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Abstract 

We tested the hypothesis that perceived existential threat stemming from COVID-19 elicits 

anxious arousal, which can manifest in prejudice toward the perceived source of the threat 

(Chinese people). Americans (n = 474) were randomly assigned to an experimental condition in 

which COVID-19 was framed as an existential threat to the United States or a non-existential 

threat control condition. They then completed self-report measures of anxious arousal as well as 

subtle and blatant prejudice towards Chinese people. As expected, participants in the threat (vs. 

control) condition reported greater anxious arousal which, in turn, predicted greater subtle and 

blatant prejudice. Threat (vs. control) condition also indirectly predicted greater subtle and 

blatant prejudice via greater anxious arousal. Results suggest that COVID-19 existential threat 

may diminish social capital, which would further degrade people’s health and well-being. 
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Framing COVID-19 as an Existential Threat Predicts Anxious Arousal and Prejudice 

towards Chinese People 

Like previous global pandemics (e.g., H1N1, SARS), the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) 

pandemic has disrupted human existence. At the time of writing this paper (April 14, 2020), 

COVID-19 has infected over 1,988,890 people and claimed 125,729 lives world-wide 

(Worldometer, 2020) and continues to threaten the health and well-being of humanity. It has also 

created a global economic crisis, which will likely culminate in a global recession. On an 

individual economic level, people are losing their jobs, losing their savings (if any were had to 

begin with), and thus finding it increasingly difficult to pay their bills. Meanwhile, public health 

officials are imploring people to engage in social distancing to “flatten the curve” (i.e., reduce 

the rate of  COVID-19 cases over time), resulting in the physical separation of people who could 

otherwise provide social support whilst they try to contend with the fallout from this highly 

contagious virus—one that can be spread quickly by those who are visibly ill, but also by people 

who are asymptomatic. With a vaccine many months if not a year and a half away, and the 

outbreak growing exponentially, it is natural for many people to feel they are under existential 

threat. They are not wrong to feel this way. The greatest death toll humanity has experienced 

stems from infectious diseases; the Black Death was responsible for the loss of approximately 

25% of the European population (Scott & Duncan, 2001). 

Of course, all living organisms eventually die. Distressing for many people is that they 

have only a limited amount of control over how it will unfold, and when it will end. Thinking 

about such existential threat creates anxiety (see Barlow, 1988; Becker, 1973/2007; Rank, 

1909/1914; Sartre, 1956), which may be heightened during the spread of a virulent disease or 

pandemic. For example, Wheaton and colleagues (2012) found that fears of contamination 



COVID-19, EXISTENTIAL THREAT, AND ANXIOUS AROUSAL     

     4 

 

during the H1N1 influenza (i.e., swine-flu) pandemic heightened HIN1-related anxiety. 

However, anxiety can take several different forms. For instance, people may experience acute 

symptoms of anxiety. Among other symptoms, people experience difficulty breathing, heart 

racing, and lightheadedness. They may also experience concern about their own survival and 

corresponding feelings of nervousness and fear (e.g., fear of dying). Moreover, they may come to 

feel concerned about the possible demise of a cherished group to which they belong (e.g., a 

fitness studio club), the future vitality of their culture or nation (e.g., Italy) or even humanity. 

Such group-based anxiety, or collective angst (Tabri et al., 2018; Wohl et al., 2012), can activate 

similar neural processes that underlie anxious states (Jonas et al., 2014). Although anxiety (about 

COVID-19) may take different forms, they reflect a common underlying process of anxious 

arousal. Indeed, anxiety is a chameleon-like force that presents itself in a variety of ways, but 

regardless of source creates a generalized or unspecified sense of disequilibrium—a feeling of 

unease, tension, worry, or apprehension about what may transpire (see Baumeister, Smart, & 

Boden, 1996; Gray, 1982; Horwitz, 2013).  

What are the consequences of anxious arousal stemming from COVID-19 being 

perceived to be an existential threat? The answer resides in the emotional goal of anxiety, which 

is to alert the organism of impending danger and engage in self-protective action (Barlow, 1988; 

Becker, 1973/2007; Gray, 1982; Wohl, Squires, Caouette, 2012). From a public health 

perspective, this emotional goal of anxiety may help explain how people respond during a 

pandemic—people take action they deem capable of eliminating the existential threat. This may 

manifest in prejudicial attitudes toward a perceived source of the existential threat (Schaller & 

Neuberg, 2008; Tabri et al., 2018; Wohl et al., 2012). Indeed, affective states, such as anxiety, 

produce simplified information processing, which has implications for the use of stereotypic, 
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rather than individuating, information in social perception (Bodenhausen, 1993; Stephan & 

Stephan, 2013). As evidence of this, Kessler and colleagues (2010) found that, among a sample 

of German youth, higher intergroup anxiety was predictive of higher levels of blatant prejudice 

toward immigrants. In the case of COVID-19, this is particularly relevant given President 

Trump’s framing of the virus as the “Chinese virus”—a situation which may heighten prejudice 

toward Chinese people. Importantly, previous research that has examined the association 

between existential threat, anxiety and prejudice has been correlational in nature—the causal 

association between the variables is yet to be established. 

In the current research, we tested the hypothesis that perceiving COVID-19 as an 

existential threat promotes subtle and blatant prejudice towards Chinese people via greater 

anxious arousal, as reflected by self-reported levels of acute anxiety symptoms, feelings of state 

anxiety, and collective angst. We tested this hypothesis in a community sample of Americans on 

February 27, 2020, prior to the COVID-19 outbreak being declared a national emergency in the 

United States and when the epicenters of the COVID-19 outbreak were in China and Europe 

(i.e., only a few presumptive cases were reported in the United States). 

Method 

All research materials, statistical input and output files, and the analyzed data reported 

herein can be accessed via the Open Science Framework (OSF): 

https://osf.io/82kbv/?view_only=1000b7e1ce554d0586b8353384ac6a58  

Participants 

A total of 692 American citizens residing in the U.S. were recruited via Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk (MTurk). They responded to a recruitment notice for a survey titled 

“American’s Opinion about China” and received US $0.75 for their time. 

https://osf.io/82kbv/?view_only=1000b7e1ce554d0586b8353384ac6a58
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 Data from 218 participants were excluded because they did not complete any of the 

questionnaires (n=78), failed a comprehension check (n=66), did not complete one or more of 

the post-manipulation questionnaires (n=37), were of Asian background (n=31), had excessive 

missing data (n=4), or did not consent to the use of their data (n=2). Thus, the final sample 

consisted of 474 participants (250 men and 224 women) who ranged in age from 19 to 76 

(M=37.32, SD=11.33).  

Procedure and materials 

Upon granting consent, participants completed demographic items (e.g., age and sex) and 

questionnaires included for exploration that were not examined in the current research. 

Participants were then randomly assigned to read one of two news articles about the threat of 

COVID-19 to the United States. In the high threat condition (see Figure 1a), they read that 

Chinese travel to the United States would increase and bring the coronavirus with it, which 

would severely harm the health and well-being of Americans. Additionally, they were told the 

United States would be unable to contain the coronavirus from spreading throughout the United 

States. In the low threat condition (see Figure 1b), participants read that Chinese travel to the 

United States was on the decline, which would slow the spread of the coronavirus to Americans. 

They were also told that the United States would be able to contain the coronavirus, and thus it 

would cause little or no damage to the health and well-being of Americans. 

Figure 1a. Threat condition of COVID-19 threat manipulation 
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Figure 1b. Control condition of COVID-19 threat manipulation 
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Thereafter, participants completed a comprehension check item (“in a few words, please 

tell us what the article you just read was about”) followed by three manipulation check items that 

assessed harm probability (“how likely you think that the prevalence of the Coronavirus in the 

US will increase in the near future”), harm severity (“how harmful you think that the 

Coronavirus will be for the United States”), and collective efficacy (“how confident you are in 

the ability of the United States to control the Coronavirus in the United States”). Responses to 

these items where anchored at 0 (not at all) and 9 (highly likely). They then completed several 

questionnaires of which the following were examined in the current research: 

  Acute anxiety symptoms. The Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI; Beck et al., 1988) was 

used to assesses the extent to which people experience 21 symptoms of acute anxiety in the past 

month (e.g., “numbness or tingling,” “Heart pounding/racing,” and “fear of dying”). We 

modified the instructions of the BAI so that participants responses reflected anxiety symptoms 

they were currently experiencing as a result of reading the content of the article. Responses were 

anchored at 1 (not at all) and 7 (extremely) and averaged such that higher scores indicated 

greater acute anxiety (α = .99).  

State anxiety. Participants completed the short-form of the State Scale from the 

Spielberger State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Marteau & Bekker, 1992). They were instructed to 

report the extent to which they felt clam (reverse-coded), tense, upset, relaxed (reverse-coded), 

content (reverse-coded), and worried as a result of reading the content of the article. Responses 

were anchored at 1 (not at all) and 7 (extremely) and averaged such that higher scores indicated 

greater state anxiety (α=.65). 

Collective angst. Participants completed a five-item scale that measured their level of 

collective angst for America (adapted from Wohl, & Branscombe, 2009; e.g., “I feel anxious 
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about the future of the United States”). Responses were anchored at 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 

(strongly agree) and averaged such that higher scores reflected greater collective angst (α=.77). 

Prejudice. Participants completed a 10-item scale that measured their subtle (e.g., 

“Chinese people are very different from Americans in their hygienic habits”) and blatant (e.g., 

“Chinese people are a less abled race, which is why they are not as well off as Americans”) 

prejudice towards Chinese people (adapted from Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995; Ungaretti et al., 

2018). Responses were anchored at 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree) and averaged 

such that higher scores reflected greater subtle (α=.79) and blatant prejudice (α=.92). 

Statistical analysis  

A mediation model was estimated in which condition (0=low threat, 1=high threat) was 

the independent variable, anxious arousal was the mediator variable, and subtle and blatant 

prejudice was the dependent variables (see Figure 2). The mediator was calculated as an average 

score of the standardized (z-score) versions of the BAI, state anxiety, and collective angst 

average scores. Mplus version 8.2. (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017) was used to conduct the 

analysis with maximum likelihood estimation. The statistical significance of the indirect effects 

were evaluated using the 95% bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence interval based on 5000 

resamples. 

Statistical power 

 In the interest of openness and transparency, we note that the data analyzed in the current 

research were initially collected for another research project focused on a related topic 

(existential threat, collective angst, and rumination on threat; see pre-registration on OSF: 

https://osf.io/u9wk8). However, given the rapidly evolving COVID-19 situation, we decided to 

test a novel hypothesis (which we tested in the current paper). In haste to examine this new 

https://osf.io/u9wk8
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hypothesis and contribute to the conversation on the social psychology of COVID-19, we 

negated to pre-register the new hypothesis or conduct an a priori power analysis before 

analyzing the data.   

We did conduct a Monte Carlo post-hoc power analysis in which the results were 

simulated 10,000 times to determine power for the direct and indirect effects with the reported 

sample size. The findings indicated that the key direct effects (paths “a” and “b” in the mediation 

model) and the indirect effects were powered between .69 and 1.00. We also used Schoemann, 

Boulton, & Short’s (2017) Monte Carlo Power Analysis for Indirect Effects tool to determine the 

minimum sample size to detect the indirect effects with 80% power and alpha of .05. The results 

indicated that a minimum of 650 participants would be needed for the indirect effect involving 

subtle prejudice and 200 participants would be needed for the indirect effect involving blatant 

prejudice. As such, power to predict subtle prejudice was low, whereas power to predict blatant 

prejudice was high. 

Results 

Manipulation check 

Participants in the threat condition (n = 241) reported a higher likelihood that the 

prevalence of COVID-19 would increase in the near future (M = 7.88, SD = 2.49) than those in 

the control condition (n = 231; M = 6.95, SD = 2.94), t(470 )= 3.70, p < .001, d = .34. Those in 

the threat condition also reported greater harm to the US from COVID-19 (M = 6.78, SD = 2.52) 

than those in the control condition (M = 6.19, SD = 2.83), t(469) = 2.42, p = .02, d = .22. 

However, participants in the threat (M = 6.96, SD = 2.55) and control (M=7.30, SD=2.62) 

conditions did not differ in terms of their confidence in the ability of the US to control the spread 

of COVID-19 in the US, t(470) = 1.43, p = .15. Thus, although perceived collective efficacy of 
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to control the spread of COVID-19 in the US was moderate in both conditions, the threat 

manipulation was successful in terms of increasing the perceived likelihood of COVID-19 in the 

US and that the presence of COVID-19 would severely harm the US population.  

Mediation model 

 Descriptive statistics and correlations between all measured variables are in Table 1 and 

results of the mediation model are summarized in Figure 2. Americans who read about COVID-

19 being an existential threat reported greater anxious arousal than did those who read about 

COVID-19 not becoming a domestic issue (b = .33, SE = .07, p < .001, 95% CI [.20, .46]). This 

greater anxious arousal, in turn, predicted more subtle (b = .20, SE = .08, p =.015, 95% CI [.04, 

.36]) and blatant (b = .93, SE = .12, p <.001, 95% CI [.70, 1.17]) prejudice toward Chinese 

people. Moreover, the indirect effect of the threat manipulation on subtle prejudice towards 

Chinese people via greater anxious arousal was statistically significant, indirect effect = .07, 95% 

CI [.02, .13]. Likewise, the indirect effect of the threat manipulation on blatant prejudice towards 

Chinese people via greater anxious arousal was statistically significant, indirect effect = .31, 95% 

CI [.18, .46]. The model explained 5% of the variance in anxious arousal, 1% of the variance in 

subtle prejudice, and 12% of the variance in blatant prejudice. Thus, in line with our hypothesis, 

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations between all measured variables. 

Variable M(SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Condition 0.51(0.50) ̶       

2. Acute symptoms of anxiety 2.16(1.69) .06 ̶      

3. State anxiety 3.81(1.19) .25** .17** ̶     

4. Collective angst 3.42(1.14) .19** .20** .50** ̶    

5. Anxious arousal 0.00(0.72) .23** .63** .76** .78** ̶   

6. Subtle prejudice 5.66(1.25) -.02 .31** -.04 -.04 .10* ̶  

7. Blatant prejudice 3.79(1.92) .03 .73** -.03 .04 .34** .50** ̶ 

Note. Condition is coded 0 = control and 1 = threat. Anxious arousal was computed as the mean of z-

scored versions of BAI, state anxiety, and collective angst. 

 

*p < .05; **p < .01. 

N = 474. 
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Americans who perceived COVID-19 as an existential threat reported more prejudice towards 

Chinese people through increased anxious arousal.  

 

Figure 2. Effect of COVID-19 threat manipulation on prejudice towards Chinese people through 

its effect on anxious arousal. Note. Regression coefficients are unstandardized. 

 

 

 
Discussion 

 Results reported herein are consistent with prior research that found perceived threat of a 

viral illness pandemic to be positively associated with worry and feelings of anxiety (e.g., Bults 

et al., 2011; Marshall et al., 2012; Wheaton et al., 2012). However, the extant research has been 

correlational in nature, thus undermining any causal inferences. In the current research, we 

showed that framing COVID-19 as an existential threat elicited anxious arousal expressed 

through acute anxiety symptoms, feelings of state anxiety, and collective angst. Thus, when 
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COVID-19 is perceived as an existential threat it can place people at risk for developing distress 

and possibly anxiety disorders. The reason is that one of the three pathways to fear and anxiety 

disorders involves the transmission of information about threats to survival (Rachman, 1977). 

These findings are in line with research showing that greater exposure to media content about 

terrorist threat (Bodas, Siman-Tov, Kreitler, et al., 2015) or a virus outbreak (Thompson et al., 

2017)) is associated with greater distress and elevated symptoms of acute anxiety. Of note, some 

symptoms of acute anxiety mimic many of the symptoms of COVID-19 (e.g., difficulty 

breathing).   

An important direction for future research would be a longitudinal assessment of how 

COVID-19 related existential anxiety ebbs and flows over time and whether existential anxiety 

has prognostic importance for understanding the onset and maintenance of anxiety and stress-

related disorders. If existential anxiety is sustained, it may have a host of psychological, 

physiological, and behavioral ramification that could be witnessed on a global scale for years to 

come. In other words, a mental health pandemic may follow this physical health pandemic. 

  Anxious arousal also has social consequences. It leads to attitudes and action tendencies 

that are deemed capable of reducing or eliminating the existential threat (see Barlow, 1988; 

Becker, 1973/2007; Wohl et al., 2012). In the current research, we showed one outcome of 

COVID-19 related anxious arousal is blatant prejudice against Chinese people. This may have 

both short- and long-term negative consequences for social capital (i.e., the networks of 

relationships among people who live and work in a particular society; Putnam, 2000), which can 

further degrade people’s health and well-being (Elgar et al., 2011). One way to help mitigate the 

negative consequences of COVID-19 based prejudice is to disseminate information to the 

general public about how and why people should feel less personally vulnerable to infection 
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should they come into contact with Chinese people or their compatriots of Asian descent (Wohl 

et al., 2012).   

At the time the research was conducted (February 27 2020), the epicenters of the 

COVID-19 outbreak were in China and Europe and so there were few government initiatives to 

promote hygiene practices, social distancing, and testing to help “flatten the curve” in the US. At 

the time of submission to Social Psychological and Personality Science, the epicenter of the 

COVID-19 outbreak has shifted to the US and the US has been slow to implement strategies to 

“flatten the curve” (e.g., closing schools and non-essential businesses). We only tested a negative 

outcome of anxious arousal (i.e., prejudice). However, anxious arousal stemming from COVID-

19 threat may also motivate people to engage in constructive action that helps “flatten the curve”. 

People may start washing their hands with soap and water, engage in social distancing, and aid 

community members at the greatest risk (e.g., the elderly, people with immunodeficiencies). 

Likewise, anxious arousal stemming from perceiving COVID-19 as an existential threat may 

help explain panic purchasing and stockpiling of products (e.g., toilet paper, medicine) that may 

result in shortages for those in need of those products. It may also result in unnecessary strain on 

the medical system as these individuals request tests for COVID-19 and possibly expose 

themselves to the virus by leaving their homes to go to medical facilities for the test. To be clear, 

we are not implying that people who feel existential threat due to the COVID-19 threat are 

negative for the virus (i.e., their symptoms are merely a manifestation of the anxiety they are 

experiencing). Instead, the results of the current research provide a possible explanation for why 

many people are getting tested unnecessarily (Broffman, 2020). We call on researchers to 

examine how to best help people experiencing anxiety and distress due to the COVID-19 threat 

to help ease the burden on the world’s health care systems. 
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How people react to COVID-19 may depend on whether they feel capable of dealing with 

the threat—if people feel they have efficacy to minimize the risks of infection, they are likely to 

take socially constructive action (see Witte & Allen, 2000). In this light, to help mitigate the risk 

of distress and anxiety disorders among the general public (who are for the most part in 

lockdown during the COVID-19 crisis), it would behoove governments and broadcasters (e.g., 

mass media) to share information on ways to help people cope more effectively with the distress 

stemming from the threat of COVID-19 in ways that increase self-efficacy. This information can 

include how to structure daily activities so that people can better meet their health needs (e.g., 

planned exercise sessions and adequate sleep), the needs of their family (e.g., schooling children, 

caring for elderly family members), and work-related needs. Other information can include 

access to freely available virtual or telephone resources that support mental health, such as online 

counseling and call centers to help with distress. 

Conclusion 

 The current research is the first to demonstrate that experimentally induced COVID-19 

existential threat causally evokes anxious arousal, which in turn was positively correlated with 

subtle and blatant prejudice towards the perceived source of the threat (i.e., Chinese people). 

Results also indicated that experimentally induced COVID-19 existential threat indirectly 

increased prejudice via greater anxious arousal. Together, the findings shed light on how the 

COVID-19 existential threat may degrade mental health and societal well-being.
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