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Abstract 
In this paper, after an introduction (section 1) we present the two main alternative approaches to 
the acceptance and spread of fake news (section 2) and we focus on the problem of distinguish-
ing between believing and sharing fake news (section 3). This problem becomes one of the 
main topics of our empirical study described in sections 4 and 5. In particular, we explore the 
ability to recognize the truth of the news published on social networks and the relationship be-
tween accuracy and the willingness to share news. An original aspect of our research is the use 
of a particular version of the trust game, a methodology developed in the environment of behav-
ioral economics. With this methodology, we aim to better verify the actual dispositions of the 
subject to share and accept news on social networks. In the discussion of the experiment (sec-
tion 6), results suggest that accuracy (ability to distinguish true from false news) is not the only 
factor in sharing but is flanked by factors linked to the affirmation of one’s identity. Besides, data 
on sharing suggest that people tend to mitigate polarization by favoring inclusiveness and less 
polarized news. 
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Introduction 

The study of fake news fully emerged as a specific research area around 
2016, following the particular use of digital platforms in the Brexit and US 
presidential election campaigns, gathering contributions from scholars from 
different disciplinary fields, such as psychology, various areas of philosophy, 
political and social sciences and computer science. Within this area, the so-
called ‘cognitive science of fake news’, emerged as the study of the reasoning 
and behavior of news acceptance and dissemination by individuals exposed to 
misinformation in various ways (Levy and Ross 2021). These kinds of re-
search typically consider fake news in a broad sense, including news fabricat-
ed with the intent to deceive, inaccurate information that circulates without 
any intention to mislead, or news indifferent to the truth, such as bullshit. Alt-
hough we are aware of the methodological differences between experimental 
approaches in behavioral economy, social sciences and psychology, in this pa-
per, we will use the term ‘cognitive science of fake news’, to refer to research 
grounded on experimental and quantitative studies.  

The considerable amount of empirical and experimental work on misin-
formation imposes itself overwhelmingly on philosophical work that is not on-
ly theoretical or conceptual: political philosophers, philosophers of language 
and epistemologists – especially those working in the field of social episte-
mology – are compelled to confront empirical evidence. One way of doing 
this is by working with scholars from other disciplines, such as statisticians 
and social scientists. The purpose of this paper is twofold: on the one hand, it 
intends to present a contribution to research on why people believe in fake 
news and spread it; on the other hand, to indicate some of the methodological 
and epistemological aspects that emerged in the course of work conducted by 
an interdisciplinary team. 

II. The cognitive science of fake news 

We will begin by briefly recalling the two main explanatory hypotheses 
concerning the acceptance and spread of fake news. The first, sometimes 
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called the bounded rationality approach, or “cognitive account”, builds on a 
pre-existing strand of research that investigated conspiracy theories, self-
deception, and the acceptance of pseudoscientific theories, especially in the 
medical field. A large part of this research, inspired by the Heuristics and Bi-
ases approach (Tversky and Kahneman 1974), was focused on investigating 
the cognitive distortions that make us inclined to adopt epistemically suspect 
beliefs and behave accordingly. Within this theoretical framework, the ac-
ceptance and transmission of false or inadequate information would depend on 
‘cognitive vices’ such as the incapacity to distinguish truthful from untruthful 
news, or on reasoning guided by the fast, intuitive, automatic, and emotional 
cognitive mechanisms that make up system 1 (Stanovich and West 2000, 
Kahneman 2003), as distinct from slow, deliberative, analytical, rational, and 
logical thinking (system 2). According to this approach, therefore, falling prey 
to misinformation depends on ignorance, and consequent insufficient ability to 
distinguish truthful from untruthful information, or on inferential capacities 
limited by contingencies, such as distraction, and poor analytical skills.  

The second explanatory hypothesis, which has been established since the 
2000s in the field of political polarization and motivated reasoning research, is 
expressive rationality. It grounds on the thesis that, motivated to safeguard 
and uphold beliefs that are crucial to their identities, individuals tend to accept 
information that aligns with their ideology while rejecting information that 
does not (see Van Bavel and Pereira 2018). Particularly influential on this is-
sue was an article by Kahan (2013) strongly critical of the thesis that motivat-
ed reasoning – understood as “the tendency of people to conform assessments 
of information to some goal or end extrinsic to accuracy”- is linked to errors in 
reasoning. The work presented experimental evidence suggesting that moti-
vated reasoning (particularly that of conservatives, who constituted the study 
population) does not arise from reasoning shortcuts like heuristics. On the 
contrary, it was more frequent in subjects who scored higher on tests of ana-
lytical reasoning ability. Based on these findings, Kahan presented his alterna-
tive hypothesis/theory to the strictly cognitivist one: recourse to ‘motivated 
thinking’ activates information processing procedures that do not aim at the 
truth but are nevertheless advantageous for the individuals since maintaining 
such beliefs expresses their loyalty to a group of people with which they have 
positive relations. Saying something false about subjects outside one’s exper-
tise does not generally entail great penalties; on the contrary, dissenting from 
one’s group incurs high costs, affective, moral, and material. Therefore, if mo-
tivated reasoning promotes the interests of those who resort to it, it cannot, for 
Kahan, be considered irrational tout-court: rather, it follows what, according 



  

Filosofia e Questioni Pubbliche – Philosophy and Public Issues 2/2024 410 
ISSN 1591-0660 | EISSN 2240-7987 

to the author, could be called “expressive rationality”. In support of his hy-
pothesis, Kahan (2013, 2015) presented empirical evidence suggesting that the 
most polarized people scored well on the Cognitive Reflection Test (“CRT”), 
and even scored higher than others on the Ordinary Science Intelligence 
(“OSI”) test, which measures both basic scientific factual knowledge and rea-
soning skills. Kahan’s hypothesis would prove decisive in posing what still 
today is one of the central questions in the theoretical debate on fake news: do 
we believe fake news, and spread it, because we are subject to some ‘defect’ 
in our inferential procedures, or because we are protecting, or affirming, our 
identity? Studies that illustrate the two positions include Bronstein et al. 
(2019), and Pennycook and Rand (2021) in defense of the bounded rationality 
hypothesis, and Osmundsen et al. (2021) in favor of expressive rationality. 

On a very general level, it can be said that much of the research on fake 
news is based on two why-questions:  

(i) Why do people believe fake news to be true?  
(ii) Why do they contribute to its spread?  

Given its relevance in different fields, the problem of the ac-
ceptance/dissemination of fake news has been tackled using a variety of meth-
ods. In a review of 202 articles on fake news on the Internet published be-
tween 2018 and 2021 in 117 journals (mainly from the social sciences, psy-
chology and communication studies), Wu et al. (2022) identify seven research 
methodologies: conceptual approach, case studies, focus group interviews, 
surveys, experiments, secondary data analysis (i.e., use of data that was col-
lected by someone else for some other purpose) and modelling and simula-
tions. 

The methodologies indicated by Wu et al. are not mutually exclusive. Con-
ceptual analysis, along with appropriately collected and analyzed data, can in-
form a theory (or model), which can be subsequently evaluated by experimen-
tation. Alternatively, a survey can be used as a preliminary stage in the build-
ing of a causal model, to be tested with subsequent experiments or surveys. 
The use of experiments and surveys to test causal hypotheses has a well-
established tradition in cognitive psychology and has exhibited an increasing 
trend in sociology, political science, and economics over the last thirty years, 
thanks to the ‘causal revolution’ (Mize and Manago 2022, Pearl 2009) that 
took hold in the social sciences in the first decades of the century. 

Concerning the two prevailing research agendas in the cognitive science of 
fake news (bounded rationality vs. expressive rationality), the comparison is 
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mainly made through experiments aimed at confirming the basic explanatory 
hypothesis (i) and (ii) by refuting rival hypotheses. Schematically, an ideal 
causal experiment consists of the controlled variation of a variable while hold-
ing fixed, through random assignment, all other factors that could be causally 
relevant for the presumed effect. As Mize and Manago point out, these two el-
ements, the manipulation of an independent variable and the random assign-
ment of subjects, are common to causal experiments in all social sciences. 
Taken together, they increase the plausibility that changes in the variable rep-
resenting the presumed effect (the dependent variable) are generated by 
changes in the independent variable rather than by other possible causes 
(2022, p. 102799). From this perspective, however, considering all the factors 
that could be causally relevant to the effect makes the design of experiments 
extremely complex. Tappin, Pennycook and Rand (2020) criticize some cur-
rent uses of experiments in fake news research, stressing that poorly designed 
experiments can undermine the correctness of causal inference. By way of ex-
ample, the two authors criticize two types of experiments (called outcome 
switching and party cues, respectively) that due to their preponderance in the 
literature on politically motivated reasoning (the authors count 51 experiments 
of one or the other type in 40 years of research in psychology) can be called 
paradigmatic. In fake news research, the causal hypothesis submitted to the 
experimental control was, in summary, “Political motivation directly deter-
mines the judgement on the reliability of the news.” However, even when the 
outcome of the experiments confirmed this hypothesis, the evidence provided 
by the experiments was, according to Pennycook and Rand, of little relevance, 
as they merely tested the direct causal relationship between political motiva-
tion and reasoning, but did not satisfy the excludability assumption, according 
to which the treatment – in this case political motivation – is the only causally 
relevant factor. In both types of paradigmatic experiments, it is possible to 
postulate other causal pathways, possibly with additional variables that influ-
ence the outcome and are external to the direct pathway ‘Political Motivation 
→ Reasoning’. Although Pennycook and Rand’s polemical target was the ex-
pressive rationality hypothesis, their methodological remarks have general va-
lidity. Even in its most sophisticated formal versions, causal inference requires 
considerable theoretical commitment in the choice of factors that might, and 
can, influence the phenomenon one wishes to explain, and in the possible 
causal pathways that unite them. In this framework, surveys, such as the one 
presented in this study, are useful because they often bring out statistical rela-
tionships that are worth investigating from a causal perspective. 
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III. Believing vs. Sharing 

Most of the contributions mentioned in the preceding session focus on the 
first question: Why do we believe in fake news? The second question – Why 
do we help spread them? – has recently gained increasing independent inter-
est, particularly concerning information-sharing behavior via social media (see 
Melchior and Oliveira 2024). Many studies (e.g. Acerbi 2019; Bor et al. 2020; 
Altay et al. 2023) show a considerable discrepancy between news that is be-
lieved to be true and news that is shared, stressing that “sharing is not believ-
ing”. The explanation of this discrepancy has implications for the theoretical 
debate referred to in the previous paragraphs, as a major split between believ-
ing fake news to be true and sharing it on social media seems to support the 
expressive rationality approach and assumptions about the motivations for dis-
semination other than purely informative and accuracy-based ones. Pennycook 
and Rand (2021) and Pennycook et al. (2021), present data confirming the ex-
istence of a split between the preference for truthful news and the intention to 
share it. The authors, however, deny that this split is (entirely) due to the fact 
that the intention to share is mainly driven by polarization and/or assertion of 
political affiliation, and argue that it is largely due to distraction: 

 “Finally – and most consistent with the earlier focus on a lack of reflective 
thinking being a source of misjudgments – the inattention-based account argues 
that people have a strong preference to only share accurate content, but that the 
social media context distracts them from this preference. Consistent with this ac-
count, asking participants to rate the accuracy of each headline before deciding 
whether to share it decreased sharing of false headlines by 51% relative to the 
baseline condition [...] – suggesting that inattention to accuracy was responsible 
for roughly half of the misinformation sharing in the experiment.” (Pennycook and 
Rand 2021, 395) 

In contrast, Osmundsen et al. (2021) deny that the evidence in the literature 
and the debate in psychology on online trolling do not support the hypothesis 
that the spread of fake news is mainly related to distraction or ignorance and 
add to the pool of possible individual motivations the so-called disruption the-
ory. The latter is based on the propensity for trolling behavior, seen as “pleas-
ure in misleading and harassing others online, and political cynicism, under-
stood as a generic anti-system or anti-elite attitude” (p. 1002).  

The experimental part of Osmundsen et al.’s work confirms, besides the 
relevance of polarization, some aspects that had already emerged in the exper-
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imental literature, such as the greater occurrence of spreading fake news in 
older age groups, even it was not associated with greater ignorance. The study 
does not explicitly distinguish between conscious dissemination and the 
spread of fake news, although the consideration of trolling and political cyni-
cism predicts dissemination attitudes without belief. A direct investigation of 
conscious dissemination of fake news was done by Chadwick, Vaccari and 
O’Loughlin, who, in their investigation of ‘dysfunctional sharing’ of infor-
mation, identified three possible explanatory variables that could motivate 
conscious dissemination of fake news: i) persuading/informing, ii) debating, 
and iii) entertaining/trolling, a term used for “the clustered motivations to en-
tertain, please, and upset others” (2018, 4264): 

“Trolling is a contested and context-dependent term that captures multiple 
practices, some of which are positive [...]. Nevertheless, let’s think about a contin-
uum of positive to negative online political behaviour. We suggest trolling is com-
paratively negative, and it is all the more important to be clear about this in a so-
called ‘post-truth’ context.” (ibid., 4264). 

In a subsequent qualitative-quantitative study, Ardevol-Abreu, Delponti 
and Rodrıguez-Wanguemert (2020) wanted to expand on the research of 
Chadwick et al. (2018), focusing, among other things, on the motivations for 
consciously spreading fake news. When interviewed in this regard, some peo-
ple invoked freedom of expression, stating that they agreed with discourses 
that they knew to be wrong (and thus showing, according to the authors, that 
they were unable to distinguish between facts and opinions). Others said that 
they spread them with debunking intentions, accompanying them with a criti-
cal commentary, and finally, others, especially in the area of health infor-
mation, claimed that they shared some news that, although not sufficiently 
verified, nevertheless expressed possible assertions, which could change their 
truth value from false to true over time. Regarding the characteristics of the 
conscious spreaders of fake news, the authors examined the information pro-
vided by the subject survey depending on gender, age, education, strength of 
ideological involvement, trust in the government, and concern about the 
COVID-19 epidemic, without finding significant differences between the sub-
group of conscious spreaders of fake news and that of the other respondents. 

The case of people who spread news believing it to be true also has inter-
esting aspects. Which news, among those believed to be true, is most likely to 
be shared, and why? t’Sersteven, Piccillo and Grigoriev (2022) define ‘activist 
behavior’ as a behavior in which the higher perceived veracity of a claim leads 
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to increased reaction likelihood and argue that the dissemination of fake news 
is mainly motivated by this type of attitude. Shephard et al. (2023) present an 
experimental study with Scottish participants on the relationship between 
sharing behavior and content. In a range of topics that fell into seven catego-
ries (Crime, Economy, Education, Europe, Scotland, Health, and Immigra-
tion), health-related news appeared to be the most shared, whereas immigra-
tion was the least shared. Again, the authors leaned towards an explanation of 
sharing based on the ‘activist’ propensity to share useful information: 

“That dichotomy is between users who share fake news because it fits with 
their worldview (i.e., sharing for doctrinal reasons), and ‘best of intentions’ users, 
those individuals who feel the need to share important content that could be useful 
to others in their networks. This is manifested in the high sharing rates for real and 
fake health news, in which both types of users combine to increase sharing rates 
(i.e., doctrinal; I knew I was right about that issue and ‘best of intentions’: my 
network need to know about this). In contrast, the low sharing rates for immigra-
tion might be explained by that content only appealing to users with a specific 
doctrinal interest in such news.” (Shephard et al. 2023, 8) 

The relationships between exposure, truthfulness assessment, and sharing 
appear particularly relevant, not only because they can help settle the theoreti-
cal controversy on the respective role of cognitive weakness or expressive ra-
tionality, but also for a correct assessment of the ‘democratic dysfunctionality’ 
of the transmission of information on social platforms, and the possible reme-
dies to be adopted. While being aware of the damage produced by misinfor-
mation in the political sphere, one should not, as Altay et al. (2023) remind us, 
take it for granted that the attribution of ‘likes’ corresponds to an endorsement 
of the news: “Sharing and liking are not believing. People interact with misin-
formation for a variety of reasons: to socialize, to express skepticism, outrage 
or anger, to signal group membership [...] or simply to have a good laugh” (5). 
Even less should it be assumed without further investigation that the belief 
that certain news is true implies changes in behavior (Altay et al. 2023). One 
side of this debate posits that while fake news may contribute to disinfor-
mation, it does not alter attitudes or voting behavior. This is because individu-
als are inclined to accept false information that aligns with their preexisting 
partisan preferences (see for instance Van Bavel and Pereira 2018). In this re-
gard (Galeotti 2021) focuses on voting behavior. She argues that if the main 
source of fake news is motivated reasoning, and more specifically “that form 
of motivated reasoning induced by ideological beliefs and partisan affilia-
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tions” (64), and if partisan affiliations largely drive the dissemination of in-
formation on social media, political misinformation will reinforce pre-existing 
beliefs in the case of favorable content or be rejected in the case of unfavora-
ble content. Therefore, the diffusion of fake news is unlikely to produce dis-
ruptive changes in electoral behavior. This kind of consideration prompted the 
empirical research we present in the next section. 

IV. A study on sharing 

The project ‘Gathering Opinions on News from the Internet and Social 
Networks’ implemented by scholars from different areas (political philosophy, 
philosophy of science, economics, statistics), is a preliminary study, specific 
to the Italian reality, on the behavior of accepting and sharing news on social 
network platforms. In particular, it intends to explore the ability to recognize 
the truth of the news published on social networks, and the relationship be-
tween accuracy and the willingness to share news, making a comparison with 
specifically social aspects, such as popularity, ties with the community, and 
trust. A further research question is to check whether belief and dissemination 
behaviors are uniform or varied according to the type of news. The study is 
not intended to test a causal hypothesis directly, but rather to bring out any 
statistical correlations to be tested for causality in possible future experiments. 
The project has two main aspects of originality. The first is that the survey, 
conducted on a digital platform, involves the general behavior of Italians: lit-
erature is scarce on this topic since most of the work on the online transmis-
sion of news by Italians concerns specific arguments, such as health infor-
mation and electoral behavior. The second is that our research, as we shall see, 
investigates the sharing behavior of Italians through particular versions of the 
trust game. 

The study consists of a survey administered on the digital platform Prolif-
ic 1 in March 2024 and involved 105 participants of Italian nationality, 59 
males, and 46 females. The participants, paid for their participation, were di-
vided into five age groups (Table 1). 

 
 

1 See www.prolific.com; see also Palan and Schitter (2018). 

http://www.prolific.com/
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Table 1 

 

Participants were asked to specify ethnicity (whites 96%, others 3%, mixed 
1%), and occupation (see Table 2 below). 

Table 2 

 

A second set of questions, which we report below, concerned the use of so-
cial media. 

– Which social networks do you use? You can select one or more options 
(Facebook / X (Twitter) / Instagram / TikTok/ (Other – indicate name(s)) 

– How much time do you spend on social networks? (1 hour or more per 
day / less than 1 hour per day) 
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– Do you use social networks for leisure or work? (Mostly for leisure / 
Mostly for work / Both for leisure and work) 

– Do you use social networks to inform yourself about current news? 
(Yes / No) 

The questions in the third group were about sixteen news stories, true or 
false, on various topics concerning current affairs, politics, economics, and so-
ciety, mostly found on fact-checking sites (AGI, Pagella Politica). Below are 
the titles of the news stories:  

1. Data leave no doubt: too few public servants in Italy. [True] 
2. Iraqi executed by Isis; here’s why he wore a Napoli jersey. [False] 
3. Disabled person gets stuck in City Hall elevator for two hours: fined for 

screaming. [False] 
4. The Padua prosecutor’s office challenges 33 birth certificates of babies with 

two mothers. “They are illegitimate.” [True] 
5. Migrants, Salvini’s iron fist. “Germany pays NGOs to bring them. Don’t 

rule out the use of the navy.” [True] 
6. The statement, “Roma camps do not exist anywhere else in Europe, I don’t 

see why they should exist in Italy.” [False] 
7. Public investment spending in the South: more than halved in ten years. [True] 
8. Soros and MasterCard, apparently in cooperation with UNICHR and EU, 

made a deal to equip immigrants with credit cards to stimulate their consumption 
as they wander around Europe. [False] 

9. Greenhouse gases, ISPRA: emissions down 19% in the 30 years. [True] 
10. Toxic GMO mosquitoes: new weapons of war? [False] 
11. Immigrants in Italy generate 9% of the Gross Domestic Product. [True] 
12. Giorgia Meloni: The tragedy of Acca Larenzia cannot be a pretext for nos-

talgic demonstrations that a modern Right clearly shuns. [False] 
13. Vaccine Dictatorship: the EU Call for Coercion. [False] 
14. The Supreme Court has ruled that the fascist salute in its expression is not 

a crime. [True] 
15. Mandatory doggy bag in restaurants. [True] 
16. Artificial intelligence chatbots are politically aligned. [True] 

For each news item, participants were asked eight dichotomous (yes / no) 
questions: 

(i) [Think True] In your opinion, is this news true or false?  
(ii) [Believe True] Do you think people using your social networks believe 

this news is true? 
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(iii) [Share] Would you share this news on the social networks you usually 
use? 

(iv) [Likes/People] In your opinion, would this news get many “likes” from 
people who use your social networks? 

(v) [Likes/Contacts] Do you think this news would get many “likes” from 
your contacts if you posted it on your social networks? 

Questions(iv) and (v) are designed to see if there is any perceived differ-
ence between one’s friends (v) and the rest of the world (iv). The last three 
questions are based on particular versions of the Trust game:  

(vi) [Trust] In the first game, which we will call “Trust”, we ask, for each 
news item, whether the participant would choose that news item to present 
her/himself to a partner – unknown and randomly assigned – who must decide 
whether to donate money, and how much, to the participant. 

(vii) [Network] The second game, which we will call “Network”, is a varia-
tion of the first one, where, however, the pairings are not random: the player is 
matched with a partner who decides whether to accept him into his or her 
group depending on the news published by the player. After eventual ac-
ceptance, the “Trust” game is played with the people in the group thus formed. 
For each of the 16 news items, participants are asked if they would use it to 
introduce themselves to the group by which they would like to be accepted.  

(viii) [Accept] The third and final game, called “Accept”, is the counterpart 
of the second one: participants are asked, for each news item, whether they 
would agree to include in their group people who post that news item in their 
social profile (and play a “Trust-game” with them). The explicit question is in 
this case, “Would you accept into your group a person who posted this news 
on his or her profile on the social network?” The assumption is that if the per-
son answers in the affirmative, he or she trusts the person who posted the 
news. 

V. Results 

Table 3 below shows the sums of the responses obtained in the Survey to 
the eight questions out of the 16 news items. 
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Table 3 

 

Data processing provided information on three aspects relevant to the orig-
inal questions: the ability to evaluate the truth of the news, sharing behaviors, 
and possible associations between truth-value recognition, sharing, and trust. 
Overall, subjects showed good recognition ability: true news was recognized 
in 65% of cases (almost two out of three) and believed false in 35%; fake 
news was recognized as such in 72% and believed true in 28% of cases. 
Among the true news, those with the highest identification index were: 11 – 
Migrants and GDP (88%), 7 – South Spending (78%), and 5 – Navy vs. NGOs 
(76%). Among the true news, those most frequently found to be false were: 16 
– Doggy Bag (70% errors), 9 – Greenhouse Gas (47%), and 1 – Public Serv-
ants (42%). Among the fake news, those with the highest recognition rates 
(i.e. correctly identified as fake) were: l8 – Soros and MasterCard, 10 – Toxic 
GMO Mosquitoes, and 3 – Fine to Disabled, with correct recognition rates of 
94%, 92%, and 86%, respectively. Conversely, about half of the participants 
mistakenly judged as true news items 12 – Meloni, 2 – Iraqi Executed, and 6 – 
Roma Camps, with error rates of 52%, 50%, and 48%, respectively.  

An interesting aspect emerges when comparing the answers to the ques-
tions “In your opinion, is this news true or false?” and the next one, “Do you 
think people using your social networks believe this news is true?” A compar-
ison of the first two columns of Table 3) shows that in many cases people 
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think that the news is not true but yet others believe it to be so; thus, there 
seems to emerge a tendency to consider themselves more capable than the av-
erage user of their networks in judging the accuracy of the information. 

The survey produced partially unexpected results regarding the relationship 
between accuracy and sharing behavior. The study showed a low propensity to 
share: only 33% of news deemed true and 3% of news deemed false are 
shared. Shared news is true and believed to be true in 82% of cases and false 
but believed to be true in 10% of cases. Accuracy is therefore a relevant fac-
tor: believing the news to be true appears to have a strong influence on its dis-
semination. However, believing a piece of news to be true is not a sufficient 
requirement for sharing (although almost necessary): other factors seem to 
play an important role. The table shows, for each piece of news, how many 
people believe it to be true, the percentages of people who would be willing to 
share it, how many would use it in Trust, how many in Network, and how 
many would be willing to Accept a person sharing it (a proxy for the trust as-
signed to that person). 

Table 4 

 

Table (4) shows some discrepancies between accuracy and acceptance. In 
descending order, the news with an acceptance value as true higher than aver-
age are: 11- Migrants and GDP, 7- South Spending, 5- Navy vs. NGOs, 4- Two 
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Mothers, 15- Doggy Bag, 14- Fascist Salute, 1- Public Servants, 9- Green-
house Gas, 2- Iraqi executed, 12- Meloni, (about 49%). The least believed 
news is 8- Soros and MasterCard. Amongst these, news 7, 9, 11, 4, and 15 al-
so appear, albeit in a different order, among the ten news items one is most 
willing to share; however, this ranking also sees news 10- Toxic GMO Mos-
quitoes, 16- Chatbot, 3- Fine to Disabled, followed by 14- Fascist Salute and 
13- Vaccination Dictatorship. News item 8 appears again to be the least 
agreeable (0%).  

A similar reading of the data referring to the news considered to be false 
shows an even more pronounced mismatch between accuracy and sharing. 
Table 5 below shows, for each piece of news, how many people think it is 
false and the percentages of people who would be willing to share it, how 
many would use it in the Trust, how many in the Network, and how many 
would be willing to Accept a person sharing it. 

Table 5 

 

The most shared news items (i.e., above average) are, in descending order: 
15, 11, 16, 14, 9, 5, 3 and 4. Of these, 4, 5, 9, 11, 14 and 15 are also present in 
the most popular news list among those believed to be true; 8 has value 0. It 
therefore appears that some news items are highly disseminated regardless of 
the accuracy attributed to them: in particular 11, 9, 4 and 15. 
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Let us now examine the relationships between truth, sharing and trust. 
Trust is relevant to the relationship between truth and sharing because discov-
ering that the demand or concession of trust is based on accuracy would favor 
the bounded rationality approach, whereas discovering that trust depends on 
identity aspects would favor the expressive rationality approach. It should be 
noted, however, that in the transition from Trust to Network we see a change 
in the communicational environment: in the former case one knows nothing 
about the partner, and it is important to accredit oneself as a trustworthy per-
son as opposed to a generic partner: this could lead to a certain caution in ex-
pressing controversial opinions. On the contrary, in Network one chooses the 
partners and therefore group identity takes on importance: this could favor 
identity motivations. Consequently, the magnitude of the difference between 
the behaviors exhibited in Trust and Network respectively indicates the respec-
tive weight of accuracy and expressive usefulness. Among those who believed 
the news to be true, the preferred piece of news to be credited in Trust is 9 
(with a slightly higher score than Network), and among those who believed it 
to be false is 15 (with equal scores between Trust and Network).  

The other news items mostly shared by those who believe them to be fake 
are often different from the kind of news posted by those who believe it to be 
true. Specifically, in games Trust and Network, News 4 drops dramatically 
compared to the sharing among those who believe it to be false and increases 
among those who believe it to be true. News 16 increases in Trust and de-
creases in Network among those who believe it to be false and follows the op-
posite trend among those who believe it to be true. 

A further remark is that people seem to favor sharing news they believe to 
be true, with a particular preference for news of a social, economic and envi-
ronmental nature, often supported by quantitative data. For instance, see the 
difference between news 5 (Migrants and Germany) and 9 (Greenhouse Gas): 
5 has a higher attributed truthfulness (76%) than 9 (53%), but a much lower 
willingness to be shared in Share/Trust/Network than 9. Here, we eventually 
address the significance of polarization and identity-defined beliefs concern-
ing partner choice.  

In general, if we define ‘polarizing’ as news that expresses a very clearly 
identifiable or extreme political position and is highly divisive, we can classify 
the news as follows: 
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POLARISING NEWS 

News News Topic Polarizing 

1 Public Servants No 
2 Iraqi Executed  Yes 
3 Fine to Disabled  No 
4 Two Mothers No 
5 Migrants and Germany Yes 
6 Roma Camps Yes 
7 South Spending No 
8 Soros and MasterCard  Yes 
9 Greenhouse Gas  No 
10 Toxic GMO Mosquitos No 
11 Migrants and GDP No 
12 Meloni  Yes 
13 Vaccine Dictatorship Yes 
14 Fascist Salute Yes 
15 Doggy Bag No 
16 Chatbots No 

The disaggregated data (Share, Trust, Game and Accept) according to this 
classification are shown in the following tables. 

Table 6 
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Table 7 

 

Table 8 

 

Table 9 

 

According to the above classification of news, Tables 6 – 9 show that the 
percentage of sharing/use in games is reduced to about one-third in the case of 
polarizing news. 

Further confirmation of a cautious attitude towards polarizing news comes 
from Tables 4 and 5. Particularly striking is the data on acceptance, which 
presents an average value of 48.6% in (Table 4 above), showing that almost 
half of the respondents who think the news is true do not accept people who 
present themselves by posting that news. In particular, people who show up by 
posting news item 5 and news item 14 – news items that are very politically 
characterized – receive a very low acceptance rate even from those who be-
lieve these news items to be true.  

If we turn to the game concerning the acceptance in one’s network of peo-
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ple who present themselves by posting fake news, we see that Table (5) above 
shows a ‘tolerant’ attitude: the last column Accept has generally higher values 
than all the others; on average, 12.3% of the participants would accept to be 
part of a network of someone who shares fake news. In particular, tolerance 
emerges for those who present false but ‘inclusive’ news such as 11, 15, 1, 
and 3. In the case of news item 8, a very low percentage believe it to be true, 
no one shares it or uses it in Trust and Network, but 16.7% would still accept a 
person sharing it (this is also the lowest percentage of acceptance). 

These considerations suggest that accuracy (believing a piece of news to be 
true) undoubtedly plays a role but is neither a sufficient nor a necessary condi-
tion for sharing. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The aim of this work was to explore the ability to recognize the truth of the 
news published on social networks and the relationship between accuracy and 
disposition to share; furthermore, we wanted to investigate whether the shar-
ing behavior was uniform or varied according to the type of news.  

The analysis of data shows a satisfactory ability to distinguish true from 
false news and suggests that accuracy while having a significant weight, is not 
the only factor in sharing, but is flanked by factors linked to the affirmation of 
one’s identity. However, this affirmation does not coincide with a group iden-
tity: on the contrary, the data on sharing suggests that people prefer to mitigate 
polarization by favoring inclusiveness and ‘morally correct’ news (on the en-
vironment, the economy, etc.). The attitude of inclusiveness and tolerance ap-
pears particularly pronounced in the Accept game with the relatively high per-
centage of acceptance in one’s network of people who share fake news. A 
possible explanation for this behavior could be the reluctance of people to pre-
sent themselves as hyper-partisan when interacting on a neutral platform. This 
result would be in line with similar findings in both the fake news literature 
(see Shephard et al. 2023), 2 as well as that of partner choice (see Martin, 
Young and McAuliffe 2019). In the latter perspective, presenting oneself to a 

 
 

2 “This suggests an interesting degree of dissociation in which people are engaging in some 
form of self-censorship in terms of what topics, or items, they would feel comfortable sharing. 
For Immigration news in particular, it suggests that misinformation attacks in relation to this 
topic, may only be successful if it is advertized to, and promoted by, those who already share 
strong doctrinal feelings about it.” (Shephard et al 2023,4). 
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general audience as generous and cooperative could perhaps count for more 
than accuracy and bias. 

From the analysis of the data, some limits concerning methodological as-
pects have emerged which could be considered in further work. Besides some 
methodological aspects such as those concerning the size of the sample, news 
format, news order, pictures and graphics, some other aspects should be fur-
ther investigated. The classification used was not completely satisfactory. For 
instance, there are doubts as to whether news item 4 (two mothers) was polar-
izing or not: on the one hand it can be argued that it is polarizing; on the other 
hand, in this case, polarization would be across the right/left opposition. A 
more detailed classification of sharing motivations would also be needed (see 
e.g. Melchior and Oliveira 2024, who consider 26 categories of news). Finally, 
the binary questions did not allow for the expression of intermediate belief 
values between true and false, an important aspect to distinguish between the 
conscious spreading of falsehoods for recreational or disruptive purposes (en-
tertaining or anti-social behavior) and the spreading of news about which one 
is not certain, but which could be useful (prosocial behavior). These limita-
tions should be considered in a future experimental study. 
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