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ABSTRACT

Using short, policy-image-like narratives, we explore the relationship between narrative
agreement and narrative impacts in the case of COVID-19 in the US. Building upon previous
research which identified attention narratives focusing on problems “stories of fear”” and those
focusing on solutions “stories of hope,” we use a narrative survey experiment of the general
public (n=1000) to test the salience of problem and solution narratives and if they impact
agreement with Center for Disease Control (CDC) prevention guidelines. Our findings are 1) fear
story agreement is partisan but hope story agreement is not 2) fear story is the more salient of the
two, 3) narrative agreement for both fear and hope were related to CDC safety guideline
agreement, but were partisan, and 4) exposure to neither narrative impacted likelihood to agree
with the guidelines as compared to a control group. Our findings are consistent with previous
work indicating a Democratic party preference for stories of fear, where Democrats were more
likely to support policy action. While we find that agreement with our narratives and guidelines
is related, neither narrative treatment successfully altered support for CDC guidelines, suggesting
a potential limit for the influence of narratives to either change or reorder existing preferences in
highly salient and partisan issue areas like COVID-19 and suggesting a need for more research
into the dynamics of narrative attention.
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Lost in Translation

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic is one of the most salient events of the 21st century. With almost
30 million reported cases of the virus and approximately 550,000 deaths in the United States alone
in early 2021 (New York Times, 2021) and a broad patchwork of state, local, and federal policy
responses (e.g., Xu & Basu, 2021; Kincaid & Leckrone, 2021), it is difficult to imagine how
anyone could remain untouched by the pandemic. Most people in the United States are likely to
have either had the disease (e.g., Angulo et al., 2021), know someone who has (Smith, 2021),
observed disruptions to their daily routines and activities (e.g., Zanocco et al., 2021), and/or have
experienced economic consequences from the pandemic (e.g., Horowitz et al., 2021).

Despite evidence that people are paying attention to the problem of coronavirus
transmission (e.g., Jones, 2021) and its catastrophic impacts on public health and the world
economy (Cutter & Summers, 2021), there is not agreement in the U.S. on the adoption of
prevention measures as many people refuse to abide by health guidelines to reduce transmission
(e.g., Yamamoto et al., 2021). Some feel that taking virus transmission precautions inhibits their
freedom (e.g., Taylor & Asmundson, 2021). They feel they should not have to socially distance or
wear a mask simply because they have been ordered to by public officials and public officials
should not have the authority to direct their behavior in this way (e.g., Koplowitz, 2021; Sharp,
2020). For instance, in Alabama, Governor Kay Ivey initially indicated sympathy with this
argument. [vey, who has in the past avoided even hurricane evacuation mandates (Carson, 2020),
said that people should practice safety measures by their own volition because it was the right
thing to do to protect themselves andothers and to help the state’s economy (Gore, 2020). However,
much to Ivey’s disappointment, her appeal to “personal responsibility” was not sufficient to
motivate enough Alabamians to agree to undertake preventive measures. [vey eventually did issue
a stay-at-home order, the closing of public spaces where large groups congregated (Carson, 2020),
and mandate mask wearing (Gore, 2020). Many other states implemented similar policies despite
the unpopularity with the electorate (Mervosh et al., 2020). After failed appeals to personal
responsibility, public officials were forced to act in the face of rising case numbers (e.g., Grossman
et al., 2020).

Given the reality of this disconnect between public policy communication and public
behavior (e.g., Gollust et al., 2020), we ask, can narratives help people to comply with simple
measures like those recommended by the CDC to prevent transmission of disease? The Narrative
Policy Framework (NPF) proposes a narrative lens for understanding the policymaking process.
For the NPF, narratives, or stories with characters, matter because they can persuade people
(Shanahan et al., 2018). This has important implications for public policymaking, including public
opinion (e.g., Jones & Song, 2014) and voting intention (e.g., McMorris et al., 2018) as well as an
individual’s risk perceptions (e.g., Shanahan et al., 2019,;Guenther & Shanahan, 2020). But recent
research also proposes narratives might function by shifting attention as opposed to persuading
individuals (Peterson, 2018).

In the case of a highly salient topic like COVID-19, most people probably have established
opinions about whether or not they agree with the CDC’s guidance (e.g., Czeisler et al., 2020).
Especially given the highly partisan nature of many topics and events in 2020 (e.g., Schaefer,
2020) and the role politics plays in framing the response to safety recommendations (e.g.,
Grossman et al., 2020); for example, former President Trump often understated the impact of
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COVID-19 and did not adhere to safety guidelines (e.g., Bump, 2020). Given the degree of
national, and often partisan focus, on the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent safety guidelines,
is it reasonable to think that narratives can impact people’s agreement with safety guidelines? In
this chapter, we explore these questions by testing the roles of narratives, narrative agreement (e.g.,
salience), and partisanship on agreement with CDC COVID-19 safety guidelines.

NARRATIVE ATTENTION

Narrative attention is a recent idea elaborated from the NPF by way of synthesis with the
information processing and agenda-setting approach of Bryan D. Jones and Frank R. Baumgartner
(e.g., Jones, 1994; Jones & Baumgartner, 2005; Baumgartner & Jones, 2010). The question of
narrative attention simply asks the NPF to take its framework of thought and expectations about
the existence and persuasive function of narratives and alter them to account for changes in
theoretical expectations when it makes more sense to expect attention shifts as opposed to
persuasion shifts, or perhaps even shift in both attention and persuasion (Peterson, 2018).

The Narrative Policy Framework (NPF)

The creators of the NPF identify a policy narrative as a character and policy referent and
potentially many other elements and/or content (Shanahan et al., 2018). They conceptualize
narratives as consisting of elements including characters, plot, setting, moral of the story, and other
various kinds of content. Characters may include heroes (who help), villains (who hurt), and
victims (who are harmed). Plot is the causal or temporal explanation that ties together the other
narrative components. Setting refers to relevant contextual information. The moral of the story
refers to the policy solution. According to Shanahan et al. (2018), narrative content includes
expressions of beliefs (often identified or inferred from a theory or concept, like ideology) and
potentially strategic information crafting (like emphasizing the negative traits of an opponent).

The NPF proposes three levels of analysis: micro, meso, and macro (Shanahan et al., 2018).
The micro level of analysis focuses on how narratives impact individuals, encapsulated in the fomo
narrans model of individual cognition (Jones, McBeth and Shanahan 2014). The meso level of
analysis explores narratives across and within groups, especially those working together for a
policy-related outcome (i.e., coalitions) within issue- or geographic-specific subsystems, agora
narrans. The macro-level of analysis is less developed but focuses on institutions and policy
change (e.g., Shanahan et al., 2018)—polis narrans, perhaps. Each level of analysis has spurred a
variety of general ideas about how narratives might work, and some tested hypotheses indicate
emerging patterns of narrative dynamics (see Shanahan et al., 2018). Generally speaking, this
framework and the ideas about how narrative dynamics work emerge from lessons from other
policy process approaches, most notably the Advocacy Coalition Framework (see Shanahan et al.,
2011).

Macro-Level Narrative Attention
Narrative attention has focused on the NPF macro level of analysis, specifically at US
macropolitical institutions (i.e., legislative branch, executive branch, and federal court system).
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This is because at the level of institutional analysis, persuasion is not an effective means for
facilitating policy change since policymakers within these institutions are unlikely to alter their
positions (Baumgartner and Jones 2010). Narrative attention, though, may be an effective means
in the right circumstances: Baumgartner and Jones describe how policy images (i.e., succinct and
popular beliefs about policy based on general feelings of support or opposition to the policy status
quo) can ‘“catch fire” and sweep through the public sphere, advancing upon macro-level
policymakers in a demand for policy change (2010). This “fire” doesn’t change minds but it does
inspire attention that can generate new attention and may also alter the ordering of previous
preferences (e.g., Jones, 1994, Jones & Baumgartner, 2005). However, this exclusion of persuasion
at the macro level does not justify an exclusion of attention at the micro level. In fact, Jones and
Baumgartner describe how attention shifts may sweep through the public sphere causing
individuals to reorder priorities or become interested in new issues as well (2005; Jones, 1994; see
Peterson & Jones, 2016), indicating an active life for narrative policy attention within individuals
(i.e., NPF micro level) as well as institutions (i.e., NPF macro level). If this is the case, then public
“narrative salience,” or the degree to which people agree with particular narrative policy images
(i.e., policy images with narrative form), may have important policy process dynamics, including
supporting protective behavior in emergency situations, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Micro-Level Narrative Attention

To date, no empirical research has been conducted that explores narrative attention at the
micro level of analysis. In a few “think” pieces exploring the integration of policy process theory
ideas, Peterson (2018) and Peterson and Jones (2016), based on the work of Jones (1994) and Jones
and Baumgartner (2005), posit that narrative attention shifts are likely important for how
individuals think about public policy and how they are influenced by policy narratives. Following
the work of Jones (1994), Peterson (2018) argues that similar to the effect within institutions,
policy narratives may influence individuals by gaining the attention of previously apathetic
persons and/or inspiring people who are already interested in a policy problem to reorder their
preferences based on a policy narrative.

This micro-level attention explanation is similar to the causal pathway identified by
Peterson (2018, 2019) for attention to influence policy change in macro institutions. Of course,
macro institutions consist of people; in fact, they are “more human than human” (Yuenger et al.,
1995) in that they amplify characteristics of human information processing (Jones, 1994).
However, an important distinction exists in that macro institutions are often processing highly
salient policy images—those images that have gained enough agreement, and therefore agenda
status, in the public and/or subsystems that they demand macro-level policymaking. Additionally,
and more importantly, less stability in preferences is expected at the micro level of analysis than
at the macro level (e.g., Baumgartner & Jones, 2010). In emergency situations like the COVID-19
pandemic, it may be important to impact people’s attention and preferences in a way that facilitates
individual and collective safety. Drawing on recent lessons about partisanship and macro-level
narrative images, we ask if these narrative images, that reflect policy images (e.g., Peterson, 2019),
are capable of impacting people in the highly salient case of COVID-19. Such narratives
communicate a general orientation to a public policy issue, like COVID-19, and potentially inspire
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agreement with activity to address it, such as CDC safety guidelines, by focusing the attention of
the public, or perhaps, even persuading them.

Partisan Stories of Hope & Fear

Previous narrative attention research identified two story types that emerged from narrative
content analysis of macro-environmental narratives in the U.S.: those focused on problems and
those focused on solutions (Peterson, 2019). In analysis of environmental policy narratives
embedded within State of the Union speeches, Peterson found an increased likelihood for
Republicans to deliver environmental narratives focusing on solutions and Democrats to deliver
environmental narratives focusing on problems (2019). This finding follows the rationale put forth
by Jones and Baumgartner (2015), who find that governments feed on policy problems—growing
to address problems they are presented with. Republicans, not wanting to increase government
response and spending on environmental problems, emphasize the fixes to the problem, and
Democrats, willing to invest in more comprehensive and potentially expensive responses to the
problem, emphasize the problems to be addressed (e.g., Greenburg & Jonas, 2003). Additionally,
this explanation dovetails with the findings of Jost et al. (2003), who investigate conservatism as
a psychological belief system, and find that conservatives generally fear large policy changes, and
hence, avoid policy pathways that promote new and large-scale actions. This may be especially
relevant regarding pathways that challenge the status quo in a way that could lead to greater
investment in areas they would like to keep status quo (e.g., Baumgartner & Jones, 2010;
Greenburg & Jonas, 2003).

This characterization also tracks with contemporary partisan public messaging regarding
the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Gollust et al., 2020). At the end of April 2020, as the caseload in
the United States was reaching record-highs, then President Trump, a Republican, said “but a lot
of movement and a lot of progress has been made in a vaccine. But I think what happens is it’s
going to go away. This is going to go away. And whether it comes back in a modified form in the
fall, we’ll be able to handle it” (Bump, 2020), emphasizing the solution, and down-playing a need
for further efforts. Alternatively, President Biden, a Democrat, adopted a substantially different
tone when he said on January 20th, 2021, as the caseloads were finally dropping: “We are in a race
against time, and absent additional government assistance, the economic and public health crises
could worsen in the months ahead; schools will not be able to safely reopen; and vaccinations will
remain far too slow” (White House, 2021), emphasizing the problem of the pandemic and the need
for action to address it. Certainly, partisanship seems to matter a lot for U.S. COVID-19 policy,
even more than it does for other countries (Mordecai & Connaughton, 2020) even when there is
bipartisan recognition of a problem (Cochrane, 2021).

Although there was an initial bipartisan push to support COVID-19 legislation early in
2020 (Cochrane, 2020), by winter it was clear that much like the issue of environmental policy,
Democrats supported more government action and spending than did Republicans (Peterson,
2020). This partisan split regarding COVID-19 policy was reflected in the public as well (e.g.,
Grossman et al., 2021), with conservatives less likely to see COVID-19 as a problem (Nowlan &
Zane, 2020), to practice recommended transmission prevention procedures (Cankandar et al.,
2020) including social distancing (Wu & Huber, 2021), and more likely to share misinformation
about transmission prevention guidelines (Havey, 2020). Partisan avoidance of social distancing
guidelines has been linked to worse health outcomes (e.g., Gollwitzer et al., 2020). However,
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despite conservative skepticism and reluctance toward COVID-19 safety policies, they do remain

likely to agree that precautions are effective (Cankandar et al., 2020), indicating the great salience

of this policy problem and suggesting a pathway for narratives to impact perceptions about
transmission guidelines.

Based upon this discussion, we develop the following hypotheses regarding stories of hope
and fear, narrative salience, and agreement with CDC COVID-19 safety guidelines:

HI) Stories of fear are more salient for Democrats
Since Democratic presidential administrations are more likely to tell stories of fear in the
case of environmental policy (Peterson, 2019), and Democrats may prefer a relatively
larger policy response to COVID-19 as they do regarding environmental issues (Peterson,
2020), and stories of fear may infer a greater policy response (e.g., Baumgartner & Jones,
2015), and public partisans are thought to follow elite policy thinking about COVID-19
guidelines (Grossman et al., 2020), we expect that Democrats will be more likely to agree
with stories of fear than Republicans.

H2) Stories of hope are more salient for Republicans
Since Republican presidential administrations are more likely to tell stories of hope in the
case of environmental policy (Peterson, 2019), and Republicans may prefer a relatively
smaller policy response to COVID-19 as they do regarding environmental issues (Peterson,
2020), and stories of hope may infer a smaller policy response (e.g., Baumgartner & Jones,
2015), and public partisans are thought to follow elite policy thinking about COVID-19
guidelines (Grossman et al., 2020), we expect that Republicans will be more likely to agree
with stories of hope than Democrats.

H3) Stories of Fear will be more salient than Stories of Hope
Since the problem of COVID-19 is potentially the most expansive policy problem in recent
times, devastating US public health and the economy, impacting virtually all Americans,
and costing an estimated 16 trillion dollars in the United States alone (Cuttler & Summers,
2020), the scope of the issue is so large that we expect that comparatively more people will
agree with stories of fear, which emphasize the problem and infer the need for more
intensive policymaking (Peterson, 2019) than stories of hope, which emphasize the solution
and infer a smaller policy response (e.g., Baumgartner & Jones, 2015).

H4) Stories of fear salience will be related to higher levels of agreement with CDC guidelines
Since we expect stories of fear to be more salient generally (H3), and for these stories to
be salient with individuals who prefer a more robust response to the pandemic (H2), we
expect that stories of fear will be associated with relatively higher agreement with CDC
guidelines than stories of hope.

HS5) Stories of hope salience will be related to lower levels of agreement with CDC guidelines
Since we expect stories of hope to be generally less salient (H3), and for these stories to be
salient with individuals who prefer a less robust response to the pandemic (H1), we expect
stories of hope to be associated with lower levels of agreement with the CDC guidelines
than stories of fear.

H6) Narratives will increase agreement with CDC guidelines
Since narratives are thought to have the power to persuade (Jones & McBeth, 2010),
reorder, and/or engage policy preferences (Peterson, 2019), we expect that respondents
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who read narratives will be more likely to agree with the CDC guidelines than those who
do not.
H7) Stories of fear will impact agreement with CDC guidelines more than stories of hope
If stories of fear are more salient as compared to stories of hope (H3) and narratives impact
agreement with CDC guidelines (HS), we expect that stories of fear will be more impactful,
since they represent a greater call for change than stories of hope (Peterson, 2019).
To test these hypotheses, we conduct a narrative experiment with corresponding survey data,
experimental design, and analysis procedure described in the following section.

DATA AND METHODS

Data

We apply data generated from an internet survey of the US public (n=1000) administered
November 17 — 20, 2020 by YouGov, a survey research firm, to a sample of respondents 18 years
old or older. Respondents were selected via stratified sampling by gender, age, race, education,
and region to match target population statistics in the 2018 American Community Survey. It is
important to note that this survey used purposive internet-based sampling methods and therefore
lacks the representativeness of a probability-based sample. However, similar surveys using
internet-based samples have been applied in previous NPF research as it allows for testing within
and across narrative treatment effects on samples of the same approximate size and composition
in post-test only control group experimental designs (Zanocco et al., 2018). Question items applied
in this study are part of a larger survey conducted by the University of Massachusetts Lowell that
asked the US public about a variety of topics related to the COVID-19 pandemic, and we provide
a detailed description of the measures applied in our analysis in Table 1. We next describe the
implementation of the narrative experiment within the survey design.

Narrative Experiment Design

In this research, we employ a narrative experimental treatment design in an online survey
setting. Similar to prior NPF research (e.g., Zanocco et al., 2018), we utilized both narrative
treatment groups and a control group in the design of the experiment. Unlike previous NPF
research, our narrative treatments are much shorter—one sentence long—compared to other NPF
narrative treatments that are a paragraph of text or more. Similar to previous experimental surveys,
these statements conform to the definition utilized within NPF research because they do include
both a character and policy referent (e.g., Shanahan et al., 2018); however, these narratives were
specifically developed to reflect the story of hope and fear narratives policy images from previous
work, which captured generalized policy images of salient macro-level issues (Peterson, 2019).
For this reason, the narratives employed focus primarily on either problems or solutions, as
opposed to a variety of other elements and content that may be explored with NPF narratives (e.g.,
Pierce et al., 2014; Shanahan et al., 2018). To administer the different treatment arms, the survey
sample was sorted into three groups each comprising approximately one-third of the total sample:
fear narrative treatment group (n=341), hope narrative treatment group (n=340), and a control
group that did not receive a narrative treatment (n=319). The fear and hope narrative treatment
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groups each received a narrative in the form of a question prompt, displayed below, while the
control group did not receive a question prompt. Respondents in the narrative treatment groups
were asked to indicate their agreement or disagreement with the following narratives, with
response categories situated on a scale from 1= “Strongly Disagree” to 6= “Strongly Agree.”

Fear treatment narrative: “The COVID-19 pandemic is a major problem that has hurt many
people.”

Hope treatment narrative: “Working together, government officials, medical professionals, and
community members will strengthen our economy and public health in response to the COVID-
19 pandemic.”

In the next section of the survey, all respondents, including the control group, were then
asked the same question about the importance of following nationally established social distancing
guidelines for reducing the spread of COVID-19. Respondents indicated the level of importance
of following the guidelines on a scale’ from 1= “Extremely unimportant” to 7= “Extremely
important.” See below for this guidance text:

To reduce the transmission of COVID-19, the CDC recommends that Americans:

e Avoid close contact with people who are sick, even inside your home. If possible,
maintain 6 feet between the person who is sick and other household members.
e Put distance between yourself and other people outside of your home.
e Remember that some people without symptoms may be able to spread the virus.
e Stay at least 6 feet (about 2 arms’ length) from other people.
¢ Do not gather in groups.
e Stay out of crowded places and avoid mass gatherings.
e Keeping distance from others is especially important for people who are at higher risk of
getting very sick.
We then used responses to the question on COVID-19 guidance importance to form our main
outcome measure. We applied elements of this survey treatment/control design, survey responses
to these narrative questions and outcome measures, and responses to the sociodemographic
questions to analyze the effect of COVID-19 narrative elements described in the next section.

% The original measure was presented on a scale from 1=" Extremely important” to 7="Extremely unimportant”
which we have recoded for ease in interpretability.
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Table 1. Summary statistics for all measures included in analytical modeling

Variable name Description Summary statistics

Narrative measures

Hope narrative agreement Agreement with the hope Mean=4.17
narrative on a scale from 1=
“Strongly disagree” to 6= Std. dev.=1.75
“Strong agree”

Fear narrative agreement Agreement with the fear Mean=4.95
narrative on a scale from 1=
“Strongly disagree” to 6= Std. dev.=1.50
“Strong agree”

Outcome measure

COVID-19 guidance Importance of COVID-19 Mean=5.77

importance guidance on a scale from 1= _
“Extremely unimportant” to 7= Std. dev=1.72
“Extremely important”

Sociodemographic characteristics

Age Age of respondent in years Average = 49 years old

Std. dev.=18.5

Male (vs. other) Gender of the respondent 48.9% male

White (vs. nonwhite) Race/ethnicity of the 69.8% white only
respondent

Income Household income of the Median income is 6=

respondent on a scale from 1= “$50,000 - $59,999”
“Less than $10,000” to 16=
“500,000 or more”
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Democrat (vs. Democratic political affiliation 35.4% Democrat
Independent/Other) of the respondent
Republican (vs. Republican political affiliation  29.7% Republican
Independent/Other) of the respondent

ANALYTICAL APPROACH

In our analysis, we assess interrelated narrative components by leveraging our survey data
and study design. Using ordinary least squares regression, we (1) examine factors related to
narrative salience (i.e., H1, H2, and H3), (2) consider the relationship between narrative salience
and COVID-19 guidance importance (i.e., H4 and H5), and (3) test narrative treatment effects on
COVID-19 guidance importance by applying treatment status (treatment vs. control) (i.e., H6 and
H7). As independent variables in all of our regression models, we include the age of the
respondent, gender (male vs. all other), white (vs. nonwhite), income, and Democrat (vs.
Independent/other), and Republican (vs. Independent/other). Summary statistics for these
measures can be found in Table 1.

For testing narrative agreement, we use the response to the narrative-based question
prompt, which asks respondents to rate their level of agreement with the narrative to indicate
salience as a dependent variable. We then test narrative salience by running regressions on
narrative group subsets with sociodemographic measures as independent variables. Next, to test if
there is a difference in narrative salience across narrative treatment groups, we pool both narrative
groups and use agreement with the narrative statement as a dependent variable, and as independent
variables include an indicator for hope vs. fear narrative groups as well as sociodemographics.
Then, we consider how the effect of narrative agreement influences COVID-19 guidance
importance. To do so, we model COVID-19 guidance importance as a dependent variable and
narrative agreement and sociodemographics as independent variables. Finally, we test for narrative
treatment effects by again modeling COVID-19 guidance importance as a dependent variable but
running analysis on a pooled sample containing a treatment group and control group. We then
include an indicator for treatment vs. control as an independent variable alongside
sociodemographic controls to test for narrative treatment effects.

FINDINGS

We first consider the factors related to narrative treatment agreement (Table 2). For those
sample respondents that received the fear narrative, we find that males (b =-0.587; p < 0.01) and
Republicans (b =-0.467; p < 0.05) are less likely to agree with this narrative, while Democrats are
more likely (b = 0.504; p < 0.05) (Model Al). However, for the hope narrative, we find no
relationship with sociodemographics (Model A2). Finally, when identifying which narrative has a
more comparative agreement, we find that after controlling for sociodemographics, the hope
narrative is less salient than the fear narrative (hope narrative vs. fear narrative); b = -0.766; p <
0.001) (Model A3).
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Table 2. Modeling narrative agreement

Dependent variable: Model A1 Model A2 Model A3:
Narrative agreement Sample: Fear narrative Sample: Hope narrative Sample: Hope & Fear
group group narrative groups
Coef. Est. p-value Coef. Est. p-value Coef. Est. p-value
Age -0.002 0.673 0.007 0.234 0.003 0.428
Male (vs. other) -0.587** 0.001 -0.121 0.557 -0.346* 0.010
White (vs. nonwhite) -0.066 0.731 -0.116 0.621 -0.101 0.502
Income (scale) 0.11 0.633 -0.014 0.648 -0.002 0.909
Republican (vs. "
other/independent) -0.467 0.025 0.9 0.731 -0.192 0.248
Democrat (vs. % *k
other/independent) 0.504 0.012 0.406 0.106 0.437 0.006
Hope narrative (vs. fear 0.766%** <0.001
narrative)
Constant 5.298%** <0.001 3.92%*%* <0.001 4.982%** <0.001
R-squared 0.115 0.017 0.090
Analytical sample size 303 304 607

Significance levels: * p <0.05; ** p <0.01; ***p < 0.001

Our next set of analyses explore the relationship between narrative agreement and COVID-
19 guidance importance. For the fear narrative group, we find that males and Republicans are less
likely to report that COVID-19 guidance is important; however, the factor with the strongest effect
is an agreement with the fear narrative (b = 0.446; p < 0.001) (Model B1). A similar pattern
emerges for the hope narrative group, where agreement with the hope narrative is strongly related
to COVID-19 guidance importance (b =0.367; p <0.001) (Model B2), while males are less likely
to find COVID-19 guidance important, with whites and Democrats being more likely to find this
guidance important.
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Table 3. Modeling the effect of narrative agreement on COVID-19 guidance importance

Dependent variable: COVID-19 guidance Model BI Model B2
importance Sample: Fear narrative group Sample: Hope narrative group
Coef. Est. p-value Coef. Est. p-value
Age -0.002 0.739 -0.003 0.515
Male (vs. other) -0.384* 0.027 -0.451* 0.012
White (vs. nonwhite) -0.107 0.575 0.482%* 0.018
Income (scale) -0.032 0.178 0 0.986
Republican (vs. other/independent) -0.513* 0.015 -0.366 0.107
Democrat (vs. other/independent) 0.134 0.508 0.755%* 0.001
Fear narrative agreement 0.446%** <0.001
Hope narrative agreement 0.367%** <0.001
Constant 3.94%%x* <0.001 4.098*** <0.001
R-squared 0.267 0.253
Analytical sample size 303 304

Significance levels: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p <0.001

We then test whether there is a treatment effect associated with receiving a narrative
treatment by comparing respondents from the two treatment groups against the control group
(Table 4). For both the fear and hope treatments, we do not observe a narrative treatment effect
(Model C1 and C2). However, we do observe stable effects related to sociodemographics across
these specifications, with males and Republicans being less likely to find COVID-19 guidance
important while Democrats were more likely to find this guidance important.
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Table 4. Modeling the effect of narrative treatments on COVID-19 guidance importance

Dependent variable: COVID-19 guidance Model C1: Model C2:
importance Sample: Fear narrative group & Sample: Hope narrative group
Control group & Control group
Coef. Est. p-value Coef. Est. p-value
Age -0.002 0.599 -0.002 0.596
Male (vs. other) -0.421%** 0.002 -0.344* 0.014
White (vs. nonwhite) 0.047 0.764 0.35* 0.027
Income (scale) 0.028 0.151 0.008 0.703
Republican (vs. other/independent) -0.64%** <0.001 -0.458** 0.009
Democrat (vs. other/independent) 0.437** 0.007 0.697%** <0.001
Fear narrative group (vs. control group) 0.144 0.282
Hope narrative group (vs. control group) 0.013 0.926
Constant 5.893 %% <0.001 5.624%** <0.001
R-squared 0.088 0.088
Analytical sample size 593 595
Significance levels: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p <0.001
DISCUSSION

Our analyses supported several of our hypotheses about narrative salience, but none of
those about narrative impacts: Hypothesis H1, H3, H4, and H5 were supported, but not H2, H6, or
H7. We found that stories of fear were more salient for Democrats as compared to Republicans
(H1) and were also more salient overall as compared to stories of hope (H3), where partisanship
remained a significant factor, as expected. We also found that the narrative salience of fear and
hope stories was significantly related to the agreement with CDC safety guidelines for social
distancing (H4 and HY).
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Partisan & Gendered Salience

Our results indicate an important role for partisanship regarding narrative policy images.
These findings align with our expectations that Democrats will agree more with stories that imply
greater policymaking and would support a greater policy response compared to Republicans. We
did not find support for our expectation that Republicans would agree more with stories that
inferred a more restrained policy response (i.e., stories of hope, H2), but we did find evidence that
Republicans agreed less with the story of fear. This finding further supports our expectation that
the problem-focused narratives appeal to Democrats, in this situation where they may prefer
increased policymaking, but also points to an unexpected Republican dynamic.

Since Republicans are less likely to agree with the problem-focused story, are not
responsive to the solution-focused story, but overall do agree with the CDC guidelines, perhaps
they simply distrust political narratives about science. Given the increased politicization of the
Republican party under former President Trump, including sometimes ridiculous and outlandish
rhetoric, the American public has likely become familiar with highly politicized policy narratives
(e.g., Smith, 2020). In the context of partisan policy narratives, American trust for politicians is at
a near all-time low, but trust for scientists remains high (Funk et al., 2020), especially regarding
COVID-19 (Kreps & Kriner, 2020). Perhaps Republicans, accustomed to Trump’s rhetoric style
and a highly partisan policymaking environment (e.g., Pew, 2019), see narratives as vehicles for
value-based as opposed to science-based information and therefore distrust this method of
communication for science or emergency information. Perhaps political distrust of narratives
means they are more effective as reminders of previously held ideas in this context than movers of
policy preferences. Indeed, one computational study estimated that Trump’s “narrative control”
peaked in 2017, as he focused on attacking Hilary Clinton and the status quo, but then dwindled
to little by 2020, as COVID-19 rose as a national issue of concern (Dodds et al., 2021). In this
example, Trump was more effective when the topic was more about politics than public health.

This notion may contradict previous NPF work arguing that narratives are always
important for communicating issues, including controversial issues, like climate change (e.g.,
Jones, 2014; Jones & Peterson, 2016). However, with the rapid changes American politics have
been experiencing in the past 20 years, perhaps some of the public suffers from a “narrative
fatigue,” feeling put-off from being overly-narratively-communicated to. Narrative fatigue could
function similar to the boomerang effect in the framing literature, when respondents double down
on their previous perceptions following a framing treatment due to suspicion of manipulation (De
Vries, 2016). Future research should explore the dynamics of the changing narrative nature of the
Republican party and the possibility of narrative fatigue in the public.

While gender emerged as an important factor in this analysis, we did not provide
expectations for the role of gender. Gender has been identified as an important factor in
determining the distribution of burdens in the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Raile et al., 2020).
Gender has been identified as a determinant of policy preferences regarding climate change and
previous NPF work has addressed its role thusly (Jones & Peterson, 2016); however, to date, there
is limited work within the NPF to address the role of gender and narrative salience or impacts. The
exposition of gender within the policy process literature itself is sparse. This suggests that future
research should more directly investigate the role of gender in the NPF.
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The finding regarding a gendered and partisan agreement with stories of fear could also
potentially be useful when communicating to audiences about risk. Focusing on problems may be
useful to those who agree that a response is warranted, and to non-men specifically, but could be
problematic for those who do not think a response is warranted, and to men. This strategy, the
story of fear, may resonate with the policy image in the minds of some individuals and ease
communication and increase attention, but put up barriers for others. For those who think the issue
warrants less of a response, in this case, Republicans and men, focusing on problems does not
resonate and may be off-putting to them. Future research in risk may want to consider the
influences of a problem- or solution-focus when communicating emergency preparedness or
response information to specific audiences.

Agreement with Safety Guidelines

The narrative agreement for both problem and solution narratives were linked to an
agreement with CDC guidelines, as expected. Although agreement with both narratives was linked
to an agreement with the guidelines, and both parties reported high levels of agreement to
guidelines, in both cases, the relationship was somewhat mitigated by partisanship for
Republicans—they were less likely to agree with the guidelines. However, the existence of this
relationship across both narrative types, when partisanship was not a significant predictor of
agreement with the story of hope, indicates partisanship’s persistent relationship to agreement with
CDC guidelines. This relationship overshadows the role of narratives in our analysis and is
prominently evidenced in our final models, which predict narrative impacts on agreement with
CDC guidelines.

We did not find support that narratives influence agreement with social distancing
guidelines (H6), or relatedly, that stories of fear influenced agreement with CDC guidelines more
than stories of hope (H7). Since the narrative treatment had no impact on agreement with the CDC
guidelines, we were unable to test H7, which would have compared the effectiveness of the two
story types. However, we did find evidence that partisanship and gender did predict agreement
with the guidelines in each of the narrative tests. We see more evidence of these relationships than
in other analyses, because every partisan measure is significant in these models, suggesting a
robust relationship to our dependent variable. While these measures all align with our primary
rationale that Democrats are more likely to support the guidelines than Republicans, they also
support observations of the politicization of the CDC through the pandemic (Aatresh, 2020). In
both the fear and hope treatments, Democrats were more likely to support the guidelines, and
Republicans were less likely to support the guidelines. This relationship may be too great for
narratives to matter where they change minds or focus attention. Partisanship and gender are the
consistent findings in these analyses, overriding even the salient story of fear. Given the highly
salient and polarized nature of this topic and the CDC itself, narratives may have been more
influential on a different dependent variable.

Finally, this analysis employed attention narratives, those that pointed to policy images as
conceptualized in Peterson 2018, 2019, and In Press. It is possible that these short narratives did
not provide ample length to engage readers in narrative transportation (see Shanahan et al., 2019),
which may have been more effective in persuading individuals or shifting their attention than
simple stories, which may not allow space for respondents to have a robust emotional response.
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Additionally, since our goal was to discern the effects of story types instead of specific characters
or other narrative elements within narratives, our narratives were not as comparable to each other
as the longer form narratives used in previous NPF experimental designs, which may complicate
the comparison of these findings with previous NPF experimental surveys. Future NPF research
should continue to explore other narrative constructions that may be linked to persuasion or
preference change. However, despite the many NPF cases to date (see Shanahan et al., 2018), few
identify a narrative treatment effect (e.g., McMorris et al., 2018; Zanocco et al., 2018), suggesting
the ability of exposure to a single narrative may change minds may be limited, and narratives may
be most useful in influencing the feelings or behaviors of those who already agree, or disagree,
with them.

This research contributes to the NPF by testing novel story types (i.e., fear and hope), short
attention-based narratives, and exploring the role of narrative saliency in a broadly impactful case
with relevance across the globe. Our findings expand and point to several largely untapped veins
of NPF exploration: narrative attention, narrative salience, and narrative fatigue. These concepts
challenge the supremacy of persuasion as a focus of NPF study and ask what other narrative
dynamics might have important implications in the policy process. Future research should explore
demographic creation and reception of narratives, especially among gender, race, and wealth. As
people’s lived experiences vary so greatly, so too may the narrative perspectives they inhabit and
resonate with. Traditionally, NPF research has relied heavily on academics to choose what
narratives likely matter for whom. Future research should expand upon the efforts of Shanahan et
al. (2019) and ask policy targets what matters for them. Additionally, in the case of highly salient
policy areas that have already been inundated with narrative-based information delivery and
communication (e.g., COVID-19), future causal NPF research should innovate new research
designs and narrative operationalizations that move beyond survey-based experiments.

CONCLUSION

Our research tested the role of short, policy-image-like-narratives on agreement with CDC
social distancing guidelines regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. The narratives were crafted based
upon recent findings of macro-level narratives in the case of environmental policy. Environmental
policy is similarly related to COVID-19 in that it has predictable partisan policy beliefs. Our
hypotheses emerge from this comparison and we test three general relationships with seven
specific hypotheses. First, we identify the determinants of narrative agreement with our narratives,
the stories of fear and hope. Second, we test the impact of narrative agreement with the CDC
guideline agreement. Third, we test the impact of the narratives themselves.

Our findings indicate that there may be no room for narrative to maneuver in the highly
salient and partisan (and gendered) case of CDC COVID-19 guidelines. Partisanship and gender
are the persistent and robust factors in our analysis. We find that despite the existence of an
agreement with our narratives, and the relationship of that agreement to the agreement with
COVID-19 safety guidelines, the narratives themselves do not impact agreement with the
guidelines, only partisanship and gender do.

The narrative effect appears to be lost in translation—with partisan beliefs and gender
overwhelming our stories emphasizing problems and solutions. We believe this indicates three
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main future considerations for the NPF, and especially for narrative risk studies moving forward:
the important and under-researched role of gender in narrative studies, the relationship between
narrative and partisanship, and the persuasive and attention impacts of narratives. Exploring the
latter provides perhaps has the most potential for yielding interesting narrative insights, with a
greater understanding of the attention impacts presenting a way to circumvent these translation
barriers when they are observed. In this respect, our research suggests that NPF scholars should
pay more attention to the impacts of narrative attention in highly salient and potentially contentious
policy environments.
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