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What is misinformation?



What is misinformation?

ÅMisinformation : ñInformation considered incorrect 

based on the best available evidence from relevant 

experts at the timeò

(Vraga & Bode, 2020)

ÅFocused on veracity of content



Difficulties in Defining Misinformation

Settled

Emerging

Controversial

DR. EMILY K. VRAGA

Vraga, E. K., & Bode, L. (2020). Defining Misinformation and Understanding its Bounded Nature: Using 

Expertise and Evidence for Describing Misinformation. Political Communication, 37, 136-144.



The essential role of trust

ÅWho the experts who produce the best available 

evidence?



Distrust in News



Polarized Distrust

https://today.yougov.com/politics/articles/49552-trust-in-media-

2024-which-news-outlets-americans-trust



Distrust of Institutions

https://news.gallup.com/poll/508169/historically-low-faith-institutions-continues.aspx



Polarized Distrust

https://news.gallup.com/poll/508169/historically-low-faith-institutions-continues.aspx



Polarized Distrust in Medicine

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.



Polarized Distrust in Science



Beyond misinformation

ÅDisinformation: false, inaccurate, or misleading 

information designed, presented, and promoted to 

intentionally cause public harm or for profit 

ÅOften built on rumors : unverified information built on 

collective sensemaking

Freelon, D., & Wells, C. (2020). Disinformation as Political Communication. Political Communication. 

Starbird, K. (2023, Dec. 6). Facts, frames, and (mis)interpretations: Understanding rumors as collective sensemaking. (2023, 

December 6). Center for an Informed Public.

High Level Expert Group on Fake News and Disinformation. (2018). A multi-dimensional approach to disinformation: Report 

of the independent high level group on fake news and online disinformation. European Commission



The scope of the problem



https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/viral-fake-election-news-outperformed-real-news-on-

facebook



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.



32%
Of most popular cancer stories on 

Facebook are misinformation

Johnson, S. B., Parsons, M., Dorff, T., Moran, M. S., Ward, J. H., Cohen, S. A., ... & Fagerlin, A. (2022). Cancer misinformation and 

harmful information on Facebook and other social media: a brief report. JNCI: Journal of the National Cancer Institute, 114(7), 1036-

1039.



Misinformation is more viral

Å Truth takes 6x longer to reach 1500 people

Å Misinformation 70% more likely to be retweeted 

Å 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.



Or maybe noté

Å27% (2016)

Å7% (2018)

Åof Americans visited a ñfake newsò 

website

Nyhan, 2019



Or maybe noté

Å60 min
ïPer day with news (mostly offline)

Å75% spent <1 min
ïwith online news

ÅFake news ~1%
Åof online news consumption

Allen, J., Howland, B., Mobius, M., Rothschild, D., & Watts, D. J. (2020). Evaluating the fake news problem at the 

scale of the information ecosystem. Science Advances, 6 (14), eaay3539



Or maybe noté

ÅMisinformation spreads more slowly

Å89% come from users (not pages or groups)

Å>1% of users generate most misinformation

ÅMore misinformation views come from pages



Thinking about cable newsé.

https://today.yougov.com/politics/articles/49552-trust-in-media-

2024-which-news-outlets-americans-trust



What about harm?

ÅHard to isolate harms of misinformation exposure

ÅMisinformation often largely reaches the committed

ïBut may reinforce and activate those beliefs

ÅWhat if persuasion isnôt the goal? 

ïDisorientation or distrust

ÅAmplification by elites and media 



Why misinformation spreads

Social 
media 

architecture

Journalistic 
routines

Individual 
actors



Why misinformation spreads

Journalistic routines



(2a) Journalistic norms: Balance
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(2b) Journalistic norms: Conflict



72% of Americans

ÅHeard 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.



Why misinformation spreads

Social media 
architecture



(1a) Information overload

My search:

February 18, 2023



(1a) Information voids and overload



(1b) Changing environment

My search:

April 3, 2023



(1b) Changing Environment

My search:

May 15, 2023

Incognito



(1b) Changing environment

My search:

September 19, 2023



Changing environment

My search:

Sept. 29, 2024

Incognito



(1c) Source cues



(1d) Changing environment



Why misinformation spreads

Individual actors



(3a) Failed accuracy goals

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



(3a) Say they are skeptical

https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/poll-finding/kff-health-misinformation-

tracking-poll-pilot/



(3a) But believe it anyway 

https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/poll-finding/kff-health-misinformation-tracking-poll-pilot/

Illusory truth effect



(3b) Directional goals

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.

Contribute to 

directional goals



(3b) Directional goals



(3c) Interesting if true



Strategies to address 

misinformation



Solutions for misinformation

1. Promoting

2. Prebunking

3. Debunking



Promoting: Trusted Sources

ÅPromoting high quality information fills information 

voids



(1a) Promoting: Fill Information Voids 

ÅPromoting high quality information fills information 

voids

ïCredibility about trust and expertise

https://news.gallup.com/poll/328136/ethics-ratings-rise-medical-workers-teachers.aspx


