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After it became one of the most discussed issues
during the 2016 U.S. presidential election, this
study analyses how often college students are able to
tell real from fake news, by applying concepts of
news credibility research, using real and fake news
stories previously published online. The study
surveyed 394 college students on their ability to tell
real from fake news, their news consumption and
news research behavior. It also compared results to

respondents’ personal characteristics. Results show
that the amount of information provided matters,
while most personal traits do not. And although
most are aware of fake news, they do not act as
such.
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he ability to discern good information from bad information, good sources from

bad sources, is something journalism and mass communication educators

have long trained their students to do. The year 2016 and the U.S.

presidential election brought that practice to the spotlight, with fake news

sites and articles popping up online, especially in social networking sites (SNSs) like

Facebook and Twitter. It caused the public to start doubting the news it saw or believing

news it shouldn't. And many Americans, knowingly or not, found themselves further

propagating fake news stories, by sharing them (Barthel et al., 2016).

Established news organizations have tried to combat fake news (Local Media

Consortium, 2017), as has Facebook (Ortutay, 2016). And yet, fake news has become an

active part of the daily lives of Internet users, with top fake news stories generating more

combined engagement on Facebook than the top (real) stories from major news outlets

concerning the 2016 election (Silverman, 2016). Whether fake news did (Parkinson, 2016)

or did not (Alcott & Gentzkow, 2017) sway the elections in one direction or another is still

being debated. Presidential candidates have accused fake news sites of getting in the way
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of a clean election cycle (Nelson, 2016). The elected U.S. president and his White House
staff (Hensch, 2017; Savranksy, 2017, respectively) have accused established news
organizations like CNN of being fake news sites, creating a news information chaos that
was seldom, if ever, seen before.

Even though “fake news” has been a focus of scholarly research for years now, it has
taken a whole new meaning, angle and renewed emphasis recently. This study expanded
the limited but growing literature of this new type of fake news by looking into how
external and internal factors may influence how the public is able to tell fake from real
news. Namely, this study looked into amount of information, demographics and personal
preferences, and news research behavior. Since no theoretical framework has been
developed so far especially dedicated to studying fake news, this research applied
established concepts of news credibility research to understand more of how the public

discerns real from fake news.

LITERATURE REVIEW
History of Fake News

While for many the term "fake news" may seem brand new, it has for long been
used in scholarly research. Scholars have previously applied the term to examine “satirical
news shows” (Reilly, 2012; Rubin et al., 2015), “parody news shows” (Day & Thompson,
2012), “fake-news comedy shows” (Pavlik, 2005) or simply “fake news shows” (Rahman &
Marjan, 2013; Storksdieck, 2016). “Fake news” has described when an entire TV show, or
a specific part of it, was devoted to political satire (Holbert, 2005), forming the “fake news
genre” (Balmas, 2014; Baym, 2005).

Included in this genre have been old-staples such as Saturday Night Live’s “The
Weekend Update” segment, or the very popular The Daily Show (with Jon Stewart) and its
direct or indirect spin-offs, The Colbert Report and Last Week Tonight with John Oliver.
Although often exaggerating news stories for comedic effect, these shows have frequently
provided strong coverage of real issues, becoming the main news source of many younger
viewers (Pavlik, 2005). Their news stories were called “fake” not for their content, but for

parodying network news, applying sarcasm and comedy to discuss real public issues

(Marchi, 2012).
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The New Fake News

That, however, has changed. Recently, the term “fake news” has gained a new, more
literal definition. It refers to particular news articles that originate either on mainstream
media (online or offline) or social media and have no factual basis, but are presented as
facts and not satire. This includes news reports, editorials, exposes and more that are
intentionally (Alcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Rubin et al., 2015) and knowingly (Klein &
Woueller, 2017) deceptive, with the purpose of either political or monetary gain (Hunt,
2017). They do so by pretending “to be factual, but (...) contain intentional misstatements
with the intention to arouse passion, attract viewership or deceive” (p. 5).

Fake news stories have often been spread by those did not know those stories are
actually false (Klein & Wueller, 2017). Fake news starts when false information is spread
multiple times, and end when the stories are no longer shared (Giglietto et al., 2016).
Politicians — including President Trump (Grynbaum, 2017) — have tried to expand the
definition of fake news to include investigative reporting that is critical of their activities,
or that they simply disliked or was felt was unflattering (Klein & Wueller, 2017).

Facebook, a website where many fake news stories have appeared and been
disseminated, has offered its own definition of fake news (Weedon et al., 2017). Facebook
has defined “fake news” — which it calls “disinformation” — as “inaccurate or manipulated
information/content that is spread intentionally” (p. 5), and can “involve more subtle
methods (...including...) feeding inaccurate quotes or stories to innocent intermediaries, or
knowingly amplifying biased or misleading information” (p. 5). Facebook has also made a
clear distinction between fake news/disinformation and “misinformation,” the “inadvertent
or unintentional spread of inaccurate information without malicious intent” (p. 5).

News columnist have discussed the dangers and consequences of fake news (Pitts,
2016; Ruth, 2016), who to blame for its rise (Swaim, 2016; Warren, 2016), and what news
organizations (Rutenberg, 2016) and SNSs (Levin, 2016; Mossberg, 2016) should do about
it. In the U.S., The Local Media Consortium, an enterprise of more than 1,600 media
outlets, has called on its member organizations and readers to develop better ways to
protect the public against fake news. Abroad, after Russia was accused of spreading fake

news through the mainstream media during its crisis with Ukraine (Khaldarova & Pantti,
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2016), the European Union created a task force to combat the spread of fake news in the
region (Scott & Eddy, 2017).
Scholarly Research of Fake News

Due to its novelty, a limited amount of scholarly research has been published (so
far) on this “new fake news” (to which, for clarity and simplicity, this paper will refer
merely as “fake news” henceforth). One of the earliest studies into fake news (Polage,
2012), published in a psychology journal, found that, when people were repeatedly exposed
to fake news presented as real, they often attributed these stories to other, more reliable
sources. Since then, some have argued that the spread of fake news among teens can be
linked to students’ current poor ability to judge information available online (Stanford
History Education Group, 2016), making media literacy (Craft et al., 2016; Williams, 2016)
and school librarians (Johnson, 2017) a simple solution for the problem. Others have
blamed fewer students now being required to take Humanities in college, which forces
professors in freshman composition classes to bare the weight of teaching students how to
discern between real and fake news (Wayland-Smith, 2017). And yet, no study until now,
for example, has compared students’ ability to recognize fake news to their education —
something this study addressed.

Using a combination of audience data, data from fact-checking websites and an
original survey to look into the role of fake news on the 2016 presidential election, Alcott
and Gentzkow (2017) found that only 8% of respondents reported having seen and believed
a fake news story. Alcott and Gentzkow argue, however, that the unexpectedly low
number may be attributed to self-reporting. Meanwhile, the Stanford History Education
Group (2016), analyzing responses from students from middle school through college
students throughout the U.S., found students were very ill-prepared for differentiating
real news from fake news. For their study, college students from selective and prominent
colleges in the U.S. rated articles from unreliable sites as trustful as those from reliable
sites, which the authors attributed to “their evaluation of surface features” (Wineburg &
McGrew, 2016). For the authors, respondents failed to do three important steps that
professional fact-checkers do: check the source of the information; check if the source may
be biased; and look past the top results when using search engines. Giglietto, Iannelli,

Rossi and Valeriani (2016) also looked into what causes one to believe fake news, and
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found three factors: the story itself, the context, and the source. Even though not
addressed by name, Giglietto et al.’s (2016) approach was quite similar to a much more
established body of media research, which this study used as its basis: news credibility.
News Credibility

News credibility has been defined as “a multidimensional construct that measures
the perceived believability of a message (article), source (journalist or media company), or
medium (newspaper, website, radio station, etc.)” (Meyer et al., 2010, pp. 104-105), with
the three concepts overlapping at least partially (Choi et al., 2006). “Message credibility”
has been related to the credibility of the message itself, including quality and accuracy (Li
& Suh, 2015). “Source credibility,” on the other hand, has often been related to the
“expertise and trustworthiness of the source” (Li & Suh, 2015, p. 316) and the chance the
source will provide information that is credible (Berlo et al., 1969). Finally, “Medium
credibility,” initially developed by Roper a little later (1971, 1985), has been often related
to the believability of the news channel itself (Bucy, 2003; Kiousis, 2001).

While previous research has looked into a plethora of factors affecting the
credibility of news off and online, this study focused on three specific factors that could
affect how well the public can tell real from fake news, drawn from news credibility
research: amount of information, demographics and personal preferences, and news
research behavior.

Concerning the amount of information, whereas one would’ve assumed the more
information people receive the more credible they are about the news story, studies have
found contradictory results. Park (2005) found the amount of information not to be a
statistically significant factor in the credibility of either print or TV news. Park also found
the amount of information only having a weak positive relationship to the credibility of
online news. Hall, Ariss and Todorov (2007) found that, when predicting the outcome of
basketball games, the more information people were provided, the less accurate they were.
Prior knowledge and bias, in those cases, the authors argue, became detrimental rather
than helpful. Tsai, Klayman and Hastie (2008) agreed, finding that more information only
increased a person’s confidence in their answers, and not their actual accuracy.

On the other hand, Peters, Covello and McCallum (1997) found a significant, strong

correlation between amount of information and its credibility when examining
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environmental risk communication. Similarly, Levy and Gvili (2015) found a strong
correlation between amount of information and their credibility with the public when
examining the effectiveness of advertising campaigns.

Demographics and personal preferences were also found to affect the public’s
credibility of news online (Choi et al., 2006; Sun, 2014). Political affiliation, for example,
has been found to affect one’s perceived credibility of the media (Johnson & Kaye, 2000),
with conservatives finding the media more credible than liberals. This result is similar to
that of a study by Jones (2004), who found conservatives to consider the media to be fairer
and more balanced than their liberal counterparts. Age has also been found to be a factor:
Bucy (2003) found that the younger the person, the more credible they deemed news
online to be, with the same being true for the less educated. Mulder (1981) found that
men, as well as those older, more educated, were often more critical of the media, and
therefore, less credible of the media compared to women and those younger and less
educated.

Mistakes and inaccuracies in news stories have also been suggested as a key
problem with the credibility of news online (Choi et al., 2006, p. 212), including why online
news may have been perceived as more vulnerable and less credible than offline. A
number of studies, including Andaleeb, Rahman, Rajeb, Akter and Gulshan (2012),
Fischer, Jonas, Frey and Schulz-Hardt (2005) and Marier (2005), have found a positive
correlation between the quality of the reporting of an article and its credibility. Applying
the same concept to fake news, one could predict that the more errors (including
grammatical) in a (fake) news story, the less credible it would be with the public.

Finally, how much research the public does on news it reads has also been shown to
affect one’s perceived credibility of the news (Mackay & Lowrey, 2011). Chen, Conroy and
Rubin (2015) have raised concerns about the decontextualization of online information.
They’ve argued that the increasing amount of information online also increases the need
for more verification of news found online. A national survey showed that 67% of
respondents considered news website they often used as credible “most or all of the time”
(Consumer Reports WebWatch, 2005). Flanagin and Metzger (2000) found in their survey
that respondents saw information online as credible as that of most mainstream news

outlets (television, radio and magazines), but still less credible than of newspapers.
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Flanagin and Metzger’s respondents stated they rarely verified information they found
online, even less so when they perceived the information to be inherently credible. As
Flanagin and Metzger explained, that was despite a push for more verification of online
information from the likes of the American Library Association (Kapoun, 1998), the
National Institute for Literacy (Rosen, 1998) as well as a number of colleges and
universities (Smith, 1998). Studies (Metzger et al., 2003; Parmelee & Perkins, 2012) have
found a positive correlation between incredulity of online news and how often the public
verifies news found on one site using not only one but a variety of other sites to cross-
check the information.

All these studies on news credibility, however, present major differences from the
current research. For one, they focused only on information respondents actively sought,
instead of information that may have reached them, as happens online, especially on
SNSs. Moreover, these studies focused on why respondents would doubt information that,
at least in principle, was inherently accurate, correct and real. This study flipped that
question, by instead analyzing why the public may have believed information that was,
ultimately, fake.

Research Questions

Given the literature review presented above, this study addressed three main
research questions:

RQ1: How does the amount, quality and source of information provided relate to

one's ability to discern between real and fake news?

RQ2: How do demographics, personal characteristics and behavior relate to one's

ability to discern between real and fake news?”

RQ3: Given the current dissemination of fake news, how do people check the

veracity of news stories with which they’re presented?

Concerning RQ3, based on research presented above, this study hypothesized that
people do not often fact- or double-check stories with which they’re presented and, instead,

trust their own personal judgement on their veracity.

METHODS
In order to address those questions, a survey was conducted with college students

using an online questionnaire on Qualtrics. Respondents consisted of undergraduate
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students from an ethnically diverse public university with 31,000 undergraduate students.
Responses were collected online, via Qualtrics, between February 28 to March 31, 2017.
The survey was approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board before being
administered. Students were used as the sample for this study since many studies have
argued that students nowadays may be more susceptible to fake news, as explained above.

A total of 415 surveys were completed. Of those, 21 were discarded for being
incomplete (“drop outs”), or improperly completed. Ultimately, 394 completed usable
surveys were collected from the known total population at the university surveyed (31,000
undergraduate students). A vast majority of respondents identified as female (71.1%, N =
280), with a mean age of 22.01 years (SD = 1.091). The majority of respondents were
Caucasian (50.1%, N = 197), with 42.4% (N = 167) identifying as Hispanic/Latino.
Respondents came from 52 different majors across seven different colleges, with the
majority coming from the College of Liberal Arts (50.2%, N = 198). Department-wise, the
largest cohort was of nursing majors (17.5%, N = 69). Most respondents were seniors
(37.4%, N = 147), and the vast majority had a self-reported GPA between 3.1 and 4.0
(71.6%, N = 282).

Of the respondents who reported their political views, most identified as “Liberals”
(33.4%, N = 129), with 60.6% (N = 235) identifying as “very liberal,” “liberal” or “somewhat
liberal”, 24.9% (N = 96) identifying as “moderates”, and 14.8% (N = 56) identifying as “very

 «

conservative,” “conservative” or “somewhat conservative”.

The survey included a total of 21 open and close-ended questions, including multiple
choice, yes/no, categorical, and ordinal questions divided into four main sections. The first
section tested how often respondents could tell real from fake stories. It presenting
respondents with three sets of multiple-choice questions with gradually more information
provided, concerning either the story itself (message) or the writer and publisher (source).
It asked respondents to check which of the stories they believed were real — as many as
they see fit — leaving the fake ones unchecked. An introduction screen shown before the
multiple-choice questions informed respondents that the survey was not timed, and

respondents should take as long as necessary to answer each question (allowing them to

verify the story elsewhere, for example, if they so wished).
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To further emphasize the point of the study, all stories used in the multiple-choice
questions, whether real or fake, were stories actually published in different websites of
varying levels of reputability throughout 2016. Also on purpose, stories included varied
contents and topics, including politics (a fake news story on Donald Trump calling
Republicans “the dumbest group of voters” in a 1998 article in People Magazine, for
example), sports (a fake news story on football player Cam Newton being arrested for
fixing Super Bowl results, for example) and other, more odd stories (a fake news story on
the founder of Corona beer dying and leaving $210 million in his will for the 80 residents
of his hometown in Spain, for example).

The first set of stories (Question 1) included seven stories that provided respondents
only with the headline of the story, exactly as written in the original source. Of those,
three stories were real and four were fake. The second set of stories (Question 2) included
five questions that provided the headline of the story and the name of the website where
the story had originally appeared, as well as the writer of the story. Of the five entries,
three were real and two were fake. The third set of stories (Question 3) included all the
information from Question 2 as well as the first couple paragraphs of the story, copied and
pasted from the original website “as is.” Question 3 included three stories: one real and
two fake stories. To avoid results being skewed, the order of the options within each
question was randomized by Qualtrics for each respondent. As the amount of information
grew from question to question, the number of questions in each group was lowered, as to
keep the overall duration of the survey manageable. Once respondents completed all three
multiple choice questions, Qualtrics showed them how many real news stories were
correctly marked as real, and how many fake news stories were correctly left unmarked.

The second section of the survey asked respondents about their research behavior
and thought process when answering the multiple-choice questions, including whether
they sought help in order to tell real from fake news, and where. The third section focused
on respondents’ overall news behavior, including questions on most used news sources and
frequency of news consumption, for example. Finally, the fourth section asked a number of
standard questions on demographics, including gender, age, education, political views and

more, allowing for an analysis on whether personal traits and political views correlated
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with views of real versus fake news, similar to what has been done when analyzing news

credibility.

RESULTS

The first research question asked how the amount, source and quality of
information provided relate to one's ability to discern between real and fake news. As
explained, respondents were presented with three sets of multiple-choice questions, each
with increasingly more information than the previous. Each set of stories included both
real and some fake news stories, for a total of 15 different stories. Respondents who could
identify all eight fake news stories as “fake” and all seven real stories as “real” received a
perfect score of 100% in each question, and a final overall perfect score of 100%

To ease the description of findings, the first of the multiple-choice questions, which
included only the headline of the story, will be referred as “Question 1,” while the second
multiple choice question, which also included source and byline, will be referred to as
“Question 2.” The third multiple choice question, which also included a couple paragraphs
of body copy, will be referred to as “Question 3.”

Overall, out of all 15 stories presented, respondents could identify, on average, a
little more than half correctly (M = 51.5%, SD = 12.0%). Of the 394 respondents, four
(1.0%) could only correctly identify as few as 20.0% of all stories correctly, while two (0.5%)
were able to identify 80.0% of all stories correctly. No respondent could identify all 15
stories correctly.

This study then analyzed each multiple question separately. In Question 1, on
average, respondents were able to identify 47.4% (SD = 19.1%) of the seven stories
correctly, properly marking fake news as fake, and real news as real. In Question 2, on
average, respondents could identify 52.0% (SD = 20.8%) of the five stories correctly. In
Question 3, on average, respondents could correctly identify 77.3% (SD = 39.9%) of the
three stories presented.

A repeated measures ANOVA test was performed comparing the overall percentage
score of respondents throughout the three questions. Mauchly's Test of Sphericity
indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been violated, (x2(2) = 22.115, p < .001),

and therefore, a Greenhouse-Geisser correction was used. Ultimately, there was a

The Journal of Social Media in Society, Vol. 7, No. 2



Real or Fake News: Who Knows?

significant effect of the amount of information provided on how often respondents could
correctly tell real from fake news, (F(1.795, 631.896) = 127.669, p < .001). As more
information was provided — from just a headline to headline, source and byline and then
adding a couple paragraphs of the story itself — the more respondents were able to
correctly tell real from fake news stories.

Post hoc tests using the Bonferroni correction allowed for a series of pairwise
comparisons between each set of two questions, with all tests confirming a progressive,
significant increase in how often respondents were able to tell real from fake news
accurately as more information was added. Accuracy of respondents increased by 7.155
from Question 1 to Question 2, a significant change (p < .01). There was an even steeper
increase in accuracy (19.339) from Question 2 to Question 3, once again a significant
change (p < .01), allowing one to conclude, then, that more information in a story did
increase how often a respondent could tell real from fake news accurately, confirming
what Peters, Covello and McCallum (1997) and Levy and Gvili (2015) had found.

Overall, throughout all three questions, respondents identified, on average, fake
news stories accurately more often than they did real news stories. On Question 1,
respondents identified the four fake news stories correctly (M = 44.8%, SD = 25.5%) on
average more often than they identified the three real news stories correctly (38.7%, SD =
26.6%). On Question 2, respondents identified (the two) fake news stories correctly (M =
59.0%, SD = 31.4%) more often on average than they identified (the three) real news
stories correctly (M = 47.3%, SD = 24.3%). And, on Question 3, respondents once again
identified (the two) fake news stories correctly (66.0%, SD = 30.5%) more often they
identified the (one) real news story correctly (54.4%, SD = 10.8%).

Moreover, to test whether there was a correlation between errors in a story and its
credibility as previously suggested, one of the two fake news stories included in Question 3
had a number of clear grammatical errors. Those errors also appeared in the story it its
original source. The other fake news story in Question 3 contained no grammatical errors.
Contrary to what was expected, although respondents correctly identified the error-free
story as false 81.6% of the time, they only identified the error-ridden story as false

correctly 77.9% of the time. More mistakes, or lack of accuracy in the writing of the story
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alone, then, did not seem to be a factor affecting how well respondents could correctly
identify the story as fake.

Answering the first research question, then, providing more information on average
did increase respondents’ score positively. The more information people received — both in
terms of the content of the story, and about its source/writer — the more often they could
correctly tell whether a story was real or fake. However, the quality of a story alone was
not a factor, as errors in the story did not correlate to respondents telling whether the
story was real or fake.

The second research question asked how demographics and behavior relate to one's
ability to discern between real and fake news, based on factors previous analyzed in news
credibility research. Respondents’ demographics and personal characteristics were
compared to their overall score, measuring how often they correctly identified stories as
real or fake, to test, as others have suggested, whether demographics and personal
preferences showed any correlation to respondents’ overall scores.

Variables measured concerning students’ education did not yield a strong
correlation to respondents’ overall scores. Those included GPA (r(374) = .010, p = .856),
year in school (r(383) = .042, p = .439) or which college within the university students
attended (F(6, 368) = 1.117, p =.352). Variables concerning demographics also did not
yield a strong correlation to respondents’ overall scores. Those included age (r(377) = -.087,
p=.110), gender (t(382) = .325, p = .745), or whether the respondent was of Hispanic or
Latino origin (t(383) = .109, p=.913). Race was also not a factor (F(5, 321) = 1.404, p=
.223), with a Turkey Post-Hoc test indeed showing absolutely no significant difference
between any of the racial groups.

Political affiliation, however, did — to an extent — influence how well one could tell
real from fake news: the more conservative they were, the more often respondents were
able to to accurately tell real from fake news. That relationship, however, was very weak
(r=.120, N = 387, p=.026).

This study also tested whether the political inclination of the source of the story
could have affected respondents’ judgement of whether the story was real or fake. To
address that, two two of the news stories included in Question 3, which listed the source of

the story, were found in openly-political news sites: one from Breitbart (a conservative

The Journal of Social Media in Society, Vol. 7, No. 2



Real or Fake News: Who Knows?

news site), and another from MSNBC (a liberal news site). Comparing liberals’ and
conservatives’ views of the veracity of the Breitbart story, a t-test showed no significant
difference (t(289) = .048, p=.962). A similar comparison of the MSNBC story also showed
no significant difference (t(289) = .992, p = .322). In neither case, therefore, did political
affiliation influence respondents’ perception of whether the stories were real or fake, even
when the source of the story was an openly-political news site.

Asked about their news consumption behavior, most respondents reported checking
news often, with most stating they did so several times a day (48.2%, N = 190) or at least
once a day (28.7%, N = 113). There was, however, no significant correlation between
respondents’ overall scores and the more often they consumed news(r(394) = .016, p = .818.

Of all the most common news sources nowadays (newspapers, magazines, television,
radio, news websites, and SNSs), respondents overall stated they used SNSs as a news
source more than any other outlets, with a mean weighted ranked score of 5.35. Online
news sources in general were ranked the highest, followed by electronic news sources in
second, and print news sources third. “Word of mouth,” YouTube, news aggregator such as
Google News, podcasts and news apps were sometimes also listed as “other” sources of
news. An Analysis of Variance comparing respondents’ main source of news to how
accurately they could tell real from fake news, however, showed no statistical difference
(F(6, 380) = 1.167, p=.324), with a Turkey Post-Hoc test indeed showing absolutely no
significant difference between any of main sources of news used. Therefore, a respondents’
preference on main news outlet did not show any correlation to how accurately they could
tell real from fake news.

Answering the second research question, there was little to no correlation between
personal characteristics or news behavior and how often respondents could accurately tell
real from fake news stories. Respondents did show a clear predilection for electronic
media, especially online media as their source of news, but media channel preference and
frequency of news consumption did not show a correlation to how well they could tell real
from fake news.

The third research question addressed how people check the veracity of news stories
with which they’re presented, given the current dissemination of fake news. To answer

that, respondents were asked a series of questions specifically concerning their behavior
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towards the news stories presented in this study immediately after making the judgement
of whether those stories were real or fake.

For this study — conducted, on purpose, online — respondents were never told
whether they could or could not research the news stories presented before deciding
whether they were real or fake using other sources. (They were, however, clearly told the
study was not timed.) This was done to best approximate respondents’ experience when
presented with news stories on SNSs. On SNSs, in order to verify the veracity of a news
story with which they're presented, one can easily open a new tab on their browser and
check the story against other sources. They can also reach out to others and ask, before
liking or sharing it.

Asked, then, whether they had done any research prior to doing deciding if a story
was real or fake, almost all respondents (97.2%, N = 383) stated they had not done any
research. Of the 11 respondents that stated they had done some research, the vast
majority (81.8%, N = 9) mentioned using a search engine (Google) as their secondary
source, instead of directly visiting a specific website, or asking another person.
Paradoxically, when asked what they do in general when faced with a story they believe
may be fake, 44.2% of respondents (N = 174) stated they would verify the story with other
sources to confirm its veracity. Another 23.6% (N = 93) stated they would actually click on
the link and check its content to help them decide. And 28.7% (N = 113) stated they would
trust their “gut feeling.”

Answering the third research question, then, although most respondents stated
they would usually cross-check news found on SNSs they thought could be fake, by using
secondary sources, most did not when it came to this study, confirming the Initial

Hypothesis for RQ3.

DISCUSSION

This study set out to examine the phenomenon (and efficacy) of fake news — namely,
how able people are to identify it. To do so, the study applied concepts of media credibility,
a much more established field of study than fake news. It focused on three specific
elements that could influence how well the public can tell real from fake news: amount of

information, demographics and personal preferences, and news research behavior.
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Ultimately, of all variables analyzed, only one (amount of information) presented a strong
correlation to how well respondents were able to tell their veracity. No other demographic
or personal traits analyzed in this study yielded any strong correlation to how often a
respondent was able to their veracity, contradicting what had been found in previous
studies (Choi et al., 2006; Johnson & Kaye, 2000; Sun, 2014).

As shown, the more information respondents had about the story, including source,
writer and body copy, the more they were able to accurately discern real from fake news —
contrary to what had been previously found (Park, 2005). The more information provided,
the more accurately respondents were able to tell real from fake news. In an era and
media where “time” is a precious commodity, then, the tendency to be brief does affect how
much the public is able to correctly discern real from fake news. And, by making it easy
(and quick) for users to share anything they see, the Internet has also made it easy for
fake news stories to be shared often.

The results in this study should be interpreted as a clue on how to combat the
spread of fake news: SNSs and news websites should be displaying enough information in
each news item shared in their sites to allow the public to make an educated, proper
decision. Instead of simply presenting a catchy headline and photo, SNSs and news sites
should clearly present the source and/or some of the content of the story, allowing users
access to more content to better be able to discern between real and fake news — a practice
this study showed to be effective.

That, however, goes contrary to how news sites and especially SNSs operate.
Increasingly, posts on news sites, on Facebook and especially on Twitter try to grab users’
attention as quickly as possible with as little information as possible, creating an ideal
environment for the dissemination of fake news. Not only does that appeal to people’s
decreasing availability and attention span, but it increases the chances of one clicking on
the link, or at least remembering it.

Moreover, even though one’s education had been previously found to be a good
predictor of one’s ability to properly evaluate news (Bucy, 2003; Mulder, 1981), in this
study, it wasn’t. If young people indeed have the ability and potential to think critically
about news (Craft et al., 2016), educators have a duty, more than ever before, to develop

that ability in them as early as possible. That would allow youngsters — the largest
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segment to use SNSs — to gradually learn to identify the veracity of a news story more
accurately, eventually and naturally causing fake news to be ineffective and, ultimately,
disappear. Institutions of higher education should teach students about media literacy and
critical thinking often and as early as possible, with grade and high school teachers also
doing their part.

Better educating the public could stop them from doing so, or at least slow them
down enough to avoid a rash decision, as the Stanford History Education Group (2016)
had suggested. More education could also make the public more aware of mistakes or lack
of accuracy in the writing of the story alone which, in this study, did not affect how well
respondents could correctly identify the story as fake, showing that respondents
overlooked those problems, did not pay enough attention to the stories as they read and
evaluated them or — as a worst case — did not recognize the basic mistakes. Since this
study showed that even college students, who often seek information online (something
that is only bound to increase) and are arguably the most proficient at finding news
online, are often deceived by fake news stories, something indeed should be done to
combat the spread of this fake news stories, whether through a change in the behavior of
online news channels or of those who read news online.

The results in this study also contradicted other findings from previous, similar
research. For example, grammatical errors in a story did not significantly change how
often a respondent correctly identified a news story as fake, as had been suggested
(Marier, 2005; Choi, Watt and Lynch, 2006). Respondents who did do research before
deciding whether a story was real or fake used a search engine (Google) as their secondary
source, instead of a specific website, as had been suggested (Metzger et al., 2003; Parmelee
& Perkins, 2012).

Overall, this study showed that the public has to be better prepared to be exposed to
fake news. Even though respondents could have checked whether the stories were real or
fake by simply opening a new tab on their browser and comparing the information with
that of other sites, they chose not to do so. This outcome may have been a consequence of
respondents interpreting this survey as a “test” (including a personal one), implicitly
seeing cross-checking information with other sources as “cheating.” But it could also be

the sign of a much bigger problem where, rather than spending the proper time and effort
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doing research on the topic to make an educated decision on the veracity of stories, the
public simply makes decisions on news veracity based on their “gut feeling,” showing that
(over)confidence (Tsai et al., 2008) does play a part in the decision-making process
concerning fake news.

Suggestions for Future Research

Just like research in news credibility has evolved over time, so should research into
this related-yet-different field. For example, only a selected few variables used in this
study showed a strong correlation to how often respondents were able to tell real from fake
news correctly. More research is necessary to more accurately identify which factors do
come into play, which could be done by either using other factors common in news
credibility research — such as the one used by Gaziano and McGrath (1986) or Abdulla,
Garrison, Salwen, Driscoll and Casey (2004) — or by creating a whole new set of criteria
that would be, in itself, unique.

Future studies should also focus on comparing the believability of stories within or
across different topics, comparing, for example, the believability of fake news stories
concerning politics with other fake news stories concerning politics, or stories on politics
compared to sports or international affairs, for example. Moreover, while this study
focused on a large public university in California, other studies focusing on universities
across the state, the country or the world could yield interesting results. Similarly, a
comparison of different institutions of higher education could also yield interesting results,
including a comparison of community colleges, junior colleges and 4-year universities, or

between public and private universities.
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