but not below 6.53 years old. (b) The link between parental political ideology and
children’s COVID-19 responses was significant across the severity of COVID-19 in participants’ locations (new daily cases per 100k; maximum
boundary on the x-axis:+2 SD). Error bands: 95%CIs.

(vs. conservative) and greater preventive COVID-19 responses was

stronger for older (B = 0.18, 95% CI[0.11, 0.25], p < .001 (+1 SD;

M = 10.98), than younger children, B = 0.06, 95% CI[−0.01, 0.14],

p = .083 (−1 SD; M = 6.32). Complementing this simple slopes analy-

sis, a Johnson–Neyman analysis (i.e., Floodlight analysis) revealed that

the link between parental political ideology and children’s COVID-19

responses was no longer significant under the threshold of 6.53 years

old (see Figure 2). This finding should be interpretedwith caution, how-

ever, given that the effect was quite small and that younger children’s

responses may be noisier than older children’s responses.

In addition to age, we examined COVID-19 severity as a modera-

tor. If ideological differences fail to predict children’s responses when

COVID-19 is severe, then parental ideology is unlikely to be a mean-

ingful risk factor for viral spread (e.g., Gollwitzer et al., 2020). To test

this, we added the two-way interaction between parent political ideol-

ogy andCOVID-19 cases (per 100k) at participants’ location on the day

participants completed the study (z-scored) to the main parent model.

In line with parental ideology playing a meaningful role even during

periods of heightened health risks, a significant interaction was not

observed, B=−0.01, p= .768 (Table 2; Figure 2).

3.3 Mechanisms underlying the link between
parent political ideology and children’s COVID-19
responses

We examined the proposed mediation model. As pre-registered, we

hypothesized that the link between parental political ideology and

children’s COVID-19 responses occurs via children’s perceptions of

their parents’ COVID-19 responses. The mediation model included

parental political ideology as the predictor, children’s perception of

their parents’ COVID-19 responses (collapsed across direct guidance,

direct modelling and general concern) as the mediator, and children’s

F IGURE 3 Mainmediationmodel. The link between parental
political ideology (1–7 scale) and children’s preventive COVID-19
responses (1–4 scale) wasmediated by children’s perception of their
parental COVID-19 responses (collapsed across direct guidance,
direct modelling and general concern; 1–4 scale).

COVID-19 responses as the outcome variable (mainmediationmodel).

Children’s age and gender were controls (on all paths of the model).

The conductedmediationmodels involvedbootstrapping5000SEs and

estimated CIs andwere conducted using Lavaan in R.

The main mediation model was significant, p < .001 (Table 3;

Figure 3). Children’s perception of their parental COVID-19 response

accounted for 72% of the observed parent–child ideology link. These

results indicate that children of liberal (vs. conservative) parents exhib-

ited greater preventive COVID-19 responses because they perceived

their parents (1) as prompting them to follow these measures, (2) as

engaging in more preventive measures themselves, and (3) as more

concerned and worried about COVID-19. Mediation analyses con-

ducted for each mechanism individually determined that all three of

these mechanisms explained significant variance, and a parallel medi-

ation analysis including the three mechanisms simultaneously found
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852 GOLLWITZER ET AL.

some support for each mechanism explaining unique variance (see

SOM; Tables S5 and S6).

We accounted for common mediation pitfalls (e.g., spurious third

variables) (e.g., Bullock et al., 2010). The mediation results remained

in a saturated mediation model that included the demographic con-

trols (e.g., parental income; entered on all paths of the model), p< .001

(Table 3). The mediation also remained when controlling for children’s

perception of their friends’ preventiveCOVID-19 responses, whichwas

assessed identically to children’s perceptionof their parents’ responses

except ‘parents’ was changed to ‘friends’, B= 0.08, p< .001. Moreover,

children’s perception of their friends’ COVID-19 responses was not a

significant mediator, p= .258 (Table 3). As outlined in the Introduction,

these robustness analyses tentatively support the potential causality

of the proposed pathway; yet, our findings are still clearly limited by

the observational nature of our data.

3.4 Linking community partisanship to children’s
COVID-19 responding

To complement our analysis at the parental level, we assessedwhether

political orientation at the community level also predicts children’s

COVID-19 health responses. As pre-registered, we re-conducted the

main parent model but replaced parental political ideology with com-

munity partisanship, assessed via the political voting record (2020 U.S.

Election; % voters for Joe Biden minus % voters for Donald Trump)

of the U.S. County in which children were living (main county model).

Children in more Democratic voting (less Republican voting) counties

reported greater COVID-19 preventive behaviours (physical distanc-

ing andmaskwearing) andmore positively evaluated these behaviours,

B = 0.45, p < .001 (Table 4; Figure 4a). Specifically, children in very

Democratic counties (+2 SD,M=0.77) endorsed thesebehaviourswith

a score of 3.61 (out of 4), while those in very Republican counties (−2

SD, M = −0.40) scored 3.09, a ∼14% reduction. Unlike parent politi-

cal ideology, a quadratic effect of county partisanship was not found,

p= .391.

Supporting robustness, the observed link remained in a saturated

county model, which included county education level, median income,

density, and COVID-19 severity as controls, B = 0.51, p = .010.

When z-scoring, county partisanship qualitatively predicted chil-

dren’s responses more strongly than any of the control variables

(Table 4). None of the control variables predicted children’s COVID-

19 responses, ps > .084, except COVID-19 severity (akin to the

main parent model). The observed link also remained when adding

children’s varying schooling experiences (in-person to hybrid to com-

pletely virtual) to the model, p < .001, and, further, the link was not

moderated by schooling experience, p = 528. Moreover, the observed

link remained consistent across children’s self-reported behaviours,

p < .001 (Figure 4b), and evaluations, p = .008 (Figure 4c) and did

not vary depending on children’s age, COVID-19 severity, when par-

ticipants completed the study, and which research lab administered

the study, ps > .120. (See SOM. See RMarkdown for details of these

analyses.)

3.5 Linking parent political ideology and
community partisanship to children’s COVID-19
responses

Do parental political ideology and community partisanship contribute

unique variance to children’s preventive COVID-19 responses?We re-

conducted the main model but included both parent political ideology

and county partisanship as predictors (z-scored; additivemodel; Supple-

mental Note 5). Demonstrating unique predictive validity, both liberal

(vs. conservative) parental political ideology and county partisanship

predicted greater preventive COVID-19 responding in children: par-

ent political ideology (B = 0.17, p < .001; Table 5) and county voting

record (B = 0.09, p = .026; Table 5). The strength of the two predic-

tors did not convincingly differ, p = .206 (see RMarkdown on OSF for

the comparative linear hypothesis test). Political orientation appears

to independently predict children’s health behaviours on two different

ecological levels – at the level of children’s direct caretakers and at the

level of children’s surrounding environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1992).

Do parental political ideology and community partisanship inter-

act to predict children’s preventive COVID-19 responses? As pre-

registered, the link between parental political ideology and children’s

health behaviours may be attenuated in Democratic-leaning counties

because of greater local regulations and social pressures regarding

COVID-19 (Courtemanche et al., 2020). To test this, we added the

two-way interaction between parent political ideology and county par-

tisanship to the additivemodel (z-scored; interactionmodel).We found

a significant interaction, B = −0.11, p = .003 (we also tested a non-

linear interaction model but this model did not improve model fit,

p = .111; see RMarkdown on OSF). Two Johnson–Neyman analyses

(i.e., Floodlight analyses) were conducted to unwrap this interaction,

one from the perspective of community partisanship as the modera-

tor and the other from the perspective of parental political ideology

as the moderator. The first analysis revealed that the link between

parental political ideology and children’s COVID-19 responses was no

longer significant in counties in which the vote-share was greater than

34 percentage points for the Democratic candidate (Joe Biden) over

theRepublican candidate (Donald Trump) (vote-share: % voters for Joe

Bidenminus % voters for Donald Trump). The second revealed that the

link between country partisanship and children’s COVID-19 responses

was no longer significant for liberal parents; specifically, parentswhose

political ideology was above 4.32 on the 1–7 scale (1 = Very Conser-

vative, 4 = Moderate, 7 = Very Liberal). These results indicate that (1)

democratic environments may have acted as a buffer against the link

between parental political ideology and children’s COVID-19 respond-

ing, and/or (2) parental liberalism may have shielded children from

failing to engage in preventive COVID-19 responding in conservative

environments (see Figure 5).

4 DISCUSSION

The present work sheds light on children’s development by quanti-

fying the degree to which variation in political orientation amongst
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F IGURE 4 Loess partial–effects plots of children’s COVID-19 responses as a function of county partisanship (vote-share: % voters for Joe
Bidenminus % voters for Donald Trump in the 2020U.S. Election). Local linear regression applied (higher order polynomials not estimated due to
singular fit). Plot a: Children living in more Democratic voting (vs. Republican voting) counties exhibited a greater following of COVID-19
preventive behaviours andmore positive evaluations of COVID-19 preventive measures (masking and physical distancing). Plots b and c depict the
behaviour and evaluation submeasures, respectively. Error bands: 95%CIs.

families and within communities predicts children’s health behaviours

during a public health crisis. Children of liberal (vs. conservative) par-

ents reported greater preventive health behaviours during COVID-19

(physical distancing, mask wearing) and evaluated these behaviours

more positively (a∼21%difference;±2 SD in parent political ideology).

Similarly, at the community level, children living in Democratic-voting

(vs. Republican-voting) counties reported greater preventive COVID-

19 health behaviours and evaluated these behaviours more positively

(a ∼14% difference; ± 2 SD in county political-leaning). These find-

ings reveal associations between political orientation and children’s

health behaviors both at the familial as well as community levels, illus-

trating the potential role of political contexts in shaping children’s

development.

Numerous analyses supported the robustness of our findings.

Parental ideology and community partisanship predicted children’s

health responses even when controlling for numerous closely related
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854 GOLLWITZER ET AL.

TABLE 5 Multivariate linear models testing the predictive power of parental political ideology and county partisanship.

Additivemodel Interactionmodel

Predictors B CIs p B CIs p

Intercept 3.34 3.27, 3.42 <0.001 3.37 3.29, 3.44 <0.001

Parental political ideology 0.17 0.09, 0.25 <0.001 0.15 0.07, 0.23 <0.001

County voting record 0.09 0.01, 0.17 0.026 0.05 −0.03, 0.13 0.228

Child’s age 0.11 −0.04, 0.26 0.150 0.10 −0.05, 0.24 0.197

Child’s gender 0.06 −0.02, 0.14 0.129 0.06 −0.01, 0.14 0.113

Parental political ideology X County voting

record

−0.11 −0.19,−0.04 0.003

Observations 265 265

R2/R2 adjusted 0.109/0.095 0.139/0.123

Note: Higher values indicate greater preventive behaviours andmore positive evaluations of COVID-19 (physical distancing andmask wearing). County par-

tisanship: % voters for Joe Bidenminus % voters for Donald Trump. All predictors z-scored. The additive model includes the main predictors. The interaction

model additionally includes interaction terms. Bold values are values that are significant at the p< .05 threshold.

Abbreviation: CIs, confidence intervals.

F IGURE 5 Johnson–Neyman (Floodlight analysis) plots of the tested interaction. (a) Parental political ideology significantly predicted
children’s COVID-19 responses in counties with less than a 0.34 vote-share for Joe Biden but not in counties with a vote-share greater than .34 for
Joe Biden (vote-share: % voters for Joe Bidenminus % voters for Donald Trump; minimum andmaximum boundaries on the x-axis:+2 SD). (b)
County partisanship (vote-share) significantly predicted children’s COVID-19 responses for parents who responded lower than 4.32 on political
ideology but not for those who responded greater than 4.32 (1= Very Conservative, 4=Moderate, 7= Very Liberal). Error bands: 95%CIs.

and theoretically relevant variables, including education, income, reli-

giosity, county education level, county income, population density,

COVID-19 severity, and schooling format (e.g., in-person or virtual).

Moreover, parental ideology and community partisanship were qual-

itatively better predictors than all these control variables, many of

which did not significantly predict children’s COVID-19 responding.

Additionally, the observed links remained across varying degrees of

COVID-19 severity in children’s locations, indicating that political divi-

sions remain a powerful predictor of children’s health behaviours even

when the risks are quite high (i.e., high risks of infection). Furthermore,

the observed links did not vary by schooling format (in-person, hybrid

or virtual), which additionally supports the contextual consistency of

our findings, underscoring the strength of political divisions. Political

differences in the United States appear pervasive enough, both at the

more intimate family level and the broader community level, to predict

the health behaviours of young children.

We found support for several mechanisms underlying the link

between parental political ideology and children’s COVID-19 respond-

ing. Children of conservative (vs. liberal) parents perceived their

parents as (1) less encouraging of following preventive COVID-19

measures (direct guidance), (2) less adherent to preventive COVID-

19 measures themselves (direct modelling), and (3) less worried about

COVID-19 (general concern); these perceptions, in turn, predicted chil-

dren’s own COVID-19 responding. These findings align with a rich

developmental literature outlining how children’s behaviours and atti-

tudes are formed (e.g., Segall et al., 2015; Bandura, 1971) and extend
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this work by suggesting that these pathways may also play a role in the

link between parental political ideology and children’s behaviours. Yet,

weencourage readers to consider these findings cautiously; though the

proposedmediation pathway alignswith past theoretical and empirical

work (e.g., Bandura, 1971; Sears & Funk, 1999), our study was purely

observational and thus cannot conclusively speak to causal effects nor

to the specific order of variables in our mediation.

We found support for several moderators. The link between

parental political ideology and children’s health responses was

stronger for older than younger children; the linkwas no longer signifi-

cantbelow6.53yearsold. This suggests that younger children (vs. older

children) may be less reliant on parental cues, though, this interaction

may also be driven by greater noise in younger children’s responding.

Additionally, parental political ideology predicted children’s responses

in Republican-voting counties as well as slightly Democratic-voting

counties but did not do so in strongly Democratic-voting counties (see

Figure 5). Said another way, while children of conservative (vs. liberal)

parents exhibited decreased health responses in Republican-voting

and slightlyDemocratic-voting counties, in stronglyDemocratic-voting

counties, children of both conservative and liberal parents highly

endorsed COVID-19 health measures. Very democratic communities,

thus, may act as a ‘buffer’, eliminating the link between parental polit-

ical ideology and children’s behaviours. Finally, from the perspective

of parental ideology, parental liberalism may also act as a buffer

against the link between Republican-voting counties and children’s

lower endorsement of preventative COVID-19 behaviors. Children

in Republican-voting (vs. Democratic-voting) counties exhibited lower

preventive COVID-19 responding if they had conservative parents but

not if they had more liberal-leaning parents (Figure 5). Taken together,

living in Democratic-voting environments as well as having liberal

parental figures appears to act as a buffer against children failing to

engage in preventive COVID-19measures.

4.1 Theoretical contributions

The present work examined whether and why variation in parental

and community political orientation predicts children’s psychology.

While much work has examined the general influence of caregivers

and environments on children’s attitudes and behaviours (e.g., Segall

et al., 2015), and how children’s political identities develop (e.g., Iyen-

gar, 1979), researchers have only recently examined whether political

differences are linked to children’s psychology (e.g., Leshin et al.,

2022). The present work contributes to this nascent research by (1)

revealing that political divisions may even predict children’s health

responses – responses that can have crucial consequences for health

and well-being, (2) suggesting that variation in political orientation is

a better predictor of children’s psychology than other factors (e.g.,

family income level, population density), (3) showing that parental

ideology and community partisanship independently predict children’s

responses, (4) demonstrating these links across a wide political spec-

trum (rather than comparing two specific samples; e.g., Rhodes & Gel-

man, 2009), and (5) identifying mechanisms and moderators of these

links. Finally, the present findings integrate developmental, political,

and health science, particularly in terms of major political or societal

events (Patterson et al., 2019). In doing so, we shed light on theways in

which political orientation plays a role in children’s development.

The present work also informs research on the role of political divi-

sion inpredictingourpsychology.Duringapublic health crisis, variation

in political orientation predicted even children’s health behaviours,

a population that, though having some political knowledge (e.g., Van

Deth et al., 2011), is significantly less partisan than adults. Importantly,

parental ideology and community partisanship were both qualitatively

better predictors than numerous other factors, for instance, income

and level of education. Our findings, together with adult work on polit-

ical divisions and COVID-19 health behaviours (e.g., Gollwitzer et al.,

2020; Conway et al., 2021), suggest that political variation is one of

the most important current factors – if not themost important current

factor – in determining health behaviours during a public health crisis.

Considering applied implications, our findings can inform policy-

makers who wish to target children’s health behaviours. This is not

trivial. Children play a role in the transmission of viruses, even leading

to major outbreaks (CDC, 2021; Hyde, 2020). Moreover, due to their

relatively lower vaccination rates, they can serve as potential sources

for the emergence of new genetic variants (Opel et al., 2021; Yonker

et al., 2021). Yet, it is challenging to know how exactly to intervene

on the link between parental ideology, community partisanship, and

children’s COVID-19 responses. This is because many political factors

could have contributed to the observed results. Is it conservative polit-

ical ideology, political partisanship, or the rhetoric of specific political

leaders that trickled down to children’s failure to follow COVID-19

safetymeasures? Of these options, we find conservative ideology least

likely. Conservatism has been linked to greater (rather than lower)

threat sensitivity to physical threats (Crawford, 2017), and conserva-

tives reported being more worried than liberals about the spread of a

different virus, Ebola, when a Democrat was president (Doherty et al.,

2014). In turn, our findings are more likely driven by political iden-

tity (political group loyalty) and the rhetoric and behaviours of political

role models (Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018). Said another way, if Repub-

lican leaders had not been dismissive of COVID-19, it is unlikely that

conservative parents and Republican communities would have failed

to practice COVID-19 safety measures, in turn, likely reducing such

noncompliant behaviours in children.

4.2 Limitations

First, our data are observational and correlational. One should not

draw causal conclusions. This is especially the case for the testedmedi-

ation model; though mediation models imply a causal pathway, it is

entirely possible that the ordering of the variables in our mediation

model is inaccurate. That being said, and as noted in the Introduc-

tion, several aspects support the proposed ordering. For instance, it

is unclear how children’s perceptions of their parental responses to

COVID or children’s own COVID-19 responses could have meaning-

fully altered their parental political ideologies. That is, it is unlikely that
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M→ X or Y→ X. Nonetheless, future research should experimentally

examine the proposed pathway.

Second, our study had a number of methodological limitations. For

instance, due to physical distancing requirements, children’s responses

were assessed using self-report measures. Nonetheless, our find-

ings align with adult samples that assessed health behaviours using

more objective measures (GPS coordinates) (e.g., Allcott et al., 2020).

Additionally, self-report social distancing measures accurately tracked

objective distancing at both individual- and county-levels during

COVID-19 (Gollwitzer et al., 2022).A furthermethodological limitation

entails that we assessed the identified mechanisms via children’s per-

ceptions of their parental behaviours and attitudes rather than parents’

actual actions. Our findings align with past work on thesemechanisms,

however (e.g., Bandura, 1971), and remained when accounting for a

closelymatched control mechanism (i.e., children’s perceptions of their

friends’COVID-19 responding).

Third, it is unclear whether political ideology or political partisan-

ship accounts for the observed links. In our study, we assessed parental

political ideology (liberal-conservative) and counties’ partisanship (vot-

ing behaviour). The issue is that political ideology and partisanship

often overlap, for instance, most people holding conservative ideolo-

gies also voteRepublican andmost people living inRepublican counties

are also conservative (though deviations can occur, particularly in cer-

tain subpopulations, such as Black conservatives; Jefferson, 2023).

It is thus unclear whether political ideology or identifying with the

Democratic versus Republican party – two antagonistic groups that

responded very differently to COVID-19 – account for the observed

results. However, as noted earlier,we find partisanship to be the likelier

culprit given that conservatism is often linked to greater (rather than

lower) threat sensitivity (Crawford, 2017), and conservatives reported

being more worried than liberals about a prior viral outbreak (Ebola;

Doherty et al., 2014).

Fourth, while we examined children’s schooling format (in-person,

hybrid, virtual), we did not examine local COVID-19 regulations in

participants’ locations. At the county-level, Democratic (vs. Republi-

can) counties instituted stricter COVID-19 regulations (e.g., Grossman

et al., 2020), likely leading children in those counties to more closely

follow preventive COVID-19 measures. Future research should exam-

ine whether local policies are a mechanism via which community

partisanship predicts children’s COVID-19 responses.

5 CONCLUSION

While few events bring groups together like a worldwide crisis, the

United States exhibited a distinctly partisan response to COVID-

19 (e.g., Grossman et al., 2020). Here, we documented that these

political differences extend even to the health behaviours of young

children, a presumably non-political population that has been left out

of the conversation around the consequences of political division.

Our findings: raise the possibility that children are not immune to

the consequences of ideology and partisanship in the United States,

suggest that interventions targeting political outcomes should not be

limited to adults, and renew urgent calls to bridge the current political

divide.
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