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Abstract

Real- world events have shown that racialised fake news can have devastating

consequences on society. Fake news can influence hate speech and violence toward

racial groups targeted by fake news peddlers. This topic has received very little

attention amongst researchers. Previous research has heavily focused within

the domains of scientific or political fake news. So, the question that remains

unanswered is: what influences the perceived credibility of racialised fake news?

Using the theory of motivated reasoning, a novel approach is employed to explore

how preexisting beliefs and knowledge influence the credibility of racialised fake

news. Across three studies, it was found that pre-existing prejudice significantly

influences the credibility of fake news portraying Arab and Polish individuals

negatively. Building on this, the results suggested that emotional responses

from fake news supersede domain-specific knowledge, decreasing the likelihood

of accurately identifying fake news. The results may assist in designing effective

interventions that assist audiences to recognise racialised fake news.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Background

In March 2019, a surge of frightening information claimed the Roma community in

France used a white van to kidnap young women and children from the local area.

Information about these crimes quickly spread and soon went viral across popular

social networking apps like Facebook and Snapchat. Regrettably, locals from the

surrounding community took it upon themselves to deal with the alleged culprits.

Throughout March, various attacks occurred towards the Roma community with

sticks, knives and fire. This malicious ordeal has left the Roma community

“constantly scared and unable to sleep”. The information that provoked this

horrifying attack was misinformation, utterly fake news created and deliberately

fabricated to encourage violence, prejudice, and stigmatisation towards the Roma

community (Guardian, 2019)

1
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Regrettably, this is not the first incident of inter-group violence triggered by the

spread of fake news online. Other recent examples include the deadly attack on

Alberto and Ricardo Flores in Mexico. After information spread on WhatsApp,

falsely accusing them of kidnapping, they were burned to death (Martínez, 2018).

Dylann Roof was responsible for the Charleston Church shooting after being

influenced by three years of extensive racially charged fake news. Many killings

across India by violent mobs were motivated by fake news of kidnappings (Sattish,

2018). The killings in the Plateau State of Nigeria due to various misrepresented

photographs and false claims starting in June 2018 are still occurring now (Adegoke

et al., 2018).

In the UK, 44% of adults use social media to keep up with the news. They are

exposed daily to false content, including hoaxes, rumours and conspiracy theories

(Shao et al., 2017b; Ofcom, 2018). This content will be referred to collectively as

fake news, as Shao et al. (2017b) suggested. Fake news is defined as:

“The deliberate fabrication of information, which is intentionally false to mislead

and influence readers” - (Allcott and Gentzkow, 2017)

Fake news poses a real threat to society. If audiences perceive it credible, media

frames can influence attitudes and behaviour on various topics such as immigration

(Bos et al., 2016), politics (Goodman et al., 2016; Lecheler et al., 2015), climate

change (Newman et al., 2018) and health (Frederick et al., 2016). Allcott and

Gentzkow (2017) found that the average American was exposed to between one

and three fake news stories the month before the 2016 presidential election. Not

only does fake news threaten democracy by disrupting the acquisition of accurate
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knowledge, it also harms trust in journalism (Burns, 2018). Previous findings

propose that news media strongly influences implicit and explicit attitudes towards

out-groups. Hostile and threatening exposure of an out-group increases intergroup

hostility and prejudice (Arendt and Northup, 2007). Thus, it can be speculated

that if perceived as accurate, the appeal and spread of fake news will continue to

result in future intergroup violence and prejudice.

It is unknown how many people read or are affected by fake news shared on social

media. Medium- to - long term impacts of fake news on one’s opinions, attitudes

and behaviour (i.e. voting behaviour) is yet to be established (Lazer et al., 2018).

Grasping the cognitive mechanisms accountable for one’s belief in fake news would

be beneficial influencing audiences to be more critical and less receptive to fake

news. So, the aim of this thesis is to examine how motivated reasoning plays its

part in fake news susceptibility.

1.2 Fake news

1.2.1 History and definition

Fake news has been defined as “fabricated information that mimics news media,

but not in organisational process or intent” (Lazer et al., 2018). Others argue

that there is no clear definition (Brody and Meier, 2018). The fake news era has

brought additional challenges for the public to identify facts from fiction, primarily

as false information spreads faster and further than traditional, factual news items

(Vosoughi et al., 2018).
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Fake news differs from poor quality reporting, as it’s used to deliberately deliver

false information to deceive readers (Allcott and Gentzkow, 2017). They resemble

factual news in a thematic sense, aiding the ability to lure readers into perceiving

the information as factual and trustworthy. The featured topics and issues mirror

factual news. However, they do not abide by the same ethical codes, which means

that writers are free to publish parodied and fabricated stories for financial gain

and trigger controversy (Borden and Tew, 2007; Berkowitz and Schwartz, 2015).

Fake news is not a new concept.

Though, recent literature implies that it is more common in recent years, becoming

a popular term since the 2016 US Presidential elections (Gelfert, 2018). A historical

example of fake news includes “The Great Moon Hoax” in 1835. The New York

Sun published several articles reporting that life had been discovered on the

moon (Vida, 2012). Another historical example involves newspaper vendors

that attempted to profit from the high profile Jack the Ripper case in 1888.

Vendors would often shout out completely false headlines so that they could

increase their sales. They were often brought to the authorities and sentenced

for “crying fake news” (Jones, 2019). Fake news has a long history (Lazer et al.,

2018). However, the digitalisation of news allows non-journalists to engage in

irresponsible journalistic activities and spread fake information to a mass audience

(Tandoc Jr et al., 2018). As of 2016, Shao et al. (2017a) found over 100 fake news

websites active at that given time. The content featured on fake news websites

is deliberately exaggerated, a method used to increase engagement such as likes,

clicks and shares (Mustafaraj and Metaxas, 2017; Silverman and Alexander, 2016).
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Social networking sites such as Facebook have introduced measures such as the

“flagging” technique to allow users to report false information (Tschiatschek et al.,

2018). Despite being a positive development, the increased use of social media as

a news source calls for increased critical thinking and media literacy amongst its

users (Mihailidis and Viotty, 2017; Burkhardt, 2017).

1.2.2 Who produces fake news

There are currently two primary motivators causing fake news stories; financial

gains and ideological gains. Viral news stories, albeit false, can generate advertising

revenue as the audiences visit the original website. It has been reported that

teenagers from Veles earned tens of thousands of dollars as the fake news they

produced during the 2016 US presidential election went viral (Subramanian, 2017

as cited in Allcott and Gentzkow, 2017)

Secondly, ideological motives include publishing false information to influence

public opinion and increase their following. For example, to promote their favourite

candidate in an election. A Romanian man produced fake news to help Trump’s

campaign (Townsend, 2016) and to shame those in the rival party (Dewey, 2016;

Sydell 2016 as cited in Allcott and Gentzkow, 2017). Another example of ideological

motives include the Lutz Bachmann. Buchmann is an influential social media

personality for the German far-right and anti-Islam organisation. He falsely

claimed that he knew the culprit that murdered a 14-year-old German teenager,

Keira Gross, claiming that the culprit was a Muslim and former refugee. He even

included a photograph and a link to the boy’s social media profile. The accusation

was completely false. Here, Bachmann was using fake news to deploy his ideology
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onto other citizens in the hope to increase the momentum and the number of

followers for the anti- Islam organisation (Adeane, 2019).

1.2.3 Racialised fake news

In some instances, false information in racial hoaxes is created to strengthen

negative racial stereotypes. According to Russell (1996), one may attempt to

produce and circulate an assertion of a crime framed as a threat against other

individuals’ health, security or safety. Racial hoaxes aim to spread outrage, blame

and social exclusion. It targets an individual or group due to race, ethnicity or

religion, while promoting hate and resentment.

The mainstream media already use racial stereotypes habitually whilst reporting

news stories. Black people are often associated with violent crime and sexual

assault (Wayne et al., 2008). Arabs are associated with terrorism and immigration

(Powell, 2011). Polish people are often portrayed as a threat to the British economy

(Spigelman, 2013). These existing stereotypes are then at risk of being exploited

and accelerated by racial hoaxes.

Racial hoaxes are powerful. They are often spread over digital and mainstream

media. They have consequences on the public, holding the ability to trigger

fake news and attract outraged comments from the audience on social media.

The negative media frames surrounding minorities transform into a discourse of

threat, fear and danger. The facts eventually become concealed by anger and

condemnation. Racial hoaxes are becoming a popular means to justify and disguise

individual racism. People believe their prejudice is justified due to the crimes
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committed by particular racial groups (Allen et al., 2004; Cerase and Santoro,

2018; Moore et al., 2008). For example, threatening news concerning immigrants

and refugees triggers epidemics on social media, providing a platform for people to

express outrage and even make racist comments. Activist groups can amplify these

processes by spreading false information and using clickbait strategies to capture

people’s attention and increase their following (Chen et al., 2015; HopeNotHate,

2018).

Racial hoaxes are more likely to be perceived as accurate when they maintain

consistency with pre-existing discourses and news frames. Emerging and successful

racial hoaxes sustain the racial stereotypes, reinforcing them and even creating

them. It has been found that 56% of 12-15-year-olds in the UK reported using

social media to access news stories in 2018. Every time a hoax has been perpetrated,

negative stereotypes may be influencing the opinions, attitudes and behaviours

of younger and future generations (Russell, 1996; Ofcom, 2019). Essentially, the

repercussions of a racial hoax reinforce and emphasise negative racial stereotypes.

Given the stable nature of racial attitudes and the reported difficulty in correcting

misinformation (Nshom and Croucher, 2017; Roets et al., 2017) it can be speculated

that these stereotypes are tough to reverse and are damaging to societal peace.

1.2.4 Epidemiology of fake news

It is not a secret that concerns have been raised about the quality of information

distributed on social media (Agarwal and Yiliyasi, 2010). Rumour theory can be

applied to explain the spread of misinformation on social media sites. Rumours

refer to the processes by which individuals create, evaluate or interpret information
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and predict something. They are often prevalent in situations of uncertainty about

an event (Aguirre and Tierney, 2001). Research into rumour theory began with

Allport and Postman in 1947 (Treadway and McCloskey, 1989), who found

that wartime created optimal conditions for rumours. According to Allport and

Postman (1947), for a rumour to be created and distributed, the content must be

necessary for the rumour’s audience. The rumour must be shrouded with some

degree of ambiguity. However, other researchers have argued that the factor of

importance in the rumour theory was too challenging to measure. To address this,

Anthony (1973) (as cited in Michelson and Mouly (2002)) suggested that anxiety

be measured instead, reasoning that the audience of a rumour is likely not to feel

anxious if a rumour was unimportant to them personally.

Conversely, suppose the recipient has feelings of anxiety surrounding the rumour.

In that case, it can be reasonably assumed that the rumour is significant for

them (Oh et al., 2010). Anthony’s (1973) evidence showed that rumours travel

faster amongst people with high anxiety, supporting the assumption that anxiety

triggering situations results in increased sense-making motivations.

Rumour theory suggests that rumours are likely to prevail in times of crisis. Re-

search has demonstrated this assumption. For example, following the November

2008 terrorist attack in Mumbai, there was a lack of reliable information regard-

ing national security, which stimulated anxiety amongst India’s citizens. This

propagated rumours spread through Facebook, fuelled by anger and distrust (Oh

et al., 2010). Similarly, the photograph of the young woman in a niqab that circu-

lated after the Westminster bridge attack was quickly associated with rumours
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that she was emotionally unaffected by the attack. This was likely due to there

being no credible information available immediately to explain the photograph.

Additionally, Oh et al. (2010) examined the rumours that spread following the

Haiti Earthquake in 2010 and found that credible information shared on Twitter

decreased the level of anxiety felt amongst the citizens. This also leads to less

rumour spreading and a higher quality of information accessible on social media.

Rumour theory potentially provides the framework to explain why social media has

become a tool for spreading fake news following a crisis. Social media platforms

are used to spread and seek information following crisis events (Oh et al., 2010;

Stieglitz et al., 2017, 2018), and fake information often spreads on social media

following a crisis (Berger, 2011a). So, it is highly plausible that the crisis influences

exposure to fake news material. Collectively, the sense-making processes and

rumour theory could shed light on why individuals perceive fake news as accurate.

Together, the two theories show that heightened levels of anxiety increase one’s

motivation to make sense of crises and that crisis anxiety must be present to

make the rumour successful. Helpful and reliable information following a crisis

reduces anxiety, affecting one’s motivation to engage in sense-making. Thus,

rumour theory and the sense-making process may provide an effective strategy

to combat the effects of fake news by suppressing the likelihood of individuals

seeking misinformation and suppressing the likelihood of it arising in the first

instance.
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1.3 The effects of fake news

1.3.1 Falsely informed citizens: a threat to democracy

It is vital for democracy that citizens are informed correctly. Many suggestions have

been that fake news influenced the 2016 US presidential election and the UK Brexit

debate. Social media is a vital platform used by political actors and governments to

circulate public policy and politics (Bakir and McStay, 2018; Gallacher et al., 2017;

Forelle et al., 2015). For instance, during the election campaign, the fabricated

story “Pope Francis Shocks World, Endorses Donald Trump for President, Releases

Statement” receiveover 1 million Facebook shares, likes and comments (Silverman

and Alexander, 2016, Silverman (2016)). Additionally, there is evidence to suggest

that social media platforms enabled the spread of political misinformation during

the 2016 UK Brexit referendum and that social media bots were used to influence

the Brexit conversation (Narayanan et al., 2018).

Consequently, when fake news headlines go viral, they are likely to appear multiple

times on one’s social media feed. Thus repeatedly exposing social media users

to false information. Previous work has found that repeated exposure may affect

the perceived accuracy of the information (Allport and Lepkin, 1945; Pennycook

et al., 2018; Fazio et al., 2015). This process is conceptualised as the illusory truth

effect. It may explain why fake news spread on social media influences individuals

to believe fake news headlines. The main explanation of the illusory truth effect is

that repetition increases the processing fluency of the read statements (Alter and

Oppenheimer, 2009; Begg et al., 1992; Fazio et al., 2015). Processing fluency refers

to the metacognitive experience of ease during information processing, which is
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used to infer accuracy. For fluency to affect our judgments, one must determine

whether an experience coincides with the expected activity standards or whether

it is discrepant from the usual standard (Hansen and Wänke, 2008, as cited in

Dechêne et al. (2010)). Currently, we have little information on the variables that

determine whether an experience complies with the standard. However, it seems

to rely on the characteristics of the stimuli and circumstances in which the stimuli

are encountered.

Moreover, repetition is not always required to enhance fluency; processing fluency

can also be improved by making information easier to read. For instance, illusory

truth effects occur when statements are presented in a clear font with high contrast.

They are more likely to be rated as accurate than information presented in an

unclear font (Unkelbach, 2007).

Although Allcott and Gentzkow (2017) concluded that for fake news to change the

US election’s outcome, a single fake article would need to have been as persuasive

as 36 television campaign advertisements, however, even if the electoral outcome

was not affected by fake news, widespread circulation of false information poses a

threat to news outlets reporting factual information (Bakir and McStay, 2018).

1.3.2 Echo chambers: the consequences of repetition

The term echo chamber in the realm of fake news has received ample attention

from the press and in scientific research (e.g. Rhodes (2019), Zimmer et al. (2019)).

An echo chamber occurs when information, ideas and beliefs are escalated and

strengthened by repetition within a circle where challenging opinions are sparsely
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represented. Simply, social media users will be exposed to the same information

repeatedly. Due to the lack of counter-information, echo chambers are thought

to enforce and bolster one’s attitude and beliefs, leading to group polarisation

(Jamieson and Cappella, 2008; Stroud, 2010)

Echo chambers are created based on social media users’ connections and en-

gagements on social media. Algorithms selectively identify what information a

user wants to see based on their online information. Thus an echo chamber is a

consequence of self-selected personalisation of the internet (Bakir and McStay,

2018; Barberá et al., 2015; Zuiderveen Borgesius et al., 2016). Ultimately the

consequences of echo chambers result in social media users becoming unexposed

to counter-information that disagrees with their views (Pariser, 2011).

Once an “echo chamber” has formed, readers will be at increased risk of the

illusory truth effect, where repetition of messages increases perceived information

accuracy (Alter and Oppenheimer, 2009; Begg et al., 1992; Fazio et al., 2015). An

individual’s cognitive style does not govern the illusory truth effect or cognitive

ability (Roets et al., 2017). The illusory truth effects can even be prevalent

when individuals are knowledgeable within the relevant sector as the information.

For example, Fazio et al. (2015) tested the assumption that knowledge protects

individuals from the illusory truth theory. Surprisingly, the illusory truth effects

even occurred when the participants had the appropriate prior- knowledge. People

may rely more on processing fluency and neglect their stored knowledge. This

supports the findings mentioned above of Pennycook et al. (2018), whereby fluency

was not affected by high-level reasoning processes.
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Nevertheless, Pennycook et al. (2018) found that sceptical individuals were effective

at identifying fake news. Attaching an explicit warning to the headline increased

the likelihood of the participants identifying the news as fake. So, despite increasing

the accurate perception of fake news, individual factors may also be essential in

identifying misinformation.

The effect of repetition on perceived truth is mediated by memory processes

(Dechêne et al., 2010). An essential difference here exists between source memory

and item memory. For example, if one were to see a statement on the BBC news,

it would hold referential validity as it came from a trustworthy source and increase

one’s accuracy perception (Lee, 2018). Contrarily, previous research has found

that just hearing the information in the absence of a source can also increase

perceived accuracy. This has been demonstrated by Pennycook et al. (2018). They

have expanded the research field of the illusory truth effect into the domain of

fake news.

Pennycook et al. (2018) found that reading a fake news headline just once is

enough to increase the later perception of accuracy, even when the headline was

highly fabricated, highly implausible and partisan. For example, Pennycook et al.

(2017) found that upon first exposure, the perceived accuracy of the headline:

“Trump to Ban All TV Shows that Promote Gay Activity Starting with Empire

as President” was only rated accurately by 5% of the participants. Upon second

exposure, the number of participants who perceived the headlines to be accurate

doubled. The effects persisted and were present in the one-week follow-up session.

The outcome was supported by three critical principles:
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1. The effect of repetition on perceived accuracy continued even in situations

where the participants had mistakenly forgotten having seen the fake news

headline beforehand (i.e., the effect does not depend on explicit memory).

2. The result of repetition was visible even in situations where participants

were given political fake news stories that did not correspond with their

political ideology (i.e., they had an additional reason to reject the fake news

stories.

3. Explicitly informing the participants that third-party fact-checkers have

opposed fake news stories did not hinder the effect of repetition.

These results suggest that judgements of fake news accuracy are affected by

low-level cognitive processing mechanisms (e.g., fluency). High-level reasoning

processes do not hinder credibility judgements.

1.3.3 Affective content: the consequences of emotions

Emotions have a vital role in influencing how people respond to information they

encounter. Each emotion is essential depending on the individual’s unique goals

and motivations (Roseman et al., 1994). Fake news is often deliberately written

using emotional language, making it more attention-grabbing and likely to be

shared (Bakir and McStay, 2018; Brady et al., 2020; Vosoughi et al., 2018). Those

who create fake news aim to provoke emotions in the audiences that will influence

reactions and shares (Sivek, 2018; Xingyu, 2018). For example, following the

October 2017 shooting in Las Vegas, people hijacked the strategy to spread fake

news and increase support for their values (Xingyu, 2018). This has been affirmed
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by further studies that found that Right-leaning false news was more likely to

use emotional language than factual news (Li, 2019). The emotive language was

designed to provoke voter outrage (Bakir and McStay, 2018). Another separate

study, Berger (2011b), found that emotional arousal also boosted the tendency to

share news content.

Consequently, knowing how to spark anxiety and anger in readers appears to

be an easy way to encourage the spread of fake news and influence readers’

behaviours and opinions. Theoretically, taking advantage of the public during

highly emotional times may increase ingroup-outgroup hostility (Xingyu, 2018).

For example, fake news that suggests that one’s group is under threat will evoke

anxiety. Anxiety is linked to doubt, a lack of personal control, and increased levels

of physiological arousal (Eysenck et al., 2007; Marcus et al., 2000). Higher feelings

of anxiety increase people’s sense-making motivations, which may reinforce their

reliability on misinformation (Waddington, 2012; Karami et al., 2021). Although

not mutually exclusive, anger triggers closed-mindedness in individuals (MacKuen

et al., 2010, Redlawsk et al. (2010b); Valentino et al., 2008). This, in turn,

influences readers to seek information that conforms to their views selectively. It

can be concluded that whilst experiencing high emotional arousal, people pay

attention to fake news articles that confirm their existing beliefs.

Anxiety and anger from uncertain situations motivate people to act against

the imminent threat (Marcus et al., 2000). From an intergroup threat theory

perspective, when one group feels threatened, they engage in hostility towards

the threatening group, increasing ingroup-outgroup bias (Stephan et al., 2017).
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Given that fake news creators take advantage of emotional situations and provoke

emotions by the material they spread, it has a solid potential for negative social

consequences for intergroup relationships.

As readers are more likely to read the news to affirm their existing beliefs,

they should be more conscious of reading potentially emotionally manipulating

information from false news sources they have learned to trust (Li, 2019).

1.3.4 Social consequences: ingroup - outgroup relations

Intergroup misinformation has previously been shown to harm intergroup relation-

ships and attitudes. Recently, Jolley et al. (2019) focused on the consequences

of conspiracy theories on intergroup relations. As cited in Jolley et al. (2019),

correlational research found that conspiracy theories about Jewish domination of

the world have been associated with antisemitic attitudes (Zavala and Cichocka,

2012). As aforementioned, fake news has also led to violence and fatalities, such as

the attack on the Roma community in France and the pizza gate incident (Kang

and Goldman, 2016; Guardian, 2019). Individuals have even been affected by

photographs captioned alongside false headlines and information. The Muslim

women walking on London Bridge, photographed after the Westminster attack,

led to widespread outraged comments (Hunt and Pegg, 2017)

Moreover, Jolley et al. (2019) found evidence that the consequences of intergroup

misinformation spread further than the groups involved. Using the secondary

transfer effect (STE) (Pettigrew, 2009), the harmful effects of fake news can extend

beyond the implicated group and increase prejudice against other, uninvolved
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groups. For example, positive intergroup contact with immigrants has previously

resulted in a secondary reduction of prejudice towards homosexual and homeless

people (Pettigrew, 2009). Lissitsa and Kushnirovich (2018) also found positive

STE through online contact with Israeli Palestinians (primary out-group) on

attitudes toward non-Israeli Palestinians (secondary out-group). Using three

studies, Jolley et al. (2019) demonstrated that exposure to conspiracy theories

about immigrants increased prejudice towards that group and that prejudice

translated into biased behavioural tendencies towards an out-group. Additionally,

they found a negative STE effect, whereby exposure to Jewish conspiracy theories

directly increased prejudice towards a range of other groups.

Collectively, we can speculate that intergroup fake news negatively impacts

intergroup social relations, increasing prejudice beyond the initially involved

groups. As prejudice is directly linked with violence and hate crimes, this could

have a devastating impact on the multicultural society in Britain and other

societies throughout the world. The repercussions of fake news discussed here

can be explained by intergroup threat theory and the secondary transfer effect.

(Stephan et al., 2017; Pettigrew, 2009).

1.3.5 Enforcement of stereotypes

There is no universal definition of an attitude that has been agreed on, despite

extensive research within the area. However, Hogg. (2009) defined an attitude as

“A relatively enduring organisation of beliefs, feelings and behavioural tendencies

towards socially significant objects, groups, events or symbols. A general feeling

or evaluation – positive or negative – about some person, object or issue.”
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According to social learning theory, prominent role models, like parents, teachers,

and peers, influence children’s attitudes and behaviours (Bandura, 1977). The

concept that attitudes can be formed by both operant and classical conditioning

has been tested. It coincides with the idea that attitudes are practical. Insko

(1965) used operant conditioning techniques to study the formation of attitude.

Operant conditions influenced the attitudes of the student participants in Inkso’s

study as verbal reinforcement affected the university student’s attitudes towards

a problem on campus. Staats and Staats (1958) used a classical conditioning

process to find that positive words (e.g. happy) associated with a nation’s name

resulted in positive ratings, even when the name was later on associated with

a hostile work (bitter). The results of each study persisted during a follow-up,

maintaining the idea that attitudes tend to be consistent.

Concerning prejudiced attitudes, a large amount of research demonstrates that

influence from the social environment is an essential impact on attitudes and

behaviour, the particular attitude formation of adolescents (Festinger et al., 1950).

Symbolic and modern racism theories propose that prejudiced attitudes are learned

through influential role models and society (Kinder et al., 1996). Consider group

norm theory, which claims attitudes towards out-groups are formed by adopting

the in-group attitudes that they value (Sherif and Sherif, 1953)

Studies show that individuals favour the attitudes of their in-group. However, it is

unclear whether particular relationships matter for prejudice or attitudes is more

generally susceptible to the social context. For example, relationships are a part

of a more extensive social network. Previous research has shown that adolescents’



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 19

attitudes are susceptible to social influence via social networks (Hjerm et al.,

2018). Given the nature of social media, adolescents’ social networks may be more

extensive than ever before. Thus, understanding the impact of information they

are exposed to on social media is of vital importance.

Social media sites have become massively popular. Despite the positive opportuni-

ties for communication, it also creates a platform for individuals and hate groups

to spread hateful and prejudicial messages (Awan, 2016). Prejudicial attitudes

are typically defined as the positive or negative evaluations of other social groups

and their members. Individuals develop stereotypical attitudes, which are the

knowledge, beliefs and expectations associated with- groups (e.g. Hamilton and

Sherman (2014)). A primary issue in social psychological theory has been that

stereotyping encourages prejudice and reduces prejudice depending on stereotype

change.

A substantial amount of research has shown that exposure to the news media can

reinforce stereotypes of social groups (Florian and Northup, 2015). Thus, hateful

intergroup fake news perceived accuracy could influence negative stereotypes the

same way as traditional media outlets. Florian and Northup (2015) also found

that long-term exposure to negative stereotypical information in the news resulted

in negative implicit attitudes, affecting explicit attitudes. Stereotype threat theory

(Steele and Aronson, 2004) suggests that devaluing media information impairs

members’ cognitive and educational achievement in a negatively portrayed group.

Appel and Webber (2017) meta-analytical conclusions indicated that negative

stereotypes material negatively affected the stereotyped groups, thus supporting
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the assumptions of stereotype threat theory.

For example, Awan (2016) found that negative stereotypes of Muslims led to them

being demonised and subjected to a mass of online hate on social media. Awan

studied over 100 different Facebook pages and found 494 instances of anti-Muslim

hate speech. The hate speech was intensified after the Rotherham abuse scandal,

the beheading of journalist James Foley, Steven Sotloff and the humanitarian

worker David Haines and Alan Henning by the group (ISIS), the Trojan Horse

scandal and the Woolwich attacks in 2013. Awan identified five types of individuals

who spread hate speech during these times, including deceptors, who spread fake

content based on fake events, such as the English defence league. The results

of Awan’s research showed that the negative stereotypes created and spread on

Facebook surrounding Muslims had dire consequences. It even promoted offline

violence targeted at Muslim communities.

The research above suggests that one’s network can influence prejudicial attitudes

and that media content can reinforce harmful stereotypes. So, it is reasonable

to assume that it can harm one’s prejudicial and stereotypical attitudes when

exposed to fake news on social media, especially when the information is mistakenly

perceived as accurate. So, it is essential to understand what attracts people to

this information? Why do they pay attention to the information, and how do

they interpret it? The next chapter will discuss how stereotypes and prejudicial

attitudes may influence one’s judgment on the accuracy of the information they

encounter.
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1.3.6 Intergroup threat theory

Intergroup threat theory can help explain how intergroup fake news increases

prejudice amongst involved groups. We live in a society divided by race, ethnicity,

religion, social class, sex, and many other categories that have criteria for inclusion

and exclusion. According to social identity theory, belonging to a group is

associated with psychological benefits such as social support, belonging, acceptance,

rules, norms, values, beliefs and self-esteem (Tajfel and Turner (1986) cited in

McGarty (2001) and Crocker and Luhtanen (1990)). We tend to favour our group

and feel hostile toward out-groups, particularly when the in-group feel as though

their values and beliefs threatened (Tajfel, 1974)

Theoretically, an intergroup threat is experienced when the in-group feels that an

out-group is in a position to cause them harm, either realistically or symbolically.

Realistic threats refer to the threat to the welfare and economy or others. In

contrast, symbolic threat refers to in-group values, religion and beliefs. (Stephan

et al., 2017). Intergroup threats can cause social groups to form negative evalua-

tions of the out-group, becoming highly destructive (Stephan et al., 2017). For

example, scary news stories concerning immigrants have negatively influenced

the audience’s attitudes towards immigrants’ human rights (Wright et al., 2020).

Saleem et al. (2015) carried out three studies and discovered that portraying

Muslims as terrorists in the news increased the perception that all Muslims are

aggressive, increased support for military action in Muslim dominated countries

and increased support for public policies to harm Muslims domestically and

internationally.
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Fake news often emphasises the intergroup threat (van Prooijen and Douglas,

2018). Evidence for this has arisen from the attack, as mentioned earlier on

the Roma community. Thus, this evidence explains how racially directed fake

news could increase intergroup hostility, prejudice, violence and even affect voting

behaviours and public policies. In addition to symbolic and realistic threats,

Stephan et al. (2008) also identified the group and individual threats. The revised

intergroup threat theory refers to realistic group threats as threats to a group’s

power and general welfare. Symbolic group threats are threats to a group’s values

and beliefs.

In contrast, realistic individual threat refers to physical and material pain inflicted

upon an individual member of a group (e.g. torture, death, deprivation of resources

and economic loss). Symbolic individual threat refers to undermining an individ-

ual’s self-esteem and a loss of honour (Stephan et al., 2017). Realistic Individual

group threats are then present in the form of terror attacks and casualties, risking

physical and emotional harm to individual citizens. Individual symbolic threats

occur when individuals feel discriminated against due to their values and beliefs.

Existing evidence has shown that exposure to positive intergroup contact can

improve out-group attitudes (Harwood et al., 2016; Hayward et al., 2017). How-

ever, individuals select their social groups and friendships based on familiarity.

Many groups, including racial, ethnic and religious groups, are often separated

educationally, residentially and occupationally, limiting one’s opportunity for

out-group contact (McPherson et al., 2001; Dovidio et al., 2011). Intergroup

anxiety may also prevent intergroup contact in the first instance due to the an-
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ticipation of negative consequences of intergroup contact. Unfortunately, this

intergroup anxiety is not easily rectified by positive out-group exposure. Previous

findings have demonstrated that initial beliefs are hard to change, even when one

is informed that their previous view was formed due to false information (Ross

et al., 1975). Likewise, Roets et al. (2017) found that those with lower cognitive

ability adjusted their attitude to a lesser extent when they found that the initial

information was false. Therefore, the persistent nature of information and initial

attitudes makes it essential for individuals to be critical about the information

they acquire regarding other social groups.

An example of the different types of threats includes the recent terror attacks

taking place across Europe. There are dire realistic group threats present in the

possibility of the country going to war and worrying about maintaining power.

Symbolic group threats are evident in this scenario due to the nature of extremist

attacks. Terrorists desire to harm anyone who does not follow their cause. Thus

they are perceived to pose a significant threat to the cultural worldview and way

of life of non-group members. The relationship between threat and prejudice

has been well documented in the existing literature. Perceived threats can have

consequences and are prevalent day to day in almost every society. This is becoming

a particular issue as a common worry is security; immigrants and ethnic minorities

are often blamed for the high risk of crime and poor safety (Cerase and Santoro,

2018). For example, the media habitually reports the symbolic and realistic threat

of Islamist terrorists without differentiating between Islamic extremists and the

general Muslim population. This habit is increasing the negative stereotypes

of Muslims and Islamophobic attitudes of the audience (Sikorski et al., 2018).



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 24

Certain groups, such as Anti- Islam activists, take advantage of the potential

influence of news media and utilise social media platforms to produce fake news

stories surrounding Muslims to increase their following and enhance their influence

(HopeNotHate, 2018) For example, Tommy Robinson, former leader of the far-

right English Defence League attempted to encourage hate toward Muslims by

alleging that they had been secretly meeting up in mosques to pray throughout

the Covid-19 pandemic (Parveen, 2020)

Essentially, intergroup threat theory provides a theoretical framework for explain-

ing how bad intergroup fake news can negatively influence social relationships in

society. The effect of misinformation not only has repercussions for the immediate

in-group and out-group, but these effects can also spread to other social groups,

intensifying the situation. This effect refers to the aforementioned secondary

transfer effect.

1.3.7 Secondary transfer effect

The secondary transfer effect (STE) occurs via attitude generalisation. Positive

intergroup contact improves attitudes towards the out-group, which leads to

positive attitudes generalising to other groups that were not involved in the direct

contact (Pettigrew, 2009). The existence of a positive secondary transfer effect

has been well documented (Harwood et al., 2011; Vezzali and Giovannini, 2012).

During his cross-sectional study, Pettigrew (2009) found that positive contact

with a primary out-group improves attitudes of secondary out-groups that were

not directly involved in the contact. For example, Pettigrew found that positive

contact with immigrants increased positive attitudes towards homosexual people
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and the homeless. Tausch et al. (2007) found that attitudes towards racial minority

groups were improved when there was a positive interaction between Catholics

and Protestants in Northern Ireland.

Evidence of negative STE has not been examined to a large extent. Some

findings have suggested that there is an existing attitude generalisation in negative

encounters. For example, Brylka et al. (2016) found indirect harmful contact

related to less positive attitudes towards the secondary group. However, Lissitsa

and Kushnirovich (2018) found no evidence of STE when the initial contact was

harmful.

Suppose STE is existent in negative contact situations. In that case, a similar

process could occur when individuals are exposed to intergroup misinformation,

whereby they extend their negative attitude toward other uninvolved racial groups.

Some research has supported this idea, demonstrating that false stereotypes of

Jewish people strongly predict prejudices towards Jewish, German, and Russian

people (Kofta and Sedek, 2005). More recently, whilst studying STE in the

contact of conspiracy theory, Jolley et al. (2019) found that individuals exposed to

information supporting a conspiracy theory surrounding Jewish people indirectly

increased prejudice towards a range of other groups. This evidence suggests

that non-factual information can cause negative attitude generalisation toward

uninvolved groups, thus escalating the potential negative impact of fake news.
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1.4 Thesis Aim and Theoretical Framework.

Fake news spreads faster and broader than factual news (Lohr, 2018). Thus, it is

paramount to understand the variables that influence the credibility of racialised

headlines. The theory of motivated reasoning will be utilised throughout this

thesis to explore the susceptibility to racialised fake news. There is contradicting

research on whether motivated reasoning influences the credibility of fake news

(Pennycook and Rand, 2019; Sindermann et al., 2020; Anthony and Moulding,

2019, ). The existing research within this domain narrowly focuses on scientific

and political motivations and fake news headlines (Fischer et al., 2021; Pennycook

and Rand, 2019; Anthony and Moulding, 2019). This thesis will address the

current gap in the research of motivated reasoning and fake news in several ways.

Firstly, this research focuses on specifically racialised fake news, which has not yet

been addressed. Addressing this is important because fake news has been spread to

peddle hate toward racial communities (HopeNotHate, 2018). In some cases, it has

led to hate speech and even violent attacks on the communities targeted by fake

creators (Blanco-Herrero and Calderón, 2019; Guardian, 2019). Racialised fake

news introduces a significant risk to today’s society, leading to increased prejudice,

hate speech and violence. It is essentially widening the gap between ethnic groups

within our multicultural society. Secondly, the participant’s racial attitudes will

be considered in the role of motivated reasoning. A form of motivated reasoning

that is unexplored in terms of fake news is that of racially motivated reasoning.

Also referred to as racial cognitive consistency, it refers to the biased processing of

racialised information. motivated by a need to reduce inconsistent beliefs regarding

a racial group (Feldman and Huddy, 2018). Like politically motivated reasoning,
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this biased thinking allows people to maintain and bolster their pre-existing racial

views. They do this by willingly accepting information consistent with their

pre-existing prejudice and scrutinising information that opposes it. Additionally,

various aspects of motivated reasoning are explored. The study explores how

pre-existing attitudes affect the credibility of racialised news headlines. Other

important. yet shallowly researched components of motivated reasoning and its

effects on information processing are examined. The second study observes how

one’s attachment to their national identity to see how identity-protective cognition

affects processing motivations. The third study considers the role of emotions in

motivated reasoning, which is often overlooked (Lodge and Taber, 2013). Finally,

given that knowledge is assumed to constrain motivated reasoning, it was explored

concerning racialised fake news. Each dimension to be analysed is discussed in

more detail below.

1.4.1 Motivated Reasoning and Racial Attitudes

Numerous studies observe motivated reasoning, including concerning political

parties and climate change stances (Pennycook et al., 2018; Bayer et al., 2019).

Yet, racial attitudes’ effects on motivated reasoning have remained shockingly

overlooked—social learning results in many negative stereotypes regarding racial

out-groups. The familiarity with these stereotypes allows them to become active

when making sense of the information presented to us within the environment

(Cole, 2018). Kunda (1990) refers to the process of motivated reasoning where

we activate our preconceived stereotypes to assess new information. According

to Kundra, we consider favourable information with minimal scrutiny and un-
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favourable information with an intense evaluation to undermine the credibility of

the information. For example, various studies have examined how racial resent-

ment contributed to the poor ratings of President Obama. Tesler (2012) found

that white people with higher racial resentment toward African Americans were

less likely to acknowledge that unemployment had declined in the USA during

2012. Given the ample research on motivated reasoning suggesting that biased

thinking serves to reach a favourable outcome when processing new information,

it’s reasonable to hypothesise that poor attitudes towards racial out-groups would

lead to more willingly accepted information that depicts them negatively. Using

measures of racial attitudes and feeling thermometers, this thesis will explore how

attitudes towards racial groups affect the perceived accuracy of racialised news

items.

1.4.2 Motivated Reasoning and National Identity

This study aimed to establish how attachment to British Identity affects the

perceived accuracy of racialised fake news. British Identity will be discussed more

thoroughly, when it is introduced in Chapter 5, Study 2. Kahan et al. (2010)

provides an overview of research showing evidence of motivated reasoning caused

by social identification. One’s social identity refers to their membership in a

social group, leading to ingroup favouritism (Tajfel et al., 1979). Social groups

may engage in identity-protective cognition, whereby they depreciate out-groups

to boost their self-esteem as a group (Iacoviello et al., 2017). This motivation

also applies to cultural identities, where people are motivated to assess identity-

threatening information as false and untrustworthy (Kahan et al., 2007). It’s
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reasonable to suggest that the more attached to one’s national identity, the more

willing they are to protect it. Through this process of motivated reasoning, this

may be rejecting information that may harm one’s national identity and bolster

negative information regarding out-groups. According to Jervis, the process

of motivated reasoning includes “a need to understand the world in a certain

way to avoid painful value tradeoffs” (Jervis, 2010 as cited in Herrmann, 2017).

Their strive to maintain a favourable identity for their group can shape their

views. For example, they may reject information that harms their group’s identity,

shaping it in a manner in which it can be challenged or dismissed. This idea will

be investigated in this thesis by taking self-reported measures of the perceived

strength of the participants’ national identity.

1.4.3 Motivated Reasoning and Domain-specific Knowl-

edge

Beattie (2019) found evidence to suggest that domain-specific training can reduce

the tendency for one to engage in motivated reasoning processes. Although this

isn’t implying that motivated reasoning is more common among less-educated

people. Motivated reasoning has increased biased information processing in

people who have more extraordinary numeracy skills and more ability in cognitive

reflection (Kahan et al., 2017). Arguably because people with increased cognitive

abilities can better formulate counterarguments to information that doesn’t fit their

existing ideologies. Nevertheless, this biased information processing and decision-

making pose concerns for society and democracy. Domain-specific knowledge

or, therefore, lack of it can constrain our thinking and enable or prevent the
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counter-arguing necessary to process information in a way that conforms to our

ideological beliefs. Despite evidence showing that motivated reasoning exists across

the spectrum of intelligence and knowledge, Kahan (2015) showed that domain-

specific knowledge training could reduce the process of motivated reasoning. The

study involved established law professionals, law students and laypeople and

found that the law professionals could approach a legal case with less motivated

reasoning than law students and laypersons. In the context of this thesis, one

may hold negative stereotypical beliefs toward people of a particular ethnic origin.

Sometimes, this alone is enough for somebody to engage in motivated reasoning

and accept any negative information about that ethnic group, as it would bolster

their pre-existing views. But, if a person possessed contradicting domain-specific

knowledge regarding that issue, then knowledge would act as a restraint on their

motivated reasoning processes to arrive at their desired conclusion. This thesis

explores the effect of domain-specific knowledge and the perceived credibility of

relevant news articles.

1.4.4 Motivated Reasoning and Emotions.

The role of emotional arousal in motivated reasoning is often overlooked and

misunderstood. Readers enjoy news more when it’s emotionally arousing (Boyer,

2021). It’s been a dominant stance in social sciences studies that news is more

likely to go viral on social media when it produces highly arousing or activates

intense feelings of anger and anxiety (Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan, 2013; Ferrara

and Yang, 2015). This is a significant point, considering that fake news can

be highly expressive, consequently leading to its spread online (Brady et al.,
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2017). This thesis explores how arousal of negative emotions can contribute

to the understanding of motivated reasoning whilst assessing the credibility of

negative news stories that circulate on social media. According to Taber & Lodge

(2006), more cognitive effort is used to challenge ideology-threatening news during

motivated reasoning. This suggests that increased negative emotions through

reading fake news articles should increase the process of counterarguing. Martel

et al. (2020) found some evidence that emotions increase the perceived accuracy

of false news. Yet, the study measured feelings of the participants before they

were asked to scrutinise the credibility of the headlines. Thus, the emotions

measured were not caused by the headline itself. To explore this, the participants

in this study were exposed to the headlines, followed by self-reported measures of

perceived accuracy and emotional arousal. The results will then demonstrate the

relationship between information induced emotions and the perceived credibility

of the news items.

1.5 Importance of research

The research above discusses that previous literature on fake news credibility

primarily explores political, scientific and health topics. Undeniably, these are

important matters that require attention. However, the research on the credibility

of racialised fake news remains scarce. In fact, to the researcher’s best knowledge,

there are currently known studies that examine the factors that influence vulnera-

bility to racialised fake news. Given the prevalence of racialised fake news and

real-world consequences (Guardian, 2019; HopeNotHate, 2018), this is a crucial

gap in the literature that requires addressing. Understanding why audiences
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perceive racialised news as credible information is the first step in establishing

appropriate interventions to stop the spread and the consequences of racialised

fake news.

1.6 Thesis overview

This thesis will use the theory of motivated reasoning to explore how racial

prejudice, attachment to British values, emotions, and domain-specific knowledge

influence racialised fake news’s credibility through a series of methodological steps.

Chapter 1 has introduced fake news, and its history and its consequences and

collectively highlights the importance of this research. Chapter 2 will provide a

review of the literature that discusses the change and influences of the news media.

Following on, the variables that influence individuals’ vulnerability to fake news are

explored, including motivated reasoning and emotions. The pilot study presented

in Chapter 3 used a series of fake news headlines that replicated the appearance

of the social media site: Facebook.com. The pilot study was used to confirm that

the stimulus was effective. Chapter 4 presents study one, where the influence of

prejudicial views on fake news credibility was explored. Chapter 5 built on the

findings of study one. Study two aimed to explore how one’s attachment to their

British identity influenced their vulnerability to racialised fake news. Additionally,

the prejudice measurement was swapped out for personal feelings thermometers.

This allowed them to collect measurements for each specific race as opposed to

general prejudice. The final study is presented in Chapter 6. Study 3 aimed to

expand studies one and two’s findings by identifying that emotional responses to

racialised news influenced the perceived credibility of headlines found on social



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 33

media. Finally, in Chapter 7, the overall findings of the thesis are discussed,

future research is suggested, and the thesis is concluded.



Chapter 2

Literature review

2.1 The news media

2.1.1 The transformation of news media

Trust in the media was frail before the introduction of social media (Intelligence,

2017). The increase of fake information, appearing as real news, has threatened

reputable news sources and journalists, creating implications for society (Viner,

2017). To aid the comprehension of how social and political sources can distort

factual information, we will review the history and various technologies used

within news media. The following section will discuss the changes in news media

within the United Kingdom and the shifts in the technology used to spread news

media.

34
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2.1.2 Social media as a news source

Although social media doesn’t generate content, the popularity of social media

websites has provided fake news with a new platform that enables easier initiation

and proliferation of fake news (Bayer et al., 2019; Allcott and Gentzkow, 2017;

Marcus, 1993 as cited in Tandoc Jr et al., 2018). It is now easier than ever to

create online web content, making it almost effortless to produce false journalistic

material and present it to a large audience (Allcott and Gentzkow, 2017; Robinson

and DeShano, 2011).

In 2016, Facebook, the most popular social media platform, had more than 1.23

billion daily active users (Facebook 2017). Facebook acts as a platform whereby

people can create, observe, and exchange all kinds of information that includes

the news. A survey carried out in the United Kingdom found that 35% of the

population get their news from Facebook (OfCom, 2019). Social media sites

have a mass audience, which makes it easy to exchange and spread information.

Consequently, false information can potentially be spread as quickly as factual

news (Martens et al., 2018) Research has shown that the diffusion of fake news is

significantly faster and reaches further than the diffusion of genuine news stories,

perhaps due to the novel nature of the false information Vosoughi et al. (2018)].

However, the spread of fake news is not entirely influenced by humans. Evidence

has emerged that shows social bots can play an essential role in spreading false

information online (Shao et al., 2017b), and one could deny human influence

in spreading fake news. The findings of Vosoughi et al. (2018) have revealed

that social bots can accelerate the spread of factual information at the same

rate as false news, which insinuates that humans are the prominent cause of the
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accelerating spread of fake news as opposed to social bots.

2.1.3 The influences of news media

During times of crisis, people rely on the media to inform themselves of current

issues and configure strategies to solve highlighted problems (Capelos and Ex-

adaktylos, 2015). So, when perceived to be accurate, the media can affect the

behaviour and opinions of consumers via indirect and direct pathways (Hornik

and Yanovitzky, 2003). These effects have been studied using many experiments,

interviews and surveys (Giles, 2021).

The study of political communications has shown that the tone of language used to

deliver news information plays a vital role in shaping the reader’s opinion and has

been considered one of the main determinants of intergroup relations (Atwell Seate

et al., 2018; Balmas and Sheafer, 2010). The extensive display of emotionality

utilised by the news media impacts the news consumers’ cognition and reasoning,

despite their absence during a specific event (Sampson, 2012; Capelos, 2013). For

example, a study mapping the emotionality of the UK press leading up to the

BREXIT vote found that the tone of the language used by journalists correlated

with the UK public’s opinion regarding the economic crisis of the European Union

(Capelos et al., 2018). Moreover, it’s been suggested that the January 2020 BBC

news coverage of the COVID-19 outbreak, which attributes blame to China, led

to an increase in Sinophobia (Mutua and Oloo Ong’ong’a, 2020). Similar effects

were observed during the Ebola outbreak. The media attributed responsibility

towards African people, resulting in African students being rejected from schools

in the USA due to unease over contracting the virus (Govender, 2020).
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2.2 Agenda setting

The Agenda Setting Theory suggests that the media significantly affects the

public’s importance to particular issues, meaning that news media influences the

public to think that the most critical issues are the ones that are covered the most

(Dunaway et al., 2010; McCombs and Shaw, 1972). For instance, biased media

coverage following a terror attack and fake rumours that arise influence hate and

hostility. As a result, there are calls and protests for stricter measures against the

incriminated group (Xingyu, 2018). When the news environment contains a vast

amount of negative messages regarding ethnic minorities and migrants, it has the

power to influence hostile intergroup attitudes in society (Schemer, 2014). The

increased circulation of this kind of information would increase the importance of

this issue to the public, worsening the intergroup relationships of social groups in

the UK and worldwide. The tone that the news adopts whilst reporting stories

about outgroups have encouraged attitudinal consequences (Van Klingeren et al.,

2015).

Fake news, whether it is recognised as such, may still create an agenda-setting

effect. According to asymmetric bias theory, negative information has a more

intense impact on attitudes than positive information (Soroka and McAdams,

2015). The public opinion model can explain this (Zaller et al. (1992)), which

suggests that unidirectional information flows can influence public opinion direction.

For example, the news may be dominated by negative information regarding a

specific ethnic minority group. This would be considered a unidirectional flow

of information that can strongly affect intergroup relations (Jacobs and van der
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Linden, 2018). Most studies examining this theory have assessed the impact of

news regarding the economy or hard politics (Jacobs and van der Linden, 2018).

However, Jacobs and van der Linden (2018) experimental study supported this

theory by identifying that exposure to negative information regarding African

Migrants had a more significant impact on attitudes towards African migrants

than positive news.

When the news reports on controversial topics, readers are likely to accept the

news more in line with their ideology, values and beliefs (Hartmann and Tanis,

2013). Headlines and stories featuring controversial topics such as immigration

may increase the reader’s identity with a group, increasing their motivation

to achieve a positive self-image by applying positive attribution to their group

and negative attributions of the outgroup (Tajfel et al., 1979). Research has

shown that intergroup contact is often associated with anxiety due to symbolic

and realistic threats that worsen intergroup bias and hostility (Stephan and

Stephan, 2000; Harwood, 2010). Frequent media exposure, where a particular

group is inconsistently characterised as a threat to other groups, will worsen

group relationships. Unfortunately, previous analysis has found that positive

representations of ethnic and racial minorities are rare in the media (Mastro

and Behm-Morawitz, 2005). Consequently, as minorities are often represented

negatively, these negative stereotypes are readily available in the reader’s mind,

potentially reinforcing and activating negative attitudes towards ethnic minority

groups in society (Boomgaarden and Vliengenthart, 2009).
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2.3 What Influences People to Believe Fake

News?

Whilst contemplating the accuracy judgements, one must consider the methods

that drive individuals to apply an accurate or false attribution to news content.

The focus of this thesis is explicitly referring to the public’s overall perception of

fake news and the processing that drives them to apply this judgement.

This research focuses on motivations, emotions and domain-specific knowledge. A

vast amount of literature is available to suggest that these three factors can affect

the processing and judgements of newsreaders (Tesler, 2012; Jolley et al., 2018;

Kahan et al., 2012).

2.4 Bias exposure and attention

In general, consistency theorists argue that people seek out and interpret informa-

tion that reinforces their attitudes (Abelson, 1968 as cited in Fischer et al., 2008).

The notion that individuals prefer information consistent with their attitudes

has been a long-standing concern, as it may hinder informed opinion formation

according to democratic ideals [westerwick2011]. The term selective perception

refers to when people seek out consistent information not already present (Fischer

et al., 2008). However, evidence suggests that people can be prompted by honesty

and fairness to seek information inconsistent with their attitude (Sears, 1965).

Yet, selective exposure has gained clear evidence that most individuals are biased by

favouring information that coincides with their attitudes (Sears, 1965). Recently,
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selective exposure has attracted more attention due to the internet and the

advancement of social media, which increases the amount of information available

to the audience (Knobloch-Westerwick and Meng, 2011). People are driven by

novelty in terms of exposure and that fake news headlines are often novel (Brock

et al., 1970; Vosoughi et al., 2018). It’s reasonable to speculate that social media

will allow people to search for information consistent with their beliefs, especially

if the information is novel, thus increasing the risk of individuals seeking out fake

news items to confirm their ideas. Knobloch-Westerwick and Meng (2011) found

that the participants in their study showed a significant preference for consistent

information over counter attitudinal political messages as it strengthened their

political self- concept.

Additionally, non-traditional internet sources have been perceived as more credible

than traditional media sources amongst individuals who score higher on a modern

racism scale (Melican and Dixon, 2008). Moreover, Lavine et al. (2005) found

that individuals with high authoritarianism became significantly more interested

in attaining consistent information when faced with a threat. As fake news such

as racial hoaxes habitually spread following times of crisis and change, likely, this

with high racist attitudes and authoritarianism will deliberately seek out harmful

interracial fake news.

Moving onto selective attention, people often look at the information consistent

with their attitudes compared to information that counts attitudinal (Brock,1967

as cited in Fischer et al., 2008). Prejudicial attitudes may reinforce negative

stereotypic attitudes by influencing the amount of attention paid to stereotypic
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behaviours (Sherman et al., 2005). Previous evidence suggests that individuals

with higher prejudice attend to more consistent behaviours, whereas those with

low prejudice attend to consistent behaviours more thoroughly, allowing non-

stereotypical judgements to form (Sherman et al., 2005)

Pre-existing attitudes will affect the way individuals code the information they

receive. As aforementioned, individuals attend to consistent or inconsistent

behaviours depending on their prejudicial attitudes, thus differing information

processing. Additionally, if people place high importance on forming an accurate

opinion, more attention is paid to inconsistent information rather than consistent

information. Low prejudice individuals are more motivated to form these accurate

opinions compared to high prejudice persons. Thus we can assume that information

is encoding in different ways between individuals depending upon their pre-existing

attitudes (Fisk, 1999; Plant, 1998 as cited in Sherman et al., 2005).

As aforementioned, fake news often circulates following times of crisis. The

threat arising from this crisis may affect the way individuals pay attention to the

information distributed. The social threat can increase selective attention. For

example, insecure women often pay more attention to attractive women, as they

may be a competitive threat (Maner et al., 2007). Additional support arises from

Fox et al. (2002) who found that threat-related stimuli reduced the inhibition

of return for higher anxiety individuals. In other words, attention was inhibited

from reverting to a known field, biasing the visual system toward novel knowledge.

These findings have also been replicated regarding racial prejudice. Trawalter

et al. (2008) explored whether the association between black men and danger has
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become so intense that individuals react the same way to photos of black men

as they would to other threatening stimuli. Using two experiments, Trawalter

et al. (2008) found that white participants have an attentional bias towards black

people’s faces compared to white faces.

People’s attitudes can also change their interpretation of the information they are

exposed to (Vidmar and Rokeach, 1974). People may adopt a biased interpretation

so that they can explain events in ways that have implications that are favourable

to the self and coincide with their pre-existing views (Blaine and Crocker, 1993);

this is conceptualised as a self-serving bias. For example, attitudes towards an

outgroup can influence attributions of the outgroups behaviour (Pettigrew et al.,

1997), attitudes toward presidential candidates influence judgements towards their

debate performance (Holbrook et al., 2005) and prejudice towards black people

altered how people thought toward President Obama and his religion and place of

birth (Pasek et al., 2015; Hartman and Newmark, 2012).

Considering that individuals tend to interpret information for self-serving reasons,

those with lower levels of intergroup tolerance may engage in interpretation

biases whilst reading intergroup misinformation online. Research into motivated

reasoning has explored this concept and applied to the subject of fake news.

2.5 Prejudice ideology and biased processing

The idea of ideology materialised in 1796 by Antoine Destutt during the French

Revolution. These days, it’s often used to refer to the left-right or the liberal-

conservative divide respectfully (Jost et al., 2009). It’s been long known that
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psychological factors, including our attitude, influence information processing. For

example, Allport (1935) (p. 810) stated:

“an attitude is a mental and neural state of readiness, organised through experience,

exerting a directive or dynamic influence upon the individual’s response to all

objects and situations with which it is related.”

Thus, given the increased racially-biased content circulating social media, it’s

essential to consider how one’s attitude may influence how this content is processed.

Right-wing and left-wing ideologies have repeatedly demonstrated a negative

relationship in various studies (Jost et al., 2009). Jost et al. (2003) found that

there were two core aspects of Conservatism. One being traditionalism and a

resistance to change. The second core aspect being support of inequality. These

conservative tendencies are more often than not related to prejudice, stereotyping,

intolerance and hostility towards many stigmatised or disadvantaged outgroups.

Some prejudices of which include racism, ethnocentrism, and anti-Semitism.

Allport et al. (1954) expressed that “One of the facts of which we are most certain

is that people who reject one outgroup will tend to reject other out-groups. If

a person is anti-Jewish, he is likely to be anti-Catholic, anti-Negro, anti any

outgroup” (p.66).

Currently, the presence of fake news inciting hate toward specific ethnic groups is

widespread. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic saw an uprising of prejudice,

blame and stigma towards Asian groups (Roberto et al., 2020). This racially

fake information is not only spread and consumed but is perceived as accurate
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and has led to an increase in hate crime (Safieddine, 2020). Furthermore, the

Computational Propaganda Project at the Oxford Internet Institute produced

evidence that showed on social media platforms, Twitter and Facebook, right-

leaning groups were more likely to share the extremist, conspiratorial and fake

news leading up to the 2016 US presidential election (Narayanan et al., 2018).

The results of this study spark the question: does stereotypic bias influence one’s

vulnerability to fake news?

A form of stereotypic bias is linguistic intergroup bias (LIB). The LIB refers to

people prone to attribute stereotypical behaviours at a higher level of abstraction

than behaviours not-so stereotypical (Maass et al., 1995, 1989). For example,

within the context of this study, considering the Britain First Party, a far-right-

wing party with blatant anti-Islam ideology. After watching a video of one of

the demonstrations, one may simply attribute “Those Britain First activists are

racists”, which would be an abstract attribution. Yet, if one was to witness a

Britain first activist helping a refugee, which would be non-congruent with their

stereotype; one may elicit a more concrete attribution, such as”That Britain first

activist was assisting a homeless refugee“; opposed to”That Britain’s first activist

is kind". Karpinski and Von Hippel (1996) suggested that the LIB mediates

expectancy, acting as a cause and a consequence of prejudice.

Additionally, there is the stereotype expectancy bias (SEB). The SEB is the

propensity for people to habitually explain any behaviours that are inconsistent

with their expectations than for behaviours that are consistent with their ex-

pectations (Hastie, 1984). If a person is expected to be polite, acting impolite
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may initiate attributional processing, striving to make sense of the situation. For

example “She was tired. . . ”. However, attributional processing wouldn’t have been

initiated if the person had been polite as usual. This process is crucial because

it suggests that, no matter what information one is presented with, it suggests

that it would be completely ineffective at changing the individual’s perception

(Lord et al., 1979; Munro and Ditto, 1997). This has important implications

for the consequences of fake news, as expectancy biases are likely to strengthen

expectations when presented with contradicting information. Similarly, when faced

with inconsistent information, explanatory biases can help maintain stereotypes.

2.6 Motivated reasoning

A large amount of existing research on motivated reasoning suggests people

engage in more critical thinking whilst judging information that is non-consistent

with their pre-existing values. For example, someone with an unfavourable

stance toward immigration into the United Kingdom may feel the need to avoid

information that confirms immigration is good for the UK economy. They may

be more willing to accept information suggesting immigration is bad for the

UK economy, with a lack of regard for whether the information is factual and

trustworthy (Kruglanski et al., 2013). This was demonstrated by Lord et al. (1979),

who found that citizens in favour of the death penalty rated studies supporting

their views as more convincing than those that didn’t. The opposite occurred

for those against the death penalty. Following the exposure to evidence that

critiqued and supported both sides of the debate, the participants’ attitude grew

stronger. Thus, highlighting that existing attitudes can impact the processing of
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new information and consolidate their pre-existing beliefs.

Motivated reasoning research has demonstrated that the desire for specific out-

comes influences bias processing to meet these needs. People are likely to ignore

their existing knowledge - if this knowledge is inconsistent with the desired out-

come (p18 psych of closed-mindedness). For example, (Sinclair et al., 1996)

suggested that when one desires a specific outcome, they may activate information

to support that outcome and repress information that doesn’t aid the outcome.

One experiment influenced the participants to either think negatively or highly of

an individual by being shown a videotape providing negative or positive feedback

on a (fictitious) test. The individual in the videotape changed between conditions,

being either a white man, a white woman or a black man. The conditions were

chosen because white women and black men have been negatively stereotyped

and less interpersonal and less intelligent, respectively (Heilman et al., 1995).

The results of the study found that due to the available negative stereotypes of

women and black men, the participants evaluated them more negatively if they

had provided negative feedback than the white male counterpart. Sinclair and

Kundra’s results provide evidence that when an individual is motivated to think

negatively of a stereotyped group, memory activations assist in the information

processing to reach a desirable outcome.

This may explain why individuals with higher prejudicial attitudes may be more at

risk of accepting racially slanted fake news content. Kunda (1990) proposed that

all reasoning is motivated. People’s reasoning falls into two categories. Firstly,

there are accuracy goals; citizens are motivated to reach an accurate and factually
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correct conclusion Baumeister and Newman (1994). Secondly, directional goals

influence people to justify their pre-existing judgements Kruglanski and Webster

(1996). This creates a four-category typology which is presented in Figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1: A typology of motivated reasoning as presented by Bacon et al. (2000)

People are always somewhat motivated to be accurate. However, we are unable

to completely ignore our previous judgements Lodge and Taber (2000b). Infact,

Festinger (1957) was one of the first to investigate how motivations affect our

information processing. Festinger found that people experience psychological

stress when they hold contradicting beliefs, ideas or values, thus prefer to keep

their attitudes, behaviour and self-image consistent (Strickland et al., 2011). The

paradigm is known as the cognitive dissonance theory (1957).
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Motivated reasoning is the propensity for individuals to adapt their judgements and

interpret information in such a way that confirms their beliefs and enhances self-

worth (Kunda, 1990; Taber and Lodge, 2006). Contrary to what one may believe,

even citizens that are politically educated and passionate make biased judgements.

These individuals are particularly motivated to defend their political views and

beliefs against conflicting information. For example, Strickland et al. (2011)

demonstrated that citizens vigorously defend their opinions against politically

inconsistent arguments, yet they uncritically accept statements consistent with

their beliefs. Findings like these have been consistent regarding gun control

(Kahan et al., 2017) and climate change (Kahan et al., 2012). Of course, there are

individual and contextual differences between peoples unique reasoning styles (for

example, need for cognitive, analytical thinking, politics, climate change, meat-

eating etc.). The reasoning is driven by the interaction of individual motivations

and the situational context (Lodge and Taber, 2000b). For example, for the

context of this study, reasoning may be caused by one’s opinion of the perpetrator

featured in the fake news material and the context that they are being portrayed

within. Following a study on hot cognition, Lodge and Taber (2000b) created a

stepwise model of motivated reasoning. The steps are laid out as follows (Lodge

and Taber, 2000b).

Step 1. the activation of goals. When taking on new information, one’s pre-

existing beliefs and values may be challenged or affirmed. Those likely to engage

in motivated reasoning will accept information that confirms and bolsters their

beliefs and values and reject or dispute any information that challenges them

(Lodge and Taber, 2000b). For example, those holding higher racist opinions
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will be more likely to accept fake news incriminating a character from an ethnic

minority.

Step 2. Gathering Evidence. One can control the type of information entering

the decision process. There is a lot of research to support this theory of selective

attention. For example, Sweeney and Gruber (1984) found that Nixon supporters

tended to ignore news coverage about the Watergate affairs, whereas Nixon haters

followed in extensively. We expect those who hold extreme racist attitudes to be

more likely to follow the information that bolsters their negative views of ethnic

minorities and ignore information that challenges their opposing beliefs.

Step 3. Assessing Implications. When one is exposed to a message, memory is

exposed to cognitive and affective associations of the news. Previous associations

are likely to enter the conscious memory now, an automatic process for people

committed to accuracy and for those committed to defending their pre-existing

beliefs and values. Although this is an intuitive and spontaneous process, the

decision-maker may engage in controlled processes and choose to accept or reject

the implications that arise.

Step 4. Reassessment of Evidence. This is an effortful phase, and the outcome

is the most affected by motivation. Decision-makers will think critically of the

disagreeable implications that were automatically brought to mind in step 3 yet

fail to apply the same critical scrutiny to information that affirms their belief.

If highly motivated to bolster attitude goals, one can alter their assessment of

information in terms of credibility and strength to bring the evidence in line with

their prior attitudes.
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Step 5. The combining and Integration of Information. Finally, the decision-

maker resolved ambiguities and conflicts and integrated the different information

into a new or revised belief or evaluation. This requires conscious thought and

motivation. Those motivated by accuracy goals are likely to eight all the evidence

impartially before concluding. Those motivated by directional goals end their

process when their priors are satisfied rather than seeking out disconfirming

evidence. If the decision-makers directional goals are unsatisfied, they may go

back to step one, reframe the problem or skip the sequence in search of more

compelling evidence.

Of course, several circumstances arise that may affect people’s likelihood of biased

reasoning. For example, Lodge and Taber (2000b) suggested that people will be

less likely to consider information evenly when their attitude about the issue is

vital and when information can be automatically stereotyped (i.e. information

about a particular group). Given the nature of fake news being examined in this

study, motivated reasoning is highly likely to affect the way people process the

inter-group information presented across the fake news headlines. For example,

racially slanted fake news is highly likely to activate group stereotypes, especially

amongst people with strong racist attitudes. Therefore, decision-makers with

strong racial attitudes and therefore, active stereotypes in mind should be more

likely to engage in motivated reasoning about the groups incriminated in the

headlines. Individuals may be more likely to believe stories that coincide with

their ideology (Pennycook and Rand, 2019). However, Pennycook and Rand

(2019) found that motivated reasoning was not the best explanation as to why

people believe in fake news stories. Vulnerability to fake news appeared due to
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lazy thinking and not by motivated and partisan biases.

Yet, psychologists argue that individuals with less need for closure may process

information meticulously. On the other hand, in the case of an individual who has

a high need for closure, the information process is much less extensive, allowing

competing hypotheses to be generated. Often, despite the superficial information

processing, an individual usually feels very content with their judgements. Of

course, this situation depends on the individual’s initial goal. If the information

processing reaches a desired outcome or conclusion, then the information processing

can halt, whereas if it’s an undesirable outcome, then many individuals would feel

more swayed to identify the information processing (Ditto and Lopez, 1992; p22

as cited in Kruglanski et al., 2013).

If one needs a non-specific closure, they are more likely to form their judgements

based on initial informational cues. Unfortunately, this information forming

may influence judgmental bias, such as the primacy effect (Asch, 1946), whereby

little can be done to shift one’s opinion after the initial experience. Additionally,

individuals may increase the likelihood of the fundamental attribution error (Ross,

1977); for example, character behaviours are attributed to their personalities

rather than situational factors. A relevant example in the context of fake news

would be that individuals with a high need for closure are more likely to rely

on their stereotypes instead of individualisation information. This is because

stereotypes may be highly accessible information compared to the cognitive effort

required to gather information regarding and prolong ambiguity. (Kruglanski

et al., 2013). This highlights a very important implication for how fake news can
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negatively impact society in the first instance - given that individuals with a high

need for exposure may be unlikely to change their minds once new information is

presented. These results are supported by Roets et al. (2017).

When individuals already hold a particular view, their knowledge formation process

would vary greatly depending on what information they are presented with. If

the information coincides with what is deemed desirable, information processing

may be done less expensively, than if it contradicts the desirable outcome. By

this logic, if the presenting information is incongruent with the individual desired

outcome, they should be less prone to fundamental attention errors, stereotyping

and primacy bias (Kruglanski et al., 2013). The motivation to maintain one’s

view involves a highly selective activation of various cognitions. For example, if

initial knowledge was desirable, then this memory may be an activity to assist in

knowledge maintenance.

2.7 Racially motivated reasoning - implications

for racially slanted fake news

The research above primarily focused on fake news surrounding politics, yet racial,

ethnic and religious fake news has been largely ignored.

Our attitudes can form for various reasons and affect how we evaluate and behave

toward others (Dovidio et al., 2002). For example, detailed reports of a person’s

actions form explicit evaluations of the target; and these attitudes may influence

bias processing of further information (McConnell et al., 2008; as cited in Shoda
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et al., 2014). As previously discussed, research into motivated reasoning has docu-

mented that individuals can creatively evaluate the information in a self-serving

manner (Kunda, 1990). Whilst engaging in racially motivated reasoning, one may

prefer racially consistent information and ignore discordant racial information

to confirm their beliefs (Lodge and Taber, 2013). As racial attitudes tend to be

consistent over time, it’s reasonable to speculate that motivated reasoning may

play a role in maintaining them (Huddy et al., 2013; Feldman and Huddy, 2018,

p173)

It’s important to note that motivated reasoning doesn’t only occur as a result

of explicit attitudes. Implicit attitudes have also been documented to increase

motivated reasoning, especially when one’s implicit attitude contradicts the explicit

attitude (Shoda et al., 2014). Implicit attitudes are activated by association and are

uncontrollable (Dovidio et al., 2002) and can be due to an individual’s social group

membership (e.g. black people being associated with a crime) (McConnell et al.,

2008). This is conceptualised as an explicit and implicit evaluation discrepancy

(EIEDs) (Shoda et al., 2014). Brinol et al. (2006); Rydell et al. (2008)] have

previously shown that individuals holding EIDEDs experience increased efforts

when processing information. This extra cognitive effort has been attributed to

motivated reasoning. Perhaps one of the few studies to examine racially motivated

reasoning, Shoda et al. (2014) investigated the effect of individuals racial EIDEDs

on their motivated reasoning tendencies. Shoda et al. (2014) investigated if

EIDER’s influenced racially motivated reasoning and found a positive result.

Racially motivated reasoning perhaps explains as to why individuals buy into
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racial hoaxes and fake news. If one were to hold a negative attitude towards

Polish migrants, they may also be more inclined to accept fake news headlines

that negatively present them. Within the UK and worldwide, racial discrepancies

appear in both factual and fake news media. These news stories are likely to be

compounded and spread by motivational reasoners, who would undermine factual

information if it conflicted with their pre-existing racial attitudes.

Humans habitually have a preference for individuals from the same group as their

own. Intergroup bias can influence prejudicial attitudes and negative stereotyping

of individuals from other racial groups (referred to as the outgroup) (Mackie and

Smith, 1998; Wilder, 2001, as cited in Hewstone et al., 2002). As aforementioned,

news framing can influence public opinion. This influence may happen due to

the reinforcement and activation of stereotypes, thus influencing public opinion of

certain social groups (Rivers et al., 2020). A real-world example of this is conveyed

by news media habitually framing Islam with terrorism, war, and immigration.

Polish people were also portrayed as “the other” during the media’s lead up to the

Brexit referendum. Negative stereotyping and applying “the other” discourse to

Muslims and Polish groups, has led to increased intergroup hostility and negative

intergroup attitudes in Britain’s multicultural society (Petley and Richardson,

2013; Hatton, 2016; Rzepnikowska, 2019).

People may be motivated to apply stereotypes to support their existing view of a

group or enhance their superiority over the outgroup (Kundra and Sinclair, 1999).

This cognitive process is conceptualised as motivated reasoning. For example, if

an individual is confronted with a symbolic or realistic threat from an outgroup,
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they may be motivated to apply a negative stereotype to the outgroup to boost

their self-worth (Greenberg et al., 1986; Stephan et al., 2017).

Racially motivated reasoning can negatively impact society, democracy and influ-

ence racial spillovers. Simply, racial attitudes can influence political preferences

that concern racial policies (Tesler, 2012). However, evidence suggests that racial

attitudes have been implicated in many nonracial policy preferences such as

healthcare (Tesler, 2012). Evidence suggests that even subtle words and imagery

can cause political preferences to revolve around ones’ racial attitudes. For exam-

ple, White (2007) explored how exposure to racial cues in political information

formed the evaluations of African Americans. White performed two laboratory

experiments testing the effects of explicitly, implicitly and nonracial verbal cues

on black and white Americans concerning a superficial nonracial issue. The

results showed a significant difference between groups. Frames that presented

indirect references to race strongly initiated racial outgroup resentment for White

Americans. Whereas, with Black Americans, direct mentions of race most surely

activating racial in-group identification evoking racial thinking. The influence of

implicit cues was only moderated by the activation of negative descriptions of

the in-group.; therefore demonstrating that racial attitudes are activated whilst

there are no obvious racial cues, potentially affecting decisions and attitudes of

individuals towards nonracial topics.

Tesler (2012) examined whether President Barack Obama’s proposals had the

potential to polarise the public opinions by racial views and race. The results

from cross-sectional surveys and panel data obtained before Obama’s legislation
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showed that racial attitudes had a larger impact on health care opinions in 2009,

whilst Obama was the face of the policy. Further experiments found that health

care policies were more racialised when attributed to President Obama than if

they were attributed to President Clinton.

Ultimately, racially motivated reasoning can affect the perceived accuracy of racial

hoaxes, and fake news could even impact other nonracial related issues.

2.8 The sensemaking process & emotions

It’s been observed that fake news and conspiracy theories usually surface following a

fear-arousing crisis such as terrorism, natural disasters and war (van Prooijen, 2017;

Vosoughi et al., 2018). For example, following the Boston Marathon bombings,

several rumours surfaced on Twitter, misinforming the audiences with incorrect

deaths and perpetrators (Starbird et al., 2014). Hours after the Westminster

Bridge terrorist attack, a photograph of a young woman wearing a hijab and

looking at her phone at the site of the attack was shared thousands of times online,

with captions claiming that she was unaffected by the suffering of the victims.

The image and captions were also accompanied by racist, islamophobic hashtags

such as "#BanIslam” (Rannard, 2017). Awan (2012) also found that Islamaphobic

messages, including messages based on completely false events, occurred following

the Trojan Horse Scandal.

There is evidence that real-life crises such as these influence anxiety and a perceived

lack of control, which influences our sense-seeking behaviours; thus, emotions could

play an important role in determining how one interprets information. Crises
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that trigger the creation and distribution of fake news material influences feelings

of ambiguity, disorientation and confusion in the general public (Stieglitz et al.,

2017). Thus it would be useful to understand if these triggered emotions affect

the accurate perception of misinformation spread across social media.

There is less known of how emotions regulate belief of fake news headlines, yet,

we have evidence that shows that cynical thoughts drive people to believe in

conspiracy theories. People are more likely to believe conspiracy theories when

there is a perceived threat to society or that society’s fundamental values are

changing (Federico et al., 2018; Jolley et al., 2018). The emotions triggered by

crisis events, such as anxiety and lack of control can affect the way one may

make- a sense of what is occurring around them. For example, correlational

data has shown a positive relationship between negative emotions, such as trait

anxiety, lack of control, paranoia and uncertainty and the belief in implausible

conspiracy theories; these emotions appear to increase conspiracy thinking in

general (Grzesiak-Feldman, 2013; Brotherton and Eser, 2015). During crises, the

lack of control influences individuals amplify the blame they attribute to their

enemies. Simply, people are motivated to find a cause of the crisis, which is often

perceived to be at fault of the unfavourable outgroup. This process is demonstrated

by many different conspiracy theories (Sullivan et al., 2010). The evidence here

suggests that negative emotions affect the way individuals interpret ambiguous

information during crisis events, which complies with the notion of negative

emotions possessing the ability to accentuate people’s sensemaking motivations,

allowing them to make sense and take control of the situation (Park, 2010).

Drawing on this evidence, we can speculate that negative emotions influence belief
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in conspiracy theories. Given the nature of fake news, the same principles can be

applied.

Sensemaking holds a vital role in organisational theory and is central to managing

human behaviour. The notion refers to situational awareness, whereby individuals

give meaning to their collective experiences (Dervin, 1983; cited in Stieglitz et al.,

2017). Simply, people try to bridge the cognitive gap when they are provided with

incomplete information, especially during unexpected events, when inharmonious

cues interrupt an individual’s usual activity. Thus individuals must transform

the situation into an event with meaning and comprehension so that they can

restore sense to the world (Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010; Weick et al., 2005). The

explanations used to explain the events can be drawn from justifications that the

individuals deemed acceptable, from expectations and traditions (Weick et al.,

2005).

The two cognitive processes involved with sensemaking include pattern perception

and agency detection (Prooijen and Douglas, 2017). Pattern perception refers to

individuals automatically searching for causal relationships between stimuli, and

research has shown that those who detect random patterns in stimuli are usually

more prone to conspiracy theory belief (Prooijen and Douglas, 2017). Agency

detection also drives belief in conspiracy theories. This refers to when individuals

perceive events as deliberately caused by agents (Douglas et al., 2016; Imhoff

and Bruder, 2014). Similarly to believe in conspiracy theories, these processes

are usually triggered when experiencing negative emotions, that spark negative

emotions fill an important role in determining whether misinformation is perceived
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as accurate. During crises, such as terrorist attacks, people look to communicate

with other individuals who may have the missing information necessary to make

sense of the situation (Stieglitz et al., 2017).

Social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter are important throughout crisis

circumstances. Individuals affected by the crisis can now contribute towards

helpful information via posting it on social media sites. Even emergency services

such as the police forces use social media sites to update citizens and communicate

with them (Stieglitz et al., 2017). For example, during the Brussels terrorist

attacks (2016), information distribution on Twitter dominated the early crisis

stage (Stieglitz et al., 2017, 2018). Despite social media being a useful tool to

quickly spread information during extreme events, it can also be used as a platform

for propagating misinformation and rumours (Oh et al., 2010).



Chapter 3

Pilot study

Firstly, a pilot study was conducted to determine the appropriate stimulus. The

stimulus consisted of 40 fake news headlines taken from Snopes, which the re-

searcher further fabricated to ensure that the participants hadn’t previously seen

the article. The researcher also changed the location of the incidents reported.

There were four conditions within the pilot study:

1. Ten news headlines featuring White- British characters

2. Ten news headlines featuring Arab characters

3. Ten news headlines featuring White- Polish characters

4. Ten neutral news headlines with no ethnic identity cues

The participants were asked to scroll through the fabricated headlines and rate

each on a 4- point accuracy scale, where 1- was not accurate and 4- was completely

accurate. The results were used to determine if the fabricated stimulus could be

perceived as plausible by an audience.

60
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3.1 Methods

3.1.1 Participants

One hundred British social media users were recruited and gave informed consent

to participate in the survey via social media, survey circle, CallForParticipants

(CfP) and the student room forum. The questionnaire gathered no additional

information from the participants. The results were merely looking to see if the

headlines were perceived to be plausible and suitable to use in study one.

Once the participants had consented to participate and agreed that they met the

study’s criteria (social media users and British Citizens), the study began. The

participants were then asked to scroll through a fabricated newsfeed and rate the

accuracy of headlines that were presented in a social media format, containing a

photograph and a single headline.

3.1.2 Ethics

The study was granted ethical approval by Aberystwyth University Psychology

Department (see Appendix A), and the software used to design the questionnaire

was JISK Online Surveys. Electrical consent was sought from the participants

before they could continue the study.

3.1.3 Materials and procedure

The participants were presented with a study invitation (see Appendix B) and

a participant information sheet (see Appendix C) verifying details of the study.

Perceived accuracy was measured using a 4- point scale, where 1 = not at all
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accurate, 2 = somewhat inaccurate, 3 = somewhat accurate, and 4 = completely

accurate as used by Pennycook et al. (2018) (see Appendix D). Four conditions

contained ten negative headlines each, featuring British, Arab, Polish or neutral

characters. An example from the British condition included headlines such as,

“British MP’s are pushing to allow paedophiles to adopt children”, and the neutral

conditions featured headlines such as “Burglars are using rubber bands to break

into houses in Bradford”. All of the headlines are included in the appendices

(see Appendices E-H). The headlines appeared in a randomised order. Once the

participants had completed the accuracy ratings, the debrief sheet informed them

that every headline they had read had been false information, retrieved from the

fact-checking website Snopes and then further edited by the researcher for the

study (see Appendix I). Before submitting their response, the participants were

required to tick a compulsory box to confirm that they had read and understood

that the news wasn’t factual. The participants were then debriefed and thanked

for their participation. A list of helpful resources on fake news was posted at the

bottom of the debrief form, and the participants were encouraged to use them.

3.2 Results and Discussion

As the researcher fabricated the headlines, the pilot study was necessary to ensure

that the headlines were believable before selecting the final stimuli for study one.

All analysis was carried out using IBM SPSS 20. A chi-squared test was used to

investigate if there was a difference between accurate and inaccurate ratings for

each headline. The headlines rated as most believable will be selected to present

in study one (Chapter 4).
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3.2.1 British condition

The fabricated British headline “British pastor arrested for sharing racial hate-

speech on social media” was perceived as the most accurate of the British headlines

as 18 of 25 participants perceived it as accurate. The chi-square showed a significant

difference between accurate and inaccurate rating χ2(1) = 4.84, p =.028. The

second headline perceived as most accurate was “Britain first supporter was

arrested for kicking a pregnant Syrian woman in the stomach”. This headline

received 17 accurate ratings out of the 25 participants. However, there was no

significant difference χ2(1) = 3.24, p = .072. telling us that the perceived accuracy

of the headline wasn’t significantly higher than that perceived inaccuracy.

3.2.2 Polish condition

The selected headlines in the Polish condition showed the same results. The

headlines: “A woman who entered an Uber in Cardiff, Wales, on February 18 2019

was the victim of an attempted kidnapping by a Polish sex traffic worker” and

“21-year-old Polish migrant posed as a 12-year-old boy to social services” were

perceived to be accurate by 11 of the participants and inaccurate by 14 of the

participants. The chi-square test showed no significant difference between whether

the participants perceived the headline as accurate or inaccurate χ2(1) = 0.36, p

= .549.

3.2.3 Arab condition

The performance of the headlines worsened when the headlines presented featured

an Arab perpetrator. Yet, the most believed headlines were selected, as we can
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still use them to measure the ratings against racial attitudes in study one. The

headline that read “500 British supermarket stores closed and 423 Middle-Eastern

supermarkets selling Halal meats opened” was perceived to be accurate by 8 of

the 25 participants. This result showed a small albeit non-significant difference

compared to the other headlines χ2(1) = 3.24, p = .072, whereby the participants

that rated it as inaccurate were almost significantly different to those who rated

it as accurate.

While examining the following most perceived accurate headline, three headlines

appeared with the same result, whereby 7 participants perceived it as accurate, and

18 judged it inaccurate. The significant chi-squared results show that significantly

more people believed they were false than accurate χ2(1) = 4.84, p = .028. The

headlines are as follows:

1. Man of Arab origin threatens girls for wearing bikinis at the beach in

Brighton.

2. Arab paedophile rings across Britain are using small children who appear to

be lost to lure victims to them.

3. Middle- Eastern immigrants committed the most knife crimes in London,

2018.

Headline 3 was discounted, as there is no means of proving that it is false. Official

reports have not confirmed which ethnic group committed the most knife crimes

in London (Macguill, 2018). The researcher selected one of the remaining two

headlines at random, so headline one was included in study one.
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3.2.4 Neutral condition

In the neutral condition, 15 participants rated the headline: “A store in London

closed on September 11 to honour the 9/11 hijackers” as accurate, whereas only

10 perceived it as inaccurate. The chi-square result shows no significant difference

χ2(1) = 1, p = .549. Like the Arab condition, there was another instance where

two headlines gained the same accuracy responses. The following headlines were

rated as accurate by 11 participants and inaccurate by 14; χ2(1) = 0.36, p = .549.

1. Criminals at petrol stations across the Midlands are handing out key rings

with transmitters that enable them to track potential burglary or carjacking

victims.

2. A teenager was mugged in a “drug dealing village” in Wales while doing an

online challenge inspired by the movie “Bird Box”.

The researcher selected a headline at random to settle the tie, and the first of the

headlines were included in study one.

3.3 Conclusions

The results of the pilot study determined the intended stimulus format is effective

to measure the participants perceived credibility. Based on the results found in

the pilot study, the following eight headlines will be used for stimuli in study one:

1. A store in London closed on September 11 to honour the 9/11 hijackers.

2. Criminals at petrol stations across the Midlands are handing out key rings

with transmitters that enable them to track potential burglary or carjacking
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victims.

3. Man of Arab origin threatens girls for wearing bikinis at the beach in

Brighton.

4. 500 British supermarket stores closed, and 423 Middle-Eastern supermarkets

selling Halal meats opened.

5. A woman who entered an Uber in Cardiff, Wales, on February 18 2019, was

the victim of an attempted kidnapping by a Polish sex traffic worker.

6. A 21-year-old Polish migrant posed as a 12-year-old boy to social services.

7. British pastor arrested for sharing racial hate speech on social media.

8. Britain’s first supporter was arrested for kicking a pregnant Syrian woman

in the stomach.
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Study 1

4.1 Background

This study aimed to address the gap in motivated reasoning literature by estab-

lishing if one’s racial attitude influences the perceived accuracy of intergroup fake

news. Fake news refers to a wide range of misinformation circulating the internet,

often created by biased sources to influence public opinion (Allcott and Gentzkow,

2017; Zimdars, 2016). The spread of false information has real-world adverse

effects on news consumption and public attitudes (Barthel et al., 2016). Studies

have suggested that these adverse effects last even once it has been debunked

(Thorson, 2016).

Typically, fake news media takes an extreme, biased stance and is consistently

mistaken for factual information (Lazer et al., 2018). This causes important

implications as news media content can reinforce individuals’ existing negative
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stereotypes of social groups (Florian and Northup, 2015). Moreover, long-term

exposure to negative stereotypical information in the news can result in other

negative implicit attitudes, affecting explicit attitudes (Florian and Northup,

2015). The provocation of prejudicial attitudes can increase anti-social behaviour,

including hate speech and hate crimes toward incriminated groups, both online

and in the physical world (Kopytowska and Baider, 2017).

4.1.1 Study Justification

The perceived accuracy of hateful intergroup fake news could influence negative

stereotypes, hate speech and hate crimes within the real world in the same

way as traditional media outlets. An online experiment found that an audience

exposed to harmful and hateful content regarding refugees showed a decreased

prosocial behaviour toward refugees compared to the participants exposed to

neutral information (Weber et al., 2020). A meta-analysis has revealed that

devaluing information within a news media context can negatively impact group

members (Appel and Webber, 2017)

Salvatore and Shelton (2007) investigated how the experience of racial prejudice

influences the cognitive functioning of victims. After reading information that

suggested that a recruiter had made non-prejudiced, ambiguously prejudiced, or

blatantly prejudiced hiring choices, the participants were asked to complete a

Stroop task. The results showed that cognitive functioning was more impaired

when exposed to ambiguous and blatant prejudice conditions. Hate speech has

even contributed to tensions within communities and influenced intergroup violence

(Siegel, 2020). Thus, it is not surprising that individuals have described living
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in fear due to the possibility of online hate speech materialising in the physical

world (Awan and Zempi, 2015).

Social media sites, such as Twitter and Facebook, are used to spread powerful

messages to large numbers of people; and are a central platform for spreading fake

news (Silverman and Alexander, 2016). People may attempt to spread fake news

online to affect the public’s opinion on a specific topic (Marwick and Lewis, 2017).

Despite different groups having different motivations for spreading misinformation,

a common goal of many far-right movements is to increase the support for anti-

multiculturalism. For example, following fatal terror attacks within Europe, there

was an increase in anti-muslim content intertwining Muslims and refugees with

Islamic extremists (Greven, 2016). Ultimately, misinformation spread can result

in the radicalisation of social media users adopting far-right views (Marwick and

Lewis, 2017). Goerzen, as cited in Marwick and Lewis (2017), theorised that

radicalisation of this kind often happens following a social change. The framing

of individuals as the minority group under attack may influence people to join an

empowered minority position.

Previously, Jolley et al. (2018) found that the negative impact of intergroup

misinformation can extend beyond the implicated group via a process called the

secondary transfer effect (STE) (Pettigrew, 2009). Fake news may not stop at

influencing one’s attitude toward other social groups. The factors that drive belief

in misinformation must be understood to increase our understanding and tackle

the spread of fake news. Reducing intergroup violence and the perceived threat is

vital, especially in a multicultural society.
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4.1.2 Theoretical Framework: Motivated reasoning

The concept of motivated reasoning is utilised to explain the substantial research

that suggests individuals habitually interpret information in a biased manner so

that it fits with their previous conceptions (Lavine et al., 2005; Pasek et al., 2015;

Hartman and Newmark, 2012). Motivated reasoning suggests that individuals

warp new incoming information to bolster their existing views. Therefore new

information is seen more favourably. Research suggests that political preferences

and attitudes influence the direction of such information manipulation (Kahn

et al., 2016).

Once exposed to news media, the audiences integrate their prior existing beliefs

and their perceived credibility of the new information. Simply put, differences in

prior beliefs can affect how one perceives the new information (Thaler, 2019). It

is accepted that when people are exposed to information regarding their political

group, they activate an "identity protective cognition. This process often leads

them to willingly accept information that coincides with their current views and

reject information that does not (Kahn et al., 2016). Previously, political science

studies have demonstrated that implicit racism of white people impact their

judgements, even when one may be unaware of their racial bias (Dovidio et al.,

2002; Holroyd and Puddifoot, 2019)

Given the research discussed above, it is reasonable to expect audiences to activate

their pre-existing beliefs and views of racial stereotypes, to judge racialised

information. So, in this study, the RACES scale will be used to establish if

individual differences in racial attitudes contribute to the perceived credibility
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of racialised fake news. Fake news headlines were selected from Snopes.com and

adapted to ensure that the participants had not been previously exposed to the

story.

The adjusted fake news stories were presented in the format of a Facebook post.

The nationality of the perpetrator differed, either featuring a British perpetrator,

Arab perpetrator or Polish perpetrator. There was a control condition in which

the perpetrator’s nationality was not mentioned. Participants were exposed to

the news story posts and then asked to rate their belief in the news article.

Individuals with high levels of prejudice are likely to interpret racialised fake news

as accurate. Thus allowing pre-existing racial attitudes may upstage accuracy

goals, leading to people processing the information in a biased way that confirms

their existing beliefs (Taber and Lodge, 2006; Van Bavel and Pereira, 2018;

Pennycook et al., 2017). For example, Pasek et al. (2015) demonstrated that

people with anti-black attitudes were more likely to believe conspiracy theories

about President Obama being born overseas. Hartman and Newmark (2012)

found that predispositions on race and ideology motivated individuals to accept

false information regarding Obama being a Muslim. This process is referred to

as motivated reasoning. Additionally, people habitually favour in-groups over

outgroups, holding prejudicial attitudes toward outgroups (Mackie and Smith,

1998; Wilder, 2001, as cited in Hewstone et al., 2002).

Due to the considerable evidence for this intergroup bias, along with evidence of

motivated reasoning processes, the following hypotheses were formed:
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• H1: Individuals are more likely to believe social media-based misinformation

about a racial outgroup.

• H2: Those with higher racist attitudes are more likely to accept negative,

racially-biased misinformation on social media.

• H3: Individuals with lower levels of accepting attitudes and higher levels of

ethnocentrism are more likely to perceive in-group information as accurate.

4.2 Methods

4.2.1 Ethics

The study commenced once ethical approval was obtained from the Psychology

department at Aberystwyth University. Initially, the participants were then

presented with a study invitation linked to an online participant information sheet

(see Appendix J). The information sheet informed the participants that the study

observed how individual differences influenced news perception on social media.

Importantly, they were informed that their responses would be kept anonymous

and that they could stop the study at any point or withdraw their data by the date

specified. The participants knew that their anonymity would be breached if they

wanted to withdraw their data, yet their information would remain confidential.

After completing the survey, participants were asked to tick a compulsory box

acknowledging that the news headlines they had read were all false, created by the

researcher for the research purposes. The participants were then presented with an

online debrief sheet that clearly explained the purpose of the study and the issues

raised due to fake news online. Additionally, relevant resources were provided
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at the end of the debrief sheet so that the participants could read more about

fake news and how to spot it. There was a low foreseen risk level for the study

participants. The debrief form included contact details and helpful resources that

could offer support and insight if they found any survey aspect uncomfortable or

upsetting. The researcher’s contact details were also available in case there were

any questions to be asked (see Appendix O).

4.2.2 Study design

The data was collected using a quasi-experimental design. The design entailed

a within-subjects factorial design, with 3 independent variables measured via

the RACES scale. The independent variables measured were accepting attitudes,

racist attitudes and ethnocentric attitudes. The dependent variable was the

participants accuracy rating of the news article headlines. Data was collected

using an anonymous online questionnaire. Information about the participants’

age, gender, education level and birth country was also obtained.

4.2.3 Participants

Three hundred and eighteen participants (203 female, 112 male and 3 other, Mage

= 29, SD= 12.82) were recruited via social media sites such as Facebook and from

an online platform, Survey Circle, whereby participants complete your survey

to obtain survey points. Sampling from large platforms such as social media

allowed for more diverse data. The participants were above the age of 18, active

social media users and had British Citizenship, though 28.6% were born elsewhere.

65.8% of the participants had achieved a university-level qualification, consisting



CHAPTER 4. STUDY 1 74

of undergraduate, masters or PhD level, 28.3% were educated from entry-level up

to a higher education level, whereas 1.3% had no qualifications. The participants

also had to confirm that they had previously not completed the pilot study to

avoid bias responses due to pre-exposure.

4.2.4 Appraratus and materials

The participants were asked to complete an online questionnaire designed and

presented using Online Surveys (JISK), an online tool for academic research. The

RACES (Racism, Acceptance, and Cultural-Ethnocentrism Scale) was used to

measure racial attitudes. The researcher fabricated a news feed to present the

fake news stories to the participants.

4.2.4.1 The RACES scale

Participants will be asked to fill in an online questionnaire consisting of an

independent measure of the Racism, Acceptance, and Cultural-Ethnocentrism

Scale (RACES ; see Appendix M ), a robust 24- item scale developed to measure

racist attitudes (Grigg and Manderson, 2016). It has shown to be a robust scale

of Accepting Attitudes (12 items), Racist Attitudes (8 Items) and Ethnocentric

Attitudes (4 items).

The Races scale consists of three subscales, each that capture a defined element of

racism: the Accepting Attitudes Scale (AAS), a 13-item scale of attitudes reflecting

outgroup endorsement and acceptance; and Ethnocentric Attitudes Scale (EAS), a

4-item scale of attitudes reflecting in-group favouritism and loyalty and the Racist

Attitudes Scale (RAS), an 8-item scale of attitudes reflecting outgroup denigration
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and derogation (Grigg and Manderson, 2016). The participants were asked to

respond to each item on a four-point Likert scale that ranged from “Strongly

Agree” to “Strongly Disagree”. Half of the items are reversed scored, so higher

scores indicate higher levels of acceptance or lower levels of racist attitudes.

4.2.4.2 Perceived accuracy

Mirroring the pilot study, to measure the perceived accuracy of each headline, a 4

point Likert scale was used ranging from “Not at all Accurate” to “Completely

Accurate”, similar to that used by Pennycook et al. (2018). However, previous

research has shown that when asked to answer questions on controversial issues,

social desirability bias influence participants to select the neutral option. There-

fore, the neutral option was removed to encourage indecisive participants to be

thoughtful about their responses to the survey whilst ensuring they provide a

meaningful response (Johns, 2005).

4.2.4.3 Fake news feed

The previous pilot study determined the items included in the news feed. Par-

ticipants were asked to read through the fabricated fake news feed presented

in a Facebook format. There were eight articles altogether, featuring different

perpetrators, two British, two Arab, two Polish and two neutral as a control. An

example of one of the Arab headlines are as follows:

“Arab paedophile rings across Britain are using small children who appear to be

lost to lure victims to them.”

The neutral headlines differed by not mentioning the ethnicity of the people
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involved in the news story. An example of a neutral headline is as follows:

“A family man said a stranger walking near his wife at a local shopping centre

could have been involved in sex trafficking.”

The full newsfeed can be seen in the appendices (see Appendix N).

4.2.5 Procedure

A study invitation was presented on social media platforms such as Facebook and

Survey Circle. Participants recruited via survey circle were offered “survey points”

for taking part. Those participants recruited via social media were volunteers and

received no incentive. Once the participant had read the information sheet and

provided their online consent confirming that they met the participation criteria,

the study began. The questionnaire involved sections gathering information about

the participant’s racial attitudes, perception of misinformation, and demographic

data.

The participants’ racial, accepting and ethnocentric attitudes were initially mea-

sured using the 24- item RACES scale. Immediately after this, the participants

were presented with some general questions designed to obtain demographic data,

such as their age, gender, country of birth, and their highest achievers educational

qualification.

Then, eight fake news headlines were presented, 2 featuring a British perpetrator,

two featuring a Polish perpetrator, two featuring an Arab perpetrator and two

where the perpetrator’s nationality wasn’t mentioned. The participants read
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through the news stories and were asked to rate the stories using their best

knowledge on a 4- point Likert scale consisting of completely accurate, somewhat

accurate, somewhat inaccurate and completely inaccurate.

Before the participants submitted their responses, they were asked to select a

compulsory box to confirm that they understood that the information they had

read was all fake news headlines fabricated by the researcher for the sole purpose

of this study. On the following page then, information and resources offering

advice and guidance concerning fake news were shared with the participants.

4.2.6 Data analysis

The raw data were exported from Online Surveys into Microsoft Excel for data

cleaning, sorting and preparation (See Appendix AD for raw data and Appendix

AE for statistical output). At this stage, basic cleaning such as re-naming columns

for ease of use took place to assist ease of use during the analysis. Additionally,

due to the diverse responses to country of birth, the participants were grouped

into “Born in the UK” and “Born elsewhere”. Similarly, for the highest achieved

qualifications, participants were grouped as “University”, “Higher and further

education”, “Entry Level” and “No Qualifications”. The scores for each participant

AAS, EAS and RAS were also calculated here to be analysed in SPSS easily.

Once the data was straightforward, it was exported to SPSS 24 and analysed

using the appropriate techniques to address the study hypothesis.

Descriptive statistics were used to explore the demographics of the respondents.

To test the hypotheses, a two proportion z test was used to identify differences in
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accuracy perception between the different headline conditions. To do this, the

accuracy responses were separated into two groups, accurate and inaccurate. To

identify any significant differences between the RAS and AAS scores and perceived

accuracy, a series of ANOVAs were used with the independent variable being the

RACES score and the perceived accuracy being the dependent variable.

For a deeper exploration of the data, MANOVAs were conducted with demographic

variables as independent variables, with RACES score and perceived accuracy

as dependent variables. The independent variables included: country of birth,

gender and highest achieved the educational qualification. Findings revealed

non- significant associations between the scale scores for perceived accuracy and

education level across all eight headlines. Therefore, the participant’s level of

education will not be included in the analysis.

4.3 Results

4.3.1 Sample overview

Three hundred and eighteen participants (203 female, 112 male and 3 other,

Mage = 29, SD= 12.82) were recruited using social media and an online survey

exchange platform, “SurveyCircle”. Participants were all UK Citizens, though

28.6% were born elsewhere. 65.8% of the participants had achieved a university-

level qualification, consisting of undergraduate, masters or PhD level, 28.3% were

educated from entry-level up to a higher education level, whereas 1.3% had no

qualifications. To further explore the characteristics of the participants and data

set, further descriptive statistics are discussed bellow.
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4.3.2 RACES scale

In this part of the analysis, statistical analysis was applied to explore how the

participant characteristics effected they’re RACES score.

Multiple linear regression was used to calculate if the participant’s age could predict

their RACES score. The participants age was entered as the independent variable,

and their individual RACES score was the dependent variable. A significant

regression equation was found R2 = .04, F(3,303) = 4.97, p < .01. Only one

variable, RAS, added significantly to the prediction, β = 12.6, p <. 001.

An independent sample t-test was conducted to investigate the difference between

two groups: male and female on their RACES score. The gender or the participants

was entered as the independent variable and the RACES components (RAS, EAS,

AAS) where entered as the dependent variables. The results demonstrated a

significant difference in accepting attitudes between males and females t(314) =

-2.68, p = 0.02. As shown by Figure 4.1, males scored higher on the AAS than

females. There were no significant results between genders on the RAS and the

EAS.

To investigate if there was a difference between two groups: people born in the UK

and people born elsewhere, another independent t-test was performed. This time,

the independent variable was their country of birth and the dependent variables

were the RACES components. The T-test showed no significant difference between

UK born participants and participants born elsewhere on the AAS t(314) = 1.37 ,

p = 0.51, EAS t(314) = 1.04, p = 0.90 or RAS t(314) = 0.63, p = 1.
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Figure 4.1: Box plot displaying the RACES scale scores between genders. AAS:
Accepting attitudes scale; EAS: Ethnocentric attitude scale; RAS: Racist attitude
scale.
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A MANOVA was used to determine if there was any difference between level of

education and RACES components. The independent variable was the participants

highest achieved qualification, which had different levels (PhD, Masters, Bachelors,

A Level etc). The dependent variable were the components of the RACES scale,

which against consists of the AAS, RAS AND EAS. The results from a MANOVA

showed a significant difference in RACES scores based on participants’ highest

achieved qualification F(8, 293 = 2.05, p = .002). Figure 4.2 shows that this

difference predominantly exists for the RAS score, where those with a lower

achieves qualifications generally scored higher on the measurement of the racist

attitude.

Figure 4.2: Box plot displaying the RACES scale scores between highest achieved
level of education (HAQ). AAS: Accepting attitudes scale; EAS: Ethnocentric
attitude scale; RAS: Racist attitude scale.
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4.3.3 Perceived accuracy of headlines

This part of the analysis was to determine if the overall perceived accuracy of

the headlines and to establish if there had been any order bias. Initially, to

check that there was no order-biased between the three conditions, a MANOVA

was performed to examine the effect of the presented order of the headlines on

perceived accuracy responses. There was no statistically significant interaction

between the perceived accuracy, and the headlines’ order presented F(2, 618 =

0.975, p = .483). These results suggest that the order in which the headlines were

presented did not impact the perceived accuracy responses from the participant,

insinuating that no order bias was present.

To test the assumption of hypothesis one, a two proportions Z-test was used to

compare the proportion of participants who perceived the headlines as accurate

across the four conditions, Arab, Polish, British and Neutral. The perceived

accuracy was split into two groups: accurate and inaccurate. Surprisingly, a

significantly higher proportion of participants perceived the British headline 1

to be accurate than the Arab headline one χ2(1) = 74.1, p = < 0.001. The

was a significantly higher proportion of participants that perceived both British

headlines to be accurate than any other headline, aside from neutral 2; where

there was an insignificant difference for British headline one, χ2(1) = 6.88, p

= < 0.113 and British headline two χ2(1) = 64.7, p = 0.121. There was also a

significant difference in the proportion of participants who perceived Arab headline

1 as inaccurate compared to Polish headline 1, χ2(1) = 41, p < 0.001 and Polish

headline 2, χ2(1) = 13.4, p = .003 (Figure 4.3.
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Figure 4.3: Composite bar plot comparing the perceived credibility responses
across the headlines. The y-axis shows the percentage of all responses.

To test hypothesis two and three, a series of one-way ANOVA tests were used

to determine whether there was a difference between the participants racial and

accepting attitudes and their perceived accuracy of the headlines. The results of

these tests are broken up into separate sections based on the headline type being

tested. The independent variable entered was the RACES components and the

dependent variable was the perceived accuracy of each headline.

4.3.4 Perceived accuracy - Arab headlines

Headline One: 500 British supermarket stores closed, and 423 Middle- Eastern

supermarkets selling Halal meats opened.

Headline Two: Arab paedophile rings across Britain are using small children who
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appear to be lost to lure victims to them.

A series of one-way ANOVAs confirmed the effect of participants’ RACES scores

on the accuracy of perception of both Arab news headlines.

The RAS scores for participants were significantly related to the perceived accuracy

response for headline one, F(3, 314) = 9.6, p = .000 and headline 2, F(3, 314) =

21.5, p = .000. When examining the results of headline one, a Tukey post-hoc test

revealed that the racist attitudes amongst those who perceived the news to be not

at all accurate were significantly lower than those who perceived the news to be

somewhat accurate (p= .000 ) and completely accurate (p= .000). Additionally,

participants who perceived the headline as somewhat inaccurate had significantly

higher racist attitudes than those who perceived it as somewhat accurate (p=

.022) and completely accurate (p = .003).

Similarly, the Tukey post hoc test revealed that participants who perceived the

headline as accurate held significantly more racist attitudes than participants

that perceived the headline as not very accurate (p=.000) and not at all accurate

(p=.000). In fact, the racist attitudes were significantly different between those

who found it very accurate and somewhat accurate (p=.046). Similarly, there was

a significant difference in perceived accuracy determined by the participants EAS

score for both headline 1, F(3, 314) = 6.64 p = .005 and headline 2, F(3, 314)

= 6.89, p = .003. Again, the post-hoc Tukey results revealed that EAS scores

amongst participants who perceived the headlines as completely inaccurate held

significantly lower ethnocentric attitudes than the participants who had rated

them as completely accurate for both headline (p=.000) and headline 2 (p=.01),
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suggesting that participants with lower Ethnocentric Attitudes were most likely

to perceive the news headlines as inaccurate.

Finally, the ANOVA results demonstrated that there was a significant difference

in AAS scores and perceived accuracy for both headlines 1, F(3, 314) = 6.79 p =

.004 and headline 2 F(3, 314) = 6.75 p = .004. Post-hoc Tukey results revealed

that AAS scores amongst participants who perceived the headlines as completely

inaccurate were significantly more accepting than the participants who had rated

them as completely accurate. This result was significant for headlines one (p=.000)

and two (p=.000), suggesting that participants with higher accepting Attitudes

were most likely to perceive the news headlines as inaccurate.

A series of two-way MANOVA was used to assess the RACES components (EAS,

AAS, RAS) simultaneously; to see if the AAS, EAS, and RAS effects on the

perceived accuracy were different based on interacting factors: gender and country

of birth.

The MANOVA results for headline one showed a significant interaction effect

between birth country and perceived accuracy on the RACES scale F(3,314) =

2.93, p = .000; Wilks’ Λ = .91. As seen in the box plot (Figure 4.1), the difference

lies on the AAS scale. Participants that were born outside of the UK had less

accepting attitudes than those born in the UK. Additionally, the box plot shows

that amongst participants who perceived the headline to be very accurate, those

born in the UK were less ethnocentric than those born outside of the UK.

Similarly for headline two, there was a significant interaction effect between birth
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country and perceived accuracy on the RACES scale F(3,314) = 3.06, p = .0;

Wilks’ Λ = .915. As before, Figure 4.4 shows that the significant difference lies

amongst those who perceived the headline to be very accurate, demonstrating

that people born within the UK had a more accepting attitude than people born

outside of the UK. Additionally, the MANOVA results for headline two also showed

a significant interaction between gender and perceived accuracy on the RACES

scale F(3,314) = 2.68, p = .03; Wilks’ Λ = .924. The significant difference lies

between males and females who thought that the headline was very accurate. The

female participants scored as more accepting and less ethnocentric than the male

participants. Although it may not reach significance, the females who perceived

the information to be very accurate also scored lower on racist attitude scale

(Figure 4.5).

4.3.5 Perceived accuracy - Polish headlines

Headline one: A woman who entered an Uber in Cardiff, Wales, on 18th February

2019 was the victim of an attempted kidnapping by a Polish sex traffic worker.

Headline two: 21-year-old Polish migrant posed as a 12-year-old boy to social

services.

Again, one-way ANOVAs were used to investigate the effect of participants’

RACES scores on the accuracy of perception of both Polish news headlines.

Unlike the Arab condition, there was not a significant difference between the AAS

scores and recorded perceived accuracy of the Polish headline one, F(3, 314) =

.31, p = 1 or for headline two, F(3, 314) = 3.9, p = .22. Similarly, no significant
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Figure 4.4: Box plot showing the relationship between RACES score and perceived
accuracy of Arab headlines, facetted by country of birth. AAS: Accepting attitudes
scale; EAS: Ethnocentric attitude scale; RAS: Racist attitude scale.
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Figure 4.5: Box plot showing the relationship between RACES score and perceived
accuracy of Arab headlines, facetted by gender. AAS: Accepting attitudes scale;
EAS: Ethnocentric attitude scale; RAS: Racist attitude scale.
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difference was found between perceived accuracy and the participants EAS score

for both headline 1, F(3, 314) = 4.15 p = .16 and headline 2, F(3, 314) = 4.66, p

= .08.

Yet, the ANOVA results demonstrated that there was a significant difference in

RAS scores and perceived accuracy for both headlines 1, F(3, 314) = 6.9 p =

.004 and headline 2 F(3, 314) = 16 p = .000. The results of the post-hoc Tukey

test showed that RAS scores amongst participants who perceived the headlines

as completely inaccurate were significantly lower than the participants who had

rated them as completely accurate (p=.000), suggesting that participants with

higher accepting attitudes were most likely to perceive the news headlines as

inaccurate. The results were also significant between those who perceived the

headline as somewhat accurate and not at all accurate p= .008) and participants

who perceived it to be very accurate and not very accurate (p= .012). The Tukey

test showed a similar relationship for headline 2. Participants who perceived the

headlines as very accurate had significantly higher racial attitudes than those who

perceived them as not accurate (p=.000).

4.3.6 Perceived accuracy - British headlines

Headline one: Britain’s first supporter was arrested for kicking a pregnant Syrian

woman in the stomach.

Headline two: British Vicar arrested for sharing racial hate - speech on social

media.

One way ANOVAs were used to investigate the effect of participants’ RACES
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scores on the accuracy of perception of both British news headlines. The ANOVA

revealed no significant difference between the AAS scores and recorded perceived

accuracy of the British headline one, F(3, 314) = .13, p = 1 or for headline two,

F(3, 314) = 20, p = 1. Similarly, no significant difference was found between

perceived accuracy and the participants EAS score for both headline 1, F(3, 314)

= 1.41 p = 1 and headline 2, F(3, 314) = .18 p = 1. Finally, the ANOVA results

demonstrated that there was no significant difference in RAS scores and perceived

accuracy for both headlines 1, F(3, 314) = 1.19 p = 1 and headline 2 F(3, 314) =

1.78 p = 1

4.3.7 Perceived accuracy - Neutral headlines

Headline one: A store in London closed on 11th September to honour the 9/11

hijackers.

Headline two: Criminals at petrol stations across the Midland are handing out key

rings with transmitters that enable them to track potential burglary or carjacking

victims.

A series of one way ANOVAs confirmed the effect of participants’ RACES scores

on the accuracy of perception of both Arab news headlines. The AAS scores

for participants was significantly related to the perceived accuracy response for

headline one, F(3, 314) = 5.48, p = .02. The post-hoc Tukey results revealed

that AAS scores amongst participants who perceived the headlines as completely

inaccurate were significantly lower than the participants who had rated them as

completely accurate (p=.025), suggesting that participants with higher accepting
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attitudes were most likely to perceive the news headlines as inaccurate. However,

the one-way ANOVA results showed no significant difference between AAS and

perceived accuracy for headline 2, F(3, 314) = 1.99, p = .1.

Similarly, there was a significant difference in perceived accuracy determined by

the participants EAS score for headline 1, F(3, 314) = 13.4 p = .000, but not for

headline 2, F(3, 314) = .53, p = 1. Again, the post hoc Tukey results revealed that

EAS scores amongst participants who perceived the headline one as completely

inaccurate were significantly less ethnocentric than the participants who had rated

them as completely accurate (p=.000), suggesting that participants with lower

Ethnocentric Attitudes were most likely to perceive the news headline one as

inaccurate.

Once more, the ANOVA results demonstrated that there was a significant difference

in RAS scores and perceived accuracy for both headlines 1, F(3, 314) = 16.1

p = .000 but not headline 2 F(3, 314) = 3.62 p = .323. When examining the

results of headline one, a Tukey post-hoc test revealed that the racist attitudes

amongst those who perceived the news to be not at all accurate were significantly

lower than those who perceived the news to be somewhat accurate (p= .022 )

and completely accurate (p= .000). Additionally, participants who perceived the

headline as somewhat inaccurate had significantly less racist attitudes than those

who perceived it as somewhat accurate (p= .04) and completely accurate (p =

.003).

A series of one way MANOVA found a significant interaction effect between birth

country and perceived accuracy on the RACES scale F(3,314) = 3.28 p = .004;
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Wilks’ Λ = .908. Figure 4.7 shows that of the participants who perceived the

headline as very accurate, those born within the UK had a higher accepting

attitude and a less ethnocentric attitude than participants born outside of the

UK.

Figure 4.6: Box plot showing the relationship between RACES score and perceived
accuracy of the neutral headlines, faceted by country of birth. AAS: Accepting
attitudes scale; EAS: Ethnocentric attitude scale; RAS: Racist attitude scale.

4.4 Discussion

This study aimed to address the gap in the motivated reasoning literature, by

exploring how one’s pre-existing attitudes towards racial out-groups influenced

their perceived credibility of racialised fake news.

• H1: Individuals are more likely to believe social media-based misinformation

about a racial out-group
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Despite self-categorisation involuntarily encouraging biased information processing

to favour the in-group over the out-group (Schaller, 1991), the results of this study

showed that the participants were more likely to perceive the negative British

headlines as accurate compared to the Arab and Polish headlines. This suggests

that racial intergroup bias wasn’t the present process.

Looking more closely at the headlines presented in the British condition: “Britain’s

first supporter was arrested for kicking a pregnant Syrian woman in the stomach”

and “British Vicar arrested for sharing racial hate - speech on social media.”

Far-right parties such as Britain First and the English Defence League have

been notorious for spreading anti-Islamic hate speech in public and online. The

participants in the study may have been likely to perceive the headline as accurate

due to existing stereotypes that exist concerning the far right. Unfortunately,

the far-right is becoming increasingly popular on social media yet, is massively

criticised for being racist and Islamophobic (Burke, 2018). So, it is likely that the

study participants held pre-existing negative stereotypes for extreme right parties

in Britain. Due to their socially undesirable behaviour, the participants may not

identify with these parties, essentially casting them as the out-group. Perhaps

future studies could consider political stances when testing the perceived accuracy

of news headlines.

• H2: Those with higher racist attitudes are more likely to accept negative,

racially-biased misinformation on social media.

Do racial attitudes affect the perceived accuracy of intergroup fake news? In this

case, yes. Those who held higher racist attitudes were more likely to perceive
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negative fake news when it was incriminating an Arab or Polish individual to be

accurate.

There is a substantial amount of existing research that can explain this outcome.

The use of habitual associations and categorisations towards racial groups whilst

forming judgements is an important area of social psychology (Hilton and Von

Hippel, 1996). The inevitable consequences of social categorisation included

stereotypes, where we focus on characteristics of a social group, essentially forming

a category that differentiates them from another social group (Stephan and

Stephan, 1996). Humans habitually assign negative and biased labels towards an

outgroup to boost in-group status (Stephan and Stephan, 1996).

To explain how these stereotypes could influence the perceived accuracy of inter-

group fake news, we can apply the knowledge learnt through associative network

modelling (Anderson, 1983; Rumelhart et al., 1986). Associative network models

assume that pieces of information, known as nodes, link together to form networks.

Some links are stronger than others. Due to the abundance of news reports on

Islam and terrorism, for some individuals, the link between Muslims and danger

will be a lot stronger than the link between Muslims and peace.

External stimuli, such as news reports can activate a node. Whilst accessing

information, if a group node is activated, say by reading the news, all of the

character features of that group will become activated. For example, if highly

prejudical participants were reading the fake news involving Polish characters,

other negative stereotypes that they hold of that social group would be activated,

creating expectations. According to the theory of confirmation bias, humans accept
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information that confirms their previous beliefs and often pay little attention to

any information that suggests alternative possibilities. Simply put, participants

who scored higher on the racist scale may have been more likely to perceive the

information as accurate due to unconscious automatic bias that they initially held

against Polish or Arab people.

Yet, there may be a chance that this accuracy judgement was not completely

automated. As aforementioned, one may be motivated by goals instead of accuracy

(Kunda, 1990), a theory conceptualised as motivated reasoning. The motivated

reasoning model, proposed by (Taber et al., 2001), points out that if one aims to

maintain their existing beliefs, the processing and interpretation of new information

will repeatedly modify to serve that purpose. So, it is reasonable to assume that

the tendency to engage in racially motivated reasoning would be more prevalent

among people who hold less favourable views toward racial minorities. After all,

motivated reasoning has even been documented to occur when one perceives their

detailed evaluations to be positive, as implicit evaluations of a social group can

also encourage the belittlement of outgroup members (Shoda et al., 2014).

• H3: Individuals with lower levels of accepting attitudes and higher levels of

ethnocentrism are more likely to perceive in-group information as accurate.

The results showed that acceptance and ethnocentrism significantly affected the

perceived accuracy of fake news when there was an Arab perpetrator or a Neutral

perpetrator. Overall, higher ethnocentrism and lower acceptance resulted in

intergroup fake news being perceived as more accurate.



CHAPTER 4. STUDY 1 96

Perhaps, this may be explained by intergroup threat theory. As we have mentioned,

when a group feels threatened by an outgroup, we are likely to process information

in a biased way so that our beliefs about them are confirmed accurately, and the

in-group appears superior. Ethnocentrism has been directly linked to an increased

perceived threat from an outgroup.

For example, Grant (1992) provided participants with threatening or non-

threatening feedback about how outgroup members evaluated their work;

ethnocentrism increased when threatening feedback was given. Similarly, whilst

Florack et al. (2003) investigated the perceived threat and assimilation of Turkish

migrants in Germany, ethnocentric attitudes were positively correlated with a

perceived threat. The Turkish migrants’ perceived threat was also a significant

predictor of their attitudes towards the Turkish Migrants.

So, perhaps the participants in this study with higher ethnocentric attitudes

perceived the outgroups featured in the news articles as more threatening. Pro-

cesses such as motivated reasoning and confirmation bias may have swayed their

perceived accuracy of the fake news article.

This effect, however, only appeared in the Arab and Neutral conditions. Previ-

ous work investigating the attitudes of immigrant-receiving nations has found

that public support varies depending upon ethnic characteristics. Harell et al.

(2013) found that the support for welfare programmes declined significantly if the

survey participants were primed with information about non-white beneficiaries.

Furthermore, Konitzer et al. (2019) found that in Britain, Middle Easterners

were viewed as significantly less favourable than the control immigration group.
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Middle Easterners were rated more harshly on every trait, including lawfulness.

Middle-Eastern Immigration receives two-thirds of the media coverage concerning

immigration (Hellwig and Sinno, 2017; Konitzer et al., 2019); which might explain

why interaction was found for the Arab condition and not for the Polish condition.

Hellwig and Sinno (2017) experimented with observing whether the British public

opinion of threats of immigration differed depending upon the ethnicity of the

immigrant group. The participants were primed to consider that the immigrants

were either Arab, Eastern European or neutral. This experiment demonstrated

that intergroup acceptance and level of ethnocentrism did not interact with all of

the conditions; there are considerable differences in the determinants of attitudes

towards each ethnic group. For example, whilst immigrants were framed as a

security threat, it negatively affected the support toward Arab immigrants. In

contrast, when the immigrants were framed as an economic threat, it negatively

affected the attitudes toward Eastern Europeans. Cultural weakened support for

Muslims yet increased support for Eastern Europeans.

Hellwig and Sinno (2017) concluded that our attitudes toward an outgroup are

shaped by different identities, values, and threats associated with that particular

group. Essentially, precise threats can have different effects on different groups. So,

to explain why the significant effects were only found within the Arab condition

as opposed to the Polish conditions, it may be due to the threat presented in the

headlines. For example, headline one in the Arab condition was:

500 British supermarket stores closed, and 423 Middle- Eastern supermarkets

selling Halal meat opened.
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The nature of this headline may pose a perceived cultural threat to the participants.

As the headline refers to closing down British markets to make way for middle-

eastern markets, it may confirm previous narratives regarding Middle-Easterners as

a threat to European identity and the perceived Islamisation of Europe (Bangstad,

2013; Lee, 2016). Additionally, the second headline read as:

Arab paedophile rings across Britain are using small children who appear to be

lost to lure victims to them.

In May 2012, nine men of middle eastern origin were sentenced for rape and

grooming girls as young as thirteen (News, 2012). The media outlets placed

much emphasis on the ethnicity of these men. Even though other cases occurred

around that time, mirroring the abuse with white perpetrators, it received less

media attention and was not subject to explanations relating to race or religion

(Harker, 2012; Tufail and Poynting, 2016). Due to extensive media coverage of

the grooming in Rochdale, the headline may be more likely to be perceived as

accurate as the act of grooming may have been “Islamised in Britons” (Hellwig

and Sinno, 2017).

Why, then, was there a significant influence of racial attitudes and the neutral

headline? Previously, Blinder (2015) found that we imagine different types of

migrants when primed with different information. Similarly, Hellwig and Sinno

(2017) found that specific threats can be racialised, (e.g. crime was Eastern-

Europeanised, security threat was Islamised) even when the implicated group

is not mentioned. Given headline one for the neutral condition was: A store in

London closed on 11th September to honour the 9/11 hijackers. The participants
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may have assumed the implicated group were Arab, based on the association

between Muslims and the 9/11 terrorist attack (Al-Natour et al., 2012; Tufail and

Poynting, 2016).

Students at the university level have previously demonstrated a higher tendency

to engage in analytical thinking (Aarnio and Lindeman, 2005). Related to that,

researchers such as Pennycook and Rand (2020) concluded that analytical thinking

affects how people judge the accuracy of fake news, bringing hope that education

and training may protect people from fake news circulated online. Combined, this

suggests that the education of the participants should have affected the perceived

accuracy of the headlines, showing a positive relationship between education level

and accurate perception. However, no such relationship was found in this study.

No significant relationship appeared based on the gender of participants. Given

that women typically think less analytically than men (Lieberman, 2000), a

significant finding may have been expected. However, Jolley and Douglas (2014)

found that gender did not affect participants’ perceived accuracy of conspiracy

theories.

4.4.1 Future research

This study demonstrated no consistent interacting factors, such as age, education

or gender, that had a significant effect on the perceived accuracy of the intergroup

fake news. Perhaps, further interacting factors exist away from demographic

variables and given that false information is often circulated during fear- arousing,

uncertain situations (Berger, 2011a), it is reasonable to suggest that emotions
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may influence the perceived accuracy of information.

Surprisingly, the results showed that the participants, all of who’m reported to

be British, were more likely to perceive the negative British articles as correct.

Moving forward, this thesis will explore this phenomenon further by examining

the effects of national identity on motivated reasoning processes.

4.4.2 Limitations

It must be considered that the majority of the participants in this research were

from an academic background. Thus the results of the study should be generalised

with caution. Individuals with higher education have previously been shown to

be likely to engage in conspiracy beliefs (van Prooijen, 2017). On the other hand,

evidence shows that those with higher education possess increased abilities to

think analytically, which stimulates plausibility assessment, decreasing conspiracy

thinking and belief in misinformation (Pennycook and Rand, 2019).

Additionally, it must be considered that the participants may have been pre-

exposed to the headlines presented as the stimulus. Previous research suggests that

multiple exposures to information increase its perceived accuracy (keersmaecker

et al., 2019). Thus, the participant’s exposure to information during their regular

daily encounters may have influenced the results.

4.5 Conclusions

In summary, the present experiment aimed to examine whether existing racial

prejudice influences the perceived credibility of racialised fake news. The results
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showed increased racial prejudice significantly influenced the perceived credibility

of the headlines where Arab or Polish groups were portrayed negatively. This

suggests that individuals’ prior knowledge of a racial stereotype may have been

activated and applied to aid their judgements. In this case, motivated reasoning

processes assisted the participants in affirming their pre-existing beliefs surrounding

other racial groups.



Chapter 5

Study 2

5.1 Introduction

The results of study one highlighted that individuals who held higher racist

attitudes were more likely to accept racialised false information. Specifically,

the previous study found that more racially prejudiced participants were more

vulnerable to negative racialised fake news articles. However, the effect was stronger

within the Arab condition. Participants holding less prejudicial views were more

likely to correctly identify the false information. Yet, the participants were more

likely to believe the fake news content that incriminated British individuals on

the whole.

To build on these findings, this study will explore how one’s attachment to British

Identity affects their vulnerability to fake news. Additionally, prejudice attitudes

will be explored in more detail by measuring attitudes towards specific racial

102
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groups.

Fake news has been an increasingly prominent issue in the UK, primarily facilitated

by the ever-increasing use of social media to access news (Khan et al., 2021). Half

of the British adults now access the news using Facebook (OffCom, 2019). This is

particularly alarming as (Vosoughi et al., 2018) found that fake news spread further

and reached more people than the factually correct news. As a piece of fake news

circulates on social media, the more harmful it can become. This may be due to the

illusory truth effect, which suggests as familiarity and vulnerability to fake news

increases simultaneously (Pennycook et al., 2018). Several psychological theories

are proposed to explain the belief in fake news, many focusing on partisanship

and political news in the US. This study, however, will investigate how motivated

reasoning, specifically concerning attachment to British Identity and pre-existing

attitudes to racial outgroups, influence one’s initial vulnerability to racialised fake

news content.

Despite the government and social media managers’ potent efforts to discourage

the spread of fake news(Timmer, 2016), it is still spreading further than factual

reports. These engagers range from people perceiving the news as accurate,

sharing the content and believing its content, allowing it to manifest into physical

behaviours (Lohr, 2018). Such beliefs regarding intergroup misinformation can be

particularly damaging to society. Some studies have found that fake news has lead

to Political inefficacy, alienation and cynicism (Balmas, 2014). In some cases, fake

news has had violent consequences toward the implicated groups (Andersen Dr,

2019).
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In some instances, people may make accurate judgements based on epistemic trust,

which refers to the credibility and trustworthiness of the message communicators

(Wilholt, 2013). However, the theory of motivated reasoning has suggested that

individuals often form their accurate judgments based on the communicator’s

cultural beliefs and values (Lupia, 2016; as cited in Cotter et al., 2020, p74).

Simply meaning, audiences may reject the information conveyed if it does not

coincide with their pre-existing knowledge. Thus, supporting the notion that the

likelihood of accuracy is not the only important factor whilst determining the

accuracy of the information, but also the extent to which it supports and bolsters

individuals existing values and beliefs (Kahan et al., 2010)

5.1.1 COVID-19 outbreak, fake news and increased dis-

crimination

The COVID-19 outbreak has greatly impacted the world’s social, economic and

psychological well being. During this period, human interaction and communica-

tion have been enormously changed due to the government implementing social

distancing lockdowns procedures to help limit the spread of the virus (da Silva,

2020). Social media has been a popular way for individuals and the government

to communicate, discussing issues relating to the pandemic (Abd-Alrazaq et al.,

2020). According to a Twitter analysis, the main COVID-19 related discussions

were regarding the origin of the virus, its impacts on people, countries and the

economy (Abd-Alrazaq et al., 2020). Although it is shown that social media plat-

forms such as Twitter played many positive roles during the COVID-19 pandemic,

for example, Abd-Alrazaq et al. (2020) found that many Twitter posts were of



CHAPTER 5. STUDY 2 105

positive sentiment. Additionally, Thelwall and Thelwall (2020) found that Twitter

users shared social distancing information and expressed support for key workers.

However, an increase in fake news ignited fear in its readers. It increased the

saliency of possible death, resulted in the amplification of sensitive topics, and

increased racist content spread across social media, resulting in shame and distress

to Chinese nationals (Abd-Alrazaq et al., 2020; Habibi et al., 2020; Shimizu, 2020;

da Silva, 2020; Thelwall and Thelwall, 2020; Van Bavel et al., 2020).

Fake news regarding the COVID-19 pandemic has fuelled prejudice toward the

ethnic Asian people (Van Bavel et al., 2020; Shimizu, 2020). Chinese people have

been banned from certain establishments (Chung and Li, 2020). Fake news material

has spread through social media channels, blaming Chinese people for the spread

of the virus, for example: “Chinese passengers from Wuhan with fever slipped

through the quarantine at Kansai International Airport”. This misinformation

led to widespread discrimination in Japan. Chinese individuals were referred

to as dirty, insensitive and bioterrorists; #ChineseDon’tComeToJapan was also

trending on Twitter (Kansai International Airport, 2020; (Rich, 2020)). Further

fuelling this discrimination, politicians like Donald Trump have referred to the

virus as the ‘Wuhan’ or ‘Chinese virus’ (Zheng et al., 2020). Matteo Salvini has

also erroneously associated the virus with African asylum seekers and called for

border closures (Tondo, 2020).

Discrimination and prejudice toward Chinese, Middle Eastern and Black indi-

viduals have fueled fear and fake news (Demirtaş-Madran, 2020). When the

environment around us changes, people usually feel anxious; this can increase our
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sense-making motivations, allowing fake news and rumours to flourish (Wojtowicz

et al., 2021). Emotions, including fear and threat, influence how individuals

feel about themselves and outgroups (Van Bavel et al., 2020). Pandemics are

often associated with feelings of threat, fear and increased intolerance toward

out-groups(Jackson et al., 2019). Simply, disease outbreaks generate fear and

threat, which influence racism (Devakumar et al., 2020).

Although not every disease outbreak brings about violence, it has been associated

with “othering” (Van Bavel et al., 2020). The social discourse of the “other” can

increase dehumanisation and diminish feelings of empathy (Kteily et al., 2016).

Historically, the bubonic plague caused enormous violent outbreaks in Europe,

including the massacres of Jewish people (Cohn, 2012). Recently, the COVID-19

outbreak has led to racialised responses to the fear and threat caused by the virus,

affecting marginalised individuals (Devakumar et al., 2020).

A similar effect was observed in 1990. A study found that Christians were more

likely to have negative attitudes towards Jewish people when prompted to think

about their mortality. The threat caused by mortality salience may have led them

to apply their negative stereotype of Jews to the Jewish individuals (Greenberg

et al., 1990). Similar to what has been seen with the COVID-19 pandemic, the

threat of death has been met with increased racism and discrimination toward

Chinese individuals.
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5.1.2 Motivated reasoning: stereotype activation and ap-

plication

Social heuristics such as stereotypes and prejudice can guide our social behaviour.

Our attitude can drive human behaviour in many aspects (Gigerenzer, 2008).

It is widely recognised that stereotypes, although not always positive, benefit

our ability to process incoming information by providing us with category-based

knowledge (Brewer, 1988; Bodenhausen, 1990; Sherman et al., 1998). This is vital

within certain social and online environments to enable individuals to continually

construe a surge of new incoming information, the processing of which may be

unintentionally goal-directed. For example, motivated reasoning may drive the

perception of new information by corresponding with an individual’s prior beliefs

about a specific issue (Baston and Kenyah-Damptey, 2020; Tappin et al., 2020).

So, individuals are likely to engage in unintentional social behaviour to achieve

a goal. For example, there may be a present goal of affirming one’s prejudice

toward a specific group of people. However, that doesn’t mean that individuals

consciously accept misinformation that coincides with their existing views. So,

even though the behaviour may be unconscious, individuals may still be motivated

to adopt these behaviours.

If an individual holds a negative attitude towards a particular social group, it is

referred to as a prejudice (Baston and Kenyah-Damptey, 2020). Processes such a

linguistic intergroup bias (LIB) and stereotypic explanatory bias (SEB) explain

that incoming information that activates a prejudicial attitude may affect the

decision-making process when accepting or rejecting that information (Kundra
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and Sinclair, 1999). So, suppose an individual is motivated to depreciate a

certain individual or group due to pre-existing prejudice. In that case, they

may be motivated to activate and apply a negative stereotype to the implicated

group whilst judging information (Kundra and Sinclair, 1999). Consider someone

who feels negatively towards individuals of Arab origin. When faced with new

information implicating people of Arab origin, the individual may activate and

apply pre-existing stereotypes regarding Arab people to make sense of and judge the

accuracy of new information. So, the individual may perceive negative information

regarding Arab origin as accurate as it reinforces the negative stereotype that is

already held before the information is received/ This effect has been observed where

higher prejudice resulted in African Americans being rated as more threatening

than Caucasians during a scenario where they asked someone for money (Wolsko

et al., 2004). Similarly, when individuals are motivated to think highly of a

certain individual or group, they may activate positive stereotypes to judge new

information. For example, a British person who feels very warm toward British

people may reject negative information about the British, using their positive

judgements as justification.

As established in study one, participants with higher general prejudice attitudes

towards outgroups were more likely to accept racially slanted fake information

that incriminated racial minority groups and individuals. Building on this, this

study will explore if feelings towards a specific racial group influence how one

interprets new information. The participants in study two will be asked to rate

their feelings towards separate racial groups so that specific prejudices can be

measured against the perceived accuracy of the fake news presented in the study.
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5.1.3 Motivated reasoning: identity protection

To a certain extent, people are motivated to be accurate. However, we cannot

ignore our social identity, values and prior beliefs (Lodge and Taber, 2000a).

There is ample support, including the theory of motivated reasoning, to suggest

that humans like to keep their identity, values and beliefs consistent. We can

experience psychological distress if we are met with contradicting information

(Festinger, 1957; Strickland et al., 2011).

For human beings, it is important to belong to a group to fulfil basic needs

(Baumeister and Leary, 1995). The extent to which an individual is perceived as

part of a group shapes the social perceptions, feelings and behaviours. Individuals

who identify highly with their in-group are committed and act on behalf of

the group (Tajfel et al., 1979; Van Zomeren et al., 2012). One’s social identity

influences the formation and maintenance of attitudes, beliefs and how information

is processed (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Identity-based motivation (IBM)

theory suggests that individuals have a preference to process information and

situations in a manner that is and act in ways that correspond with their Identity

(Oyserman et al., 2007; Oyserman, 2009, 2015). For example, political ideologies,

race and gender are common sources of group identification, which involves a

sense of membership (Huddy et al., 2013). We live within a divided society, with

most people identifying strongly with a particular group (Thürmer and McCrea,

2018). As individuals are goal-driven, motivated reasoning affects how they process

information, either directional to arrive at an outcome that aligns with their group

identity or to achieve accuracy (Kunda, 1990).
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For example, a common goal of protecting one’s identity can initiate motivated

cognition, whereby information is manipulated to align, comply, bolster and protect

an in-group identity (Sherman and Cohen, 2006). When hearing threatening

information regarding one’s group, we are motivated to process the information

defensively. The goal can drive the process of motivated reasoning to protect

one’s identity against undesirable information (Cohen, 2003; Sherman and Cohen,

2006). If the information was to conflict or harm one’s in-group identity, one

might engage in “identity protective cognition” (Kahan et al., 2007). Identity

protective cognition is a type of motivated reasoning, allowing people to accept or

reject information based on how it coincides with their identity (Kunda, 1990).

When individuals exhibit identity-protection cognition, the way they process

information will protect their ideology concerning their identity group (Kahan

et al., 2011). Identity protective cognition can intensify when an issue is politically

polarised (Akin et al., 2020). For example, consider an individual who holds a

strong British Identity. If this individual was to encounter negative information

regarding the British, identity protective cognition theory suggests that they would

evaluate the information less favourably or false, as the information doesn’t support

the group’s identity. However, this casual path implies that the individual’s group

identity influenced the reasoning without taking the prior beliefs of the individual

into account. People may have a strong British identity but have low levels of

in-group favouritism.
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5.1.3.1 Ingroup favouritism

As we know, people are more sceptical of information that is not consistent with

their ideology (Taber and Lodge, 2006). Identity motivated reasoning can impact

what information we accept and reject, depending on how it coincides with our

pre-existing values. The motivation to create and maintain a positive image of

one’s group is a strong motivating force that impacts our judgements on incoming

information (Hewstone et al., 2002). To strengthen one’s belonging to a group, one

may seek to honour and praise the in-group and demean the outgroup, resulting

in an intergroup bias motivated by in-group favouritism (Halevy et al., 2008).

The automatic activation and application of stereotypes are more common amongst

people or are high in prejudice. However, studies have shown that when cued

with photographs, individuals low in prejudice do not automatically activate and

apply stereotypes (Fazio et al., 1995; Lepore and Brown, 1997, Wittenbrink et al.

(1997)). So, within the context of the current study, we can speculate that when

faced with negative ethnic-orientated fake news, those who hold a higher prejudice

toward the implicated individuals or group may be more likely to activate and

apply the pre-existing stereotype held. This process may lead the individual

to accept the information they were presented with, as it aligns and coincides

with their pre-existing world views and values. On the contrary, people may also

activate positive stereotypes when motivated to think highly of others. This may

happen when an individual feels warm to a particular group (Kundra and Sinclair,

1999). Essentially, suppose one favourably viewed a particular group. In that

case, they may activate positive stereotypes whilst faced with new information

regarding this group. Suppose the new information paints the group negatively.
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In that case, one may use their pre-existing positive stereotypes to reject this

information, labelling it as incorrect so that their pre-existing views are protected,

not conflicted. For instance, in the context of this study, those who feel warmer

toward British individuals may be more likely to perceive the negative fake news

as inaccurate.

As aforementioned, the COVID-19 pandemic has ignited an increase in racial

discrimination and negative stereotypes toward Chinese and Asian people (Abd-

Alrazaq et al., 2020; Habibi et al., 2020; Shimizu, 2020; da Silva, 2020; Thelwall

and Thelwall, 2020; Van Bavel et al., 2020). These negative stereotypes may have

increased the likelihood of individuals being vulnerable to fake news regarding

COVID-19.

5.1.3.2 Out-group derogation

Outgroup derogation is often an included cognitive mechanism alongside in-group

favouritism when information processing in a manner that serves to protect and

enhance in-group members. In the context of this study, outgroup derogation is

defined as seeking negative evaluations of and adopting a bias for information

that negatively characterises outgroups (Jackson et al., 1996). This would include

a preference for news media information that negatively portrays any outgroup

members (Mastro, 2003). Previous research has supported this notion. For

example, Harwood (2000) study found that young people favourably compare

themselves against older people to bolster their self-esteem. Likewise, Knobloch-

Westerwick and Meng (2011) found that older people favour news that negatively

portrays young people.
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Social identity theory supports this idea and finds in-group members, particularly

those who have a stronger membership. favour negative information about the

outgroup (Hewstone et al., 2002; Negy et al., 2003). Research has highlighted

that this effect extends to racial and economic factors. For example, results have

shown that black individuals are significantly less likely to decorate low-income

ethnic minorities than they were likely to derogate wealthy White people Shapiro

et al. (2010). Given that it is suggested that people derogate outgroup members

to maintain a positive in-group image, it is hypothesised for this study that

individuals with a higher British Identity are more likely to reject negative news

depicting British individuals and accept fake news depicting individuals of other

ethnic groups.

5.1.3.3 Defining British National Identity

Psychologists refer to national identity as an individual’s view toward an identifi-

able and singular nation, to which they feel their membership forms an important

part of their self-identity (Vadher and Barrett, 2009). Thus it would make sense

to assume that people can identify with a nation along a single dimensional

continuum, measured using a singular quantitative scale (Berry et al., 2006). But,

how do we define national identity within a multicultural society, such as Britain?

Where at its core, is formed of four constituent countries, each with its unique

cultural traditions and language.

Defining Britishness has been a difficult mission, which has been widely debated

and remains unsettled (Khedidja, 2020). To help, we could draw upon the ideas of

civic and ethnicity. When considering civic nationalism, explains how one identifies
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with the political and legal institutions of Britain. On the other hand, ethnic

nationalism places more importance on one’s attachment to the language, religion

and traditions. Ethnic nationalism is considered to be exclusive, meaning that it

is something that you are born into, not something that you can acquire (Ignatieff,

1995 as cited in Kiss and Park). However, if one were to only place importance on

cultural elements, such as language and traditions, then the constituent countries

that form Britain would be considered divided from Britain itself (Vadher and

Barrett, 2009). Results from The British Social Attitudes Survey (2013) show

that public opinion of national identity is more complex than the idea of civics

and ethnicity. Two-thirds of respondents reported that both concepts played an

important role. Whereas other respondents didn’t hold either notion as important

when determining British identity (Kiss and Park).

Condor (2006) and Mairi (2002) (as cited in Vadher and Barrett, 2009) suggest that

nations can be understood as “complex cultural communities” where definitions

of national membership are repeatedly changing and being disputed by the

population, based on the current needs of the individuals. We must consider the

different attachment types one may feel to their nation, as suggested by Kelman

(1997). Individuals may have a sentimental attachment to their nationality. Their

attachment is emotional where individuals feel committed to the group’s traditions

and that it reflects their identity. Secondly, instrumental attachments refer to

the acceptance of civic and political rules as the nation may satisfy the practical

needs of the individual.
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5.1.3.4 Bi-cultural Identities

Berry (1990) describes four possible options for participating in a multicultural soci-

ety. Separation, Assimilation, Integration and Marginalisation. Using the Aberys-

twyth Bi-culturalism scale (Ghuman, 1975), Ghuman measured bi-culturalism

in the South Asian population in Britain. Ghuman (1999) saw that most young

Asian people prefer integration as opposed to assimilation, marginalisation and

separation. However, When investigating the idea of Britishness, Jacobson (1997)

found that Pakistani participants identified three boundaries to Britishness: civic,

cultural and racial. Civic refers to possessing British citizenship, racial refers to

being white and cultural, and refers to behaviour and lifestyle being perceived as

“British”. Jacobson found that some Pakistani participants excluded themselves

from British identity for cultural and religious reasons, whereas others prefered a

bicultural identity. The bicultural identity of British Pakistanis is often accompa-

nied by faithfulness to Islam. The prevalence of Islam amongst British Pakistanis

poses challenges to being fully accepted as British by the white British majority,

which has strengthened since various terrorist attacks including 9/11, the 7/7

London bombings, the Westminster Bridge attack and the attack at the Ariana

Grande concert in Manchester (Haque, 2019; Downing et al., 2022; Khan, 2000).

This suggests that despite British Muslims perceiving themselves as biculturally

British, they did not feel as though they were accepted as British based on the

religious boundaries set by the white British majority. Even second-generation

Muslims, born in Britain have reported feeling as though their British identity

is just a legal title, due to inacceptance by the white majority that Islam and

Britishness cannot coexist (Vadher and Barrett, 2009).
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As aforementioned, Britain is a multinational state, consisting of: various languages

such as English, Welsh and Gaelic and traditions such as the Eisteddfod and Burns

Night. Even the white majority of British people today struggle with their own

British Identity. Gamble finds that British nationals prefer to identify as Scottish,

English or Welsh. Many perceive British as a secondary identity, or in some cases,

an identity they don’t even want. This is seen as nationalist parties calling for

the divide of the United Kingdom into independent nations (Gamble and Wright,

2009). One study has even found that the Welsh and Scottish national identity is

much less fluid and more distinct than the distinction between Englishness and

Britishness (Kenny et al., 2021). For example, during a qualitative investigation of

Britishness, Kiely et al. (2005) found that Scottish people found that Britishness

was dominated by English representations in the media, thus Britishness feels

synonymous with Englishness. Hence why over 60% of Scottish people favour

their Scottish identity over their British identity.

Considering the traditionally diverse countries and multicultural population that

form Great Britain, the idea of “Britishness” and attachment to British identity is

open for dispute and individual interpretation. When measuring British identity in

the context of this study, it is in no way assumed that a sense of Britishness exists

as a single identity; nor does it assume that feeling British implies a certain civic or

ethnic position. An individual’s sense of belonging in their host country contributes

enormously to their sense of well-being (Gilchrist et al., 2010). The feeling of

belonging to a nation, and being a citizen can be conceptualised as “psychological

citizenship” (see Sindic, 2011). In contrast to civic and ethnic forms of citizenship,

psychological citizenship refers to a sense of community belongingness. Secondly,
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it refers to a long-term residence, instead of temporary stays, which has been an

important measure of one’s attachment to a place (Lewicka, 2011). Thus, there

need not be any ethnic or religious homogeneity to identify oneself as British.

Infact, Pararkh (2009) as cited in Khedidja (2020), suggests that Britishness is no

set entity, but a multicultural, political project in progress that consists of both

British national and ethnic communities. As discussed above, individuals have

their reasons for attachment and identifying (or not) with a nation, the definition

of which is open to that individual’s interpretation. British identity in this study

is to be interpreted as a broad term, which is measuring the participants’ sense of

belongingness, which may be based on ethnic, civic or psychological reasoning.

5.2 Methods

5.2.1 Ethics

Ethical approval was obtained from the psychology department in Aberystwyth

university before it commenced. Participants were initially presented with an

invitation that linked to the online participant information sheet. The information

sheet clearly outlined that the study aimed to establish how racial attitudes

influenced the perceived accuracy of racialised fake news. Crucially, they were

informed their responses would be anonymous, that they could stop or withdraw

their responses and that the data was stored following GDPR guidelines. The

participants were also aware that withdrawing their data once submitted would

compromise their anonymity, but their information would remain confidential.

Once the participants rated the headline’s accuracy within the study, they were
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asked to tick a compulsory box to confirm that they understood that the headlines

were fake. They were also provided with the fact-checked URLs to read the

information provided by professional fact-checking websites. An online debrief

sheet explained the purpose of the study to the participants. Further, it explained

the implications that fake news can have on society. They were provided with

resources that explained more about fake news and how to spot fake news. The

debrief sheet also included some contact details to relevant organisations that

could offer support to the participants if the study caused any distress. Lastly,

the researcher’s details were provided, should the participants have wanted to get

in touch regarding any issues or questions relating to the study.

5.2.2 Study design

This study used quasi- experimental design to measure the effect of the independent

variables: feeling towards Arabs, feelings towards Chinese, feelings towards British

and national identity on the dependent variable: the perceived accuracy of the news

headlines. An anonymous online questionnaire was designed to obtain quantitative

data such as racial attitudes, perceived accuracy and national identity. Racial

attitudes were measured using a single measure of feeling thermometers, and

national identity was measured using a 7-point Likert Scale. The perceived

accuracy was measured on a 4- point Likert Scale. Demographic information such

as age, gender, education, ethnicity and nationality was also collected.



CHAPTER 5. STUDY 2 119

5.2.3 Participants

Two hundred participants were collected via social media (175) and Survey Circle

(25). By obtaining the sample from large platforms as social media allows for a

more diverse collection of data. The participants were all above 18, active on

social media and living in the UK.

5.2.4 Apparatus and materials

Online Surveys (JISK) was used to design the survey. Single measure feeling

thermometers was used to obtain measures of rail attitudes. Additionally, the

researcher designed a fabricated news feed to present the stimulus to the partici-

pants.

The Single Item Measurement of Self Identification (SISI) (Postmes et al., 2013).

The SISI measures self-identification by rating one’s agreement with the statement

‘I identify with my group (or category)’ using a 7-point scale. Postmes et al. (2013)

conducted a meta-analysis and found that the constructs appear to be sufficiently

similar to be reliably measured with a single item for social identification.

5.2.5 Feeling thermometers

The participants will be presented with three feeling thermometers running from

0 being cold and 10 being very warm. They will be asked to rate their “warmness”

to Chinese, Arab and British origin. The feeling thermometers have been used by

other researchers such as Axt (2018). They have shown to be a direct and reliable

single measurement of racist attitudes compared to implicit measurements (Axt,
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2018).

5.2.6 Perceived accuracy

A 4-point Likert scale was used to measure the perceived accuracy of the news

headlines (1= Not at all accurate, 2= somewhat inaccurate, 3= somewhat accurate,

4= very accurate) like those used by Pennycook et al. (2018). The neutral option

was removed to ensure that the participants provide a meaningful response (Johns,

2005).

5.2.7 Fake news feed

The eight items included in the news feed were determined by fake headlines

that have circulated social media in previous years. The items were taken off

fact-checking websites, fullfact.org and snopes.com (see Appendix U). Once the

participants had completed their demographic information, they were presented

with a fabricated newsfeed, presented in a Facebook format (source, headline,

photo). Six news headlines were racialised (2 Chinese, 2 British, 2 Arab), and the

remaining two were neutral (5G, climate change).

5.2.8 Procedure

A study invitation was posted to the social media site, Facebook and on Survey

Circle (Appendix Q). The participants that were recruited via survey circle were

rewarded survey points for taking part. The participants recruited via Facebook

were offered no incentive. The study invitation provided a link to the participant’s

information sheet, which clearly explained the purpose of the study, what the study
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involved, the participant criteria and details on how the participant could withdraw

during and after the study. Before the study could begin, the participants were

then asked to complete the online consent form by confirming that they were

above the age of 18, active on social media, living in Britain, understood how to

withdraw from the study and that the Aberystwyth university psychology Ethics

team passed the study. The survey is divided into three main sections.

The first section is aimed to establish the participants with racial attitudes and

their national identity (Appendix S). The SISI (Postmes et al., 2013) was utilised

to measure how strongly they identify with their British people. A 7-point Likert

scale was presented. The participants were asked to rate how strongly they

agreed with the statement “I identify with British people”. Following on, three

feelings thermometers were used to measure the participant’s racial attitudes. The

participants were asked to rate their feelings of warmness towards Arab People,

Chinese People and British people. Before being presented with the fake news

feed, the participants were asked general demographic questions, such as their

age, education, gender, nationality and ethnicity.

The participants were then presented with eight racialised fake news headlines (2

British, 2 Arab, 2 Chinese, 2 Neutral). The participants were asked to carefully

read the headlines and to rate, using their best knowledge, how accurate the news

headlines were. They did this using a 4-point Likert scale consisting of completely

accurate, somewhat accurate, somewhat inaccurate and completely inaccurate.

After submitting and continuing the questionnaire, participants were informed

these headlines were fake and asked to tick a compulsory box acknowledging that
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they were fake before submitting responses. The participants would not submit

their responses if they didn’t acknowledge that the headlines were fake, thus would

not be included in the analysis. The following debrief sheet featured the URLs

to the fact-checked headlines and other resources offering advice and guidance

concerning fake news.

5.2.9 Data analysis

The raw data were exported from Online Surveys into Microsoft Excel for data

cleaning, sorting and preparation (see Appendix AD for raw data). At this stage,

basic cleaning, such as renaming columns for ease of use, took place to assist ease

of use during the analysis. All statistical output from the analysis can be found

in Appendix AE.

5.3 Results and discussion

The aim of this study was to build on the findings of study one. Ultimately,

exploring in more detail how feelings towards specific racial groups influences the

credibility of racialised fake news. Additionally, given the findings of study one,

another component of motivated reasoning: identity protective cognition and its

effect on racialised news credibility was explored.

5.3.1 Sample overview

197 participants (203 female, 112 male and 3 others, M(age) = 29, SD(age) =

12.82) were recruited using an online survey invitation. The majority (173) were

recruited via Social Media Platform, Facebook, and 25 via an online survey sharing
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platform, Survey Circle. The participants were all residing in Britain. Three

participants were excluded from the survey as they did not agee that they were

residing in Britain. One hundred and seventy six of the participants reported

being caucasian.

65.8% of the participants had achieved a university-level qualification, consisting

of undergraduate, masters or PhD level, 28.3% were educated from entry-level to

a higher education level, whereas 1.3% had no qualifications. The majority of the

participants were of British nationality.

5.3.2 British identity and feelings towards ethnicities

We begin by determining if a linear relationship exists between British identity

and feelings of warmness to British, Arab and Chinese individuals. The most

significant correlation exists between British Identity, and warmness felt toward

British individuals; r(195) +.35, p < .05, indicating a moderate positive correlation

between British Identity and the warmness felt toward British people. These

results somewhat coincide with previous social identity research, demonstrating

that belonging to a particular group encourages in-group favouritism (Tajfel et al.,

1971; Shepherd et al., 2013). However, events taking place at the time of the

data collection may have skewed these results, weakening the correlation. Events

such as the COVID- 19 pandemic and the Black Lives Matter Protests were

heavily covered in the media. Many journalist articles and social media posts

featured content attributing blame to British people (Patel-Carstairs, 2021). Guilt

regarding negative actions of other Britons may be experienced by individuals,

even when there is no personal responsibility (Brown and Cehajic, 2008).
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Similarly, believing that in-group behaviour threatens the in-groups moral identity

may encourage feelings of in-group shame (Brown et al., 2008). For example,

breaking lockdown rules and increasing the risk of covid-19 spread. The ingrown

shame and guilt that may arise from these events could have decreased in-group

favouritism, as shown in Shepherd et al. (2013).

However, the linear relationships between feelings toward Chinese and Arab

individuals and British identity were very weak and non-significant (r = 0.03, r =

0.05) (Figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1: Pearson correlation coefficient matrix showing the relationships be-
tween British identity and the feelings thermometers. Tile colours denote the
strength of the correlation coefficient.
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5.3.3 Hypothesis one: Increased British identity will ef-

fect the perceived accuracy of racialised fake news.

Firstly, to investigate if British Identity influenced the perceived accuracy of

racialised fake news, the British identity score was compared between those who

found the articles accurate and those who deemed them inaccurate. A series of

independent sample t-tests were performed to establish if there were differences

in British identity between those who rated the articles true and those who rated

the articles false. The British identity was entered as the dependent variable and

the perceived accuracy was entered as the independent variable. Interestingly,

The results of the t-tests showed that British Identity had a non-significant effect

on the perceived accuracy on either of the Arab Headlines, (t(195)=4.81, p = 1,

t(195)=4.94, p = 1), either British Headlines (t(195)=4.88, p = 1, t(195)=4.77, p

= 1), either of the Chinese headlines, (t(195)=4.84, p = 1, t(195)=5.16, p = .82)

or either neutral headline (t(195)=5.12, p = 1, t(195)=4.67, p = 1).

These findings do not coincide with the initial hypothesis nor with previous

research. The theory of motivated reasoning suggests that individuals are goal-

driven, often motivated to process information in a way that aligns and protects

their Identity and their in-group identity (Kunda, 1990; Sherman and Cohen,

2006). Thus, their accuracy perception is often based on how it complies with

their in-group values (Cohen, 2003; Feinberg and Willer, 2013; Kahan et al., 2011,

Landrum et al. (2017)). Hearing information that threatens one’s in-group identity

triggers identity protective cognition, resulting in the individuals processing the

information in a biased manner to serve and protest their ideology and group
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identity and rejecting the information if it harms their identity (Cohen, 2003;

Sherman and Cohen, 2006; Kahan et al., 2007, 2011). Thus, it’s reasonable to

have expected that those with a higher British Identity would have rejected the

fake news incriminating British citizens.

Although contrary to the study hypothesis, the spread of COVID-19 and BLM

news media has attributed a lot of blame to British individuals for not complying

with lockdown and British history in the slave trade. Individuals may experience

guilt and shame via association with their particular in-group (Brown and Cehajic,

2008). Thus, publicised in-group transgressions during the COVID-19 lockdown

and the BLM protests may have evoked in-group based shame (Brown et al.,

2008). Additionally, the media framing headlines that attributed blame to British

people for the virus spread and racism may have generated in-group guilt amongst

British people (Iyer et al., 2003). Group based shame and guilt can have a callous

effect on in-group members, damaging their social identity and believing that

their image has been tarnished (Johns, 2005; Doosje et al., 2006). Supporting

this explanation, Shepherd et al. (2013) conducted a study to examine if the

anticipated group-based shame lowered in-group favouritism. Results showed that

increasing in-group shame lowered the in-group favouritism exhibited by group

members.

Another theory to explain the results found in this study could be that of political

polarisation. For example, when information is politically polarised, identity

protective cognition increases (Akin et al., 2020). For example, within a democratic

society, the social conditions of COVID-19 may have led to transforming current
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politics, which has led to distress and poverty for many groups living within the UK,

including the White British and BAME communities (Fagan, 2020). Libertarians

are also more inclined to support ethnic minorities and immigration (Curtice,

2017; Curtice and Tipping, 2018). Drawing on these conclusions, depending on

their political views, participants may be less likely to be motivated to process

the racialised fake news articles in a biased manner, in a way that criminalises

and de-values other racial minorities. For example, they may have been less likely

to attribute blame of the COVID-19 pandemic to another ethnic group.

On the other hand, right ring populists weaponise racism and xenophobia, which

segregates different groups inhabiting the UK despite being vulnerable to the same

social, political, and economic disadvantages as them (Fagan, 2020). Hameleers

(2020) showed that right-wing political partisanship is often associated with shifting

the blame to unreliable media sources when the information presented does not

align with their political lens. Additionally, right-wing populists often portray

other ethnic minorities as a constant threat to their well-being and display higher

prejudice and more anti-migrant attitudes (Hameleers et al., 2017). Considering

these findings, we can speculate that perhaps the participants with more right-wing

attitudes would have been more likely to accept the racialised fake news articles,

as it more aligns with their political opinions. So, although participants may rate

themselves as either a strong or low British identity, they may differ in political

orientation. There is a possibility that the participants’ political views within the

survey may have influenced whether they accepted or rejected the news articles.

Future studies should take into account the political views of the participants to

shed light on this issue.
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5.3.4 Hypothesis two: Those with higher racist attitudes

toward a particular ethnic group will be more likely

to perceive the racialised fake news as accurate.

To investigate whether the participants’ attitudes toward racial groups affected

their perceived accuracy of the racialised news articles, a series of independent

sample t-tests were used. The independent T-Tests established whether there was

a difference in feelings towards the ethnic groups between those who rated the

articles as false and those who rated the articles as accurate. Thus, the feelings

toward racial groups were entered as the independent variable and the perceived

accuracy was entered as the dependent variable. Similar to study one results,

the results were significant for temperature felt towards Arab individuals and

the Arab headlines. No significant results were found for the headlines featuring

Chinese individuals.

The results of the t-tests showed that feeling toward Arabs did significantly

influence the perceived accuracy of Arab Headline one t(195)= -3.03, p = .02,

Arab Headline two t(195) = -3.37, p = .01, whereby the more negative attitude

toward Arab individuals, increased the likelihood of the participant accepting the

fake news (Figure 5.2 & 5.3). Interestingly, feelings toward Arab individuals also

significantly influenced the perceived accuracy of British Headline One: t(195)=

-3.31, p = .01

This is in line with the hypothesis and other research. For example, consequently,

the experience of fear and threat can influence the way people feel about other

outgroups. Perceived threat and fear corresponds with higher levels of intolerance
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Figure 5.2: Scatter plot showing the relationship between racial temperature the
the perceived credibility of the fake Arab headline 1. British identity groupings
are shown in the horizontal direction and racial temperature groupings are shown
in the vertical direction.
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Figure 5.3: Scatterplot showing the relationship between racial temperature the
the perceived credibility of the fake Arab headline 2. British identity groupings
are shown in the horizontal direction and racial temperature groupings are shown
in the vertical direction.
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toward outgroups (Jackson et al., 2019). More specifically, hundreds of terrorist

attacks, whether planned, attempted or recognised by the Arab Muslim terrorist

group Islamic State (IS), have been heavily reported in the news media in recent

years (Ahmed and Matthes, 2017; Satti, 2015; Zhang and Hellmueller, 2016).

Unfortunately, this has led to biases being triggered by racial cues, whereby Arab

people living in western societies are perceived as suspected terrorists, especially

if they identify as Muslims (Hodges, 2015; Dixon and Williams, 2015). The failure

on societies part to differentiate between Muslims and Arab terrorists can increase

and induce negative stereotypes of the Arab community and activate negative

attitudes on the public’s attribution of the Arab community within Western

Societies (cf. Respect Words Project, 2017).

As argued by SIT (Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Ysseldyk et al., 2010) and theorised

as the outgroup homogeneity effect (Park and Rothbart, 1982; Rothgerber, 1997),

in-group individuals tend to perceive outgroup members as homogeneous. Thus,

the long habit of negatively framing the Arab population within the news is likely

to harm the entire Arab population. Consequently, it’s likely that the prejudices

influenced by racially biased news reporting following incidents such as terror

attacks may unfortunately extend to the entire Arab population.

Surprisingly, there was no significant difference between British temperature,

Chinese temperature, and fake news headlines’ perceived accuracy. This does not

coincide with the original hypothesis. For example, the Chinese headlines reflected

the current fake news stories circulating regarding the COVID-19 pandemic.

Historically, the disease has increased prejudice in Europe. For example, the
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bubonic plague led to the murder of Catalans in Siciliy and massacres against

jews (Jedwab et al., 2019). In the current COVID-19 pandemic, many physical

attacks on individuals of Asian ethnicity in western countries have been reported.

In addition to the rise in hate crime, government officials such as Donald Trump

have publicly referred to the virus as the “Chinese Virus” (Russell, 2020), further

worsening and reinforcing the blame on Chinese individuals. We would have

expected those with high prejudice toward Chinese individuals to be more likely

to accept negative information about Chinese people regarding Covid-19, as it

would reinforce their existing views and values. However, this was not the case.

This may be because the participants in this study may not have felt an increased

prejudice toward Chinese citizens nor blame them for the pandemic. A global

pandemic may have also created an opportunity to reduce ethnic prejudice. There

have been many communities and governments working together to stop the

spread of the disease. This increased cooperation may have led individuals to

reconsider outgroups, due to the common goal and values (Van Bavel et al., 2020).

5.4 Future Research

A leading theory that binds emotion and decision-making is affective intelligence

theory (Marcus et al., 2000), which sets forth that anxiety influences one to

make more informed decisions. Dring times of fear-arousing events and disaster,

anxiety struck citizens aim to boost their political intelligence by searching for

additional information. The reliance on heuristics and peripheral route processing

are minimised (Mutz, 2007). One could argue that emotions may be the primary
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power behind the process that improves the perceived accuracy of fake news.

On the other hand, consistency theorists argue that one may deliberately expose

themselves to information that confirms their existing attitudes (Petty and Ca-

cioppo, 1986). Selective exposure has gained clear support, demonstrating that

most individuals are biased by favouring information that coincides with their

attitudes (Sears, 1965). (Knobloch-Westerwick and Meng, 2011) found that people

showed a significant preference for consistent information over counter attitudinal

political messages, strengthening their political self- concept. So, consequently,

anxiety may increase information searching. However, individual factors may

influence the type of information sought.

5.5 Conclusions

The results here have highlighted that attachment to British identity did not

have a significant influence on the perceived credibility of the headlines. This

suggests that ingroup favoritism does not influence vulnerability to racialised fake

news. Possible reasons for this outcome have been disgust, such as in-group shame

that may have arised from events such as the lockdown rules as a result of the

COVID-19 pandemic. It was once again confirmed in this study that feelings

toward the Arab population influences the perceived accuracy of racialised news

that negatively portrays the Arab population. However, there was no significant

relationship between feelings toward Chinese people and fake news. The credibility

of fake news centered around the Chinese population.



Chapter 6

Study 3

So far, this research has addressed the gap in the literature by investigating how

attitudes toward racial groups and connection to British identity, influences the

perceived credibility of racialised fake news. This study will add an additional

dimension to the research, by firstly, investigating how emotions influence reasoning

processes. Additionally, it will examine if perceived credibility of racialised news

headlines are subjected to knowledge constraints.

6.1 Introduction

In this study, the researcher explored beyond beliefs and examined how one’s

pre-existing knowledge and emotion impacted perceived news accuracy. Recently

Britain has faced political and social challenges, including a growing sense of

perceived threat. This increased sense of perceived threat is associated with

terrorism, COVID19 and asylum seekers entering the UK. The increase of people

134
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seeking asylum, terror attacks and the recent COVID -19 pandemic has spread

a sense of fear both directly to victims and indirectly through the mass media

(Ahern et al., 2004; Torabi and Seo, 2004)

Consequently, these current events have been met with an increase of racially

prejudiced fake news circulating on social media. Fake news on social media has

the potential to infiltrate into society, leading to a rise in hate crimes, prejudice and

racial divide (Blanco-Herrero and Calderón, 2019). Thus, it is vital to understand

the mechanisms that play a role in fake news credibility. This study utilised

a framework from two motivated reasoning accounts: Motivated Reasoning-as-

feelings and Motivated Reasoning-as-knowledge, to examine how emotional arousal

and domain-specific knowledge influence fake news’s perceived credibility.

6.1.1 Motivated Reasoning-as-feelings and Motivated

Reasoning-as-knowledge

This study considered how emotions and knowledge affect the credibility of

racialised fake news seen on social media. The question was built on the premise

of a dual-process model, which differentiates between intuitive versus deliberative

cognitive processing (Evans and Stanovich, 2013), here referred to as Motivated

Reasoning-as-feelings and Motivated Reasoning-as-knowledge respectfully. The

dual processing theory suggests that Motivated Reasoning-as-feelings processing

involves automatic, intuitive processes based on heuristic cues. On the other hand,

Motivated Reasoning-as-knowledge involves difficult deliberation that is thought

to repress involuntary reactions. When considering fake news credibility, there is

discussion and debate over these processes’ part in judgements.
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Firstly, motivated reasoning system 1 considers heroics as an essential cue when

judging the credibility of information. Fake news headlines are often very expres-

sive, aiming to promote fear and anger (Kozyreva et al., 2020). Consequently,

previous findings suggest that participants who experience information as more

emotionally arousing are more likely to perceive fake news as credible information

mistakenly. (Martel et al., 2020).

Other heuristic cues that influence the judgements of news headlines include

familiarity. When a person is exposed to information a second time, they are

more likely to perceive it as accurate. This is conceptualised and the illusory

truth theory. Secondly, on actual social media platforms, headline exposure is

often accompanied by bandwagon cues such as “likes”, which have also influenced

the credibility of fake news on social media (Avram et al., 2020).The heuristics

mentioned above are beyond the scope of this study; however, they should still be

acknowledged in research.

Focusing on knowledge, one argument considers that increased knowledge is

associated with increased bias. This argument refers to the motivated system two

reasoning account (Pennycook et al., 2018). This is where people draw upon their

existing knowledge and engage in deliberation to protect their pre-existing views,

values and identity (Kahan et al., 2012). Within the context of this study, we

may expect that if the participants report a higher domain-specific knowledge,

they will be more likely to judge the headlines based on their feelings towards

ethnic groups and their political orientation.

On the contrary, the classical reasoning account posits that individuals engage
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in deliberation, motivated by seeking the truth (Evans and Stanovich, 2013;

Pennycook and Rand, 2019). So, considering this suggestion in the context of fake

news, we may expect to see that increased knowledge is significantly associated

with accurate judgements for both fake and factual headlines.

6.1.2 Emotion

Emotions can be defined as “internal, mental states representing evaluative, va-

lenced reactions to events and objects that vary in intensity. They are generally

short-lived, intense and directed at some external stimuli” (Nabi, 1999; as refer-

enced in Weeks, 2015). Emotions are a vital part of how individuals perceive their

political world, strongly influencing how people interact with stimuli that they

encounter. Different emotions are experienced depending on unique individual

motivations (Roseman et al., 1994; Weeks, 2015).

Emotions are unique with their distinct qualities, leading to differing responses

to misinformation. For example, individuals seek to reduce feelings of anxiety,

which is characterised by uncertainty, a lack of control and increased physical

arousal (Eysenck et al., 2007). Experiencing anxiety can increase people’s need

to seek information and learn (MacKuen et al., 2010; Redlawsk et al., 2010a;

Valentino et al., 2008). Whereas anger is triggered when one’s goals are blocked

or when perceived injustice or violation of the standard has occurred (Carver

and Harmon-Jones, 2009). Anger promotes close-mindedness and boosts punitive

policy support (Goodall et al., 2013; Nabi, 2003; Valentino et al., 2008). The

increased close-mindedness may influence individuals to process new information

in a partisan manner.
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Emotions have been found to affect judgements in various ways (Schwarz, 2010).

For example, Bodenhausen et al. (1994) found that participants experiencing

anger were more likely to apply stereotypes. Other research has also found that

individuals’ emotions affect their judgements of science-related topics such as

genetically modified food and climate change (Scott et al., 2016; Smith and

Leiserowitz, 2014; Drummond and Fischhoff, 2020).

Research has highlighted a difference in affective content between real and fake

news (Vosoughi et al., 2018; Anoop et al., 2020). The sentiment behind fake

news is mainly negative, and amplified emotions increase perceived importance

(Vosoughi et al., 2018; Anoop et al., 2020). For example, it often attempts to

increase the fear of refugees (Schäfer and Schadauer, 2018).

6.1.3 Affective intelligence theory

The affective intelligence theory suggests that two emotionally influenced sub-

systems influence how we perceive information (Marcus et al., 2000). The first

pathway considers an individual’s habitual actions and predispositions. The sec-

ond pathway considers the external environment and situations where individuals

break their regular actions. These two pathways are experienced as emotions,

anger and anxiety, respectfully.

Therefore, the theory of affective intelligence suggests that familiar information,

despite whether it coincides with their existing ideology, will evoke habitual re-

sponses, whereby they process the information with respect to their pre-existing

dispositions. For example, if one was confronted by familiar information that
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contradicted their pre-existing views, they are likely to experience aversion and

anger and habitually reject the information. Simply, anger can increase partisan

solidarity. Alternatively, in novel circumstances, when the information elicits

feelings of increased anxiety, other processes, such as open-minded deliberation,

arise to help make sense of the incoming situation and how it affects their envi-

ronment (MacKuen et al., 2010). This is because anxiety signals that habitual

processes are not enough to make sense of the environment. So, individuals engage

in increased information-seeking behaviours to alleviate the feelings of uncertainty.

For example, MacKuen et al. (2010) found that increased anxiety encourages

individuals to consider information that contradicts their existing knowledge and

views during these novel situations.

Drawing on the theory of affective intelligence, it is reasonable to hypothesise

that emotions play an important role in the credibility of information encountered

online, whether it aligns with or contradicts the consumer’s views and values.

6.1.4 Emotions and motivated reasoning

Lodge and Taber (2013) and MacKuen et al. (2010) have previously highlighted the

role of emotions in biased information assimilation and highlight the significance

of unconscious processes during the bias assimilation of incoming information. Yet,

the process of counterarguing and biased information seeking require cognitive

awareness and control; thus, motivated reasoning is not simply an implicit process

(Erisen et al., 2017). Given that emotions influence our decision making, the

conscious manner of motivated reasoning and the enhanced emotional sentiment

of fake news, it seems unlikely that conscious emotions do not play a role whilst



CHAPTER 6. STUDY 3 140

processing news media read online (Suhay and Erisen, 2018).

A small amount of research has focused on how emotions can influence individuals’

accuracy judgements. For example, Schwarz (2011), feelings- as- information

theory conceptualises the role of mood and emotions in judgement. Feelings - as -

information theory suggests the individuals attend to their feelings as s source of

information. Thus, different feelings provide different information. Previously it

has been suggested that there is a relationship between emotion and gullibility.

Studies have found that overall, negative affect increases disbelief, while on the

contrary, positive affect state increases gullibility, decreasing one’s capacity to

recognise deception (Forgas and East, 2008; Forgas, 2019). Emotion has also

appeared to exhibit a flexible impact on cognition. Huntsinger and Ray (2016)

found that positive and negative emotions may enhance cognitive performance,

depending on whether the task was creative or analytic and what processing

techniques were available.

Looking more specifically within the field of fake political news, anger has been

proposed to encourage belief in misinformation when the information coincides

with one’s pre-existing political values. On the other hand, anxiety has been

suggested to encourage belief in fake news that is inconsistent with one’s pre-

existing attitudes, perhaps due to escalated feelings of doubt (Weeks, 2015). In

other words, for the context of this study, news material that influences feelings

of anger may promote biased motivated reasoning, and materials that promote

anxiety may influence individuals to contemplate opposing positions (MacKuen

et al., 2010). These findings suggest that experiencing specific emotions whilst
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exposed to information may evoke marked effects on the perceived accuracy of

fake news.

6.1.5 Domain specific knowledge

The media landscape assists with the formation of beliefs (Happer and Philo, 2013).

The phenomenon of fake news introduces a further channel by which people may

form beliefs regarding current socio-political issues. Of course, the more modern

techniques of communicating have increased the power of false information. Given

the increase of false information online, it is likely that the public attitudes on

important surrounding social, political and ecological issues are influenced by news

online. In some cases, false information may increase the risk of harming the entire

population (Hopf et al., 2019). The absence of well-founded knowledge could

be deadly. For example, despite the proven success of vaccinations, unreliable

knowledge has resulted in childhood illness, disabilities and deaths due to a false

claim that the measles, mumps and rubella vaccine causes autism (Hviid et al.,

2019). Another example includes how false information villainises ethnic groups

and foreigners, to encourage hatred (StopHateUK, 2022).

Prior knowledge serves as a practical means for assessing and identifying informa-

tion that is reliable or unreliable. Given that fake news covers a range of topical

social, political, environmental issues (Scott et al., 2016; Smith and Leiserowitz,

2014; Drummond and Fischhoff, 2020), it would be reasonable to assume that

domain-specific knowledge would correspond with the perceived accuracy of the

information on these topics. Studies have shown that existing comprehension of a

topic can benefit the evaluation of new information. For example, research has
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shown that individuals in the US with increased domain-specific knowledge are

less vulnerable to scientific and health-related fake news regarding climate change

and COVID- 19 (Calvillo et al., 2020; Lutzke et al., 2019). Additionally, Berinsky

(2012) found that people with higher knowledge are less likely to accept political

rumours than individuals with less political knowledge. These findings show that

sound knowledge of a topic can assist in examining information to sieve out the

false information (Rapp and Salovich, 2018). The cognitive process of knowledge

acquisition, problem-solving, memory retrieval and behavioural decisions operate

when individuals possess applicable knowledge to participate in judgement and

the motivation to support it (Greene and Yu, 2016; Rapp and Salovich, 2018).

On the other hand, research has shown that even people with good prior knowledge

can still be influenced by false information. This is due to inaccurate information

embedding confusion, doubt and reliance. This is concerning due to the high like-

lihood that people encounter fake news frequently (Rapp and Salovich, 2018). For

example, Pennycook et al. (2018) found that repetition helps incubate confidence

in false information. It has been found that individuals refer to prior knowledge

whilst determining accuracy of information. Repetition increases the perceived

accuracy, as it is stored within our memory. Thus, repition has the ability to

increase the perceived accuracy to false information (Dechêne et al., 2010; Fazio

et al., 2015). This notion is supported by Pennycook et al. (2018), who determined

that prior knowledge does not protect people from repeated fake news.
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6.1.6 Domain-specific knowledge and motivated reason-

ing

Other than repetition, one’s knowledge may be influenced by existing views and

values. Despite the argument of knowledge as a protective factor, plenty of

research suggests that, in fact, knowledge amplifies motivated reasoning (Lau and

Redlawsk, 2001; Lodge and Taber, 2013). Taber and Lodge (2006), for example,

showed that when given the same number of pro and con statements about an

issue, individuals with less knowledge decided to seek an equal number of pro and

con statements, while on the contrary, individuals with higher knowledge chose

to seek more attitude-consistent statement than attitude-inconsistent statements.

The experiments concluded that the attitudes and judgements of individuals

with higher political knowledge polarised in the direction of their pre-existing

preferences. The likely cause of this effect is that people who have more knowledge

of a particular topic are more attentive and have stronger attitudes. Thus, they

may be more likely to uphold and protect their existing attitudes (Miller et al.,

2016). This is conceptualised as the “expertise paradox” (Liu, 2017).

Domain-specific knowledge has been tested in various expertise paradox studies,

including but not limited to political knowledge [Nyhan et al. (2013), scientific

knowledge (Kahan et al., 2012) and knowledge of specific political events (Wells

et al., 2009). Logically, we should expect to find that increased domain-specific

knowledge would encourage a considered and carefully balanced analysis of related

information. However, what these studies have in common, was that increased

domain-specific knowledge increased motivated reasoning and bias assimilation
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that aligned with their pre-existing beliefs.

To explain why domain-specific knowledge may increase bias assimilation, we

can draw on the findings that knowledge entails a fusion of thoughts, attitudes,

beliefs, and facts that are activated when confronted with new information (Visser

et al., 2008). People are often motivated to interpret information in a way that is

agreeable to their ideological identities; this increased network that comes with

increased knowledge understandably aid “experts” in forming stronger arguments

and performing certain processing techniques to affirm and bolster their pre-

existing beliefs (Kahan et al., 2012).

On the other hand, there have been studies suggesting that knowledge acts as a

protective factor to motivated reasoning. For example, Ranney and Clark (2016)

found that providing education to participants regarding climate change reliably

increased the participants’ acceptance of climate change. This effect was significant

across the liberal-conversation spectrum. A public-service website was launched

(www.howglobalwarmingworks.org), providing mechanical knowledge of climate

change. The videos provided on the website have shown that it has successfully

tripled the mechanical knowledge of global warming and increased climate change

acceptance (Arnold et al., 2015).

Additionally, Liu (2017) found that only self-proclaimed knowledge increased

biased information processing.; which refers to how knowledgeable individuals

perceive themselves to be, not how knowledgeable they are (Atir et al., 2015).

Likewise, Greene and Murphy (2020) found that domain-specific knowledge was

associated with fewer false memories regarding the COVID-19 pandemic and



CHAPTER 6. STUDY 3 145

thus significantly influenced accurate judgements of false information. However,

similarly to the studies above, self-proclaimed knowledge showed a small significant

increase in false memories regarding COVID-19 information, which increased their

vulnerability to COVID specific fake news headlines.

6.1.7 Present study

Understanding the influence of emotions and knowledge within the context of

racialised fake news, is a critical element for creating successful interventions.

For example, Arnold et al. (2015) found that increased mechanical knowledge of

climate change increases climate change acceptance. Yet, it’s critical to establish

if educating the public will be just as effective for racially motivated fake news

headlines. As if the results show that the credibility of racialised fake news is

driven by automatic processes such as emotions and motivated reasoning, we

can deduce that increased education may be ineffective. It has already been

suggested that correcting misinformation by providing factual information has

been ineffective (Pennycook et al., 2018; Fazio et al., 2015).

This study aimed to investigate the effect of emotion and knowledge on fake

news credibility. Specifically included was domain-specific knowledge regarding

COVID-19, the asylum process and Black Lives Matter. Likert scales were used to

measure the negative effect for each headline, including anxiety, anger, hatefulness,

fear, and outrage. Individual differences in prejudice towards Arab, Chinese and

Black individuals were also considered along with the participants’ political party

and national identity.
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Based on the research discussed above, the hypothesis for this study are:

• Hypothesis one: Increased domain-specific knowledge will decrease an indi-

vidual’s likelihood of being vulnerable to racialised fake news.

• Hypothesis two: There will be a significant interaction between racial

prejudice and a lack of domain-specific knowledge in how fake news is

perceived.

• Hypothesis three: Increased negative emotions whilst exposed to fake news

articles will predict higher perceived accuracy of fake news.

6.2 Methods

6.2.1 Ethics

Ethical approval for this study was sought from the Aberystwyth University

Psychology Department (see Appendix W). The participants were informed with

the study invitation that the content featured in the survey featured COVID-19,

BLM and the asylum process and were advised not to take part if they feel as

though they had been personally affected by the aforementioned events. The

information sheet clearly outlined that the study aimed to establish how racial

attitudes influenced the perceived accuracy of racialised fake news to avoid any

deception. Crucially, they were informed their responses would be anonymous,

that they could stop or withdraw their responses and that the data was stored

per GDPR guidelines. The participants were also aware that withdrawing their

data once submitted would compromise their anonymity, but their information
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would remain confidential.

6.2.2 Study design

For the third study, a quasi-experimental design was used to measure the effect of

the independent variables: Feelings towards British, Chinese, Black and Arab indi-

viduals, feelings of Britishness, emotional response and domain-specific knowledge;

on the dependent variables: perceived accuracy. An anonymous questionnaire was

designed using JISK online surveys and distributed through social media platform:

Facebook. The items were used to obtain quantitative data such as racial attitudes,

perceived accuracy, domain-specific knowledge, emotional response and national

identity, of which will be discussed in greater detail below.

6.2.3 Participants

One hundred and three participants were collected via social media and Survey

Circle. The sample was made up of 56 females, 46 males and one participant who

did not disclose their gender. The participants were all above 18, active on social

media and living in the UK. Fifty four participants identified as British, eleven

identified as Welsh, ten identified as English and four identified as Northern Irish.

The majority of the participants were highly educated, wth 80% of them holding

an undergraduate degree or higher. 67% of the participants reported being on the

left-wing side of the spectrum. 16% were neutral and the remainder (8%) reported

their attitudes being more consistent with the right-wing side of the spectrum.
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6.2.4 Apparatus and materials

Online Surveys (JISK) was used to design the survey. Single measure feeling

thermometers were used to obtain measures of racial attitudes. Additionally, the

researcher designed a fabricated news feed, consisting of 16 headlines to present the

stimulus to the participants. The headlines featured in the newsfeed were taken

from fact checking websites, fullfact.org and snopes.com. Half of the headlines

were credible, and the other half were fake news.

The Single Item Measurement of Self Identification (SISI) (Postmes et al., 2013).

The SISI measures self-identification by rating one’s agreement with the statement

‘I identify with my group (or category)’ using a 7-point scale (see Appendix S)

Postmes et al. conducted a meta-analysis and found that for social identification,

the constructs appear to be sufficiently similar to be reliably measured with a

single item.

6.2.5 Feeling thermometers

The participants were presented with three feeling thermometers running from 0

being cold and ten being very warm (see Appendix T) They were asked to rate

their “warmness” to Chinese, Arab, Black ethnicities. They were also be asked to

rate their warmness toward British people. The feeling thermometers have been

used by other researchers such as Axt (2018) and have shown to be a direct and

reliable single measurement of racist attitudes compared to implicit measurements

(Axt, 2018).
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6.2.6 Domain-specific knowledge measures

The participants were asked to complete three 10 item questionnaires that have

been designed to test the individuals knowledge on three current socio- political

topics: Covid-19, BLM and people seeking asylum (see Appendix Z). Each of the

questionnaires were 10 items, and included 5 true statements and 5 false statements.

The scores were calculated as a percentage based on the number of questions

answered correctly and incorrectly. The true statements were taken from reliable

sources such as the World Health Organization (WHO) and government statistics.

More specifically, the COVID-19 knowledge questionnaire was created using the

information provided by WHO. The black history questionnaire was created using

research conducted by the UK government. The information was directly obtained

from the government website: ethnicity-facts-figures.gov.uk. Lastly, the domain-

specific questions regarding people seeking asylum were created through using

information stated on the refugee council website, who’d conducted their research

using government statistics and through peer reviewed research (e.g. Crawley and

Hagen-Zanker, 2019). The false statements used within the questionnaires were

simply contrasts of what the official report stated. Each knowledge questionnaire

was scored with a percentage, based on the amount of items that the participant

got correct. Due to the time constraints of this study, a pilot study was not

conducted to test the validity of the measurements.

6.2.7 Perceived accuracy

Perceived accuracy of the news headlines was measured using a 4-point Likert

scale. (1= Not at all accurate, 2= somewhat inaccurate, 3= somewhat accurate,
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4= very accurate), like those used by (Pennycook et al., 2018). The neutral option

has been removed to ensure that the participants provide a meaningful response

(Johns, 2005).

6.2.8 Fake news feed

The sixteen items included in the news feed were determined by fact-checked

headlines that had been present on social media (See Appendix AB) The items

were taken off fact-checking websites, fullfact.org and snopes.com. Half of the

headlines had been deemed accurate by the fact checking website, and half were

recognised as fake news. Once the participants had completed their demographic

information and knowledge questions, they were presented with a fabricated

newsfeed, presented in a Facebook format (source, headline, photo). Six news

headlines were racialised (2 Chinese, 2 British, 2 Arab), and the remaining two

were neutral (5G, climate change).

6.2.9 Emotional response measure

To assess emotional reactions towards the individual news articles, the participants

were be asked to complete a 6-item measure based on the Affective Intelligence

Theory (AIT; see Appendix AA). The measures were designed by Wischnewski

& Kramer, 2020 (Marcus, Russell Neuman & MacKuen, 2000). Participants will

rate on a five-point Likert scale (1 = “do not agree at all”, 5 = "fully agree) the

extent they felt angry, outrage, hateful, afraid, worried and anxious whilst reading

the headlines.
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6.2.10 Procedure

A study invitation was posted to the social media site, Facebook and on Survey

Circle. survey points were rewards to The participants that were recruited via

survey circle. The participants recruited via Facebook were offered no incentive.

The study invitation provided a link to the participant’s information sheet, which

clearly explained the purpose of the study, what the study involved, the participant

criteria and details on how the participant could withdraw during and after the

study.

Before the study could begin, the participants were then asked to complete the

online consent form by confirming that they were above the age of 18, active on

social media, living in Britain, understood how to withdraw from the study and

that the Aberystwyth University Psychology Ethics team passed the study. The

survey is divided into three main sections.

The first measures were aimed to measure the participants racial attitudes toward

black, arab and chinese individuals. Their feelings towards British people and their

national identity were also measured. The SISI (Postmes et al., 2013) was used to

measure how strongly they identify with their British people. A 7-point Likert

scale was presented, and the participants were asked to rate how strongly they

agreed with the statement “I identify with British people”. Following on, three

feelings thermometers were used to measure the participant’s racial attitudes. The

participants were asked to rate their feelings of warmness towards Arab People,

Chinese People and British people. Before being presented with the fake news

feed, the participants were asked general demographic questions, such as their
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age, education, gender, nationality, political orientation and ethnicity.

Then, the participants were then presented with 16 news headlines, 8 fake and 8

factual that had been taken from Snopes or fullfact.org. Snopes and Fullfact.org

are impartial fact checking websites that rely on non-partisan factual information

to check news claims. The headlines featured Middle-Eastern individuals, Black

individuals, White-British people and Chinese individuals. These particular

headlines were selected as they represent salient examples of fake news circulating

on social media at present (Aratani, 2020; Ellis- Petersen, 2020; Dearden, 2020;

Parveen, 2020; Lerbaek & Olsen, 2020). LIke the previous studies, the headlines

were presented in the format of a Facebook news feed. The source of the news

headline will be removed from the display. Following exposure to the headlines on

the fabricated news feed, the participants will then continue to simply rate the

accuracy of the news headlines. A four-point Likert scale was used as in Penny

& Rand, (2018); 1= Not at all accurate, 2= not very accurate, 3 = somewhat

accurate and 4 = very accurate. Then, to assess emotional reactions towards the

individual news articles, the participants were asked to report their feelings of

anger and anxiety for each headline. This included six items based on Affective

Intelligence Theory (AIT), designed by Wischnewski & Kramer, 2020 (Marcus,

Russell Neuman & MacKuen, 2000). Participants rated on a five- point Likert

scale (1 = “do not agree at all”, 5 = "fully agree) the extent they felt angry,

outrage, hateful, fear, worried and anxious whilst reading the headlines.

Following the questionnaire, the participants were fully debriefed and informed

which of the headlines were fake, and which were factual (see Appendix AC) The
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links to the fact-checked articles were provided. The participants were asked to

tick a compulsory box acknowledging that they had recognised that not all of the

headlines were credible. The participants would not submit their responses if they

didn’t acknowledge that the headlines were fake, thus would not be included in

the analysis.

6.2.11 Data analysis

The raw data were exported from Online Surveys into Microsoft Excel for data

cleaning, sorting and preparation. At this stage, basic cleaning such as renaming

columns for ease of use occurred to assist ease of use during the analysis.

A linear regression was used to address hypothesis one, measuring the relationship

between the perceived credibility and domain specific knowledge. The domain-

specific knowledge was entered as the independent variable and the perceived

accuracy was entered as the dependent variable. A linear regression was used again

to test hypothesis two, analysing the interaction between independent variables:

racial temperature and domain-specific knowledge and its effect on the dependent

variable: perceived accuracy.

To address hypothesis 3, linear mixed models were used to measure the relationship

between perceived credibility and emotions. R package lme4 v.1.1.27.1 was used

to carry out the analysis as in (Martel et al., 2020). Models were constructed

for each emotional response where the dependent variable, perceived headline

accuracy was tested against the interaction between the fixed effects of emotional

response and the headline credibility. The random effects included an intercept



CHAPTER 6. STUDY 3 154

between participant and headline credibility as well as the emotional response

of the headline. The beta coefficients were used to assess the significance of the

fixed effects. The interaction between emotional response and headline status

gave an indication of the overall media truth discernment between the real and

fake headline (Martel et al., 2020).

The raw data and statistical output can be found in Appendix AD and AE

respectfully.

6.3 Results

6.3.1 Sample overview

One hundred and three participants were recruited for this study (46 males, 56

females and one specified other). All of the participants were British citizens

as required by the criteria of the study. However, 25% of the participants were

of a different nationality. A total of 84% of the participants reported being

white ethnicity, 7% being mixed ethnic group, 6% Asian, 1% were black, African

or Caribbean and 2% reported being from another ethnic group. None of the

participants reported being of Arab ethnicity. The majority of the participants

(77%) held an undergraduate degree or higher. The majority of the participants in

this study reported that they were more politically left-wing (67%), 11% reported

being more right-wing, 16% were neutral, and 6% chose not to say their political

orientation.



CHAPTER 6. STUDY 3 155

6.3.2 Hypothesis One: Increased domain-specific knowl-

edge will decrease an individual’s likelihood of being

vulnerable to racialised fake news

Descriptive statistics on domain-specific knowledge are given in Figure 6.1. The

original hypothesis stated that increased domain-specific knowledge would decrease

the likelihood that an individual might believe fake news. The scatter plot in

Figure 6.2 shows that there was a slight positive linear relationship amongst

the news headlines between Arab individual related news and asylum seeker

knowledge, Black individual related news and BLM, Chinese related news and

Covid-19 knowledge. Thus, a linear regression analysis was used to predict

the participants perceived accuracy based on the participants domain-specific

knowledge. The participants were given a score of 0-100% for their headlines

response accuracy and domain specific knowledge. The domain-specific knowledge

was entered as the independent variable and the perceived accuracy was entered

as the dependent variable. However, a linear regression only showed a significant

relationship between Covid-19 knowledge (p < 0.05) and Asylum seeker knowledge

(p<0.05) for the Arab related news and the British related news, respectively.

These results, therefore, suggest that domain-specific knowledge did not, in this

case, significantly affect the perceived accuracy of fake or factual racially slanted

news.
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Figure 6.1: Response accuracy of domain specific knowledge statements.
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Figure 6.2: Scatter plots displaying the relationships between the domain specific
knowledge topics and headline response accuracy for real and fake headlines of
each racial topic. The domain specific knowledge topic groupings are shown
horizontally and the headline racial topics groupings are shown vertically.
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6.3.3 Hypothesis two: there is an interaction between

racial prejudice and a lack of domain-specific knowl-

edge in how fake news is perceived.

As in figure 6.2, we can see a positive correlation between domain-specific knowl-

edge regarding asylum seekers and the temperature score towards individuals of

Arab ethnicity. Linear regression was carried out to investigate the relationship

between racial prejudice and domain-specific knowledge, to investigate whether

an interaction affects how fake racialised articles are perceived. The perceived

accuracy for the two fake news headlines per racial category were calculated. The

perceived accuracy was then entered as the dependent variable, and the domain

specific knowledge and racial temperatures were entered as the independent vari-

able. Linear regression showed a significant relationship between temperature

toward Arab individuals, asylum seeker knowledge and the perceived accuracy of

the Arab related false news headlines (p < 0.05).

6.3.4 Hypothesis three: Increased negative emotions

whilst exposed to fake news articles will predict

higher perceived accuracy of fake news.

The relationship between emotionality and perceived accuracy of factual and fake

news was assessed using R version 4.1.1 to conduct a simple linear mixed-effects

analysis. Using a mixed-effects model considers the connection between responses

due to fixed and random effects such as participant variability and headline type,

respectively.
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The results indicate that the majority of negative emotionality measured is

related to increased vulnerability to fake news. More specifically, the higher the

participants rated their feelings of anxiety, worry, fear and hateful, the more likely

they were to perceive the fake news articles as accurate (Table 6.1).

Afraid Angry Anxious Hateful Outraged Worried
Fake 0.142b -0.00683 0.121a 0.0937c 0.033 0.114a

Real 0.773 0.757 0.764 0.775a 0.764 0.766
Discernment -0.0298 0.0911 -0.0198 0.0175 0.0626 -0.0207

Table 6.1: Beta coefficients for linear mixed models of percieved headline accuracy
against the fixed affects of emotional response and headline status. The discern-
ment element shows the interaction between emotional response and headline type
(real, fake) indicating the ability for participants to discern between real and fake
headlines. a = p less than 0.05; b = p less than 0.01; c = less than 0.001

6.4 Discussion

6.4.1 Hypothesis One: Increased domain-specific knowl-

edge will decrease an individual’s likelihood of being

vulnerable to racialised fake news

Surprisingly, the results of this study showed no support for previous research

such as Pennycook et al. (2018) and Lutzke et al. (2019), who found that critical

thinking and domain-specific knowledge alleviated individuals’ vulnerability to

false information in the media. In fact, there was no significant relationship

between domain-specific knowledge and the credibility of the fake news items.

There are several reasons why these results may have arisen in this study.

Firstly, to explain the results, we may draw upon the source-monitoring framework,

which postulates that individuals with higher-domain knowledge may be more
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susceptible to creating false memories specific to that area (Baird, 2003; Mehta

et al., 2011). Baird (2003) put this down to more knowledgeable individuals

with more domain-specific schemas, can result in intersecting memory traces.

Simply and directly, even a false stimulus is more likely to activate a sensation of

familiarity, which may impair the accurate judgement of new information (Greene

et al., 2021). So, the participants in this study may have possessed a sound

knowledge of the specific areas tested. However, this may still have hindered their

ability to assess the credibility of the news headlines.

Additionally, the results may be explained by knowledge neglect. Knowledge

neglect refers to the instance where an individual possesses the correct knowledge

yet fails to utilise it whilst processing information. For example, consumers

frequently fail to notice a factually incorrect statement referring to the Atlantic as

the world’s largest ocean, despite later demonstrating knowledge that the Pacific is,

in fact, the largest ocean (Erickson and Mattson, 1981; Cantor and Marsh, 2017).

Participants in previous studies have exhibited knowledge neglect when presented

with repeating information, otherwise conceptualised as the illusory truth effect.

The illusory truth effect assists in explaining the processing experiences that

may have occurred during this study. Given that the stimulus featured headlines

that had circulated on both social media and news media websites, it’s likely

that the participants had observed them before taking part in the questionnaire.

Previous literature had reported that repeated false information was judged as

more accurate, even when it contradicted the participant’s prior domain-specific

knowledge (Fazio et al., 2015; Pennycook et al., 2018).
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Notability, the factual news stories were still rated as having relatively low

credibility (86.2%). This may have an important implication for the results as

participants’ knowledge scores were relatively high, their credibility ratings for

the news articles were low. The results indicate a lack of trust in news headlines,

whether factual or fake. It’s important to consider that the stimulus in this study

was presented using a format that resembles headline posts on a Facebook news

feed, which may have had a significant effect on its credibility. When judging

information, individuals largely rely on specific cues and heuristic processing

(Evans and Stanovich, 2013). Karlsen and Aalberg (2021) suggests that social

media sites make this processing more complicated due to the additional layers

involved in news credibility. Utilising an experimental design, Karlsen and Aalberg

(2021) exposed a control group to a news story on a traditional news website and

an experimental group to an identical news story except on social media platform;

Facebook.

Interestingly, the results showed that when news stories are consumed via Facebook,

the credibility of the news story decreases. This result may explain why trust in

the factual news headlines was low during this study. It’s also noteworthy that

the source of the message was left blank in the study stimulus. Well, Karlsen

and Aalberg (2021) also found that the effects on credibility were also affected

by intermediary-sender, the social media user who shared the news article onto

the platform. Intermediary-senders add another dimension to news credibility on

social media, as the news is no longer restricted to traditional news platforms.

Given that the source was left blank for this data collection, it is plausible that it

reduced the credibility of the news articles, and therefore yielded an insignificant
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result between knowledge and perceived accuracy.

6.4.2 Hypothesis Two: There is a significant interaction

between racial prejudice and a lack of domain-

specific knowledge in how fake news is perceived

A linear regression model showed that warmer feelings toward Arab individuals,

more knowledge around the asylum process significantly influenced a correct

rating for the participants. Motivated reasoning is most commonly perceived as a

motivated reasoning-analysis theory and motivated reasoning-as-feelings theory.

The results show a significant positive relationship between knowledge, feelings

and credibility judgements. In other words, people with higher knowledge and

warmer feelings were more likely to make the correct judgement than individuals

with less knowledge and colder feelings towards Arab individuals. These findings

support that both motivated reasoning as analysis and motivation as feelings can

influence our information processing and judgements. This coincides with existing

literature that has found individuals with higher domain-specific knowledge are

less likely to engage with political rumours (Berinsky, 2012; Pennycook et al.,

2018). Kahan et al. (2017) found that people with more knowledge were most

likely to engage in political reasoning. Given that the participants with the most

accurate credibility rating were both high in knowledge and warm feelings towards

Arab individuals, it’s difficult to determine whether the feelings or knowledge

were driving these responses.

However, this was only the case for Arab related news, knowledge and temperature.
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A contrasting theory explains that knowledge does not protect individuals from

bias processing and can intensify motivated reasoning. For example, previously,

more knowledgeable participants were seen to seek arguments that were consistent

with their existing ideology compared to less-knowledgeable participants (Taber

and Lodge, 2006; Miller et al., 2016). Individuals with more knowledge of a

particular topic are likely to be emotionally invested, and therefore may be more

motivated to confirm that their predispositions are correct (Miller et al., 2016).

As aforementioned, whilst discussing hypothesis 1, knowledge appeared to play

no part in influencing the participant’s accuracy judgements. This scenario

has been supported by various other research (see Erickson and Mattson, 1981;

Cantor and Marsh, 2017). So, it’s reasonable to assume that other processes are

aggravating the motivated reasoning process. Considering the research of Lind

et al. (2018), whose results showed that emotional cues rather than analytical

processes more often drive the motivated reasoning process. The motivated

reasoning-as feelings hypothesis suggests that information processing is driven by

an automatic response, whereby readers use emotional cues to avoid strenuous

analytical processing. This is because motivated reasoning triggers automatically

when individuals are exposed to new information. To avoid difficult analyses,

people are likely to rely on emotional cues that aid them in judging the credibility

of the new information. Consumers often rely on a “how do I feel about it”

heuristic when assimilating new information (Västfjäll and Slovic, 2013)

Overall, these results differ from existing research such as Pennycook et al. (2018)

and Kahan et al. (2012), providing evidence that knowledge and feelings signifi-
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cantly influence information processing. However, despite the similarities between

this experiment and Pennycook et al. (2018) and Kahan et al. (2012), one must

consider the important differences that may have influenced the results. For exam-

ple, this study focused primarily on racialised news. Specifically, news headlines

are focused on individuals of Arab, Chinese, Black and British origin. Unlike

Pennycook and Rand’s study, the focus of this study was not entirely political.

Additionally, this study included a British sample instead of a varied American

sample, with the majority educated to at least a degree level. The cultural and

educational differences in the samples should be recognised as potential influencers

of the results.

Given that the results discussed here offer no support for the motivated reasoning

as analysis hypothesis, we will now discuss the results that examined the motivated

reasoning as feelings hypothesis.

6.4.3 Hypothesis Three: Increased negative emotions

whilst exposed to fake news articles will predict

higher perceived accuracy of fake news

This study showed that higher negative emotions evoked by the fake news headlines

influenced the perceived accuracy of the headlines. Thus, suggesting emotions is

a crucial element for how readers respond to fake news. Specifically, increased

feelings of anxiety, worry, fear and hatefulness were related to higher perceived

accuracy of fake news headlines. This coincides with the motivated reasoning-as-

feelings hypothesis; and with pre-existing literature which suggests that emotions
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can influence decision making and information processing (Zheng et al., 2017).

Suppose we draw upon the Affective Intelligence theory, which suggests that novel

circumstances lead to an increase in anxiety, which at the same time represses our

pre-existing attitudes (MacKuen et al., 2010; Redlawsk et al., 2010b). This theory

can explain why emotional readers are more likely to accept incorrect information,

even if it contrasts with their pre-existing ideology. For example, experiencing

anxiety often leads to an increase in physiological arousal and decreased personal

control (Eysenck et al., 2007). So it’s reasonable to assume that it inhibits our

reasoning process, overriding pre-existing knowledge when evaluating a situation.

Weeks (2015) found that anxiety has a unique effect whilst judging fake political

news. The results of Week’s study showed that heightened anxiety reduced

motivated reasoning and increased belief in political misinformation that was non-

consistent with the participants’ ideology. These results suggest that pre-existing

attitudes are not the only influencer of how we perceive information.

Similarly, Fernández-López and Perea (2020) found that increased negative emo-

tions, specifically anger, fear, sadness and helplessness evoked by fake news

headlines, significantly impacted the perceived credibility. The results showed

that higher negative emotions increased the perceived accuracy of the factually

incorrect headlines presented. Additionally, Fernances-Lopez and Pea also tested

this effect with fake news headlines presented in the participant’s native language

and the headlines presented in a foreign language. Remarkably, an increase in

negative emotions still significantly influenced the credibility of the news head-

lines, regardless of the language used. These results show that the automatic
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processing encouraged by the emotions induced by fake news can override the

rational analytic thinking elicited by reading the information in a foreign language

(see Costa et al., 2014).

Previous experimental work has suggested that angry partisans are more likely to

accept fake news aligning with their beliefs. Hence, suggesting that feelings of

anger can promote belief in politically incorrect misinformation (Scheufele and

Krause, 2019; Weeks, 2015). However, this premise contradicts what was found in

this experiment. This study showed that increased feelings of anger were related to

more accurate judgements of fake news. The measurements used in this study do

not allow us to establish what caused the anger amongst the participants. However,

the results mirror the outcomes of Taddicken and Wolff (2020). Taddicken and

Wolff collected qualitative interviews to explore the participants’ responses in more

depth. The analysis showed that that anger was elicited due to the participants

recognising that the information was fabricated and by the prospect of other

people believing such information.

6.4.4 Limitations

Despite this study adding valuable information to the influences of credibility of

racialised fake news, there are some methodological limitations to consider. Firstly,

the majority (77%) of the participants who took part in this study held a higher

education degree or above, so they were more educated than the average British

citizen. This could account for the high levels of accurate responses throughout

the study.
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A limitation of this study involves the headlines that were utilised as the stimulus.

The information put forward in these headlines has previously been distributed

on social media and the fact check website, fullfact.org. So, they already had

been in the media and visible to the public before this study. There is a good

possibility that the participants here had already seen the headlines, which may

have affected their responses in two ways. Firstly, previous research has shown that

repeating information increases its perceived accuracy. A process conceptualised

as the illusory truth theory (Pennycook et al., 2018). So, if the participants had

already been exposed to the headlines in their personal lives, the repetition of this

information may have influenced their accurate responses. Because of this, it may

be that the accuracy measurement was not influenced by their pre-existing attitude

or emotion but instead by pre-existing exposure to the headlines. Secondly, the

participant may have already seen the fact-checked versions of the headlines. Thus,

their responses would have been motivated by the fact in contrast to whether it

was attitude consistent or emotionally arousing.

Granted, the use of online surveys as a data collection method may have allowed

participants to check the news accuracy themselves, influencing their response

accuracy. Additionally, the use of self-reported measurement for the emotions may

have been subjected to a certain bias. Due to the COVID-19 outbreak during data

collection, controlled laboratory experiments that would allow for monitoring and

physiological measurements were not possible. However, when possible, future

studies should consider adopting these methods compared to other online studies

observing fake news credibility and evoked emotions. Nevertheless, previous

studies examining fake news have been conducted online surveys (Pennycook
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et al., 2018; Pennycook and Rand, 2019). Despite the lack of monitoring, it may

arguably be more valid as the participants can read the headlines more naturally.

Another limitation of the study design is that the emotional responses were self-

assessed following the accuracy rating question instead of immediately after reading

the news headline. Given that emotions are generally short-lived, proceeding

through a series of questions following the stimulus may have influenced the

emotional ratings given by the participants. To mitigate this circumstance,

physiological measurements obtained during the stimulus exposure could provide

results to the immediate emotional arousal of the participants.

Several factors have been shown to affect the credibility of fake news, which were

beyond the scope of this study. Despite best efforts to accurately simulate a

Facebook news feed to display the headlines, in reality, social media users often

see headlines shared by friends or political actors. The anonymous nature of this

study did not allow to include personal relationships as sources. Furthermore,

sources in the stimulus were excluded from the study to focus specifically on

the content of the headline and diminish results influenced by the participant’s

personal feelings and attitude toward any political actor. This may have had

an important consequence on the results as if a trustworthy friend or political

actor acts as the intermediary-sender, the individual is more likely to perceive the

news as credible (Sterrett et al., 2019; Turcotte et al., 2015). Given that previous

findings have indicated the source of the news as an important influence for how

credible a news headline is perceived (Kim and Dennis, 2019); Future studies

should consider these findings to investigate how they interact with individual
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differences and affect the credibility of information online. Additionally, unlike a

realistic Facebook newsfeed, this study did not include bandwagon ques in the

stimulus. Previous research has shown that increased “bandwagon cues” such as

likes and shares affect the credibility of information on social media (Luo et al.,

2020; Lin and Spence, 2019).

Finally, to enhance our understanding of emotions on the credibility of fake

news, future researchers should consider exploring how additional emotions (.e.g

positive emotions) affect perceived accuracy and news headlines. Additionally,

researchers should consider taking physiological measurements to obtain accurate

emotional arousal, followed by qualitative interviews to deepen our understanding

of consumers emotions and cognitive processes whilst judging new information.

6.5 Conclusions

In sum, the present experiment aimed to examine whether domain-specific knowl-

edge and emotion affect the perceived accuracy of racialised sfake news. The

results showed that negative emotions elicited by fake news stories increased the

credibility of the news headlines. Other than anger, which showed increased partic-

ipants’ accuracy. This suggests that motivated reasoning-as-feelings influence the

perceived accuracy of fake news surrounding prevalent issues: Covid-19, refugee in-

take and Black Lives Matter. There was little evidence that one’s domain-specific

knowledge influenced the credibility of fake or factual news headlines. These

findings bring important considerations for the strategies to tackle racialised fake

news. It suggests that educational interventions may not be the most successful
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routes, given that knowledge did not significantly influence the results.

Additionally, the participants indicated low trust in factual news headlines, which

has important consequences for society. The indication that emotion plays an

important role in judging credibility poses a risk to a democratic society, especially

given the emotional nature of fake news and its use to cause divide and conflict

over particular issues. Psychological interventions that include pre-inoculation

strategies to assist the public in becoming aware of the influences fake news can

have on their emotions and information processing may be a promising intervention

strategy.



Chapter 7

General discussion

7.1 Study aims

Existing research has suggested that the theory of motivated reasoning does not

explain susceptibility to fake news (Pennycook and Rand, 2019; Sindermann et al.,

2020). On the other hand, Anthony and Moulding (2019) found that individuals

who favoured Donald Trump were less likely to accept negative news regarding

Trump as accurate. However, they perceived negative fake news regarding Hillary

Clinton as credible. The latter suggests motivated reasoning influences the

credibility rating of information.

Previous studies have mainly focused on fake scientific and political news, exploring

the effects of scientific or politically motivated reasoning (Fischer et al., 2021;

Pennycook and Rand, 2019; Anthony and Moulding, 2019). So, there is an existing

gap in the research regarding racialised fake news and racially motivated reasoning.

171
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Fake news has brought about violent attacks (e.g.the Washington pizzeria attack)

(Kang and Goldman, 2016) and hate speech against migrants and refugees (Blanco-

Herrero and Calderón, 2019). Racialised fake news poses a significant challenge

to today’s society. It is paramount to understand what influences information

processing of fake news headlines since fake news spreads faster and broader than

factual news (Lohr, 2018).

This thesis aimed to understand how racial prejudice, attachment to British values,

and domain-specific knowledge influences racialised fake news’s credibility.

This thesis achieved this through a series of methodological steps. Initially, the

methodology was validated using a pilot study. The pilot study presented a

series of fake news headlines that replicated the appearance of the social media

site: Facebook.com. The pilot study confirmed that the stimulus was effective.

The participants indicated mixed responses between “accurate” and “not at all

accurate ratings”.

Using web-based online surveys meant that a larger and more representative

sample was collected. Most people who come across fake news articles were likely

to do so on social media (Pennycook and Rand, 2019), collecting primarily on this

platform suggests that the participants involved in the study were likely to have

come across fake news articles within their news feed.

This methodology, combined with additional measures of prejudice, British identity,

emotional response and domain-specific knowledge, were then used to explore

the effect of accuracy perception across different racialised fake news headlines



CHAPTER 7. GENERAL DISCUSSION 173

presented in a Facebook format. These methods and measurements permitted the

investigation of the thesis hypotheses, specifically the factors that influence the

perceived accuracy of racialised fake news.

It is important to note that the participants across all three studies were generally

able to identify fake news correctly. Additionally, their self-reported feelings

towards Arab, Polish, Chinese and British individuals were generally positive.

7.2 Chapter summaries

7.2.1 Prejudice and motivated reasoning

This study focused on investigating whether racially motivated reasoning influenced

one’s susceptibility to racialised fake news. More specifically, it applied the model

of motivated reasoning to explore if increased racist attitudes influenced the

participants to believe negative fake news about various racial groups. The

hypothesis stated that if people hold stronger prejudicial attitudes, they are

more likely to believe racialised fake news that negatively depicts the out-group

members. An additional hypothesis was that the participants would be more

likely to accept fake news regarding an out-group member.

This study showed that increased prejudice did influence the perceived accuracy

of fake news negatively portraying Arab and Polish individuals. The increased

prejudice was significantly related to the higher perceived accuracy of the fake

news headlines, thereby confirming the hypothesis and contributing to racially

motivated reasoning and information processing knowledge. However, the results
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did not support the hypothesis that participants would be more likely to believe

fake news regarding an out-group. On the contrary, the analysis showed that the

British participants were more likely to perceive the negative British headlines as

accurate. It would appear that in-group favouritism did not influence the results of

this study. For study 2, it was hypothesised that those with higher racist attitudes

toward a particular ethnic group would be more likely to perceive the racialised

fake news as accurate. The analysis results showed that this was only significant

for feelings toward Arab individuals and fake news negatively portraying Arab

individuals.

Since the September 11 attacks and during the rise of the Islamic State terrorist

group, the general news media has heavily reported these events, mainly negatively

representing Arab and Muslim communities (Allen, 2014; von Sikorski et al., 2021).

For example, the media habitually associate refugees with threat and crime (de

Zúñiga et al., 2012). Continuously being portrayed as a threat, newsreaders

are made to feel threatened and anxious, which influences negative perceptions

of immigrants and refugees (McKeever et al., 2012). Atwell Seate and Mastro

(2016) found that a single news item can increase anxiety toward immigrants.

Consequently, this process of being exposed to negative news media concerning

immigrants and refugees can influence seeking similar information in the future,

as individuals often seek out information that confirms their existing views, only

further distancing immigrants and refugees from citizens (Atwell Seate and Mastro,

2016). Adding to the effect of traditional news media framing, research within

the domain of fake news has shown that fake news is created with the intent of

confirming and stimulating prejudicial attitudes toward immigrants and refugees
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(Cerase and Santoro, 2018). In turn, this influenced increased prejudice towards

the Arab community over a long period. Several studies have shown that negative

representations of immigrants and refugees in news media can negatively influence

viewer attitudes, and this can transcend into real-life actions (Esses et al., 2013;

Gattino and Tartaglia, 2015). For example, the Metropolitan Police figures for

2011-2013 showed that Islamaphobic hate crimes increased by 92% in London

overall (As cited in Allen, 2014). Exposure to news media portrayals of Muslims

as terrorist influences supportive attitudes towards military action against Muslim

countries and Muslim American civil restrictions (Saleem et al., 2017). Given

that attitudes towards stereotypes remain relatively stable over time (Nshom and

Croucher, 2017),they may have played a role whilst processing the information

presented in the Arab fake news.

As mentioned above, the media can influence our attitudes over time. So, the

results of this study may have been influenced by audiences’ prolonged exposure

to the news decapitating Arab and Middle-Easterns negatively in the media. If

this is the case, then the findings coincide with the explanation of the motivated

reasoning theory, which implies that motivated cognition influences the application

of previous knowledge when forming a judgment (Kunda, 1990)

Motivated reasoning posits that people activate previous knowledge to support

their ideal conclusions (Kundra and Sinclair, 1999). For example, when judging

other people, we are more likely to activate and apply heuristics that assist in

justifying our judgement (Doosje et al., 1995). The research aimed to establish

if this process also occurs when judging information on various racial groups.
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More specifically, does one’s existing attitude influence the perceived credibility

of racialised fake news headlines on social media?

Kundra and Sinclair (1999) spoke about how motivation to defend our prior

views and beliefs may lead to the activation and application of stereotypes.

It’s important to note that stereotype activation may occur when processing

information. However, some people may consciously withhold the application

of a stereotype to an individual. This is because stereotype application occurs

later in the temporal sequence, thus is easier for an individual to control (Fazio et

al. as cited in Rees et al., 2019). Still, the repressing of stereotype application

can be goal-driven, motivated by wanting to avoid prejudice or the want to reach

the desired conclusion (Kunda and Spencer, 2003). The evidence suggests that

motivated reasoning can encourage increases or decreases in stereotype activation

and application. So, when judging racialised fake news, one may utilise stereotype

activation and application when processing and deciding on the credibility of the

content. Kundra and Sinclair (1999) highlighted that people might apply negative

stereotypes to affirm their judgements. In this study, we saw that feeling less

favourable toward Arab individuals was significantly related to the likelihood of

accepting racialised fake news that framed Arab individuals negatively. These

findings provide evidence to suggest that the activation and application of negative

racial stereotypes were used when judging the credibility of the fake news headlines.

The results suggest that the participants may have used their ideas of the racial

stereotype to accept the negative information, affirming their pre-existing beliefs

and attitudes toward Arab individuals.
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7.2.2 How does our identity affect accuracy judgments?

Study two aimed to contribute to the findings of study one and establish if one’s

attachment to British identity affects one’s vulnerability to racialised fake news.

In this study, Britishness identity refers to the in-group identification, defined

as positive feelings toward British people, attachment toward British people and

perception of belongingness (Hornsey and Hogg, 2000). In-group favouritism

and identity protective cognition theories have shown that individuals tend to

favour information that nurtures their positive social identity and increases self-

esteem (Tajfel, 1974). When individuals have a strong identity and attachment

to their social groups, information that threatens their favourable judgement

is perceived as identity-threatening. Individuals may utilise biased processing

methods to discredit that information. Additionally, protective cognition posits

that individuals are goal-driven and will be motivated to process information in a

way that protects their in-group identity (Festinger, 1954; Kunda, 1990; Sherman

and Cohen, 2006). Thus, it was hypothesised that increased feelings of Britishness

would influence the perceived credibility of racialised fake news. However, this

study found no significant relationship between British identity and the perceived

credibility of the racialised fake news headlines.

The results of this study contradicted previous findings. However, it can be

explained by the events that occurred around the time of data collection. The

COVID-19 pandemic and the BLM protests brought about many news articles

attributing blame to British citizens for breaking lockdown restrictions and Britains

historical involvement in the slave trade. Extraneous variables such as in-group

shame and guilt can damage one’s in-group favouritism and leave them feeling
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like their social identity is damaged (Iyer et al., 2003; Lickel et al., 2004; Johns,

2005; Doosje et al., 2006).

Additionally, we must consider that an individual’s identity is not restricted to

one group. It is implausible to assume that the participant’s identity was solely

based on Britishness. For example, one’s social identity can be made up of several

groups, like political orientation (Tajfel and Turner, 1986). People are more likely

to rate sources as credible if they are a part of their in-group (Mackie et al., 1992).

So, we must consider the other affiliated groups that may have influenced the

perceived credibility of the racialised news headlines. For example, libertarians are

often more supportive of ethnic minorities (Curtice and Tipping, 2018). Likewise,

right-wing party members (e.g. UKIP) are more likely to hold anti-immigrant

views (Shah and Ogden, 2021). Therefore, one’s political orientation may have

impacted their motivations whilst processing the information presented within

the fake news headlines.

7.2.3 The role of domain-specific knowledge in judging

the accuracy of news headlines.

The methods and measurements used in this study aimed to assess how motivated

reasoning interacts with one’s domain-specific knowledge, anger and anxiety

to influence the judgment of news online. The media landscape assists with

attitude and opinion formation (Happer and Philo, 2013). Thus, racially-biased

fake news threatens society by alienating and promoting hate speech towards

different ethnic minorities, increasing discrimination and hate crime towards ethnic

minorities (Schäfer and Schadauer, 2018). Understanding how these factors affect
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the vulnerability to fake news may lead to essentially “inoculating” readers against

fake news, diminishing these negative consequences.

This study, however, found that knowledge had no significant influence on news

credibility rating. The findings here contradict the knowledge hypothesis, which

suggests knowledge prevents ideologically motivated reasoning. Previous research,

like Ranney and Clark (2016), found that people who understood the mechanics

of how climate change is influenced by human production of greenhouse gases

were significantly more likely to accept the argument for climate change. This was

significant despite the participants’ political orientation. So, the results suggest

that knowledge of a topic overruled one’s previous ideological beliefs.

Additionally, Sindermann et al. (2021) found that culture-specific knowledge (con-

ceptualised as crystallised knowledge) served as a protective factor for inaccurately

rating the credibility of factual news headlines. Simply, participants with higher

culture-specific knowledge were less likely to judge factual news headlines as fake

news. Given that crystallised knowledge has been defined as “the breadth and

depth of a person’s acquired knowledge of a culture” (Flanagan, 2008, p. 373; as

cited in Sindermann et al., 2021), it is logical to conclude that increased crystallised

knowledge would protect individuals from falling for fake news and erroneously

rejecting factual news. However, the results of this study found no significant

evidence that domain-specific knowledge of a topic protected individuals from

erroneous judgement on fake or factual news headlines.

We could consider that Kahan et al. (2012) found that individuals with higher

knowledge were more likely to engage in motivated reasoning than individuals
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with lower knowledge. As aforementioned, the reasoning for this is that increased

knowledge signifies an individual’s interest in a topic and thus, more likely to hold

loyalty to a particular side of an argument (Kahn et al., 2016). However, in this

instance, given that there was no significant relationship between knowledge and

other factors, we may consider that the results can be explained by a general lack

of trust in the news.

From looking at the credibility ratings over both fake and factual headlines, we can

see that fake and factual news headlines were commonly rated as uncredible. The

participants were generally good at detecting fake headlines (71.7% of responses

identified the fake news accurately). Descriptive statistics showed that 86.2% of

the factual headlines were rated as not at all accurate or somewhat inaccurate.

This signifies distrust of news headlines shown on social media in this case.

Previous surveys have highlighted that there has been a decline in public trust

in the traditional news media institutions (Ladd, 2010; Turcotte et al., 2015).

In 2013, Ladd (2013) also found that this decline in trust was not limited to

individuals of a particular political ideology but is an existing pattern across all

political orientations. More people report feeling unsatisfied with the traditional

news media. These patterns have consequently led the public to be engrossed

in traditional news media over time (Gilens et al., 2007), with social media

platforms becoming increasingly popular as a news media source (Sterrett et al.,

2019). Unfortunately, hoaxes, rumours and fake news are spread on social media’s

increasing landscape/ Wang et al. (2021) found that the population in the USA

are experiencing distrust in public institutions. Trust has been associated with
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individuals habitually failing to distinguish between factual and fake news. For

example, Zimmermann and Kohring (2020) found that increased trust in politics

and media was associated with identifying factual and false information accurately.

Likewise, less trust in news media and politics was associated with misjudging the

credibility of news headlines. Similarly, Sindermann et al. (2021) found that out

of several tested variables, interpersonal trust was the single variable associated

with erroneously judging factual news as fake news items. Thus, the findings of

this study may reveal that the lack of trust in news media may have influenced the

participants’ credibility judgments, more so than their domain-specific knowledge.

Though this can not be stated with certainty, given the absence of a media trust

measurement within the original survey, if this interpretation is true, it holds

consequences for genuine news media and society.

Trust in the news has a significantly positive relationship with the attention paid

to the news (Williams, 2012). For example, research has found that mistrust in

the media leads to individuals seeking information based on their pre-existing

ideology. Specifically, they will seek partisan sources (Ladd, 2013). Partisan news

sources differ in how current issues are framed to appeal to like-minded readers

(Fulgoni et al., 2016). This process threatens our right to democracy as it limits

individuals from consuming diverse information, inhibiting the population from

becoming more informed and tolerant (Dilliplane, 2011). An additional challenge

comes from research showing that individuals who are less trusting of the media

are more likely to resist the messages that it delivers (Ladd, 2013). A recent

example of this comes from the COVID-19 pandemic, where mistrust in politics

and the media influenced defiance of public health regulations that the government
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placed to prevent the spread of the virus (Scandurra et al., 2021).

The results of this study may indicate low levels of trust in the news media, which

may explain why there was no significant influence of knowledge found on news

credibility ratings. However, we must consider that news consumers often have a

favoured news source based on political ideology (Arceneaux et al., 2012). The

source effect of credibility may have heavily influenced the results of this study,

given that the source was left blank. Had sources been present in the stimulus,

then we could more accurately conclude whether trust in the news undermined

pre-existing domain-specific knowledge in this case.

7.2.4 The role of emotion in judging the accuracy of news

headlines.

The findings in this study were contradictory to previous literature, providing

support for the motivated reasoning-as-feelings hypothesis over the motivated

reasoning-as-knowledge hypothesis. Emotional arousal was significantly related to

perceived credibility across all news items (Arab, British, Black, Chinese). One

way of possibly explaining this is that in certain situations, perhaps emotions could

surpass knowledge. Though Weeks and Garrett (2014) showed that one’s political

knowledge encourages an accurate identification of fake news, Bonilla-Silva (2019)

refers to the concept of racialised emotions. Racialised emotions are defined as

emotions that are affiliated with race, which can arise from interracial interactions,

watching the news, seeing a photograph or visiting a specific location (Green,

2012; Smith et al., 2009). To the researchers’ knowledge, there are no current

studies that examine if racialised emotions surpass domain-specific knowledge.
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Considering the racialised nature of the stimulus and that racial emotions have

been a strong predictor of stigmatisation (Cho et al., 2021), it is reasonable to

suggest that emotions triggered by racial stereotypes may affect the accurate

judgment of racialised information. After all, there is ample research that coincides

with the results found in this study. For instance, emotions can have a flexible

influence on cognitive performance (Huntsinger and Ray, 2016).

7.3 Study contributions

This study contributed to the existing literature on the study of online fake news

based on established theories and models of Social and Political Psychology. The

model of motivated reasoning was used to establish if racial prejudice influences

the credibility of racialised fake news. The findings of this study contribute to

a current and ongoing issue within the UK, given the presence of several events

such as the COVID-19 pandemic, BLM movement and the crisis in Afghanistan

resulting in refugees being resettled in Britain during the data collection period;

alongside the continuing rise in fake news circulating on social media (Pampapura

Madali et al., 2022, ; Hadlington et al., 2022)

To the researcher’s knowledge, this research was the first to consider the influence

of prejudiced attitudes, identity, knowledge and emotions on racialised fake news

credibility. The results have implications for the future study of individual differ-

ences that influence one’s vulnerability to fake news. This research adds valuable

information to the study of fake news, broadening the depth of understanding

by considering specifically racialised fake news and the effects of emotion. Even
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though emotions have received attention in crisis communication (Liu et al., 2020),

few studies have focused on emotion and fake news (Vafeiadis and Xiao, 2021).

To the researchers’ knowledge, this study is the first to consider the influence of

emotions on the credibility of racialised fake news articles on social media. Thus,

this research provides a fresh contribution to the existing literature focusing on

emotions and accuracy judgements.

The findings of this study indicate that racial prejudice and emotional arousal have

a genuine impact on the perceived credibility of racialised fake news content. These

results are important, especially as previous research has suggested that without

the capability of correctly identifying racialised fake news, we face real-world

repercussions concerning intergroup relations and attitudes to minority groups

(Wright et al., 2020). The intervention of psycho-education could be useful in

fighting the effects of fake news (de la Fuente et al., 2021). Psychoeducation may

give this in a manner that makes news consumers aware of how biased processing

may make them vulnerable to incorrect information. The results found from

these studies should be valuable for calling attention to the need for psychological

education to assist in the inoculation against fake news.

7.4 Strengths and Limitations.

7.4.1 Data Collection

There are several criticisms of this thesis to consider. We must remain aware that

the present study relied on a sample recruited via social media and survey platform,

survey circle. So the results may not be reliably generalised to the entire public.
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It is also important to remember that the majority (77%) of the participants had

a higher education background, which does not accurately reflect the majority

of the UK population (Statistics, 2020). Pennycook and Rand (2019) suggested

that higher education increased analytical thinking, which in turn results in more

accurate credibility attributions.

Nevertheless, other researchers have shown that higher education students are still

susceptible to fake news (Paskin, 2018; Bringula et al., 2021). So we cannot be sure

that the education of the participants would have affected the results. It is relevant

that knowledge did not significantly influence credibility judgements. Additionally,

the data collection method enabled the participants to check the news headline

accuracy and assist them in the domain-specific knowledge questions. If either

of these practices took place, this might have had critical consequences on the

results of the studies.

7.4.2 Self- Reports: Emotion

The nature of the online survey meant that the participants had to self-report

their emotional responses to the stimulus. We must consider that self-reported

measurements are subjected to certain biases. For example, the participants may

have avoided answering the measures honestly if they considered the answers

socially undesirable (Caputo, 2017). Additionally, the nature of the survey meant

that the participants were asked to report their emotions after a credibility rating

question. Responding to a list of questions following the initial headline stimulus

may have also affected the participants’ emotional ratings. An alternative way

to measure the participant’s emotional response may have included physiological



CHAPTER 7. GENERAL DISCUSSION 186

measures, which are less likely to collect bias measurements (Ciuk et al., 2015)

Measuring the activation of the autonomic nervous system (ANS) may have

provided a real-time measurement for emotion felt, diminishing the chances of

desirability bias. The COVID-19 pandemic occurred during the time of data

collection and inhibited laboratory experiments in this instance. However, it may

be beneficial for future research to adopt a physiological measurement method

when examining the processes behind fake news credibility judgements. However,

it is arguable that the results of this study would hold more ecological validity

given that the participants observed the headlines within their environment as

opposed to a laboratory setting.

7.4.3 National Identity: Single Item Measurement

Additionally, the single item of national identity must be considered. In social

psychology, it is widely accepted that multi-item measures are best compared

to single-item measurements (Postmes et al., 2013). The idea of social identity

includes a range of factors that are acknowledged in social identity theory (Tajfel

et al., 1979). Thus, it is understandable that a multi-item measure would be more

valid in capturing its nature.

Researchers have used various questions to explore how strongly each participant

identifies with their nation. Some may suggest that the various dimensions are

correlated enough to use a single-item measure (Postmes et al., 2013). However,

others suggest that the dimensions are not necessarily homogeneous. Firstly, we

can consider a measure of national attachment, which refers to how strongly one

identifies as a particular nationality. Next, when we consider the question of



CHAPTER 7. GENERAL DISCUSSION 187

national pride, it asks the respondent to consider the pride felt in their nation’s

achievements. While these two constructs can be closely correlated, there may be

many incidences where they are not (Miller and Ali, 2014). For example, one may

feel a strong attachment to their British Identity but may not be proud of the

nation’s current or recent affairs.

However, there are instances where single-item measures are more suitable for

practical reasons. In this case, the questionnaire that the participants were

participating in was lengthy. Participants often only wish to contribute a limited

amount of time to volunteer in research. So, a single-item measurement may have

been more appropriate here. It was in favour of the data collection to reduce the

drop-out rate of the participants.

Additionally, Postmes et al. (2013) found that a single item of social identity can

be just as valid as a multi-item measure. The validity of the SISI scale, as used

in this study, was measured across three studies. The validity of the SISI scale

was verified across all three studies that included a wide range of social groups.

Postmes concluded that when considering social identification, the components

seem to be adequately similar to be sufficiently measured with a single item

measure.

7.4.4 RACES scale and Feeling Thermometers: Asking

people about race

Psychological studies indicate that everyday dishonesty causes just a small cogni-

tive burden (DePaulo et al., 2003). Which is a small price to pay when you are
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trying to avoid negative emotions such as shame (Schaeffer, 2000). The RACES

scale and Feeling Thermometers used in this study required the participants to

provide an explicit measure of attitudes toward various races, which can be consid-

ered a sensitive question. Tourangeau and Yan (2007) identify social desirability

as one of three aspects of sensitive questioning. When interpreting the responses

of the participants, we must consider the presence of social desirability bias. Social

desirability bias refers to changing one’s answers due to the motivation to present

in a way that’s socially favourable (DeVellis, 2003 as cited in Charles and Dattalo,

2018). Survey questions surrounding taboo topics such as racist attitudes can

become distorted due to self-presentation concerns. The issues associated with

social desirability bias are not usually the question, but the sensitivity associated

with the answers (Krumpal, 2013). For example, if a participant was to self-report

a high feeling of warmness towards a particular race, then it may have not been

sensitive. However, if the participant was to report a low feeling of warmth, then

it may become sensitive for them to report due to the likelihood of it being judged

as an undesirable opinion or behaviour. Nevertheless, biased responses negatively

affect the research data by obscuring any statistical relationships between the

variables (Krumpal, 2013).

Though we cannot be certain that social desirability bias affected the participant’s

responses to the questions in this study, some techniques may be implemented in

an attempt to reduce biased responses. For example, Krumpal (2013) suggested

that beginning the survey with less sensitive questioning can reduce the feelings

of defensiveness amongst participants. For example, the questionnaire may have

started with the participants’ concerns regarding security and economical threat,
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two commonly reported worries concerning immigration in Britain (Stansfield and

Stone, 2018). Alternatively, a more indirect measure of racial attitude may have

been selected. For example, The racial argument scale (see Saucier and Miller,

2003), takes a more indirect approach to measuring racial attitudes. It does this

by presenting arguments that are present within public social debate, along with

a conclusion. The participants are then asked to score how much the conclusion is

supported by the argument. By doing this, the participants are not asked directly

about their attitudes towards a particular race. Furthermore, the racial argument

scale does not correlate with social desirability.

7.4.5 Conflation: Race and Religion

The feeling thermometers and stimulus used within this study may have required

some conceptual clarity. For example, there may have been some potential

conflation between race and religion. The feeling thermometers were designed to

capture the participant’s feelings of a particular race, whereas some of the stimuli

hinted toward religious vignettes which may have evoked religion-based racism.

Additionally, If we consider the thermometer measuring the feelings towards Arabs,

we must consider that Arab ethnicity is a marker attributed to Islam (Meer and

Modood, 2009). Thus, stereotype activation and application may have biased

the results and indirectly measured people’s feelings toward Muslims or Islam.

Although often entangled, the differences between religious prejudice and racial

prejudice must be considered (Lauwers, 2019). Lauwers (2019) highlighted that

there are two forms of racism when we consider islamophobia, one against the

religion Islam and one against the genetic characteristics of Muslim individuals.
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These concepts are distinct from one another. Using feeling thermometers, Helbling

and Traunmüller (2020) suggest that Muslim immigrants are not necessarily viewed

more negatively than Christian immigrants. Helbling and Traunmüller (2020)

found evidence that individuals’ less favourable attitudes towards Muslims are

primarily due to their opposition to radical religiosity. The results of the study

showed that politically left individuals possess more positive feelings toward

Muslim immigrants than politically right participants. However, politically left is

more condemnatory of religious groups. Helbling and Tranmuller (2020) concluded

that prejudicial feelings towards Muslims weren’t primarily concerned with whether

they were native or immigrant but rather religious fundamentalism. Additionally,

this study didn’t account for the religions followed by the participants. If we

consider social identity theory, it proposes that we favour our ingroup members

(Tajfel et al., 1979). Thus, we must consider that if the participants were affiliated

with Christianity, it may have provided them with the motivation to accept the

fake news headlines that frame Muslims and Islam is a negative light. We should

also consider the participants with no religious affiliation, who would also consider

people devoted to religion as an out-group, thus more likely to discriminate against

them, as suggested by social identity theory (Tajfel, 1974; Dangubić et al., 2020).

7.4.6 The Stimulus

The stimulus used in the study should also be considered. The headlines presented

to the participants were actual headlines (false and factual) that were posted online

and then fact-checked by professional fact-checking websites. There is a possibility

the participants may have previously been exposed to the stimulus before taking
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part in the study. It must be taken into consideration that Pennycook and

Rand (2019) found that illusory truth effects can influence fake news credibility.

Repeated exposure to information increases its perceived accuracy. Secondly, we

must also consider that the participants may have already read the fact-checked

articles and therefore had prior knowledge on how credible the information was.

Previous studies suggest that fact-checked articles do not always successfully

correct consumers’ judgements (Roets et al., 2017). So there is a possibility that

being exposed to the fact-checked articles before participating in this study may

not have affected the participant’s credibility judgements.

It must also be considered that, in reality, individuals usually see content shared on

Facebook by their friends or other familiar figures. The stimulus was presented in a

Facebook format; however, the source was left blank. The source or intermediary-

sender of news items has an important influence on the credibility of the item

(Sterrett et al., 2019; Turcotte et al., 2015; Kim and Dennis, 2019). So, the blank

source may have influenced the participant’s response to the credit rating in this

study. Additionally, other heuristic cues such as “likes” and”shares" were also left

blank, which could also have influenced the responses (Luo et al., 2020; Lin and

Spence, 2019). Future studies could consider observing how these heuristic cues

impact the perceived credibility of racialised fake news. Similarly, unlike realistic

social media, the stimulus was presented as a fabricated news feed in a consistent

stream of ideologically consistent and inconsistent news items. As pointed out by

Pennycook and Rand (2019), this layout does not accurately replicate a realistic

social media experience. We must remember the existence of social media echo

chambers that work in a way that displays primarily consistent information on
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one’s news feed (Zimmer et al., 2019).

7.5 Conclusions

In sum, this thesis has examined if motivated reasoning influences the credibility

of racialised fake news. The results showed that pre-existing prejudice significantly

affects racialised fake news that negatively portrays Arab and Polish individuals.

This may indicate that individuals with higher prejudicial attitudes are more likely

to engage in motivated reasoning processes when judging racialised information.

The results were not consistent; overall, there was no significant relationship

between warmness felt toward Chinese individuals and racialised fake news. This

may indicate a general overall reduction in prejudice towards Chinese individuals

compared to Arab individuals. To add to the findings of motivated reasoning, it

was also examined to see if British identity attachment increases one’s vulnerability

to fake news. The results were insignificant, indicating that British identity does

not relate to goal-orientated information processing of racialised fake news. In

addition, there was evidence to suggest that emotion supersedes domain-specific

knowledge when judging racialised information. Study three highlighted that

participants’ findings may suggest that educational programmes may not be

the most successful interventions to prevent the spread and consequences of

fake news. Additionally, the participants indicated low trust in factual news

headlines, which has significant consequences for society. The indication that

emotion plays a vital role in judging credibility poses a risk to a democratic society,

especially given the emotional nature of fake news and its use to cause division

and conflict over particular issues. Unfortunately, we have already witnessed the
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consequences of fake news for ethnic groups in the UK, which has been met with

an increase in hate crime and prejudice (HopeNotHate; Hunt and Pegg, 2017).

Psychological interventions that include pre-inoculation strategies to assist the

public in becoming aware of the influences fake news can have on their emotions

and information processing may be a promising intervention strategy. The best

of the researchers’ knowledge is the first evidence providing an insight into the

influences of racialised fake news credibility.
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