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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has fostered an unprecedented number of conspiracy 
theories about the virus and the vaccine against the disease. Current research has 
tried to make sense of the effects of conspiracy narratives and debunking them in both 
mainstream and social media. However, the effect of such narratives or their debunking 
on media trust has not been investigated to date. By means of a 2 × 2 experimental 
design (N = 945) in Romania, we investigate how mainstream and social media content 
containing conspiracy theories about vaccination against COVID-19 and debunking 
them influence people’s trust in both mainstream and social media. People’s own beliefs 
in such narratives are used as moderators of these effects. Findings show that only 
the debunking content circulating in mainstream media decreases people’s trust in 
both mainstream and social media, and only for people exhibiting high levels of belief 
in conspiracy theories, that is only when people are exposed to counter-attitudinal 
content. Implications for stakeholders are discussed.
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Résumé
La pandémie de Covid-19 a donné lieu à un nombre sans précédent de théories 
du complot sur le virus et le vaccin contre la maladie. Les recherches ont tenté de 
comprendre les effets des récits de conspiration et de les démystifier dans les médias 
grand public et sociaux. Toutefois, l’effet de ces récits ou de leur démystification sur la 
confiance dans les médias n’a pas encore été étudié. Au moyen d’un plan expérimental 
2 × 2 (N = 945) en Roumanie, nous étudions comment les contenus des médias grand 
public et sociaux contenant des théories du complot sur la vaccination contre la Covid-19 
et les démystifiant influencent la confiance des gens dans les médias grand public et 
sociaux. Les croyances des gens dans ces récits sont utilisées comme modérateurs 
de ces effets. Les résultats montrent que seul le contenu de démystification circulant 
dans les médias grand public diminue la confiance des gens dans les médias grand public 
et les médias sociaux, et uniquement pour les personnes ayant un niveau élevé de 
croyance dans les théories du complot, c’est-à-dire uniquement lorsque les gens sont 
exposés à un contenu contre-attitudinal. Les implications pour les parties prenantes 
sont discutées.

Mots-clés
confiance dans les médias, démystification, médias grand public, médias sociaux, 
théories du complot

Introduction

As previously documented, the COVID-19 pandemic has been surrounded by an impres-
sive supply of dubious and conspiratorial media content circulating both online and 
offline. Large amounts of information about the virus, its risks and containment, vaccina-
tion and other protective measures were often found to be contradictory, incomplete, or 
downright false (Bond, 2020; European Council, 2021). In this context, most studies 
have explored the various effects that exposure to either reliable (i.e. factual) or problem-
atic (i.e. misleading, conspiratorial) news messages can have on perceptions, attitudes, 
and behavior toward the correct life-saving measures people can take to reduce their risk, 
such as accepting a vaccine, among others (Jolley and Douglas, 2014; Loomba et al., 
2021; Romer and Jamieson, 2021, etc.). However, far less research has been devoted to 
studying whether and to what extent the circulation of conspiracy stories undermines 
people’s trust in the media (Jennings et al., 2021; Trent et al., 2022) and whether narra-
tives that attempt to counter them might somehow foster a change in the (previously 
distorted) perception of a particular issue (Kvetanová et al., 2021), restoring trust in the 
media.

We argue that it is important to examine what might affect people’s trust in the media, 
especially since media trust has been shown to be effective in regulating the negative 
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effects of the pandemic. Specifically, trust in both traditional and social media has been 
associated by prior research with information seeking tendencies, protective behavioral 
intentions, compliance with restrictions during the pandemic, and positive attitudes 
toward COVID-19 vaccination (Chou and Budenz, 2020; Mohammadi et  al., 2020; 
Samal, 2021).

In this study, we aim to see whether conspiracy theories about vaccines and narratives 
that attempt to debunk such theories (i.e. to clarify the primarily false information pre-
sented by them) have an effect on people’s trust in the media (both traditional media 
outlets and social networking sites – SNS). Investigating the relationship between media 
trust and specific media discourse related to COVID-19, such as conspiracy versus denial 
narratives, can provide a basis for understanding people’s attitudes toward compliance 
with public authorities’ pandemic recommendations and, in particular, toward vaccine 
refusal. In this sense, our findings could contribute to informed solutions that stakehold-
ers responsible for designing and implementing collective protection measures for citi-
zens can rely on in future crisis situations. We are also interested in studying whether and 
to what extent it matters how people receive information that counters conspiracy con-
tent (e.g. in the form of an online newspaper article which we used as a proxy for main-
stream media) versus in the form of a Facebook post (which we used as a proxy for SNS). 
By mainstream or traditional media outlets we mean TV, radio and online newspapers, 
and by SNSs we mean social platforms such as Facebook and instant messaging plat-
forms. In addition, we test whether people’s beliefs about such conspiracy narratives 
moderate these effects.

We define conspiracy theories in line with Jolley and Douglas (2014) and conceive 
them as narratives that associate mysterious groups of people and secret plots with far-
reaching events. Such narratives provide a ‘proposed explanation of events’ (Uscinski 
et  al., 2020) that is typically based on the categorization of the Other – a secret, all-
powerful group or groups of people who cover up information to suit their own interests 
(Jolley and Douglas, 2014) or pursue a malevolent purpose against the common good 
(Barkun, 2003).

Our research shows that conspiracy narratives do not necessarily lead to decreased 
trust in traditional media or SNS. However, news stories that debunk conspiracy narra-
tives do appear to lead to lower levels of trust in both traditional media and SNS, but only 
when in the form of online news article and only for people holding conspiracy beliefs 
about the pandemic. This might imply that the effect could in fact be attributed not only 
to the counter conspiracy narratives, but also (or maybe mainly) to being exposed to 
counter-attitudinal content. We discuss these results and their various implications within 
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Theoretical framework

Different effects for different types of media

The unidirectional flow of information from news media organizations, usually referred 
to as traditional or mainstream media, to audience members has left little room for par-
ticipation in the creation or dispersal of information about politics or public affairs 
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(Chadha et al., 2012; Goode, 2009). This gradually changed due to the widespread use of 
the Internet and social media, providing citizens with new opportunities to actively 
engage in the process of user-generated content and citizen journalism, while offering 
real-time information sharing (Ardèvol-Abreu and Gil de Zúñiga, 2017).

The plethora of parallel news sources, the rise of the partisan media countering the 
traditional media as untrustworthy, and social networks providing multiple channels 
through which political and social figures can reach the public are just some of the many 
challenges facing traditional news media (Strömbäck et al., 2020; Van Aelst et al., 2017). 
During the pandemic, people relied heavily on the media for health-related information. 
Previous studies (Ali et al., 2020; Wu and Shen, 2022) indicated traditional media as the 
media people trusted the most during the COVID-19 public health crisis. COVID-related 
behaviors may differ depending on reliance on particular traditional media, with polari-
zation of these media reflected in politically motivated messaging around the pandemic 
topic (Zhao et al., 2020), affecting perceived risk of infection and behavioral changes 
needed to mitigate the risk. In addition, social media has been shown to be effective in 
supporting behavior change (Strömbäck et al., 2020). At the broadest conceptual level, 
there is significant consensus that people turn to social media to acquire information and 
exchange opinions in crisis situations (Fawzi et al., 2021; Jolley et al., 2020).

In the process of shifting from social media used by citizens to obtain information and 
exchange views in crisis situations to public authorities that have to provide official guid-
ance, public communication requirements must be firmly anchored in public trust in 
these institutions (Xu, 2018). Following these statements, the role of the media trust vari-
able in the psychological and behavioral responses to the COVID-19 pandemic was 
highly documented (Jennings et al., 2021; Mohammadi et al., 2020; Strömbäck et al., 
2020; Wu and Shen, 2022). Throughout this article, we look at the possible main effects 
and moderation effects for both mainstream media and social media, suspecting, as lit-
erature suggests, that there are notable differences between the two.

Media trust and infodemic-related conspiracy theories

Media trust, often used interchangeably with media credibility, defines the degree to 
which the media is perceived as trustworthy by the public (Tsfati, 2010; Vos et al., 2019). 
At both the individual and societal levels, trust in media reflects an individual’s willing-
ness to be vulnerable to media products as it is based on the expectation that they will 
perform, (1) satisfactorily for the individual and/or (2) in line with the dominant norms 
and values perceived in society (Fawzi et al., 2021).

Need for Cognition (NFC) and news engagement are two other variables that may 
influence media trust. NFC is a personality trait, described as a psychological construct 
(Dole and Sinatra, 1998) that measures motivation to process a message related to indi-
vidual’s need to stay informed (Su et al., 2021). News engagement reflects the means by 
which audiences consume and participate in the news for either personal or social pur-
pose (Ha et al., 2018; Park et al., 2021). A conceptual model for the relationship between 
NFC, news engagement, and news trust constructed for social media platforms was 
developed (Kožuh and Čakš, 2021) examining the mediating effects of news engagement 
on the relationship between the NFC and news trust. According to the model, the lower 
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the NFC and the more prior knowledge social media users have about COVID-19, the 
more likely they think social media news includes all the essential facts about COVID-
19 (Kožuh and Čakš, 2021).

In the pandemic context, certain factors can influence media trust and people’s media 
trust behaviors, media polarization being one of them. Despite being accepted as a global 
public health crisis by healthcare professionals, the relevance of the topic has become 
part of an ongoing polarized debate, resulting in news coverage that promotes partisan 
narratives on COVID-19 (Zhao et al., 2020). In spite of an extensive literature investigat-
ing how certain variables could influence trust in the media, to date little attention has 
been paid to conspiratorial content circulating in both mainstream and social media.

Although most people perceive the news media as ‘critical’ or ‘very important’ to 
democracy, a high percentage find conspiratorial bias in news coverage increasingly 
problematic (Ardèvol-Abreu and Gil de Zúñiga, 2017; Gallup/Knight Foundation, 
2020). Trust in both traditional and social media has been associated with information 
seeking tendency, protective behavioral intention and attitudes toward COVID-19 vac-
cination (Chou and Budenz, 2020; Samal, 2021). Despite the availability of anti-
COVID-19 vaccines, population-wide support for vaccination remains quite difficult to 
obtain in many countries and therefore reluctance or refusal to vaccinate threatens to 
reverse the progress already made in the fight against vaccine-preventable diseases 
(Carrieri et al., 2019). The infodemic that has been woven around a number of con-
spiracy theories can have a negative effect on vaccine acceptance among individuals 
who widely spread vaccine hesitancy (Samal, 2021). From that COVID-19 was a hoax 
to the dichotomy that it was deliberately engineered, from that the pandemic reflects the 
malign actions of either the Chinese government or the pharmaceutical industry, or that 
COVID-19 is a pretext for a mass vaccination program to that the new coronavirus is 
caused by 5G electromagnetic radiation, since the start of the pandemic, a plethora of 
conspiracy theories have flourished around the world, being massively propagated on 
social media (Grimes, 2021).

While supporting unprecedented capacity of communication between individuals, 
social media has also been a major factor in the rise of fringe views that threaten public 
health (Wilson and Wiysonge, 2020). The social media ecosystem has been identified 
(Jennings et al., 2021; Nuzhath et al., 2020; Shin, 2022) as primarily responsible for dis-
persing disinformation and conspiracy theories. Despite the fact that they can often gener-
ate a sense of shared community, create the aggregate opportunity to question the credibility 
of governments, and inspire collective action and attempts at social change (positive 
effects) (Franks et al., 2017), conspiracy narratives can lead to feelings of powerlessness, 
uncertainty, anomie and distrust (Jolley et al., 2020) and can culminate, as during the cur-
rent pandemic, in reduced vaccination intentions (Chou and Budenz, 2020; Jennings et al., 
2021; Ullah et  al., 2021). A growing body of research (Bertin et  al., 2020; Jolley and 
Douglas, 2014; Yang et  al., 2021) suggests that conspiracy theories that proliferate on 
social media can have negative consequences for vaccination intention and behavior. 
Regarding the relation between belief in conspiracy narratives and societally important 
attitudes, current research (Pummerer et al., 2022) has reached findings relevant to sustain-
ing declines in institutional trust and support for governmental regulations among individu-
als who believe in and are confronted with COVID-19 conspiracy theories.
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The many effects of conspiracy narratives on individuals vary widely, from distrust of 
experts and authorities to reduced willingness to engage in society’s joint efforts to fight 
the pandemic through compliance with protective measures and acceptance of vaccina-
tion (Pummerer et al., 2022), from compulsive behaviors helping individuals to regain a 
sense of security and control (Arafat et al., 2020) to pseudoscientific preventive practices 
of using, for example, alternative remedies such as homeopathy or essential oils against 
the virus (Lobato et al., 2014; Teovanović et al., 2021); from exacerbated need-to-know 
to media skepticism (Su et al., 2021). However, current research has not investigated the 
extent to which these conspiracy narratives effects might actually either reduce or 
increase media trust, depending on whether or not people believe these narratives.

In this context, we aim at analyzing the relationship between conspiracy narratives 
about the COVID-19 vaccination and media trust. While previous studies show that trust 
in media can predict behaviors related to the health communication process (Lin and 
Bautista, 2016; Wu and Shen, 2022), in this study, we seek to see to what extent mislead-
ing content during a crisis could lead to decreasing or increasing levels of trust in both 
mainstream and social media:

RQ1. How do conspiracy narratives about vaccination circulating in the media influ-
ence people’s trust in the media (both mainstream and social media)?

RQ2. How does the type of media outlet that foster conspiracy narratives about vac-
cination influence people’s trust in the media (both mainstream and social media)?

If such an effect does in fact exist, then it could be argued that perhaps the direction 
of the effect or its strength depend to a higher extent on people’s belief in such conspir-
acy narratives about vaccination. Even though belief in conspiracy theories has been 
previously investigated in the COVID-19 context, to our knowledge, this variable has 
only been used as predictor, for example of vaccine hesitancy (McCarthy et al., 2022; 
Nuzhath et al., 2020; Ullah et al., 2021) or compliance with restrictive measures (Corbu 
et al., 2021; Freeman et al., 2022; Murphy et al., 2022), or as a dependent variable, with 
the purpose of understanding its predictors (Buturoiu et al., 2021a; Jennings et al., 2021; 
Tonković et al., 2021; Uscinski et al., 2020). In this study, we investigate whether belief 
in conspiracy theories about vaccination in the COVID-19 context could moderate the 
effect of conspiracy narratives circulating in the media on media trust:

RQ3. To what extent do people’s belief in conspiracy narratives about vaccination 
moderate the effect of such narratives on media trust?

Debunking COVID-19 conspiracy narratives

Substantial amount of previous research has found that higher levels of attachment to con-
spiracy beliefs correlate negatively with levels of prevention and vaccination behaviors 
(Jennings et al., 2021; Nuzhath et al., 2020; Qiao et al., 2020; Romer and Jamieson, 2021; 
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Ullah et al., 2021). Such negative effects could be countered through debunking strategies. 
Misinformation and falsehoods (myths, conspiracy theories, and misconceptions) about 
the COVID-19 pandemic and vaccines have made their way into social media and beyond, 
forcing governmental authorities and medical experts to fight back by using debunking or 
denial narratives. Debunking is commonly understood as ‘showing the wrongness of a 
thing or concept’, while the semantic core of the phrase ‘debunking conspiracy theories’ is 
based on the idea that such theories are not only wrong but must be shown to be wrong 
(Dentith, 2021). Attempting to correct such narratives that continue to circulate in the digi-
tal environment and beyond may prove a difficult task as previous research has shown 
(Wood, 2016), given the multiple variables involved. Endorsement of conspiracy theories 
is more likely for conspiratorial account content than for debunking account content and 
this effect is stronger when the news comes from independent rather than mainstream 
sources (Mancosu and Vegetti, 2021).

However, the success of conspiracy theories is hard to be broken, and debunking 
strategies seem to be successful only to people with particular characteristics. Media 
content that reinforces conspiracy theories has proven to be more viral than stories that 
debunk them or take a neutral stance (Papakyriakopoulos et al., 2020). Although men are 
more likely to propagate and debunk conspiracy posts than women, these posts have a 
lower degree of user engagement compared to content from women, influencers and 
scientists cited (Chen et al., 2020). Furthermore, individuals with higher need for cogni-
tion manifest a higher tendency to process COVID-19-related media content more care-
fully and analytically and would be more likely to respond to debunking content regarding 
conspiracy theories revolving around COVID-19 (Su et al., 2021). In contrast, analyses 
have found low levels of effectiveness of debunking content when targeting individuals 
with a high a priori belief in misinformation (Helfers and Ebersbach, 2023).

Following previous findings focusing on investigating the impact of the spread and 
consumption of misinformation on distrust in the media (Jennings et  al., 2021; Qiao 
et al., 2020), we propose that further research is needed on the relationship between con-
spiracy theory debunking and media trust. In order to investigate the extent to which 
debunking conspiracy narratives about vaccination circulating in the media can influ-
ence people’s trust in the media, we investigate,

RQ4. How do debunking conspiracy narratives about vaccination circulating in the 
media influence people’s trust in the media (both mainstream and social media)?

RQ5. How does the type of media outlet that foster information debunking conspiracy 
narratives about vaccination influence people’s trust in the media (both mainstream 
and social media)?

As with content related to conspiracy narratives, we also investigate whether belief in 
conspiracy theories moderate these effects:

RQ6. To what extent do people’s belief in conspiracy narratives about vaccination 
moderate effects of debunking such narratives on media trust?
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Method

The design of this study relies on a 2 × 2 between-subjects experiment, with a control 
condition, in which we manipulated a news story from the point of view of the format 
of the content (online article vs Facebook post) and the content itself (framed using 
conspiracy narratives and counter–conspiracy narratives; see Table 1). The story con-
cerned the COVID-19 vaccination, framed as either to support or to discourage vaccina-
tion (see Supplementary Appendix 1). People in the control condition were not exposed 
to any type of stimuli. The design and all materials used in this research were approved 
by the Ethics Committee of National University of Political Studies and Public 
Administration (SNSPA).

Sample

The data were collected in Romania by Daedalus New Media Research, using an online 
panel (N = 945), using quotas for gender, age, and geographical region. The sample has 
the following characteristics: age (M = 43.11, SD = 13.08), education (47.3% low educa-
tion, 13% medium education, 39.7% high education), residence (81.9% urban areas; see 
Supplementary Appendix 2 for socio-demographics by condition). Data were collected 
in 1–9 April 2021. As context, on 31 March 2021, Romania had just passed the threshold 
of two millions of vaccinated people with at least one dose. In Romania, there were four 
approved vaccines at the time (Pfizer/BioNTech, Moderna, Oxford/AstraZeneca, and 
Johnson and Johnson).

Procedure

The questionnaire had the typical structure of an experiment embedded questionnaire, 
consisting of informed consent, moderators, control variables, random assignment to 
the stimuli or control condition, manipulation checks, and dependent variables (in this 
order). Randomization checks showed a good assignment to the five conditions: rand-
omization was successful with concern to gender (F4,940 = 0.06, p = 0.99), education 
(F4,940 = 0.18, p = 0.95), age (F4,940 = 0.14, p = 0.97), frequency of going to the church 
(F4,940 = 0.55, p = 0.70), and perceived incidence of fake news about COVID-19 vaccina-
tion (F4,940 = 0.32, p = 0.86). A debriefing part was added at the end of the 
questionnaire.

Table 1.  Experimental conditions.

Online article Facebook post

Conspiracy narrative N = 191 N = 192
Counter–conspiracy narrative N = 191 N = 193

Control condition (N = 178).
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Stimuli

The stimuli were constructed as news stories: either an online newspaper story or a 
Facebook post sharing the same online newspaper story (the post suggested a high 
engagement with the post (see Supplementary Appendix). The content referred to the 
vaccination against COVID-19 disease, using a narrative suggestive of conspiracy theo-
ries (the virus was purposefully created in a laboratory, the vaccination could be inter-
preted as a mass manipulation experiment, vaccines could have severe side effects) or a 
narrative debunking all these elements.

Manipulation checks

Manipulation checks showed the stimuli were perceived as intended. We used four 
variables to this end, to check each characteristic of the factorial design: First, for the 
format of the information, people exposed to the Facebook post remembered that the 
format was typical for social media (as opposed to the people exposed to the online 
news article; F1,765 = 151.35, p < 0.01). ANOVA was applied to two groups, one 
formed of the two conditions for which the stimuli was a Facebook post, and one of 
the two conditions for which the stimuli was an online article. Then, the next three 
items verified the three claims built using either a conspiracy narrative or a counter–
conspiracy narrative. All of them were embedded in the narrative of the news story 
used as manipulation. Thus, the differences between conditions were tested for the 
following items: ‘The news story tackles vaccination as a solution to the pandemic’ 
(F1,765 = 80.36, p < 0.01) – ‘The news story tackles the very serious effects of vaccina-
tion including autism’ (F1,765 = 210.72, p < 0.01) – ‘The news story confirms that the 
virus was manufactured in a lab’ (F1,765 = 190.92, p < 0.01). To test the differences, we 
measured the difference between people in the two conditions containing conspiracy 
narratives and the group of people in the two conditions containing counter–conspir-
acy narratives.

Supplementary Appendix 5 reports descriptives of all four manipulation check 
variables, by condition. In addition, we applied One-Paired t-test to assess to what 
extent people in each condition responded to the manipulation checks significantly 
different from the middle of the scale (3) (Supplementary Appendix 6). There are two 
exceptions to the p < 0.01 significance level test: people exposed to conspiracy narra-
tives in both article and FB post forms did not respond significantly different from the 
middle of the scale to the variable measuring whether the news story tackled vaccina-
tion as a solution to the pandemic. However, those exposed to counter-narratives felt 
that the article had this effect to a significantly greater extent than in the middle of the 
scale. To make sure the pairs of conditions exposed to the same kind of content 
(through FB and online article respectively) significantly differed from each other 
with regard to this particular manipulation check variable, we further confirmed the 
t-test significant difference between each two conditions (t(191) = 7.8, p < 0.01 for 
conspiracy narratives two conditions; t(190) = 8.5, p < 0.01 for counter–conspiracy 
two conditions).
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Measures

Dependent variables

Trust in mainstream media was measured using a four items scale, each item measured 
on a 7 points Likert-type scale, from ‘1’ totally distrust to ‘7’ totally trust. The wording 
of each question was ‘I trust information coming from .  .  .’ (TV programs, printed and 
online newspapers, radio, official sites (such as OMS and Ministry of Health). The four 
items loaded on one factor, with loadings from 0.689 to 0.893 (α = 0.849, M = 3.42, 
SD = 1.37). Descriptives of trust of each type of media are given in Supplementary 
Appendix 3.

Trust in SNS was measured using three items, measured on a 7 points Likert-type 
scale, from ‘1’ totally distrust to ‘7’ totally trust information coming from online social 
networks such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, from instant messaging platforms 
such as WhatsApp and Facebook messenger, from various online sources (other than 
official sources). The three items formed one factor, with loadings from 0.849 to 0.919 
(α = 0.875, M = 2.55, SD = 1.31). Descriptives of trust of each type of social media are 
given in Supplementary Appendix 3.

Moderators

Belief in conspiracy theories was measured with a battery of 7 items, evaluated from ‘1’ 
completely false to ‘7’ completely true. The wording referred to people’s beliefs about 
seven statements regarding vaccination such as ‘Data about vaccines safety are often 
fabricated’, ‘Pharmaceutic companies withhold the dangers associated with vaccina-
tion’, and ‘People are duped about the vaccines safety’. Items loaded on one factor, with 
loadings from 0.818 to 0.892 (α = 0.939, M = 3.68, SD = 1.76). Full scale and descriptives 
for each item are given in Supplementary Appendix 4.

Findings

Main effects were measured using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions. Andrew F. 
Hayes’ PROCESS macro for SPSS was used for the moderation analysis.

Findings show that conspiracy narratives do not lead to lower trust in either main-
stream or social media. However, counter conspiracy narratives lead to lower levels of 
trust in both mainstream (b = −0.285, p < 0.05) and social media (b = −0.337, p < 0.05), 
but only when in the form of online news story (social media post did not lead to signifi-
cant effects). Even if there were no other significant effect, there is a trend that maybe 
needs further investigation: all four types of content lead to lower levels of trust in both 
mainstream media and social media (see Table 2).

The fact that only the online article containing counter–conspiracy narratives yielded 
significant effects shows that people are still more influenced by mainstream media in 
what concerns COVID-19-related information. However, the direction of the influence 
is somewhat surprising, as debunking information seems to have a boomerang effect. 
One possible explanation could be that people score relatively high on the conspiracy 
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beliefs about vaccination scale (M = 3.68, SD = 1.76). This is the reason why we further 
investigated the moderator role of such beliefs.

We used Andrew F. Hayes’ PROCESS macro for SPSS to test the moderation effect. 
To test whether people’s own beliefs about vaccination moderate the effect of the coun-
ter–conspiracy narratives in the form of an online article, we run hierarchical regression 
models in which in the first bloc we entered all experimental groups (except the control 
group) and the conspiracy beliefs variable, and in the second, we added the interaction 
term between the condition (dummy variable) using the stimuli of a counter–conspiracy 
narrative in the form of an online news story and conspiracy beliefs holds by respond-
ents. Results in Table 3 show a significant increase of ΔR2 = 0.004 for mainstream media 
and ΔR2 = 0.008 for SNS.

Results show that the effect disappears once the belief in conspiracy theory is consid-
ered, but only for people scoring low for conspiracy beliefs, and is stronger for people 
scoring high on the conspiracy scale. In Figure 1, it is shown that people scoring low on 
conspiracy beliefs, have actually higher levels of trust in mainstream media that those 
who score high, and also the level of trust in the media is identical in the experimental 
condition and in the control condition. This helps understanding the main effects: expo-
sure to counter–conspiracy narratives marginally lower trust in mainstream media, but 
only for those people who already strongly believe in conspiracy narratives. For people 
who do not believe, the effect disappears.

A somewhat similar pattern regarding the moderation effect happens for trust in SNS, 
with clearer significant effects for people who believe in conspiracy theories. The effect 
does not occur for people who do not believe in conspiracy theories about vaccination. 

Table 2.  Descriptives of trust in mainstream media and social media, by condition (scale from 
‘1’ total distrust to ‘7’ total trust).

Experimental groups Trust mainstream media Trust SNS

Facebook – conspiracy 
narratives

Mean 3.43 2.52
N 192 192
Standard deviation 1.40 1.39

Online article – conspiracy 
narratives

Mean 3.48 2.53
N 191 191
Standard deviation 1.36 1.23

Facebook – counter 
conspiracy narratives

Mean 3.35 2.57
N 193 193
Standard deviation 1.34 1.39

Online article – counter 
conspiracy narratives

Mean 3.29 2.41
N 191 191
Standard deviation 1.42 1.20168

Control group (no stimulus) Mean 3.58 2.75
N 178 178
Standard deviation 1.34 1.29

SNS: social networking sites.
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In Figure 2, the level of trust in social media platforms is similar in the two groups, while 
a significant difference can be observed between the experimental and the control condi-
tions. However, there is a clear difference, when compared with trust in mainstream 
media: trust in SNS is higher for believers in conspiracy theories – at least in the control 
condition – than for nonbelievers in general (whereas for mainstream media, trust is 
higher for nonbelievers, but can be lowered by counter–conspiracy narratives).

Summing up, there is a significant main effect of counter–conspiracy narratives circu-
lating in both mainstream media and SNS on trust (such narratives lower trust in both 
types of media), but only for those people who believe in conspiracy theories. No other 
effects have been found.

Discussion and conclusion

As previous research shows, trust in authorities and the media can have important posi-
tive effects on people’s willingness to obey the legislation and adopt restrictive measures 
enforced by governments in times of (health) crisis (Quinn et al., 2013; Van der Weerd 
et  al., 2011). Therefore, nurturing and maintaining a high level of trust in the media, 
especially in the traditional or mainstream media (which, as previously shown, appears 

Figure 1.  Moderation effect of belief in conspiracy theories (main effect on trust in 
mainstream media).
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to be perceived as a more reliable source of information than social media), seems to be 
crucial in times of crisis for the effective management of situations such as the COVID-
19 pandemic. In this regard, it is important to understand what may influence trust in the 
media in the short term in a context such as that fostered by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Such results could provide evidence-based solutions for decision makers who are in key-
positions for developing and implementing measures to ensure the safety and protection 
of people.

Building on the above, in this article, we investigate how conspiracy versus counter–
conspiracy narratives about vaccination circulating in the media influence people’s trust 
in both mainstream media and social networking sites (RQ1, RQ4). Equally, we are 
interested in whether and how the type of media outlet (e.g. online article vs Facebook 
post) that fosters conspiracy versus information debunking conspiracy narratives about 
vaccination influences people’s trust in both mainstream media and SNS (RQ2, RQ5). 
Finally, we seek to understand how the effects of conspiracy versus denial on trust in the 
media are moderated by people’s prior beliefs about conspiracy narratives about vaccina-
tion (RQ3, RQ6).

Overall, our results provide evidence that conspiracy narratives do not necessarily 
lead to decreased trust in traditional media or SNS. However, news stories that debunk 

Figure 2.  Moderation effect of belief in conspiracy theories (main effect on trust in SNS).
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conspiracy narratives do appear to lead to lower levels of trust in both traditional media 
and SNS, but only when in the form of online news, and only for people holding con-
spiracy beliefs. This could suggest that the effect might be attributed to counter-attitudi-
nal content related to conspiracy theories about COVID-19 pandemic. The same effect is 
not significant for the news in the form of Facebook post. One possible explanation 
could be that, when confronted with news debunking conspiracy narratives about vac-
cination, especially outside the SNS (usually associated with a great proliferation of false 
and misleading information – see European Council, 2021), people may feel that media 
news, including from mainstream media, revolves around the same old themes and pat-
terns – that is, everything about the pandemic is ambiguous, questionable, unclear. 
Therefore, not much can be understood from any media about this sensitive topic. 
However, when confronted with dubious information in the social media realm, people 
may be neither surprised nor tempted to relate this to a general distrust in the media. 
Given that people tend to trust less the information received through social media 
(Gandhi, 2021; Jurkowitz et al., 2020), they may be also likely to have little expectations 
of the accuracy of a COVID-19-related story shared on Facebook (regardless of its pos-
sible conspiratorial nature). While this insight requires further investigation, we believe 
it provides useful explanations for our particular result that there is no significant effect 
of conspiracy news in the form of a Facebook post on people’s trust in the media. Going 
further, we could speculate that the decline in people’s trust in Facebook and the content 
available on the platform might suggest another interesting outcome, that is, that news 
shared on Facebook, however fake or conspiracy-based, might have a much less signifi-
cant impact on users than news disseminated on traditional types of media. As far as 
Romania is concerned, this situation (if supported by future empirical studies) could be 
of major importance, as Facebook is currently the most used social media platform in 
Romania (NapoleonCat, 2023). In contrast to our research, recent studies suggest that 
exposure to false information in the media might lower trust in news in general (Altay 
et al., 2023) or in mainstream media (Lee et al., 2023; Ognyanova et al., 2020). However, 
to date most research on this topic is US centered, which provides an entirely different 
media and political context. We argue that results of this nature are bound to the particu-
lar context of the country in which they are conducted, as well as the topic in this general 
context, and we provide insightful information related to the COVID-19 pandemic in an 
East–European country.

At the same time, the fact that only the online article containing counter–conspiracy 
narratives had a significant effect on people’s trust in the media shows that people are 
still more influenced by traditional media when it comes to COVID-19 news (which has 
a great potential in informing their subsequent opinions and behaviors). This is in line 
with recent studies providing empirical support for an increased popularity of main-
stream media (including newspapers and television) as important sources of information 
during the pandemics (Ali et al., 2020; Sallam et al., 2021). Nevertheless, the direction 
of influence is somewhat surprising, as the debunking information (designed to counter 
misleading, conspiratorial content with true, verified, factual information) seems to have 
a boomerang effect. We relate this effect to the relatively high score that our respondents 
display on the conspiracy beliefs about vaccination scale, which might suggest that such 
effects could be attributed to counter-attitudinal content related to people’s convictions 
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about the pandemic (which most often come in the form of conspiracy theories). This is 
supported by other studies showing that many Romanians tend to give credence to vari-
ous conspiracy-based theories (such as that the COVID-19 pandemic was specifically 
created to inoculate people with a microchip through vaccination which, according to 
INSCOP Research (2021) holds true for one in three Romanians).

Considering Romanians’ propensity to believe in conspiracy narratives already 
emphasized by previous research (Buturoiu et al., 2021b) and supported by our findings, 
we further investigated the moderating role of these beliefs, that is, we asked ourselves 
to what extent people’s predispositions to believe such theories shape the influence these 
narratives have on their trust in the media. On this line, results show that when one does 
not believe in conspiracy theories, this effect is totally absent for people who were 
exposed to counter conspiracy narratives about COVID-19. However, for those who 
already hold strong conspiracy beliefs, the exposure to counter–conspiracy narratives in 
the form of an online article decreases trust in mainstream media. This pattern remains 
quite similar for people’s trust in SNS, that is, no moderation effect is visible for those 
who do not believe in conspiracy claims about vaccination. Nevertheless, for people who 
do believe in conspiracy theories, trust in SNS decreases when people are exposed to 
counter conspiracy news shared as a Facebook post. A very interesting difference arises 
between respondents’ trust in mainstream media versus SNS: for traditional media, trust 
is higher for people who disbelieve conspiracy theories, but it decreases with exposure to 
debunking narratives; for SNS, trust is higher for those who believe in conspiracies, but 
it can also be lowered by exposure to debunking content. One possible explanation for 
this could be related to the fact that, as already discussed earlier, the content that is con-
spiratorial in nature tends to circulate more in the digital media environment, being more 
often associated with social media networks than with mainstream media news. Another 
possible explanation refers to people’s tendency to resist information and/or knowledge 
that is not consonant with pre-existing views and beliefs (Glüer and Wikforss, 2022). 
This, as scholars show, increases the risk of holding on to one’s misperceptions, even 
when media outlets provide correct, empirically based information (Kvetanová et  al., 
2021; Strömbäck et al., 2022). In other words, we suggest that when the huge amount of 
information that is available in high-choice media environments aligns with people’s 
former (conspiratorial) beliefs and values, efforts to correct it might be less successful, 
thus leading to decreased trust in the debunking source.

Based on our findings, there are some practical implications and recommendations 
that we would like to discuss in order to encourage and support better public responses 
to the COVID-19 and potential future crises in Romania. To this end, we argue that peo-
ple’s perceptions of and attitudes toward the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as their spe-
cific reactions to it – such as openness or reluctance to follow protective rules established 
for both personal and social good (e.g. wearing a mask, keeping social distance, taking a 
vaccine, etc.) are not necessarily fixed or static. Rather, they are constantly being chal-
lenged and profoundly influenced by current media information on the evolution of the 
epidemic in the context of the emergence of new strains of the virus, by the danger of 
contracting the disease, by the risks arising from immunization or the available vaccines, 
and so on. In this respect and in line with the results emphasized by this study, we argue 
that better public responses to the ongoing crisis can be achieved by exposing people to 
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factual, informative news stories aimed at helping them understand more of the problem-
atic times they are facing. This is why we believe that journalists and other media actors 
should carefully check the details behind the news they cover to avoid spreading misin-
formation and conspiratorial content, as debunking, rather than correcting, can some-
times be counterproductive and reinforce (previous) mistaken beliefs (Tsfati et al., 2020). 
A key point here is that repetition enhances visibility and familiarity with the news fos-
tering a ‘familiarity backfire effect’ (Cook and Lewandowsky, 2011), which can lead to 
increased credibility (Dechêne et  al., 2010; Sude and Knobloch-Westerwick, 2022). 
Thus, even though the purpose of the media covering conspiracies may be to expose 
them, they may instead contribute to the dissemination and amplification of such infor-
mation (Tsfati et  al., 2020). Following this reasoning and considering the fairly high 
level of Romanians’ beliefs in conspiracy narratives about the pandemic, we argue that 
even the mere attempt to debunk such narratives can have a boomerang effect, in the 
sense that it only affects people holding conspiracy beliefs, and it only decreases their 
trust in the media. This, as argued earlier, is also supported by people’s tendency to resist 
knowledge and avoid information or evidence that challenges their deep-seated beliefs 
(Strömbäck et al., 2022). Therefore, people disbelieving conspiracy narratives will not 
necessarily be affected by such debunking attempts, whereas people holding high levels 
of personal belief in such stories will lose trust in the media for questioning attitude-
compliant information, that is, information that is usually perceived as more credible, 
satisfying, reassuring, and self-protective (Sude and Knobloch-Westerwick, 2022).

In what future research is concerned, we believe that future studies should focus on 
understanding other possible explanations for the decline in citizens’ trust in the media 
when exposed to content that attempts to debunk conspiracy theories. For example, it 
should be examined whether the effects of decreasing trust in the media are not mediated 
by a very high level of uncertainty created by the very wide circulation of these con-
spiracy theories. Unfortunately, we did not measure this, which is a limitation of the 
research. In addition, results are bound to the Romanian context, and the content of the 
stimuli we used in this experiment, which is a limitation, but also a strength of the 
research, as it shed light on how conspiracy content works in a political and media con-
text never investigated before in this regard, namely Romania. Therefore, the need for 
future comparative research investigating the effects that conspiracy theories about 
COVID-19 vaccines and narratives that attempt to debunk such theories may have on 
people’s trust in both traditional media and SNS cannot be overemphasized. We also 
acknowledge the fact that the manipulations checks, though significant, were not as pow-
erful as we hoped; this is the reason why we provided extensive explanations about them 
in both the Manipulation checks section and the Supplementary Appendix. However, we 
believe this does not affect the validity of the study. Further studies could also look into 
other types of stimuli (different format, different narrative) or design in order to refine 
the results we have provided here.

Summing up, this study suggests that conspiracy narratives circulating in the media in 
a country in which people already hold high levels of conspiracy beliefs does not affect 
trust in either mainstream or social media. However, content that contain counter–con-
spiracy narratives and is circulated through mainstream media influences people’s trust 
in both mainstream and social media, but only those people that already hold conspiracy 
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beliefs. This might support an argument that in fact counter-attitudinal content decreases 
people’s trust in the media, at least when the content is related to conspiracy narratives, 
like those that highly circulated during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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