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Abstract

Nowadays, the way people obtain news coverage becomes increasingly related to the internet.
Here, users can reach a wide range of people by fast and simplified message transmission, which
might be beneficial for valid, informative news. However, it can pose a serious threat to society if
the spread news contains fake messages, especially in ideologically polarized contexts. Research
has shown that fake news can trigger and uphold lies, racism, and stir up hatred against others. The
current study takes on to investigate underlying factors of people’s perceived fake news accuracy.
More specifically, it researches the potential correlation of factors such as intellectual openness,
heuristic, and systematic processing styles and general trust in journalists with perceived fake and,
for the sake of comparison, with perceived real news accuracy. A correlational survey was
conducted, including a convenience sample of 113 participants that have been recruited to take part
in a questionnaire. The questionnaire contained several measurement scales that aimed at
investigating the independent variables in a political context. Furthermore, individuals’ perceived
fake and real news accuracy was measured by having the participants rate different news items on
a credibility scale. Multiple and moderation regression analyses were conducted to examine the
data. The results showed significant correlations between the dependent variable of Perceived Fake
News Accuracy and of Perceived Real News Accuracy with General Trust. Hence, the study proves
that high trust in journalists leads to higher perceived real news accuracy in people, but to lower
perceived accuracy of fake news. The variables Intellectual Openness as well as Systematic and
Heuristic Processing showed to not account for Perceived Fake News Accuracy to a statistically

significant extent.



1. Introduction

The World Wide Web and its numerous social media platforms have become of increasing
importance in the current era of continuous technological progress. Computers and other mobile
devices do not only dominate network communication but are also known as pioneers in the
transmission and distribution of daily news all over the world. While this, on the one hand, might
have the benefits of fast and simplified message delivery, it, on the other hand, also presents serious
disadvantages. For instance, it gives users the opportunity to widely spread information that is
factoid, manipulated, or utterly wrong. In most cases, this misinformation is intentionally presented
as being true in order to mislead and deceive its recipients, and thus, disinform the readers (Lazer
et al., 2018). One type of such information disorder that is frequently discussed nowadays is fake
news which refers to made-up information that mimes genuine media content but lacks its
credibility as well as it holds, unlike real news, deceptive intentions (Lazer et al., 2018; Tandoc,
2019). The current study aims at investigating the factors underlying people’s perception of the
accuracy of such fake news. It starts identifying precursors that can either support or hinder
individuals to rate fake news on the internet as accurate. By the help of that, this study might give
an approach to future research to intervene in the found factors in order to help people perceiving
fake news as less accurate and thus, to cut the acceptance and spread of it and thereby its power.

Previous literature has found already that certain individual characteristics influence the
impact fake information has on people and society. Cognitive ability, analytical thinking, and pre-
existing attitudes are among the attributes researched most in relation to the fake news topic (De
keersmaecker & Roet, 2017; Bronstein, Pennycook, Bear, Rand, & Cannon, 2019). Especially
influential here seems to be analytical and actively open-minded thinking which has been shown
to be related to people’s perception of fake news. Bronstein and his colleagues (2019) have found
that individuals who display reduced analytical thinking show an increased belief in fake news.
Based on their work, the current study argues that people’s general Intellectual Openness can be
associated with their perception of fake news’ credibility. Openness as one of the big five
personality traits showed among other characteristics to be positively correlated with people’s trust
in real news (Shu, Wang, & Liu, 2018). However, Intellectual Openness as a sub-trait of Openness
has not been investigated within the fake news topic so far.

Furthermore, Trumbo (2002) has found that different information processing styles, usually

referring to the heuristic-systematic model (HSM) of Chaiken (1980), predict an individual’s



perception of certain things, such as in risk evaluation. The HSM shows that people seek to find
conclusion with the use of minimal cognitive effort. This means that humans tend to process a
piece of information heuristically when they are required to make judgments about it, such as it
might be the case with news media content (Kang, Bae, Zhang, & Sundar, 2011). Kang and his
colleagues furthermore argue that the model shows that people’s perceived credibility of news
media content is derived from their perceived credibility of its source. This would mean that when
users are demanded to judge, for example, a fake news piece’s credibility on social media, this
judgment is related to their use of a certain information processing style as well as their general
trust in the news source.

Based on these findings, several factors seem to influence the way people perceive news
on the internet. Identifying such processes that are possibly involved in the perceived accuracy of
fake news can give future research an approach to help online news readers in the detection of such.
This, in the long term, might help to intervene in the acceptance and spread of fake news. The goal
of the current research is to focus mainly on the underlying factors of intellectual openness and
people’s information processing styles. On the one hand, literature has shown that people’s
openness in thinking can be associated with their perception of fake news. Once the relationship
between those is examined, further research can focus on, for example, raising people’s intellectual
openness in order to change their perceptions of the accuracy of fake news. But also, the way
individuals process news information has shown to be related to how they perceive and judge this
information. Thus, there also might be an association between the way they perceive fake news
accuracy and their systematic or heuristic information processing style regarding political news. In
order to have a means to compare the values of perceived fake news accuracy with, people’s
perception of real news accuracy is considered in the current study as well. The resulting research
question can then be stated as:

RQ. To what extent is people’s intellectual openness linked to their perceived news

accuracy concerning fake and real news? Are people’s perceptions of the accuracy of fake

news content in a political context related to different information processing styles?

1.1 The Dangers of Fake News Spread
What drives people to produce fake news is, according to Tandoc (2019), mostly for financial or

ideological reasons. When being created out of ideological motivation, fake news is often used to



denigrate politicians and opposing parties and, thereby, to influence elections (Tandoc, 2019).
Regardless of the motivation for its production, fake news is often unintentionally spread by users.
This is because it tends to be more novel and, therefore, is more likely to be shared (Tandoc, 2019).
Furthermore, such news usually trigger stronger emotions, such as disgust, fear, and surprise, but
also humor, for which users have a stronger desire to share it with friends and family (VVosoughi,
Roy, & Aral, 2018; Tandoc et al., 2018). Next to that, Vosoughi and his colleagues argue that in
today’s world, spreading false information is amplified by social media platforms, like Twitter.
Here, users can easily share the claims and rumors of other people by retweeting them. In fact,
research has found that fake news on Twitter tends to be retweeted quicker and by more users than
real news, especially with regard to political contexts (Lazer et al., 2018). Thereby, users are able
to reach and possibly influence a wide range of people. Next to the ease of spreading false
information, some users are quickly convinced to accept and even adopt those without questioning
their sources (Spohr, 2017). Spohr argues that this can be explained by a phenomenon called
‘selective exposure’ which shows that individuals tend to seek information that confirms their
preexisting beliefs. Moreover, they tend to avoid information that is inconsistent with their
attitudes. In the context of fake news, this would mean that people are prone to be biased by fake
news if those are in line with their own opinions. People then might form new or even stronger
opinions on the basis of false news, as well as they are likely to pass this fake information to others
(Spohr, 2017). Furthermore, research has shown that fake news is even able to determine how
people perceive the reliability of genuine, true information. The great amount of false information
on social media platforms can lead to a decrease of trust in authentic and verified sources (Tandoc,
2019). To sum up, people can expose themselves to fabricated information on a daily basis but
often do not seem to know that they might be believing and acting on the basis of fake information,
or simply do not think that they do. In this way, fake news is hard to counteract on once it is doing
its mischief in the world.

The assumption that ideologically motivated online fake news can have a great impact on
the real world can further be supported when looking, for example, at the US presidential election
in 2016. Back then, several fake news, especially in favor of today’s president Donald Trump, was
circulating around the internet and is said to have influenced the election outcome (Silverman,
2016). A great percentage of Americans now expect their own party to be vilified and to lose voters

due to fake news attacks again in the presidential election in November 2020 (Tameez, 2020).



Furthermore, studies argue that fake news has a negative influence on democracy in general since
political parties can take advantage of false information on the internet that favors their own goals
(Morgan, 2018). Voters rely on the information they can gather when deciding between two
candidates, but with fake news, this decision might be based on entirely false information (Persily,
2017). Additionally, fake news is susceptible to foster racist ideology. An example is the overt
racism towards Chinese people due to fake news spread during the coronavirus outbreak in 2019
with its origin in Wuhan, China (Lazer et al., 2018; Shimizu, 2020). Thus, fake news seems to be
able to affect a community's but also an individual's daily lives to a great, negative extent. For that
reason, new measures should further be investigated that can counteract the spread of false

information.

1.1.2 Fake News in the Context of Ideological Polarization

Ideological polarization refers to the extreme political attitudes of parties in two divergent
directions, such as left- and right-wing. More specifically, polarization describes the extent to
which parties in a system disperse ideologically towards the two extremes (Dalton, 2008).
Literature has found that ideological polarization has a great, negative impact on democratic issues
in society, and hence, can have unfavorable consequences for the individual and community. For
example, it is known that polarized environments lack diversity, and support group thinking to an
exorbitant, unhealthy degree (Bishop, 2008, as cited in Spohr, 2017). Spohr furthermore argues
that in terms of right-wing ideologies, polarization can also involve serious threats in the lives of
foreign and migrated citizens due to discrimination.

The role fake news played in the election process of US President Donald Trump gives a
good impression of the link between false news and political ideologies. Crawford (2017) has found
that fake stories that took the side of Trump were shared almost four times more often than Pro-
Clinton stories during the election in 2016. Trump is, according to Winberg (2017), often
positioned as right-wing populistic, Clinton is part of the Democratic Party in the US. Furthermore,
it has been found that citizens who describe themselves as being conservative and Republican tend
to be fooled more often by wrong political information on the internet (Shalby, 2019). In addition
to that, news analyses have generally shown that considerably more fake news stories were

published by right-wing media users than by left-wing ones (Silverman, 2016). Thus, false news



on the internet seems to have a great impact on the voting behavior of especially right-wing
polarized citizens.

The approval for right-wing parties generally seems to have risen in the past few years,
such as for the German Alternative fir Deutschland (AfD) (Euronews, 2018). The AfD is currently
the fourth-strongest party in Germany (Der Bundeswahlleiter, 2019). However, when interviewing
an ex-member of the AfD, Franziska Schreiber, the German television channel SWR3 uncovered
that the party intentionally creates and spreads modified and false information (Urschinger, 2019).
During the interview, Schreiber describes the online news creation and spread of the AfD as
purposefully evoking panic in the readers and as stirring up hatred against foreign people.
Furthermore, she stated that non-verified statistics and facts are adopted and released which are not
based on the genuine truth. Hence, the link between fake news production as well as its
dissemination and extreme-wing parties is conspicuous. The spread of such news can leverage
political parties and can help them to gain more approval as well as more votes (Morgan, 2018).
This can become problematic for democracy if the ascension of these parties and thus, their fake
news spread, increases as much as it did in the past few years. Hence, it is important to fight the

impact of fake news in a political context to ensure fair and unbiased voting.

1.2 The Role of Intellectual Openness in Perceived Fake News Accuracy
Having the consequences and potential dangers of fake news in political polarized contexts
specified, it is valuable for the current study to investigate the processes that underlie the
susceptibility of some individuals to believe such fake information. As mentioned before, research
has shown that individuals who indicate lower levels of open-minded, analytical thinking are more
likely to accept and believe fake news (Bronstein et. al., 2019). Thus, people often fail to think
analytically when perceiving false information as real one (Pennycook & Rand, 2019). However,
analytical thinking can also increase ideological polarization. Pennycook and Rand (2019) also
argue that people who tend to think analytically show less ability to be accurate in identifying fake
news that confirms their attitudes, because they aim to protect their political belief.

Furthermore, cognitive ability seems to be involved in an individual's tendency for
analytical thinking. Cognitive ability is defined as the human’s competence to perform complex
thought processes. These involve, for example, reasoning, problem-solving, learning, and memory

as well as it is of high importance in social judgment (Bernstein, Clarke-Stewart, Penner, & Roy,



2011, as cited in De keersmaecker, & Roet, 2017). Thus, showing high levels of cognitive ability
would also lead to higher levels of analytic thinking.

A study of DeYoung, Quilty, Peterson, and Gray (2014) links individuals’ cognitive ability
to one of the ‘Big Five Personality Traits’, Openness/Intellect, which is included in the five-factor
model of McCrae and Costa (2008). They suggest that both attributes are underlying a joint concept
of intelligence which has them connected to each other. Furthermore, DeYoung and his colleagues
describe both Openness and Intellect as the central aspects of the overall trait Openness, but as
distinguishable sub-traits. Whereas Openness refers more to seeking and analyzing sensory and
aesthetic information, Intellect refers to the ability to use logic and reasoning when exploring
abstract information. More importantly, DeYoung Quilty, Peterson, and Gray (2014) explain that
individuals who show to be high in Openness/Intellect seem to have a greater ability to search and
detect information than those low in this trait. Thus, it can be assumed that people scoring high on
this trait might perceive fake news accuracy as rather low since they are better able to detect the
falsehood of the message. In this case, higher levels of intellectual openness would lead to lower
perceived fake news accuracy and might also have a positive effect on perceiving the accuracy of
real news. Based on this, the variable Intellectual Openness was constructed in order to investigate
the assumption.

To sum up, cognitive ability involves analytical thinking, which is crucial for fake news
detection, as well as in intellectual openness. The current research aims at investigating the direct
link between individuals’ intellectual openness and their perceived fake news accuracy. Since
individuals that are high on Openness/Intellect have, amongst others, higher abilities in seeking
and detecting biased information, they might have higher abilities in detecting fake news as well,
and thus, show lower perceived accuracy in fake news. Also, higher intellectual openness then
might contribute to perceived real news accuracy to a positive amount. Therefore, the first
hypothesis of the current study can be formulated as:

H1. “Individuals with higher intellectual openness generally tend to perceive fake news as

rather inaccurate. ”

1.3 People’s General Trust in News Media Journalists
Regarding the investigation of processes that underlie people’s susceptibility to believe fake news

on social media platforms, the general trust that the readers have in news journalists is explored



further. Carr, Barnidge, Lee, and Tsang (2014) investigated individual predispositions that
influence the perceived trustworthiness of citizen journalism. They found a connection between
people’s perception of news credibility and their pre-existing attitudes toward the media and
politics in general. These findings show that people are not affected by media information they
abandon or ignore anyway because they do not trust the media source. Thus, even if a journalist
provides high-quality, valid news, some readers still refrain from believing the information. They
then rather perceive fake news as credible if they trust its author over others — however, this also
works the other way around. Furthermore, a study of Coleman (2012) refers to a statement of
Rosavallon that describes sufficient trust held by the reader as eliminating the need for other kinds
of verification or proof of a certain source (Rosanvallon, 2008, as cited in Coleman, 2012). This
supports the finding of Carr and his colleagues (2014) that trust builds the basis for believing
information, regardless of the information being true or false. Tsfati and Cappella (2003)
furthermore argue that people will always engage with media sources they trust. Thus, if
individuals are convinced that the creators of a certain news source such as the Twitter posts of a
particular party can be trusted, they tend to expose themselves to it on a regular basis. This makes
them, according to Tsfati and Cappella (2003), again more vulnerable to believe its content, even
when it contains fabricated information.

Hence, the role of trust seems to be an important one in the context of believing fake news.
The literature findings show that trust is a strong predictor that can determine to what extent people
perceive news media as credible. To have the predictive power of general trust in journalists on
perceived news accuracy, regardless of whether the news is real or fake, investigated, the following
hypothesis was added based on the previous literature:

H2. Individuals that show higher general trust in journalists generally tend to perceive

news as rather accurate, regardless of whether they are real or fake.
Furthermore, it is assumed that trust moderates the influence of other processes that underlie the
perceived accuracy of online news on perceived fake and real news accuracy. One of the main
processes investigated in this study is an individual’s intellectual openness. Subsequently, the
following two hypotheses will be tested:

H3. An individual’s general trust in journalists moderates the influence of intellectual

openness on perceived fake and real news accuracy.



1.4 Information Processing in Fake News Contexts

The previous findings suggest a connection between people’s intellectual openness and their trust
in certain news sources with their tendency to perceive fabricated news as accurate. This leads to
the question regarding the ways people tend to receive and process certain information in fake news
contexts. Chaiken (1980) proposes the Heuristic-Systematic Model of Information Processing
(HSM) which suggests that people process and assess information in two distinct ways,
heuristically and systematically, or in both ways at the same time. Here, the systematic processing
style requires more cognitive effort as well as it involves active engagement in the understanding
and evaluation of the perceived message, whereas heuristic information processing relates to a
simpler, less effortful style. The latter rather has recipients rely on easily accessible and better
available information in a judgmental way while neglecting the details and actual content of the
message (Chaiken, 1980). Thus, a systematic processing receiver would rather judge the
genuineness of a piece of information by its actual content. A heuristic processing individual would
judge its validity more superficially by applying general rules and by relying on past observations
in similar contexts.

Regarding fake news, literature proposes that the preexisting beliefs an individual holds
influence their use of certain information processing styles (Tandoc, 2019). For example,
phenomena such as selective exposure have people process information in a way that is consistent
with their attitudes and thus, can make them also more vulnerable to perceive fake news as credible.
Hence, a relationship between the general use of an individual’s processing style in a certain
context - in this case, a political - and their susceptibility to perceive fake news as either accurate
or inaccurate can be expected. Connected with the model of Chaiken (1980), one might argue that
a systematic information processor is more likely to perceive a fake news piece when judging it
based on its actual content as less accurate. A heuristic information processor, on the other hand,
might tend to perceive fake news’ accuracy as high due to his or her more superficial analysis of
the news piece. These expectations result in two additional hypotheses in order to answer the
research question:

H4. A systematic processing style negatively correlates with an individual’s perceived fake

news accuracy.

H5. A heuristic processing style positively correlates with an individual’s perceived fake

Nnews accuracy.



2. Methods
2.1 Design
The study was designed as a correlational survey and employed four independent variables, namely
Intellectual Openness, Systematic Processing, and Heuristic Processing as well as General Trust
in journalists as an independent and moderator variable, and Perceived Fake News Accuracy as
well as Perceived Real News Accuracy as the dependent variables. The latter two were measured

by using fake and real news items as stimulus material.

2.2 Participants

The current study comprised a convenience sample of 113 people who took part in the survey
voluntarily. Next to recruitment via the Test Subject Pool System (SONA) of the University of
Twente, most of the participants were enlisted via accessibility, such as through social network
posts and by further convenience. There were no rewards granted for participation besides 0.25
credit points for students who took part in the study via SONA. The inclusion criteria required
participants to be at least 18 years old or older as well as sufficient English skills. This left a sample
with an age range from 19 to 60 years (M = 23,4, SD = 5,5) of which 40,7% of the participants
were male and 59,3% were female. Furthermore, 92% of them stated being of German nationality,
6,2% were Dutch, and 1,8% of the participants had another nationality. Regarding their highest
completed level of education, the majority of participants indicated to have a high school or
equivalent degree, 24,8% a bachelor’s degree, and 4,4% stated to have a master’s degree.

In total, 179 responses were recorded. 66 of them were not taken into consideration due to
non-completion of the questionnaire or due to not having the consent of some participants to use
their data. At least eleven people who took part in the study were students at the University of
Twente since they took part in the study via SONA and, thus, the other 168 participants were

recruited by convenience.

2.3 Materials

Four Facebook posts were constructed and used as stimulus material for measuring the participants’
Perceived Fake News Accuracy and Perceived Fake News Accuracy (see Appendix C). Two of the
posts contained fake information, while the other two presented real news to the reader. Their

content was taken from the fact-checking website snopes.com as well as from online news articles.
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With the help of a fake posts generator website called zeoob.com, the information pieces were all
put into the format of Facebook posts to have the participants not be biased by the kind and design
of the websites they initially originated from. All the posts contained political information
concerning topics that can be considered being been up-do-date today or in the past two years
(Soler i Lecha, 2018). Also, the topics are all known for currently being some of the most discussed
ones by politically polarized parties, such as election fraud, illegal immigration, and Islamic
terrorism. This was done to have the dependent variables measured in a context of ideological
polarization.

The first fake post was derived from an article found via scopes.com. The content of the
post originated from an item that went viral in December 2019, first published on the website
‘Hardnox & Friends’ which is known for spreading false rumors and subversive news (Evon,
2019). For the purpose of the study, the topic of this meme was put into a fabricated text that used
noticeably impulsive and affect-driven language as well as clear propaganda against Islamists.
Additionally, it ended with a call for spreading awareness by sharing the post. This was done to
pick up on the layouts of social media posts that seem to be common for being created by
ideologically polarized parties. Furthermore, the author ascribed to the post, recognizable by the
trademark icon as well as by the Facebook page’s name, was chosen to be ‘The American
Conservative’ which is an actual news magazine that promotes conservatism and aims at opposing
power in government and business, as stated on the magazine’s webpage (The American
Conservative, 2020). The news magazine was chosen to be the author of the fake news post based
on their existent posts which often come close to the content of the fake news message that was
created for the stimulus material. Also, it was expected that the ‘Conservative’ in the magazine’s
name was giving a hint that the post creator might produce politically motivated news over genuine
or factual ones.

The second fake stimulus was also taken from snopes.com. The original article was
published on the website ‘Conservative Fighters’, in which an illegal immigrant was accused of
unlawful voting behavior in favor of Hillary Clinton. However, the fact-checking website revealed
that the defendant neither immigrated in The United States illegally nor voted unrightful during the
presidential election in 2016 (Garcia, 2017). Based on the information provided on snopes.com,
the news message was put into a fabricated Facebook post and was presented to the readers as

being published by the conservative television news channel ‘Fox News’. This channels’ news has
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been found to have a significant effect on its readers’ voting behavior in favor of Republicans over
the years and therefore, might be a questionable new source (DellaVigna & Kaplan, 2007).
Additionally, the wording of the post was based on examples of social media propaganda which
are commonly phrased in a provocative way with hostile and aggressive language (Farkas, Schou,
& Neumayer, 2018). Thus, the formulations were a second hint that the news item might not be
credible but propagandized.

The other two posts that acted as stimulus material contained real, truthful information. One
of the posts originated from an online article by ‘tagesschau’, one of the biggest German newscasts,
and was dealing with the e-mail affair of Hillary Clinton in the election campaign of 2016
(tagesschau, 2015; see Appendix C). The author was changed to ‘CNN Politics’ since this American
news-based channel seemed to be internationally better known than the ‘tagesschau’. The content
of the second real news post was derived from the British daily newspaper ‘The Guardian’ and was
selected because of its topic that contained immigrants’ health care options in the USA as well as
Trump’s statement about the situation (The Guardian, 2019). Thus, it depicts controversial news
topics and the participants might have been rather skeptical of its content. The two real Facebook
posts were created and added to the stimulus material to have the true aim of the study disguised,
so the participants would not immediately notice by means of the posts that Perceived Fake News
Accuracy was investigated. Additionally, they were supposed to help measuring participant’s
Perceived Real News Accuracy, its items functioned as a measurement scale for this variable.
Moreover, the participants’ ratings of how credible the real posts were, were telling how they
generally perceive the verity of online news media, regardless of whether they are real or fake. As
a difference to the fake news, the real posts were not written and presented as politically polarized
nor as seeking for ideological gain.

All four Facebook posts can be found in Appendix C.

2.3.1 Instruments

Intellectual Openness

The participant’s Intellectual Openness was measured by a construct of the Six Factor Personality
Questionnaire of Jackson, Paunonen, and Tremblay (2000). From this questionnaire, seven items
were extracted whereas four of them were negatively keyed and three were not (0¢=.63). Examples

of the negative items that measured Intellectual Openness were: “I am not interested in theoretical
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discussions”, or “I try to avoid complex people”. The others were, for example, “I prefer variety to
routine”, and “I am open to change”. The participants were required to indicate the extent they
perceive that the items’ statements applied to them by using a seven-point Likert Scale, ranging

from 1 (‘Strongly Disagree’) to 7 (‘Strongly Agree’). All items can be found in Appendix B.

General Trust in Journalists

The second variable was investigated by using a six-item scale of Siegrist, Gutscher, and Earle
(2005) that was supposed to measure a person’s general trust in people. For the purpose of this
research, one item was left out and the other items were slightly adapted into the context of the
study by replacing the words ‘people’ and ‘strangers’ with ‘journalists’ (a=.81). Thus, this part of
the questionnaire consisted of five items extracted from the corresponding literature, such as: “I
can’t trust journalists anymore”, and “If given a chance, most journalists would try to take

advantage of me” (see Appendix B).

Information Processing Styles

In order to measure what information processing style the participants tend to use when it comes
to political information in the media, in total nine items on heuristic and systematic processing
were extracted from the literature of Griffin, Neuwirth, Giese, and Dunwoody (2002). Again, the
wording of the statements was slightly modified in order to stay within the context of the study by
changing the topic the participant was asked about in each item into a ‘political topic’. After that,
the Systematic Processing variable showed poor inter-item reliability, so Cronbach’s alpha was
raised by deleting several items from the scale. Thus, the final variable consisted of only two items
which were “After | encounter information about a political topic, | am likely to stop and think
about it”, and “After thinking about a political topic, | have a broader understanding” (a=.62). The
same procedure was applied for Heuristic Processing: one item got deleted in order to increase
Cronbach’s alpha to an acceptable level (0=.56) and left the final variable with three items instead
of four (see Appendix B). Here, all items in the questionnaire were rated by the participants on a

seven-point Likert scale as well.

Perceived Fake News Accuracy and Perceived Real News Accuracy
Furthermore, the participants were required to rate the posts and their contents’ credibility on a

scale constructed by Appelman and Sundar (2015). The originators have found that message
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credibility can be best measured when participants must rate the content of a news source in three
adjectives: accurate, authentic, and believable. By the means of this credibility scale and based on
the fake news items in the survey, the variable Perceived Fake News Accuracy was computed in
the current study (0=.83). Additionally, the two real news posts and thus, the corresponding six
items were combined under a second dependent variable named Perceived Real News Accuracy
which also showed to be of good reliability with o=.84. After been given time to read and inspect
each news stimulus, the participants were asked to rate the extent to which they perceive it as
“accurate”, “authentic”, and “believable” by presenting the statement “I think the content of this
Facebook post can be described as being ...” first. Then, they were asked to agree to those three
items on a seven-point Likert scale, again ranging from 1 (‘Strongly Disagree”) to 7 (‘Strongly
Agree’). The credibility scale was repeatedly shown to the participants to ensure that their
perception of the trustworthiness of each post was captured. It can be found together with the

stimulus material under Appendix C.

2.4 Procedure
The study was generated with the help of the software company Qualtrics. Before it went online,
it was approved by the BMS Ethics Committee of the University of Twente.

Furthermore, the study was distributed via an online link that the participants either received
from the researcher herself or were able to access via the SONA System of the University of
Twente. Before starting the survey, the people who took part received some information regarding
the study, the participants’ rights, and the use of their data (see Appendix A). However, within this
informed consent, the true aim of the study was disguised and pretended to be the investigation of
a potential relationship between people’s character traits and their social media use regarding
political news information. This was done in order to avoid participant bias. The participants should
not actively focus on potential hints that might reveal one of the posts as fake news, but solely on
rating how accurate, authentic and believable the information seemed to them personally.
Furthermore, they could choose to consent or not consent to the information they have been given.
On the next page, they were first required to fill in their demographics, namely age, gender,
nationality, and highest completed level of education they hold. Then, the participants were
introduced to the first questionnaire that aimed at measuring their information processing style in

a political context. They were asked to carefully read the statements and indicate to what extent
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they agree with them on a seven-point Likert scale. In the following, the questionnaire that
measured Intellectual Openness and then, five items to measure General Trust in journalists were
presented to the participants. They were again required to rate to which extent they agree to the
statements on the same Likert scale as before. After that, the four news stimuli were shown to the
participants and a short statement explained that they originated from Facebook. After every post
the participants were asked to carefully inspect, they were expected to rate their overall
trustworthiness about what they just have read on the credibility scale. The scale was repeatedly
shown to them after every post. It was stated that there was no time limit for reading the posts.
Then, the survey ended with a detailed debriefing which picked up the fact that the true aim of the
study was disguised. Moreover, it revealed its actual purpose and included an explanation of why
this kind of deception had to happen for the purpose of the study (see Appendix D). Here, the
participants were given another opportunity to either agree or disagree with the informed consent
signed beforehand and, thus, to decide whether the data can be used by the researcher or not. In the
end, the participants were thanked for taking part in the study as well as for their time and honesty.

All in all, conducting the study took around ten to 12 minutes per participant.

3. Results

3.1 Descriptive Statistics
To get a general impression of the data, basic statistical analysis was conducted. Overall, the
variables do not differ much in their mean values. The results indicate that the participants scored
rather high on the character trait of Intellectual Openness (M = 5.02, SD = 1.76). Additionally, this
variable showed to have a negative correlation with Perceived Fake News Accuracy (r (111) = -
.20, p <.05), and a moderate, positive relationship with Perceived Real News Accuracy (r (111) =
32, p<.01).

Furthermore, the values for Systematic Processing (M = 4.93, SD = 1.03) and Perceived
Real News Accuracy (M = 4.58, SD = 0.95) showed that the sample generally tended to process
political news information more in-depth as well as they tended to perceive the credibility of the
real news items as rather high in most of the examples. Perceived Fake News Accuracy had a
relatively low mean value (M = 2.92, SD = 1.08), thus, the participants tended to rate the accuracy
of the fake news items as rather low. In addition, Systematic Processing showed to have a

significant but weak negative correlation with Perceived Fake News Accuracy (r (111) =-.22, p <
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.01) and a positive but weak one with Perceived Real News Accuracy (r (111) =.20, p <.05). The
results furthermore indicate that the participants scored less high on a more Heuristic Processing
style (M = 3.40, SD = 1.03) in political information contexts. Also, this variable showed to have a
positive correlation with Perceived Fake News Accuracy (r (111) =-.26, p <.01), and a negative
one with Perceived Real News Accuracy (r (111) =-.28, p < .01).

Slightly higher values were again detected regarding people’s General Trust in journalists
(M =4.45, SD = 0.99). Since the scores for General Trust were still above average, it can be said
that the sample generally inclined to show trust in news journalists. However, a significant negative
relationship to Perceived Fake News Accuracy was observable which showed that both variables
are strongly associated with each other (r (111) =-.38, p <.01). The relationship between General
Trust and Perceived Real News Accuracy also showed to be a rather strong and positive one (r
(111) = .35, p <.01). Thus, it can be noted that all variables showed significant, moderate to strong
correlations with each other which are illustrated in Table 1.

It is further noticeable that there have been large differences in the mean item scores for
Perceived Fake News Accuracy and Perceived Real News Accuracy, having generally higher mean
scores for Perceived Real News Accuracy. Thus, the participants generally tended to perceive the
real news items as more and the fake news as less accurate. Furthermore, Perceived Fake News
Accuracy and Perceived Real News Accuracy showed to have a statistically insignificant
correlation with each other (r (111) = -.02, p = .86). Hence, a significant connection between how

people perceive the accuracy of real news and fake news does not exist.

Table 1. Pearson Correlation Between All Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 Perceived Accuracy of Fake News -

2 Perceived Accuracy of Real News  -.02 -

3 Intellectual Openness -.20* 32*F* -
4 General Trust in Journalists -.38**  3b** 38** -
5 Systematic Information Processing -.22**  .20* 37** A45**
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6 Heuristic Information Processing  .26** -28*%*  -34*%*  -35%*% - 45%*

Note: *p<.05. **p<.01

3.2 Main Analysis

Four of the five hypotheses were tested by conducting two multiple regression analyses. By the
means of both analyses, the predictive power of people’s Intellectual Openness, Heuristic and
Systematic Processing, and General Trust on their Perceived Fake News Accuracy as well as on
Perceived Real News Accuracy was investigated. Additionally, two multiple regression analyses
were conducted to investigate the moderation effect of General Trust on the correlation between
Intellectual Openness on both dependent variables. All four assumptions of linearity, normality,
homoscedasticity, and multicollinearity were checked and have been met for the analyses.

For the first model, analyzing the predictive power of the independent variables on
Perceived Fake News Accuracy, a significant regression equation was found (F (4, 108) = 5.23, p
< .01) with an R2 of .16. With regard to the research question, the results have shown that
individuals’ Perceived Fake News Accuracy cannot be explained by their levels of Intellectual
Openness to a significant extent (B = -.02, SE = .14, p = .86). However, it has been found that
Perceived Real News Accuracy is positively correlated with people’s Intellectual Openness since
the relationship was a significant one (B = .20, SE = .12, p <.01). The regression equation for this
model analyzing the predictive power of all independent variables on Perceived Real News
Accuracy showed to be significant as well (F (4, 108) = 6.04, p <.01) with an R? of .18. Based on
these results, the first hypothesis suggesting that individuals with higher intellectual openness tend
to perceive fake news as inaccurate needs to be rejected. In fact, the individuals’ higher level of
intellectual openness has shown to predict that they perceive real news as rather accurate, but
results did not indicate that their Perceived Fake News Accuracy is related to their intellectual
openness levels.

Furthermore, the research question thematized the influence of different information
processing styles on people’s perceptions of the accuracy of fake news content. Here, the results
of the multiple regression analysis have shown that for the Systematic Processing variable, there is
a non-significant relationship with Perceived Fake News Accuracy (B = -.01, SE = .11, p = .95).

The outcome indicated the same for Heuristic Processing with B = .13, SE = .11, and p = .19.
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Looking at these results, people’s perceptions of the accuracy of fake news cannot be related to the
different information processing styles they tend to use in political contexts. Thus, the hypothesis
that a systematic processing style negatively correlates with an individual’s Perceived Fake News
Accuracy needs to be rejected. The same applies to the fifth hypothesis suggesting that Heuristic
Processing positively correlates with an individual’s Perceived Fake News Accuracy. Thus, both
hypotheses cannot be confirmed by the results of this study.

A Pearson Correlation has shown that the relationship between General Trust and
Perceived Fake News Accuracy as well as Perceived Real News Accuracy were rather strong ones
(see Table 1). With the help of the multiple regression analysis, these relationships were
investigated more closely. Firstly, General Trust has proven to account for a statistically significant
amount of Perceived Fake News Accuracy (B =-.32, SE = .11, p <.01). Moreover, the results have
shown the relationship to be a negative one. This means that participants who scored high on having
trust in journalists perceived the credibility of the fake news items as less accurate. Furthermore,
the relationship between General Trust and Perceived Real News Accuracy has been tested. Here,
the results indicate that people’s General Trust positively predicts the dependent variable with B =
- .25, SE = .10, and p < .05. Based on the results, the hypothesis that people who show higher trust
in new journalists generally tend to perceive news as accurate, regardless of whether they are real
or fake, needs to be rejected due to the negative relationship between General Trust and Perceived
Fake News Accuracy. However, it can be said based on the analysis outcome that individuals with
higher trust in journalists tend to perceive real news as more accurate, and fake news as less

accurate.

Table 2. Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses for Variables predicting Perceived Fake
News Accuracy and Perceived Real News Accuracy (N=113)

Perceived Fake News Perceived Real News
Accuracy Accuracy
Variable B SE B p B SE B p
Intellectual -.02 14 .86 .20 12 .05

Openness
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General -.32 A1 .00 .25 .10 .02
Trust

Systematic -.01 A1 .95 -.05 A0 .61
Processing

Heuristic 13 11 19 -15 .09 13
Processing

R2 .16 18

F for Change 5.23** 6.04**

in R?

Note: **p < .01.

Finally, two moderated regressions were run within the analyses in order to test the effect
of General Trust on the relationship between Perceived Fake News Accuracy and Intellectual
Openness and, secondly, on the relationship between Perceived Real News Accuracy and
Intellectual Openness. The outcome of the first model showed that both standardized variables of
General Trust and Intellectual Openness accounted for a statistically significant amount of
Perceived Fake News Accuracy (R? = .15, F (2, 110) = 9.47, p <.01). Furthermore, the interaction
effect introduced in this analysis contributed to the variance in Perceived Fake News Accuracy to
a statistically significant extent (AR2 = .05, AF (1, 109) = 6.60, p < .05). Here, the results indicate
that General Trust moderates the correlation between Intellectual Openness and Perceived Fake
News Accuracy in a negative way. This means that the higher the trust people have in news
journalists is, the lower is the effect of their intellectual openness on how they perceive the accuracy
of fake news (B =-.22, SE = .11, p <.01). In summary, the effect of both independent variables
General Trust and Intellectual Openness accounted for a significant extent of Perceived Fake News
Accuracy, although both individual variables do not account for the dependent variable to a
statistically detectable extent. Thus, the partial hypothesis that individuals’ general trust in
journalists moderates the influence of intellectual openness on Perceived Fake News Accuracy is
confirmed. Moreover, it can be concluded that General Trust has a negative interaction effect on
the relationship between Perceived Fake News Accuracy and Intellectual Openness. Thus, if people
hold high trust in the journalists of a certain fake news source, their levels of intellectual openness
have a lower effect on how their perception of the accuracy of this news.
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An additional moderation analysis investigated the effect of General Trust on the

relationship between Perceived Real News Accuracy and Intellectual Openness. Here, the centered

variables in the first model showed to have a significant effect on the outcome variable (Rz = .17,
F (2, 110) = 10.95, p < .01). However, the interaction effect of General Trust showed to be an

insignificant one when testing for the impact of both independent variables on Perceived Real News
Accuracy (AR? = .17, AF (1, 109) = .41, p = .71). These results indicate that the suggested

interaction effect on Perceived Fake News Accuracy needs to be rejected (see Table 3).

Table 3. Summary of Moderated Regression Analyses to Test for an Interaction Effect of General

Trust (N=113)

Perceived Fake News

Perceived Real News

Accuracy Accuracy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
Variable B SEB p B SEB p B SEB p B SEB p
Intellectual -05 .14 59  -.08 13 .39 22 12 .02 22 12 .03
Openness
General Trust -36 .10 00 -.36 10 .00 27 .09 .01 27 .09 .01
Intellectual
Openness X -.22 A1 .01 -.03 10 71
General Trust
R2 15 .20 17 17
F for Change 9.47** 6.56** 10.95** 14
in R2

Note: Intellectual Openness and General Trust were centered at their means.

Note: **p < .01

4. Discussion
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The research question to be answered in the current study was stated as “To what extent is people’s
intellectual openness linked to their perceived news accuracy concerning real and fake news? Are
people’s perceptions of the accuracy of fake news content in a political context related to different
information processing styles?”. The aim of this research was to answer this question in order to
identify potential underlying factors that influence an individual’s susceptibility to perceive fake
news accuracy on social media platforms as rather high. The same analyses as for perceived fake
news accuracy were conducted to investigate people’s perceived accuracy of real news for the sake
of comparison. By the means of this, the study overall aimed at providing an approach to help
future research finding means that might help people in the detection of fake news, once the
underlying factors that possibly influence perceived fake news accuracy are identified. Thereby,
the influence of fake news in a society can be reduced simultaneously with the perceived fake news
accuracy of people.

Based on previous literature, the influence of several factors on people’s perceived accuracy
of online fake news was hypothesized. The first hypothesis indicated that individuals’ intellectual
openness is an underlying factor that plays a role in perceived fake news accuracy. More
specifically, the hypothesis stated that people who are displaying higher levels of intellectual
openness are more likely to perceive the content of a fake news item as inaccurate. The assumption
was based on several papers that linked analytical thinking, which is involved in the acceptance
and belief of fake news, to cognitive ability, and individuals’ cognitive ability to their intellectual
openness (Pennycook & Rand, 2019; DeYoung, Quilty, Peterson, & Gray, 2014). The current study
took on to investigate the direct link between intellectual openness and perceived fake news
accuracy, but also between intellectual openness and perceived real news accuracy for comparative
reasons. Inconsistently with the previous assumption, the results showed an insignificant
correlation between the two variables Intellectual Openness and Perceived Fake News Accuracy.
Thus, intellectual openness cannot be identified as an underlying factor of the way people perceive
the accuracy of fake news. Nevertheless, the level of intellectual openness an individual tends to
hold showed to be positively correlated with their perception of the accuracy of real news. Hence,
it can be concluded that higher levels of intellectual openness lead to higher perceived news
accuracy. People with higher intellectual openness tend to perceive the correctness of real news as

high, but do not perceive the accuracy of fake news as rather low.
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Furthermore, a positive relationship between the general trust people hold in news
journalists and their perceived fake as well as real news accuracy was hypothesized. Since literature
had shown that trust generally builds the basis for believing information, it was assumed that people
who trust journalists also have a stronger belief in the accuracy of their news, regardless of whether
these are true or false (Coleman, 2012). The outcome of the current study cannot confirm that
individuals who hold higher levels of trust in journalists are more likely to show greater perceived
news accuracy in real and fake news. In fact, the results have shown that individuals with higher
trust in journalists also indicated higher perceived real news accuracy which would partly confirm
the hypothesis. However, a negative relationship was found between trust and their perceptions of
the accuracy of fake news, which means that people with higher trust tend to perceive the accuracy
of fake news as rather low. Thus, individuals that show higher general trust in journalists do not
show to generally tend to perceive news as accurate, disregarding whether they are real or fake.

Even though the trust people have in journalists did not indicate to be of predictive power
for Perceived Fake News Accuracy, it showed to have moderate to strong correlations with both
dependent variables. Hence, further analysis investigated the effect of General Trust on the
correlation between Intellectual Openness and Perceived Fake News Accuracy, which had
previously shown to be an insignificant one. However, although both individual independent
variables of trust and intellectual openness were accounting for Perceived Fake News Accuracy to
a marginally statistical extent, together they showed to have a significant effect on the dependent
variable. Furthermore, the results indicate that there is a negative interaction effect of people’s trust
on Intellectual Openness and Perceived Fake News Accuracy. Thus, firstly, the partial hypothesis
that trust in journalists affects the strength of the relationship between people’s intellectual
openness on their Perceived Fake News Accuracy is confirmed. Moreover, since the moderation
effect showed to be a negative one, it can be said that when people hold high trust in the journalists
of a certain fake news source, their levels of intellectual openness have a lower effect on how their
perception of the accuracy of this news. On the other hand, the results for the investigation of the
effect of trust on the correlation between people’s intellectual openness and their Perceived Real
News Accuracy showed that general trust does not have a significant interaction effect here. Hence,
individuals’ general trust in journalists indeed moderates the influence of intellectual openness on
their perceptions of fake news accuracy, but not on how accurate they perceive real news to be.

The overall hypothesis needs to be rejected, but it is noticeable that trust in news journalists
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moderates the influence of people’s intellectual openness only on their perceived accuracy of fake
news in a negative way. This finding might give an approach for future research, highlighting the
importance of trust in the perception of fake news as an underlying factor of general perceived fake
news accuracy.

With regard to the research question, two further hypotheses suggested a correlation
between different information processing styles and people’s perception of fake news accuracy.
Literature had shown that the way people process information can be described in terms of
systematic and heuristic processing (Chaiken, 1980). The author argued that individuals either use
one or both processing styles when evaluating and judging an information piece. Systematic
processing refers to a style that involves more cognitive effort as well as an in-depth evaluation of
the perceived information. A heuristic processing style, on the other hand, relies on easily
accessible information such as external cues of the information piece, rather than on its actual
content (Chaiken, 1980). Based on this, it was argued that an individual who processes political
information in a more systematic way will perceive fake news as less accurate when approaching
an information piece more in-depth. Moreover, a heuristic information processor would assess
them as more accurate. The results indicate that these assumptions cannot be confirmed. The
correlation between Systematic Processing and Perceived Fake News Accuracy as well as between
Heuristic Processing and the dependent variable showed to be insignificant. Thus, neither a
systematic processing style was found to negatively correlate with an individual’s perceived fake
news accuracy, nor has a heuristic processing style shown to positively correlate with it.

As mentioned before, for the sake of comparison, the measurement of Perceived Real News
Accuracy has been included in the current study although it mainly focused on underlying factors
in people’s perception of fake news. Overall, two of the four independent variables indicated
predictive power of the dependent variable Perceived Real News Accuracy, regardless of whether
there was a correlation between the variables and Perceived Fake News Accuracy. People’s
intellectual openness and their trust in journalists both positively correlated with the real news
dependent variable. Thus, people who showed high Intellectual Openness or General Trust tended
to perceive the real news items as rather accurate. After previous literature had shown that a lack
of open-minded, analytical thinking leads to a greater believe fake news, the current study shows
that high levels of intellectual openness account for higher perceived real news accuracy. Also, it

indicates that people tend to perceive real news as more accurate when generally trusting in
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journalists, but that if they have low trust, they tend to perceive fake news accuracy as rather high.
Furthermore, it is noteworthy that General Trust showed to have a significant, negative interaction
effect on the correlation between Intellectual Openness and Perceived Fake News Accuracy,
whereas Intellectual Openness had shown to not account for the dependent variable to a statistically
significant extent. However, it did for the variable of Perceived Real News Accuracy, but here, the
interaction effect of trust did not show to be significant. Overall, the investigated underlying factors
tended to account mostly for the perception of real news accuracy. Thus, the study found more
underlying factors that contribute to people’s perceived real news accuracy, and that different
information processing styles as well as intellectual openness alone do not account for people’s

perception of the accuracy of fake news.

4.1 Limitations and Recommendations
Next to the valuable findings of this research, there are also some weak points to it. Firstly, it needs
to be mentioned that the chosen sample has not been well-defined with regards to the actual content
of the study. Since the study included a convenience sample that is not representative of the whole
population, it is likely that sampling bias has been a problem (Farrokhi & Mahmoudi-Hamidabad,
2012). A vast majority of the participants were German or Dutch, and basic English skills were
expected from them to meet the inclusion criteria and to be able to take part in the survey. To know
and understand a second language other than one’s mother tongue in terms of reading and language
usage, a certain level of education, as well as general intelligence, is fundamental for the possession
of these skills (Genesee, 1976). All of the participants indicated having least a high school or
equivalent degree which means that the study has not taken people with lower educational levels
into account. Furthermore, the basic level of intelligence a person needs to hold in order to be able
to learn a second language is related to the level of an individual’s intellectual openness measured
in the current study. DeYoung, Quilty, Peterson, and Gray (2014) positively associated the big five
personality trait Openness/Intellect, on which the variable Intellectual Openness is based on, with
both verbal and nonverbal intelligence. Thus, it can be expected that the participants included in
the sample had due to their English skills as well as their basic levels of general intelligence a
higher level of intellectual openness before taking part in the study. This means that the sample is
not representative of the entire population.

Furthermore, the mean age of the participants was 23 years, which is quite low in the overall

age range from 18 to 60 years. Literature has found that in comparison to older people, young
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people in Europe generally tend to show lower political participation (Briggs, 2017). This finding
is in line with a study by Serek, Machackova, and Macek (2017) which links people’s levels of
political participation to their age. This means that there is a chance that most of the young
participants in the current study might not have been interested in the political content of the news
items. Additionally, to keep it international, the study was dealing with American politics mostly.
However, since the sample included almost only participants of German and Dutch nationality, the
interest in the political content could have been even more decreased because it did not deal with
topics in the participants’ home countries. Thus, the results of this study might be biased by the
general non-interest in the American politics of some participants. Future studies should take this
limitation into account and measure perceived fake news accuracy in several, different contexts to
avoid such biases.

An additional limitation is the poor reliability of the information processing scales which
might be due to their modification into a political context for the purpose of this study. Other studies
that investigated systematic and heuristic processing with the same items used in the current
research, but unmodified ones, showed to have an acceptable to good inter-item reliability (Griffin,
Neuwirth, Giese, & Dunwoody, 2002). The low-reliability values of the scales used in this study
are a possible reason for the insignificant results regarding the information processing variables. It
is recommended for future research to increase the reliability by, for example, including more items
in both scales.

Another recommendation for future studies is to further research the influence of people’s
general trust on underlying factors for perceived fake news accuracy. This study has shown that
general trust in news journalists points in the direction of having a significant, negative interaction
effect in the correlation of Intellectual Openness and Perceived Fake News Accuracy. Furthermore,
trust has shown to be a predictor of the way individuals perceive the accuracy of online fake and
real news items. These results can be taken to find means to increase people’s trust in journalists
as high levels of trust showed to lead to lower perceived fake news accuracy. Thus, acceptance and
hence, the spread of fake news on the internet might be counteracted in the long term by further

investigating the role of people’s trust in invalid messages.

4.2 Conclusion
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The aim of this research was to investigate to what extent underlying factors such as people’s
intellectual openness and different information processing styles people tend to use in politically
polarized news contexts are related to their perceived accuracy of fake and real news.

Based on the results, it can be assumed that an individual’s level of trust in journalists is a
factor that plays a significant role in their perception of the accuracy of news. Also, the results
showed that general trust in journalists has a negative effect on the strength of the relationship
between intellectual openness and perceived fake news accuracy. This might build a basis for
further investigation of this factor in future research. What needed to be rejected was the
assumption that underlying aspects such as people’s intellectual openness and their use of different
information processing styles play a significant role in the perception of fake and real news. The
results have shown a non-significant relationship for both, whereas systematic and heuristic
processing have been measured with items of poor reliability. For future research, it is
recommended to investigate the factors that have shown to underlie the perception of fake news
such as people’s trust in journalists as well as further ones, also in other contexts next to ideological
polarization. In defiance of the limitations and the sampling problems, the outcome of this study
does point at the involvement of trust as an underlying factor in perceived news accuracy. More
specifically, general trust showed to have a negative correlation with perceived fake news accuracy,
and a positive one with perceived real news accuracy. Furthermore, it showed to account for a
statistically significant extent to the correlation between intellectual openness and perceived fake
news accuracy. Therewith, the overall aim of the study to identify processes that are involved in
the perceived accuracy of political real and fake information on the internet is met. Future research
can build upon this study and establish an approach to intervening in underlying processes such as

people’s trust in order to help readers in the detection of fake news, and thereby, to cut its power.
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Infermed Consent

Diear participant, thank you very much for deciding to take part in my resesarch.

The study is done by Elisa Bockholt from the Faculty of Behavioral, Management and
Social Sciences at the University of Twente in the context of Psychology of Conflict, Risk,
and Safety (CRE). Please read the following information carefully.

The airn of this research is to investigate the relationship between people's character traits
and their social media use in a political context. Completing the study will take
appraximately 10 minutes.

Please understand that your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you have
the right to withdraw at any time, without having to give any reason. Your information will b2
trested strictly confidential and used only for research purposes. There are no known risks
associsted with this study.

In czse of any further questions or ambiguities regarding the study, feel fres to contact the
researcher via this e-mail: e bockhol@student ubwents.nl

| understand and consent that:

1.1 am 13 years old or older.

2.1 understand the content and participate in this study voluntarily.

3. | hawe the right to withdraw from paricipation in this study at any time without any
negative conseguences and without having to give any reason.

4 My personal information will be anonymized in order to protect my privacy.

. My data will be treated confidentially and anly used for research purposes.

§.1 agree that all my data can be evaluated and used for ressarch.

7.1 hawe been given guarantee that this study has been reviewed and approved by the
BMS Ethics Committee of the University of Twente.

In zase you have questions regarding wour rights a5 a research participant, wish to obtain
mmare information, or want to share any concermns with someone other than the researcher,
you can contact the Secretary of the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Behavioral,
Management and Saocial Sciences at the University of Twente via this e-mail:
ethicscommitiee-brmsi@utwente.n

) Vs, | do consenl

) Ma, | do nat cansznt.

a. Demographics
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What is your age?

What is your gender?

() Male
() Female

() Other

What is your nationality ?

(C) Dutch
(") German
() Other, namely:

What is your highest completed level of education?

(") High school or equivalent (2.g. VWO, Abitur)
i) Bachelor's degree

() Masier's degree

O PhD

() Other, namely:

b. Systematic and Heuristic Risk Information Processing
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First, | would like to know more about the way you encounter political information in the
media. Please read the following statements carefully and indicate to what extent you agree
with them.

Meither

agree
Strongly Somewhat nor Somewhat Strongly
Disagree Disagree disagree  dizagree agree Agree agree

After | emcounter

information

about a political

topic, 1 am likely o o G o o o G
to stop and think

about it.

After thinking

about a political

topic, | have a O O O O O O o
broader

undersianding.

There is far

more

information on a

political topic o o o o O O o
than | personally

need.

Ifl need to act

on a political

matter, the mare o o o o O O O
viewpoinis | get,

the better.

When | zee or

hear information

about a political

topic, | rarely o o o ] O O ®]
spend much

time thinking

about it.

When |

encounter

infarmation

about a political o o o o O O ®]
topic, | focus on

only a few key

points.
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It iz imporiant

for me to

interpret

information

about a political i
topic in a way

that applies

diractly to my

life.

If | need to act

on a political

matter, the )
advice of one

expert is enough

for me.

When |

encounter

information

about a political

topic, I read or 0
listen to most of

it, even though |

may not agree

with its

perzpective.

Intellectual Openness
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Mow, | would like to know a bit more about you and your personality. Flease read the
following statements carefully and indicate to what extent they apply to you.

| prefer variety to routine.

(") strongly Disagree

() Disagres

() Somewhat disagree

(") Meither agree nor disagres
() Somewhat agree

() Agree
(") strongly agree

| am not interested in theoretical discussions.

(") strongly Disagree

() Dizagree

() Somewhat disagree

() Meither agree nor disagree
() Somewhat agree

() Agree
i) Sirongly agree



| prefer to stick with things that | know.

(") Strongly Disagree

() Disagres

() Somewhat disagree

(") Meither agree nor disagree
i) Somewhat agree

() Agree

(O Strongly agree

| am interested in many things.

() Strongly Disagree

i) Disagres

() Somewhat disagree

(") Meither agree nor disagree
() Somewhat agree

() Agree

(") Strongly agres

| rarely look for deeper meaning in things.

(") strongly Disagree

(") Dizagree

() Somewhat disagree

() Meither agree nor disagree
() Somewhat agree

() Agree
i) Strongly agree
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I try to avoid complex people.

(") strongly Disagree

i) Disagree

() Somewhat disagree

(") Meither agree nor disagres
() Somewhat agree

() Agree
(") strongly agres

| am open to change.

i) strongly Disagree

() Disagres

() Somewhat disagree

(") Meither agree nor disagree
() Somewhat agree

() Agree

() sirongly agres

d. General Trust in Journalists
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Furthermore, | would like to know more about your general trust in media journalists. Once
again, read the following statements carefully and indicate to what extent you agree with
them.

| can't trust journalists anymaore.

() Strongly Disagree

() Disagree

() Somewhat disagree

() Meither agree nor disagree
() Somewhat agree

() Agree
(") Strongly agree

Most journalists tell a lie when they can benefit from doing so.

(") Strongly Disagree

i) Disagres

() Somewhat disagres

() Meither agree nor disagree
() Somewhat agree

(D Agree
(") strongly agree



Most journalists are too busy looking out for themselves to be helpful.

i) Strongly Dizagree

() Disagree

() Somewhat disagree

i) Meither agree nor dizagree
() Somewhat agree

() Agree
() Strongly agres

Most journalists are basically honest.

() Strongly Disagree

(") Disagree

() Somewhat disagree

i) Neither agree nor dizagree
(") Somewhat agree

() Agree

() Strongly agree

If given a chance, most journalists would try to take advantage of me.

i) Strongly Disagree

() Disagres

i) Somewhat disagres

() Meither agree nor disagree
() Somewhat agree

(D Agres
() Strongly agree

Appendix C
Stimulus Material and Credibility Scales
a. Stimulus 1: Real
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In the following, a total of four different social media posts will be shown to you, originated
from Facebook. After every post, you will be asked to fill in a short guestionnaire related to
the post you just have seen. Please make sure to fill in this guestionnaire. Mote that there is
no time limit for reading the posts.

CNHN Politics
wis o Yesterday at 4:45am - &

Hillary Clinton hands FBI her server: US presidential candidate Hillary Clinton has
ordered her campaign team to hand over the controversial personal email server
from her time as Secretary of State to the Department of Justice.

Clinton had come under criticism for using her private email account for
professional messages during her tenure as Secretary of State. As the affair is
increasingly becoming a burden in the election campaign, the turnaround at
Clinton, which is the favarite for the top Demaocratic candidate for the 2016
presidential election, is now evident.

A US official familiar with the case said that Clinton's lawyer David Kendall had
given three USE sticks to the FBI. This included highly sensitive information that,
according to the FBI, could not have remained in the possession of the lawyer.
The State Department had previously said it was okay for Kendall to keep the
news in his Washington law office. Investigators had told Congress on Tuesday
that Clinton had stored "Top Secret" information on its private server.

So far, Clinton denied having sent sensitive data in the emails. According to her
lawyer, Hillary Clinton wants fo cooperate in the investigation.

Cas@®12389 822 Comments 300 Shares

o’ Like £ Share
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| think the content of this Facebook post can be described as being:

Meither
agree
Strongly Somewhat nar Somewhat Strongly
Disagree Disagree disagree  disagree agree Agree agree
Accurate O O o O O O O
Authentic O ] @] ] @] @] O
Believable O ] @] ] @] @] O

b. Stimulus 2: Fake

The American Conservative
@ Yesterday at 4:45am - &
lllegal immigrants killed 10,150 Americans in 2018:
According to a report by the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) for
the fiscal year 2018, just over 10,000 illegal immigrants were convicted of
homicide. The killers responsible for putting thousands of American citizens to
death were invariably all on the criminal records of people arrested by ICE for
being in the country illegally. In comparison, ICE reported an incomparable low
number for mass shootings (194) in the same year. The government reported in
2017 already a high number of homicides of Americans committed by immigrants
with Hispanic backgrounds. Islamic "citizens”, in particular, seem to be
characterized by violence and lust for murder since they appear strikingly often in
the record of murders with foreign backgrounds.
To stop the killers and prevent this catastrophe in the upcoming year and in order
to save America we appeal to finally focus more on the lawfully right deportation
of illegal immigrants. Share to spread awareness!

Cu@a 333 Comments 160 Shares

o’ Like £ Share

42



| think the content of this Facebook post can be described as being:

Meither
agree
Strongly Somewhat nar Somewhat Strongly
Disagree Disagree disagree  disagree agree Agree agree
Accurate O O o O O O O
Authentic O ] @] ] @] @] O
Believable O ] @] ] @] @] O

c. Stimulus 3: Real



f Fox News
Yesterday at 4:45am - &

lllegal immigrant convicted of voter fraud for voting multiple times for Hillary
Clinton: The 37-year-old Mexican national and illegal immigrant Rosa Maria
Ortega was convicted of illegally voting five times for Clinton on 8 February 2017.

The accused ridiculously claimed in court that she was confused by voter
registration forms and thought that she had the right to vote. The immigrant was
found guilty of voter fraud and sentenced by a jury earlier and seems to be the
head of a conspiracy to undermine democracy, a mastermind who schemed to
pervert the rightful outcome of elections.

Rosa Ortega denies she made a mistake but insists she just wanted people to
hear her voice. “That's all it is, 2 human mistake and they just want to make a big
deal out of it, bring me to the news and it's just unfair what they did. Very unfair,”
Ortega claimed, craving for the judges' pity.

Ortega will be deported to Mexico after serving eight years in prison. For Clinton,
this finally means the end of her career.

However, millions of undocumented immigrants voted illegally in past U.S.
elections - when is this going to stop?

C8®% 2081 817 Comments 335 Shares

o’ Like £ Share

| think the content of this Facebook post can be described as being:

Meither
agree
Strongly Somewhat nar Somewhat Sirongly
Dizagree Disagree  disagree  dizagree agree Agree agree
Accurate o o O o O O O
Authentic @] @] ] @] O O O
Believable @] @] ] @] O O O

d. Stimulus 4: Fake

44



The Guardian -
@ Yesterday at 4:45am - &9
US immigrants will be denied entry if they can't afford health care: White House
says too many non-citizens taking advantage of the country’s ‘generous public
health programs.
Immigrants applying for US visas will be denied entry into the country unless they
can prove they can afford health care within 30 days of entering or can't pay for it
themselves, according to a proclamation signed by President Trump. The new
rule, which comes into force on 3 Movember, will be applied to people seeking
immigrant visas, not those in the US already. It does not apply to those seeking
asylum, refugees or children, but it would apply to the spouses and parents of US
citizens. That could have an impact on families who are trying to bring their
parents to the US.
The required insurance can be purchased individually or provided by an employer,
and it can be short-term coverage or catastrophic. Medicaid for the poor doesn't
apply and an immigrant will not be able to obtain a visa if using the Affordable
Care Act's subsidies when buying insurance. Those subsidies are paid for by the
federal government.
The White House said in a statement that too many non-citizens were taking

advantage of the country’s “generous public health programs®, and that immi-
grants contribute to the problem of “uncompensated health care costs”

c-i_,ﬁ 9a3 201 Comments 87 Shares

o’ Like £ Share

| think the content of this Facebook post can be described as being:

Meither
agree
Strongly Somewhat nar Somewhat Strongly
Disagree Disagree disagree  disagree agree Agree agree
Accurate O O o O O O O
Authentic O ] @] ] @] @] O
Believable O ] @] ] @] @] O
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Debriefing
Thank you very much for taking your time to fill in the guestionnaire!

It is now my duty to inform you that the true aim of this study was disguised. In fact, the
guestionnaire was constructed to measure how people’s intellectual openness. general
trust in media journalists, and different information processing styles influence their fake
news detection ability in the context of ideological polarization. Thus, two of the four
Facebook posts that were presented to you earlier ('The American Conservative’, and ‘Fox
Mews') contained fabricated news.

This truth was withheld from you throughout the study in order to prevent any priming
effects and fo have you focus on how authentic and believable the information seems to
you personally instead of looking for indications if the Facebook posts are fake or real.

Mow that this information has been given to you, it is your right to have another opportunity
to withdraw from this study and the informed consent you have agreed to beforehand. You
don't have to give any specific reason for this. In case you decide to withdraw, yvour data will
not be recorded or used by the researcher or any other person. If you decide to sfill give
consent to the study, your data will be used by the researcher for research purposes only in
a strictly confidential and ancnymized way, in accordance fo the informed consent you have
agreed to beforehand.

In case of any further gquestions regarding the (disguise of the) study, you can contact the
researcher via this e-mail: e bockholt@student utwente.nl

| would like to thank you for your participation, time, and honesty.

| understand and consent that:

(") my data can be used by the researcher.

i) my data can NOT be used by the researcher
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