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Presentation highlights

1. Cognitive & social factors shape processing

2. Journalistic norms produce misinformation

3. Social media reinforce misinformation spread



Why People Believe 
Misinformation
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Why people believe misinformation

Ecker, U. K., 

Lewandowsky, S., Cook, 

J., Schmid, P., Fazio, L. 

K., Brashier, N., 

Kendeou, P., Vraga, E. 

K., & Amazeen, M. A. 

(2022). The 

psychological drivers of 

misinformation belief 

and its resistance to 

correction. Nature 

Reviews 

Psychology, 1(1), 13-29.

Failure to achieve 

accuracy goal
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Trust as fundamental

• Role of trust is centrally important to both goals

• “Misinformation is information that is false, inaccurate, or 
misleading according to the best available evidence at the 
time”

• U.S. Surgeon General, 2021

• Who produces the best available evidence?
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Distrust

Hamilton, L. C., & Safford, T. G. (2021). Elite cues and the 

rapid decline in trust in science agencies on COVID-

19. Sociological Perspectives, 64(5), 988-1011.
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Distrust
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Distrust and polarization



How Journalists and 
Media Contribute2
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Conflict and balance
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False balance

Report 
claim
49%

Balance 
and 

correct
39%

Correction 
only
11%

Balance 
only
1%

HPV storiesPro link 
(misinformation)

24%

Both 
(balanced)

31%
Anti link 

(correction)
18%

Neither
27%

Autism stories



72%
Heard at least some conflicting information about 

COVID-19 in April of 2020

Nagler, R. H., Vogel, R. I., Gollust, S. E., Rothman, A. J., Fowler, E. F., & Yzer, M. C. (2020). Public 

perceptions of conflicting information surrounding COVID-19: Results from a nationally representative survey 

of US adults. PloS one, 15(10), e0240776.
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Conflict leads to backlash

Nagler, R. H. (2014). Adverse outcomes associated with 

media exposure to contradictory nutrition 

messages. Journal of health communication, 19(1), 24-40.



Why Misinformation 
Spreads Online3



33%
Of vaccine content on social media is 

misinformation

Suarez-Lledo, V., & Alvarez-Galvez, J. (2021). Prevalence of health misinformation on social media: 

Systematic review. Journal of medical Internet research, 23(1), e17187.
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Misinformation is more viral

• Truth takes 6x longer to reach 1500 people

• Misinformation 70% more likely to be retweeted 

• Linked to emotionality, novelty of misinformation

Vosoughi, S., Roy, D., & Aral, S. (2018). The spread of true and false news 
online. science, 359(6380), 1146-1151.
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Information overload

My search:

February 18, 2023
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Information voids and overload
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Changing environment

My search:

April 3, 2023
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Changing environment

My search:

May 15, 2023

Incognito
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Source cues

My search:

February 18, 2023
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Changing environment

My search:

February 18, 2023
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What can we do?

•Promoting high quality information
• Especially scientific consensus

•Prebunking common misinformation 
techniques and claims

•Debunking circulating misinformation
• Leveraging community networks
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