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Abstract

The aftermath of the 2016 US Presidential Elections and the Brexit campaign in Europe have
opened the floor to heated debates about fake news and the dangers that these phenomena
pose to elections and to democracy, in general. Despite a growing body of scholarly literature
on fake news and its close relatives misinformation, disinformation or, more encompassing,
communication and information disorders, few studies have so far attempted to empirically
account for the effects that fake news might have, especially with respect to what communication
scholars call the third person effect. This study aims to provide empirical evidence for the third
person effect in the case of people’s self-perceived ability to detect fake news and of their
perception of others’ ability to detect it. Based on a survey run in August 2018 and comprising
a national, diverse sample of Romanian adults (N=813), this research reveals that there is a
significant third person effect regarding people’s self-reported ability to spot fake news and
that this effect is stronger when people compare their fake news detection literacy to that
of distant others than to that close others. Furthermore, this study shows that the most
important predictors of third person effect related to fake news detection are education,
income, interest in politics, Facebook dependency and confirmation bias, with age being a
non-significant predictor.
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Introduction

There is an awful lot of hype around ‘fake news’ these days. The rapid development of
social media platforms and the boundary-free, loose communication that they facilitate
has contributed to the spread of news and information that is intended to mislead readers
and, thus, to affect their understanding of the social, economic and political reality.
Widely publicized incidents involving the use of social networks, such as Facebook, to
intentionally feed people false information that might influence their vote in the elections
have fueled intensive debate about the future of democracy and elections in a “post-truth’
world characterized by gross oversimplification, lies, fake news, half-truths, trivia (Ball,
2017). While acknowledging the negative impact that the spread of misinformation and
fake news has on democracy, both social media representatives (e.g. Facebook, Twitter,
Google) and public institutions (e.g. The European Commission) have taken steps to
advance technological developments (e.g. Facebook has recently announced the estab-
lishment of its election War Room in which software updates and redesign are tested to
root out disinformation, monitor fake news and delete fake accounts) and to draft policy
initiatives to counter fake news (e.g. EC’s High-Level Expert Group on Fake News and
Online Disinformation). However, despite the private and public mobilization of
resources to combat fake news, a question remains rather unanswered: to what extent do
people think that they can distinguish between ‘real’ news and ‘fake’ news that they
encounter on Facebook, Twitter, Google or other Internet platforms?

This study seeks to contribute the scholarly debate about self-perception of misinfor-
mation, especially regarding people’s assessment of their own ability to spot false infor-
mation online. Based on a survey on a national, diverse sample of adult Romanians, we
found a significant third person effect, especially in the case of distant others. That is,
Romanians in our sample believe that fake news affects to a greater degree people in
their outer circle than themselves and people in their inner circle. Our research attempts
to refine and expand the analysis of people’s self-perception of their capacity to spot
misinformation by providing evidence on third person effect and factors that predict it.

The fake news phenomenon: A brief overview of its
definition and effects

The recent unprecedented proliferation of fake news, especially of its politically oriented
type, has triggered a multitude of reactions, the majority of which consists of concerns
over the vulnerability of individuals, organizations (media outlets included) and society,
in general, to manipulations and ‘information pollution’ (Wardle and Derakhshan, 2017)
that has invaded the public sphere. Multidisciplinary efforts are currently taken world-
wide to find solutions to efficiently combat the spread of false content. Among the pos-
sible actions that could be used to reduce the proliferation of fake news are the following:
promoting media literacy, empowering people (both users and media professionals) to
critically evaluate news and other type of information and to spot and report disinforma-
tion, supporting fact-checking projects, or urging Internet and social media platforms to
refine their software algorithms as to increase the quality of content that they mediate
(HLEG, 2018; Lazer et al., 2018). However, these actions to combat fake news seem to
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assume that most media users are ‘experienced’ and therefore they can recognize fake
news when presented to them. Arguably, a large amount of media users, especially social
media users (the spread of fake news seems to be intrinsically linked to activity on social
media platforms), are ‘naive’ and, thus, more likely to trust fake content. Furthermore,
even more dangerous is people’s perception, especially these naive media users, that oth-
ers than themselves are more prone to be affected by the false. Thus, many people are
still unaware of the degree to which fake news affects them, because they are overconfi-
dent in their potential to disentangle true from false information. Our study aims to test
people’s self-perceived ability to detect fake news as well as their perception of other
people’s ability to recognize fake news by providing evidence of third person effect and
factors that predict it.

As many scholars have argued, ‘fake news’ is a deceptive notion, lacking definitional
rigour, which has made it difficult for people to recognize and distinguish between many
shapes that false information can take (Bounegru et al., 2017; HLEG, 2018; Wardle and
Derakhshan, 2017). Others have suggested that the term is too vague and that it should
not be used at all (Tandoc et al., 2018). Some scholars believe that ‘fake news’ is just ‘old
wine in new bottles’, and to exacerbate the role of today’s technological environment in
which fake news proliferates would be not to be able to see how entrenched fakery (and
fake news) has been in the history of journalism (Schudson and Zelizer, 2017; Tandoc
et al., 2018). Lazer et al. (2018) describe ‘fake news’ as a type of fabricated content that
mimics news media content (p. 1094), whereas Bounegru et al. (2017) consider that
online circulation and reception are crucial to fake news and that ‘fake news cannot be
fully understood apart from its circulation online’ (p. 8).

Perhaps the most complex and complete definitional framework for ‘fake news’ has
been proposed by Claire Wardle (2017) from First Draft.! They argue that using the term
‘fake news’ does not do justice to the complexity and diversity of misinformation and dis-
information. Therefore, a more accurate and encompassing term to capture these complex
phenomena would be information disorders (Wardle and Derakhshan, 2017). To under-
stand what fake news means, Tandoc et al. (2018) critically reviewed 32 academic articles
using the term ‘fake news’ and published between 2003 and 2017 and identified six types
of fake news: satire, parody, fabrication, manipulation, propaganda and advertising (Tandoc
et al., 2018: 5). Maybe, the most relevant definition of this vague concept would be related
to whatever people perceive fake news to be. However fluid, self-perception about fake
news is what drives people in their digital behaviour.

Our study is consistent with recent research that examined the perceived influence of
fake news, from a third person effect perspective. Jang and Kim (2018) showed that
people believe that fake news has a greater effect on out-group members than themselves
or in-group members, and that partisan identity, social desirability of content and exter-
nal political efficacy were positive predictors of third person effect. In addition, Stefanita
et al. (2018) reported the same phenomenon in Romania, with gender and fake news
exposure being the most powerful predictors. This study focuses on a different dimen-
sion of the third person effect, namely people’s assessment of self, and others’ ability to
detect fake news. This is equally important from the point of view of fighting the fake
news phenomenon, in the sense that part of the problem is people’s belief in their ‘gut
feeling’ sense in screening the information they consume for the ‘fake’ ingredient.
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The third person effect: Components and predictors

Originated in a seminal study of Davison (1983), which suggested that individuals tend
to overestimate the influence that media have on the attitudes and behaviours of others
and underestimate the same influence on themselves, research on the third person effect
forms now a ‘relatively cohesive conceptual structure’ (Golan and Banning, 2008: 208),
supported by a large body of empirical studies and developed around two components:
the perceptual and the behavioural. The perceptual, or the gaps in perceptions of media
effects on self and others, has been systematically studied mainly in negative messages
conveyed by television violence (Rojas et al., 1996), pornography (Gunther, 1995), gam-
bling, tobacco, and alcohol advertisements (Banning, 2001; Youn et al., 2000), news
stories and coverage (Perloff, 1989; Salwen and Driscoll, 1997) or accusatory political
adds (Rucinski and Salmon, 1990).

The behavioural component, that is, the fact that people might be influenced to act
based on perceived effects, came more recently under the scholars’ scrutiny. Studies in
this particular area provide evidence that media may determine a behavioural intention
in a wide array of social life aspects, such as support for restrictions on pornography (Lee
and Yang, 1996), television violence (Rojas et al., 1996) or negative political advertising
(Salwen and Dupagne, 1999); civil participation, discussion about elections, and support
for media censorship (Neuwirth et al., 2002); the likelihood to vote (Golan et al., 2008);
behavioural intentions based on exposure to health news (Wei et al., 2008); increased
desire to be slim (Park, 2005), and so on.

Beside supporting with empirical evidence the perceptual and the behavioural compo-
nents, an important direction in the field of the third person effect seeks to understand the
complex psychological mechanisms, which determine people to consider that media
might have a stronger influence on others than on themselves. Explanations build on
motivational as well as on cognitive concepts and theories and concern so far mainly the
perceptual component, which is also the focus of our research.

Theories or models such as ego involvement (Perloff, 1989), biased optimism (Brosius
and Engel, 1996; Gunther and Mundy, 1993), social comparison theory (Atwood, 1994),
attribution theory (Rucinski and Salmon, 1990), or the model of presumed influence
(Gunther and Storey, 2003) advance possible patterns for understanding how the percep-
tual component might occur. The attribution theory, one of the most frequently used
within this framework, suggests that an individual ‘tends to attribute his own reactions to
the object world, and those of another, when they differ from his own, to personal char-
acteristics in (the other)’ (Heider, 1958: 157). In other words, when it comes to media
effects, people tend to adopt a double standard: in what themselves are concerned, they
tend to underestimate media effects, since they understand better their own reactions and
are aware of the situational factors; in the case of others, when the judgement is based
only on perceived characteristics and the contextual factors are largely ignored, media
effects are overestimated.

Despite the fact that third person literature is almost overwhelmingly rich, covering
many topics and social issues, little is still studied with regard to this effect in the con-
text of the new ‘spectre haunting the world’, fake news. In this context, we propose
that
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HI: Self perceptions about own ability to detect fake news are higher than perceptions
about others’ ability to detect fake news.

H2. Third person effect is stronger when people compare themselves with distant oth-
ers, than with close others.

According to Rucinski and Salmon (1990), individuals adopt the double standard in
order to enhance their ego. The ‘self-serving bias’, which makes us explain our behav-
iour in terms that put us in good light, could explain why people tend to resist acknowl-
edging media influence on self. In addition, a confirmation bias intervenes when
individuals tend to search for information, sources and arguments to confirm their
already formed impressions, while opposing views are overlooked. In such cases, the
facts are interpreted forcefully to correspond to the beliefs of the person, instead of lead-
ing to the updating or changing of these convictions (Bargdoanu, 2018: 35). When
applied to people’s way of relating to the fake news phenomenon, we hypothesize that

H3. People scoring high on the confirmation bias scale are subject to stronger third
person effect regarding the ability to detect fake news.

Beyond theoretical models, different factors have been advanced in support of the
perceptual component, such as gender and race (David et al., 2002; Lo and Wei, 2002),
religiosity (Golan, 2002), education (Peiser and Peter, 2000), the social distance (Jensen
and Hurley, 2005), the cultural mores (Lee and Tamborini, 2005) and values (Hong,
2015), and so on. In what concerns education, most studies suggest that better educated
people tend to show stronger third person perception (Salwen, 1998; Tiedge et al., 1991),
since they tend to consider themselves more knowledgeable, if not generally superior,
than others, and to approach media messages more cautiously. In what concerns specifi-
cally the fake news, our fourth hypothesis advances that

H4. Higher levels of education are associated with stronger third person effect regard-
ing the ability to detect fake news.

Regularly reading the news and being up-to-date with political affairs might help
people resist to persuasive or fabricated media messages, since they feel they can rely on
a substantial knowledge which might function as a defence. Politically knowledgeable
people are likely to believe that individuals less interested in politics and in news in gen-
eral might be more permeable to misleading media content. As Rucinski and Salmon
(1990) demonstrated, ‘among those with equivalent levels of political interest, higher
levels of exposure to newspaper public affairs content increases the third person effect’
(p. 360). In line with these considerations, our fifth hypothesis posits that

H5. The more people are interested in politics, the stronger the third person effect
regarding the ability to detect fake news (as they perceive a stronger association
between fake news and politics).
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Finally, recent studies document the perceptual component of the third person effect
in relation with new media use. In what concerns specifically Facebook, researchers
provide empirical evidence that individuals consider others as more vulnerable than
themselves with respect to the negative effects — such as depression, social isolation,
loneliness, decreased self-esteem, uploading of photos that undermine employment
opportunities, unwanted contact with dangerous people, and being targeted for cyberbul-
lying and Facebook scams (Kim and Hancock, 2015) — or to the risks (Lev-On, 2016)
involved by Facebook use, as well as they believe that low-relevance stories would have
a greater impact on others than on themselves (Schweisberger et al., 2014). Moreover,
knowledge and perceive knowledge, including in recognizing and fighting fake news,
might generate a third person effect (Baek et al., 2013; Jang and Kim, 2018), since new
media ‘require greater skills and greater ability to protect oneself against the online risks
that are an outcome of the structure of the Internet, the sophistication of the interface, and
users’ control over contents’ (Lev-On, 2016: 4).

Method

The design of this research is based on a national survey on a sample of N=1016
Romanians older than 18 years of age, of which 203 cases were eliminated based on a
cleaning procedure using completion time and straightlining criteria. The data were col-
lected by the Survey Sampling International polling company, using a quota sampling on
age, education and gender, from 3 1st July to 10th August 2018. The final sample (N=813)
was diverse from the point of view of gender (52% males), education’ (M=5.97,
SD=1.40), age (M=40.17, SD=13.02), political interest (M=4.26, SD=1.95),> and
political ideology (M=6.03, SD=2.43).*

Measures

Third person effect regarding people’s ability to identify disinformation was measured
using three items, worded as in Q3 of the Flash Eurobarometer 464: Fake News and
Disinformation Online (European Union Data Portal, 2018): ‘How confident or not are
you that you / your friends and family / people in general are able to identify news or
information that misrepresent reality or is even false?’. Consistent with previous research,
we computed two variables, assessing the intensity of the third person effect by subtract-
ing the scores on the ‘close others’ and ‘distant others’ from the ‘self’ variable.

The confirmation bias scale was constructed based on Rassin (2008), using a 14-item
scale measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale, of which, consistent with Rassin (2008:
89), a battery of 10 items was kept to form a one single factor scale. CFA using principal
component analysis and a varimax rotation confirmed one factor, with loadings from
.547 to .732 (a=.838, M=4.81, SD=.99).

Facebook dependency was measured using a 6-item scale adapted from Ross et al.
(2009). The six items loaded on the same factor, with factor loadings ranging from .796
to 971 (a=.908, M=3.47, SD=1.71).

Fake news exposure was a self-reported estimation of how often people come across
news or information that they believe misrepresent reality or is even false (wording from
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Table 1. Third person effect perceptions of people’s ability to detect fake news.

Self Close others Distant others
Mean 4.92 4.02 3.07
Standard deviation 1.65 1.60 1.46
T test T(@811)=-16.021 T(812)=-36.198

T tests significant at p <.0l.

the Flash Eurobarometer 464 on Fake News and Disinformation Online, European Union
Data Portal, 2018), measured on a 5-point scale.

Age, income, education, and political interest were measured with one-item variables,
measured continuously (age), on a 10-point scale (income), on an 8-point scale (educa-
tion) and on a 7-point scale (political interest).

Results

People’s perception about their ability to detect fake news is equally important with their
estimation of others’ same ability. This kind of data allows researchers to estimate the
degree of vulnerability of people faced with the fake news phenomenon. The third per-
son effect related to people’s ability to detect fake news proved to be significant, when
compared to both close and distant others (see Table 1), thus validating H1.

At the same time, the effect on distant others was significantly more powerful than
people’s perceptions about close others (7(812)=-18.58, p<<.01) (H2 validated). As
previously proceeded (see Salwen and Dupagne, 2001), we run hierarchical regressions
to test Hypotheses 3, 4 and 5. In the first step, we introduced the demographics variables
(education, income, gender), followed by political interest, fake news exposure, confir-
mation bias, and Facebook dependency in the second step. In addition, we present results
for each variable estimating the ability to detect news (for self, close and distant
others).

As far as comparison with close friends and family is concerned, data showed that
people’s perception of fake news exposure and political interest were the most powerful
predictors of the third person effect about close others, followed by education, Facebook
dependency and confirmation bias. When looking at changes in the R?, the demographics
and personality related variables accounted for almost equal variance in the model. But
for estimations of effects on self, the incremental R* value was consistently higher for the
individual characteristics block (see Table 2).

For close others, the analysis validated H3, the third person effect is stronger for
higher educated people, as education might enhance feelings of superiority. Confirmation
bias was also a significant predictor, the higher people score on the confirmation bias
scale (which translates into people being more confident about being able to quickly
understand and evaluate any situation), the stronger the third person effect (H4 validated
for close others). At the same time, interest in politics significantly increases the intensity
of the third person perceptions about close others, as people generally link fake news to
political topics (HS validated for close others).
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Table 2. Predictors of third person perceptions about people’s ability to detect fake news (for
close others), estimated effects on self and on close others.

Third person perceptions  Estimated effect  Estimated effect

(close others) B on self B on close others
Block |
Education® 120%* .088* —-.056
Income® .023 .083 .068
Gender© —-.053 -019 .058
Age —-.005 -.028 -.021
R? change .036 .049 013
Block 2
Political interest? .1 53k 268 .086
Fake news exposure® LI53%* A27%* —-.052
Confirmation bias’ .105%* 238 27k
Facebook dependency?  —.|13%* —064 .068
R? change .067 .150 .035
Total R? .103 .199 .047
Adj. R? .090 .188 .034
N 569 569 573
The reported B weights in the hierarchical regressions are final B weights.
*p < .05.
#p < 0.

?Coded from | =low to 8 high.
®Coded from | =low to 8 high.
‘Coded as 0=male, | =female.
dCoded from | =low to 7=high.
¢Coded from | =low to 5 =high.
fCoded from | =low to 7 =high.
2Coded from | =low to 7 =high.

Even though the wording of people’s estimation of the ability to detect fake news did
not refer in any way to social networks, Facebook dependency proved a significant pre-
dictor, in the sense that lower Facebook dependency is associated with stronger third
person effect. Surprisingly, the direction of this correlation is negative, which could be
an effect of what people consider ‘news’ and ‘fake news’ to be. People who are more
dependent on Facebook might perceive that ‘news or information’ is content they come
across on Facebook, and therefore estimate a distance between them and ‘friends and
family’, which are exposed to the same type of content (again, on Facebook). People
who are less Facebook dependent might perceive that ‘news’ is rather a more formal
content, such as TV news or ‘proper’ online news, but at the same time believe that oth-
ers are more Facebook dependent and hence more exposed to news through social media,
and therefore are more vulnerable to negative effects (stronger third person effect).

Somewhat surprisingly, apart from education, no socio-demographics were significant.

Third person effect by contrast with ‘people in general’ is more consistently explained
by the predictors proposed in this study (R*=.143; for comparison R? for close oth-
ers=.101), following similar patterns of significance: political interest and fake news
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Table 3. Predictors of third person perceptions about people’s ability to detect fake news (for
distant others), estimated effects on self and on distant others.

Third person perceptions  Estimated Estimated effect on
(distant others) B effect on self B distant others B
Block |
Education® .1 58** .088* — 1 25%*
Income® .066 .083 .009
Gender* —-.034 -019 .040
Age —-.098* -.028 .104*
R? change .056 .049 .026
Block 2
Political interest? .180%* 268 .045
Fake news exposure® 169%* 127+ -091*
Confirmation bias .130% 238k 091
Facebook dependency?  —.I|1** —.064 .083
R? change .087 .150 .027
Total R? .143 .199 .053
Adj. R? 131 .188 .040
N 569 569 573
The reported B weights in the hierarchical regressions are final B weights.
*p < .05.
#p < 0.

2Coded from | =low to 8 high.
®Coded from | =low to 8 high.
‘Coded as 0=male, | =female.
dCoded from | =low to 7 =high.
¢Coded from | =low to 5= high.
fCoded from | =low to 7 =high.
8Coded from | =low to 7 =high.

exposure are the strongest predictors, followed by education, confirmation bias, Facebook
dependency and age (age was not significant for close others), thus validating H3, H4
and H5 for distant others (see Table 3).

The incremental R? value of the personality characteristics predicting third person
effect about people’s ability to detect fake news, when comparing themselves with ‘peo-
ple, in general’ was greater than the value in the block of demographics.

Comparing third person effect models for close and distant others (Table 4), the only
significant difference concerns age, which is a significant predictor in the distant others
model, in the sense that younger people are subject to stronger third person effect.
Moreover, the second model has a stronger explicative power.

Summing up, people’s ability to detect fake news is subject to third person effects,
which are significantly stronger when people compare themselves with distant others
than with close others. As predicted, education, political interest and confirmation bias
influence these effects in the sense that less Facebook dependent, higher educated peo-
ple, who are more interested in politics, estimating to encounter misleading information
more often are more affected by third person perceptions about the ability to detect fake
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Table 4. Predictors of third person perceptions about people’s ability to detect fake news for
close and distant others.

Third person perceptions Third person perceptions
(close others) B (distant others) B
Block |
Education® 120%* .158**
Income® .023 .066
Gender* —-.053 —-.034
Age —-.005 —-.098*
R? change .036 .056
Block 2
Political interest? .153%* .180%*
Fake news exposure® L I53%* 1 69%*
Confirmation bias’ .105%* .130%
Facebook dependency? — 1 13%* —
R? change 067 .087
Total R? .103 .143
Adj. R? .090 131
N 569 569
The reported B weights in the hierarchical regressions are final B weights.
*p < .05.
w#p < 01,

?Coded from | =low to 8 high.
®Coded from | =low to 8 high.
‘Coded as 0=male, | =female.
dCoded from | =low to 7=high.
¢Coded from | =low to 5 =high.
fCoded from | =low to 7 =high.
8Coded from | =low to 7 =high.

news. This could have implications for people’s general lack of interest in using fact
checkers, when confronted with questionable content, as they feel confident to rely on
‘gut feeling’.

Discussion

That misinformation on social media is damaging societies and erodes public trust in
democratic institutions is an already acknowledged phenomenon (European Commission,
2018; Pogue, 2017). According to a recent report (Newman et al., 2018), great percent-
ages of users acquire their news from social media (depending on country), and these
news stories undergo the same popularity dynamics as other forms of online contents
(such as selfies and photos). In addition, about 54% are concerned about ‘what is real and
fake on the Internet’ (Newman et al., 2018: 9).

Our research reveals that the third person effect is part of the mechanism that explains
how and why people consume and approach fake news circulating the online media (at
least in the context of Romanian information environment). In a nutshell, our data show
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that the average citizen would use the following line of reasoning when assessing his or
her own behaviour in the online environment: ‘I am aware that there are many fake news
around, but it is surely them — my close friends and people in my network — who are
mainly affected, as I am generally more aware’. Studying the third person effect is par-
ticularly important, because it helps researchers understand how some key variables —
such as education, age, political interest and so on — might influence people’s opinions
and attitudes on important topics.

Third person effects related to fake news consumption has been previously investi-
gated, but researchers have so far reported only on people’s perception about being influ-
enced by fake news (Jang and Kim, 2018; Stefanitd et al., 2018). Thus, people’s
assessment of their own capacity to detect fake news was still subject to investigation.
This study shows that, at least in Romania, there is a significant third person effect related
to people’s ability to detect fake news; thus, people believe close others to be more influ-
enced than themselves, and less influenced than distant others. This is one important
finding, in the context of the structural struggle to address the ‘fake news’ phenomenon
at the (European) policy level, showing a lower relevance of fact checkers than previ-
ously hoped: people might largely rely on gut feeling to distinguish facts from mislead-
ing information, as they mostly believe only others to be victims of disinformation.

As far as the predictors of such an effect are concerned, among socio-demographics
education proved to be significant: educated people tend to perceive the gap between
themselves and others greater than low educated people. Age only matters when posi-
tioning one’s self in comparison with distant others: young people tend to perceive a
greater gap than older people.

Moreover, data showed that non socio-demographic parameters are more influential
in the third person effect, and explain more (greater R? change) the predictive model for
both close and distant others. Among them, Facebook dependency negatively correlates
with third person perceptions, which is at first counter-intuitive. We expected Facebook
dependency to be positively correlated with the intensity of the third person effect, as in
Romania, Facebook is the most used social network site (Bargaoanu and Radu, 2018),
including news consumption. The negative correlation suggests an alternative explana-
tion: people who are less dependent on Facebook tend to estimate a wider gap between
themselves and (both close and distant) others, as they might believe others to be more
Facebook dependent and thus more exposed to news through social networks, as opposed
to themselves who rely more on classic/traditional (and thus presumably more reliable)
media outlets for news consumption. It is still subject to further investigation whether or
not people associate ‘fake news’ with social networks or with a broader range of media
outlets. Even though third person effect has been measured about ‘news or information
that misrepresent reality or is even false’ in general, results suggest that most of the peo-
ple might intuitively associate ‘news and information’ with social media, especially link-
ing ‘fake news’ with online content (this supposition should be further tested). At the
same time, concerns are still raised with regard to what people consider ‘misleading
information’, ‘false information’ or ‘fake news’ to be.

Political interest is an important predictor of the third person effect regarding fake
news detection, as there is a common belief that fake news is mostly about political mat-
ters. This claim is supported by the background of the ‘fake news’ concept, often
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perceived as a new phenomenon that emerged with the Trump winning elections in the
United States and the Brexit vote in the United Kingdom. Our study reveals that political
interest is in fact the most powerful predictor for the third person effect (for both close
and distant others models), in the sense that the more interested people are in politics, the
wider the gap they perceive between themselves and others in terms of detecting mis-
leading information.

Confirmation bias and fake news exposure are two other significant predictors which,
as expected, influence the intensity of the third person effect: this kind of effect is nested
in people’s reliable first impression (confirmation bias) of fake news (exposure). The
higher people score on the confirmation bias scale, the greater the effect, the higher the
perceived fake news exposure, the greater the effect.

The results of this study should be interpreted, keeping in mind some limitations.
Even though the sample was not a representative one, it was heterogeneous enough to
allow testing for various predictors and to suggest possible interpretations of how people
estimate their own ability and others’ to detect misleading and even fake information.
However, generalization of results should be taken cautiously, also due to the socio-
political context of Romania at the time data were collected (i.e. internal political tur-
moil, including street protests on political issues). Even though the data did not take into
account context related variables, the issue of fake news is mostly primed during periods
of turmoil, as people pay closer attention to media news on the one hand, and are more
likely to come across vivid discussions about the issue in online media debates. In addi-
tion, even though the questions measuring people’s perceptions about own ability to
detect misleading content was not worded specifically to address online (social media)
disinformation, we believe that people’s representations of the so-called news phenom-
enon are intrinsically linked to such content, especially since Facebook dependency
proved to be a significant predictor.

Despite efforts done by Facebook and other social media platforms to fight disinfor-
mation, the online environment is still full of misleading stories. Both communication
scholars and journalists report that fact-checking is limited or is simply not working (see
Levin, 2017), that the fake news phenomenon is becoming unstoppable (Ghosh and
Scott, 2018), and that ‘the absolute level of interaction with misinformation remains
high’ (Allcott et al., 2019: 3). Studies focused on the third person effect associated with
fake news are worth using to assess and design some viable means to tackle this phenom-
enon. Our research reveals, among other aspects, that fact-checking agencies might not
be the right answer to this kind of problem, especially due to people’s internal mecha-
nisms of assessing both detection and effects of fake news on themselves and on others.
Third person effect mechanisms work in various ways: as people place themselves on the
higher half of the scale assessing self-perception of the ability to detect fake content
based on gut feeling, they might see no point in checking the accuracy of information
they consume.

Conclusion

In a world saturated with proliferating, multiple truths and characterized by an instant
consumption of information and emotions, it is increasingly difficult to question the
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validity of the information or the credibility of its source. People often tend to rely on
what they already believe, know and feel, as this comforts their convictions and their
perspective on reality. This might be particularly problematic in the context of their
social networks exposure. People often stop questioning the ‘truth’ of the content they
consume online, as they tend to get engaged in interminable discussion about one side or
another of a story, whichever in fact confirms their own stereotypes, biases, beliefs, or
values. The truthfulness of a matter becomes secondary, as long as the matter itself
closely resonates or prime prior attitudes in people’s minds.

As a matter of fact, from casting doubt or concern on a specific — often political —
aspect, to initiate conspiracy theories, ‘fake news’ might be particularly harmful to our
society. They might polarize the society, intensify or suppress social conflicts, or distract
people’s attention from important issues. In this context, people’s self-perceived compe-
tency to detect fake news, empirically tested by our study, and the strong third person
effect found with regard to the same ability when it comes to closed and distant others
might be problematic. Individuals risk to have a distorted perception of reality, be it
social or political, or to be more easily manipulated. More specifically, in the case, for
example, of the political interest, which proved here to be the most powerful predictor
for the third person effect (for both close and distant others models), this might question
the very foundations of the democratic process, since people’s trust and engagement into
politics might be jeopardized by false stories. By emphasizing the effects that ‘fake
news’ might have on individuals, our article contributes to a better understanding of how
to address them in the near future. Even though third person effect regarding fake news
detection might be culturally bound, we believe that studies like this are necessary steps
towards understanding the more intimate mechanisms through which people are affected
by fake news. We share concerns with both the academic and professional communities
interested in finding viable solutions to the proliferation of fake news in the new media
environment, and feel the need to emphasize that efficiently addressing a social issue is
not possible without understanding the mechanisms and effects of the phenomenon
under scrutiny. We plea for comparative research that should address this complex phe-
nomenon, as one media and political context (in this case the Romanian one) might not
offer enough general results to suggest policy making recommendations.
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Notes

1. First Draft is an organization affiliated with Shorenstein Center for Media, Politics and Public
Policy at Harvard’s Kennedy School, and whose aim is to fight mis- and disinformation
through research and education (see First Draft website https://firstdraftnews.org/).
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2. Measured on a scale from 1 (no education at all) to 8 (graduate studies).
3. Measured on a scale from 1 (not interested at all) to 7 (very interested).
4. Measured on a scale from 0 (Left) to 10 (Right).
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