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Resumo 

Este estudo tem como objetivo explorar um mecanismo que motiva os utilizadores 

das redes sociais a disseminar notícias falsas, mesmo sabendo que são falsas. Através de um 

estudo correlacional (N = 156), analisamos a ligação entre as crenças antielitistas e a 

motivação para interagir com notícias falsas sobre grupos pertencentes à elite, como políticos 

e os ricos. Além disso, estudamos os papéis da demonização e do descomprometimento 

moral como mediadores desta relação. Em geral, as pessoas revelaram baixa motivação para 

interagirem com notícias online que sabiam ser falsas. Apesar disso, e como esperado, 

verificamos que as crenças antielitistas estão relacionadas com atos de aprovação em relação 

a notícias falsas sobre os grupos-alvo e que essa relação é mediada pela demonização e pelo 

descomprometimento moral. As implicações dessas descobertas são exploradas no contexto 

do crescente sentimento populista registado no mundo, considerando a sua relevância para 

os vários intervenientes que procuram combater a proliferação de notícias falsas online. 

 

Palavras-chave: Notícias falsas; Antielitismo; Populismo; Demonização; 

Descomprometimento Moral. 

 

 

 

  



v 
 

Abstract 

This study aims to explore a mechanism that motivates social media users to 

disseminate fake news, even when they know them to be false. Through a correlational study 

(N = 156), we analysed the link between anti-elitist beliefs and motivation to engage with 

fake news about elite groups, such as politicians and the wealthy. Additionally, we studied 

the mediating roles of demonization and moral disengagement in this relationship. Generally, 

people reported low motivation to engage with online news when they know them to be 

false. Despite this, and as expected, we observed that anti-elitist beliefs are linked to acts of 

approval towards fake news about the target-groups and that this relation is mediated by 

demonization and moral disengagement. The implications of these findings are explored in 

the context of the growing populist sentiment registered in the world and their pertinence for 

various stakeholders who aim to tackle the proliferation of online fake news. 

 

Keywords: Fake news; Anti-elitism; Populism; Demonization; Moral 

disengagement.  
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Resumen 

Este estudio tiene como objetivo explorar un mecanismo que motiva a los usuarios 

de las redes sociales a difundir noticias falsas, incluso cuando saben que son falsas. A través 

de un estudio correlacional (N = 156), analizamos la relación entre las creencias anti-eletistas 

y la motivación para interactuar con noticias falsas sobre grupos pertenecientes a la élite, 

como políticos y personas ricas. Además, estudiamos los roles mediadores de la 

demonización y el desapego moral en esta relación. En general, las personas informaron 

tener baja motivación para interactuar con noticias en línea. A pesar de esto, y como se 

esperaba, observamos que las creencias anti-eletistas están relacionadas con actos de 

aprobación hacia las noticias falsas sobre los grupos de élite y que esta relación está mediada 

por la demonización y el desapego moral. Se exploran las implicaciones de estos resultados 

en el contexto del creciente sentimiento populista en el mundo y su relevancia para varios 

interesados que buscan combatir la proliferación de noticias falsas en línea. 

Palabras clave: Noticias falsas; Anti-elitismo; Populismo; Demonización; Desapego 

moral. 
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Introduction 

 
 

Fake news is not a new phenomenon. Throughout history, the public has been 

subjected to political propaganda, misinformation, and rumours spanning a wide range of 

topics (Wu et al., 2021). However, in recent years, a new trend has emerged in the way 

false information is spread. The term "fake news" gained significant prominence during 

the 2016 US presidential elections and has continued to gain popularity since then 

(Dentith, 2017). Concurrently, fact-checking and warnings about misinformation have 

become increasingly integrated into our daily lives (Van Bavel et al., 2021). The surge of 

fake news can be attributed to various factors, including the advent of social media and 

the 24-hour news cycle, which have significantly altered the creation and circulation of 

news in our society (Van Bavel et al., 2021). 

Fake news is a significant problem, as their spread creates difficulties for citizens 

to make informed decisions based on facts, thus posing a threat to healthy societies (Mair, 

2002). Fake news is often utilized by political parties, particularly during election seasons 

(Dentith, 2017). This strategy is commonly employed by populist and illiberal groups 

aiming to fuel animosity towards specific societal groups, such as minorities or elites 

(Fernández-Garcia & Salgado, 2022). These tactics pose a significant risk to the 

functioning of liberal democracies, which rely on adherence to certain principles, 

including respect for minorities, protection of human rights, equality and accessibility of 

resources and services by all (including information) and transparency of procedures 

(Canovan, 1999, 2004). Consequently, it is crucial to study the factors contributing to the 

spread of fake news and explore effective measures to limit its impact. 

Many are the opinions and evidence about how to stop the spread of fake news 

based on how to provide individuals the access to information about content veracity of 

the news they receive (Chung & Kim, 2021). These opinions and evidence rely on the 

idea that the spread of fake news is due to the lack of knowledge about the falsity of the 

content of these news and messages. In this study, we propose that this might not be the 

case. We aim to explore a psychosocial mechanism that motivates social media users to 

disseminate fake news, even when they know them to be false. Additionally, we seek to 

explore methods to motivate users to report such content, with the goal of contributing to 

their control/removal from the platform. 
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1. Definition and characteristics of fake news 

 

The term "fake news" specifically refers to fabricated information that is 

deliberately presented as genuine news (Lazer et al., 2018; Shu et al., 2017; Van Bavel et 

al., 2021; Wu et al., 2021). In essence, fake news mimics the conventions of traditional 

media reporting, and its creators are knowingly disseminating falsehoods. It's worth 

emphasizing that Zhang and Ghorbani (2020) refer that the online platforms serve as a 

primary and privileged channel for the widespread dissemination of fake news. This is 

particularly important given that in the online space, especially on social media platforms, 

there are fewer checks in place before any kind of information is posted, which can favour 

the production of false information. 

It is also important to distinguish fake news from other phenomena that are often 

confused. Fake news differs from political propaganda, rumours, and misinformation due 

to its distinct characteristics, including its format and underlying intention. 

Misinformation refers to incorrect or misleading information that is typically 

unintentional in nature (Shu et al., 2020), whereas rumours are unverified information 

that circulates informally (Zubiaga et al., 2018). Political propaganda generally contains 

false or misleading information, but its distribution methods do not simulate the 

conventions of traditional media reporting (Huckin, 2016). Therefore, they can not be 

considered fake news. 

 
 

2. Motivators behind engagement with fake news 

 

The factors that contribute to people’s engagement in acts that approve fake news, 

such as liking and sharing them, has been the target of some studies. A systematic 

literature review by Melchior and Oliveira (2023) found that a combination of intrinsic 

and extrinsic motivators contributes to wanting to share fake news. The most prevalent 

intrinsic motivator found in studies is the belief in fake news. According to a literature 

review conducted by Bryanov and Vziatysheva (2021), individuals' belief in fake news is 

a result of several factors, such as the characteristics of the message itself, for example 

how it is presented; individual factors like cognitive styles, predispositions, and 
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information literacy; and the absence of warnings or nudges indicating the falsity or 

potential falsity of the news.  

Considering this last factor, it is also crucial to understand the role that fact-

checking can play in limiting the spread of false information. In their research, Chung 

and Kim (2021) found that fact-checking is an effective method for making people aware 

of the falsehood of the news content and, consequently, for discouraging its 

dissemination. In their study, when fake news was debunked by fact-checkers, 

participants were less inclined to share the news on social media platforms like Facebook 

compared to when the fake news was presented without any indication of its falsehood. 

The same researchers also discovered that when no fact-checking information was 

available, those who saw fake news with higher social media metrics (such as likes, 

comments, and shares) expressed a greater inclination to share the news, in contrast to 

those who saw news with lower metrics. However, when fact-checking information 

debunked the fake news, higher social media metrics no longer influenced people's 

intentions to share the news. Given this, it can be expected that when people are presented 

with fact-checking information that debunks a news article, they should be less motivated 

to share that information. 

However, there are more factors that play into sharing fake news online. Besides 

the intrinsic motivators, Melchior and Oliveira (2023) also found that some of the most 

prevalent extrinsic motivators present in studies are the belief in conspiracy theories 

related to the content of the news article, and the political beliefs of the individual. People 

who believe in conspiracy theories regarding the topic of the news article could be more 

prone to share it because it relates to their previous beliefs. Sharing can also be used to 

discredit true information related to that subject (Nazar & Pieters, 2021). Regarding 

political beliefs, one particularly relevant study (Osmundsen et al., 2021) argue that fake 

news sharing is driven mainly by the feeling of hate towards political opponents and not 

by positive feelings towards their own party or group. Crucially, they also found that the 

act of sharing fake news is not dependent on whether the individual is able to discern 

whether the news article is true or false, which means that people may share fake news 

knowingly, when this is beneficial for their political objectives. Though this study was 

conducted comparing the Democratic Party and the Republican Party in the US, 

expressing a left/right divide, other political beliefs (e.g., agreement with populist 

stances) may fuel one’s intent to share fake news directed towards other opposing groups.  
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Thus, we believe that the influence of pre-existing beliefs might potentially jeopardize 

the effects observed by Chung and Kim (2021) concerning the effectiveness of fact-

checking information. 

 

3. Definition and evolution of populism 

 

Populism is a long-standing phenomenon in politics, with certain events like the 

2008 global recession and the 2015 migration crisis amplifying populist ideas and leading 

to increased support for populist parties (Noury & Roland, 2020). However, populist 

parties and ideologies have been present in the political landscape since the nineteenth 

century, primarily in North and South America (Forgas & Crano, 2021; Silva & Salgado, 

2018). While populism is currently more commonly associated with right-wing parties, 

this has not always been the case. Tarragoni (2021) describes three waves of populism, 

with the first two waves being more closely aligned with left-wing ideologies, 

emphasizing workers' rights and egalitarianism. It was not until the 1970s that right-wing 

parties adopted populist ideologies and began gaining popularity, marking the third and 

current wave of populism (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Taguieff, 1998; Tarragoni, 2021). 

Nevertheless, it is important to note that not all contemporary populist parties are right-

wing, as many left-wing parties have also emerged in response to the 2008 financial crisis 

(Silva & Salgado, 2018). In the last decade, right-wing populist parties, have successfully 

increased their presence in national parliaments and governments across Europe, North 

America, and South America. Portugal is no exception to this trend, where, for the first 

time since the dictatorship, a radical right-wing populist party gained representation in 

the national parliament in the 2019 legislative elections. Since then, the party's support 

has grown significantly, and it is currently the third largest political force in the country. 

Populism revolves around the notion of dividing society into two homogenous and 

antagonistic groups. It depicts the people as virtuous while blaming outgroups such as 

minorities (ethnic, religious, sexual, etc.) or elites, like the political class, financial 

institutions, governments, or the wealthy, for the challenges faced by the people (Buzzi, 

1994; Canovan, 1981; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007; Mudde, 2004; Mudde, 2007; Taggart, 

2000). Stemming from this division, populists argue that politics should prioritize the 

unrestricted sovereignty of the people, implying that the will of the people should always 

be respected, and nothing is above it. 
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It is also commonly defined as a thin ideology (Mudde, 2004, 2007; Mudde & 

Kaltwasser, 2013). Populism rarely exists on its own and often incorporates thicker 

ideologies (Kriesi, 2014; Mudde, 2004). These can include socialism, neo-liberalism, or 

more recently, the radical right-wing or nativism (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). The 

composition of "the people" can significantly vary depending on the specific ideology to 

which populism is attached. Left-wing populists tend to have a broad and inclusive 

understanding of the people, encompassing native populations, minorities, and other 

marginalized groups. This stands in contrast to the more explicitly racist and xenophobic 

stances often associated with nativism and radical right-wing nationalist parties (Erisen 

et al., 2021). Regardless of who constitutes the people, the centrality of this group is a 

fundamental characteristic of populism. Furthermore, populism is characterized by a 

Manichean outlook, dividing the world into the good (the people) and the bad (the elites 

or minority groups). This mindset is also reflected in the way populists propose to solve 

problems, advocating that there is only one way to address them (Erisen et al., 2021). The 

solutions presented by populists are also characterized by their simplicity, prioritizing a 

popular appeal to effectively solving the issues at hand. 

It is not only the concept of “the people", but also the concept of “the elite” that is 

subject to change within the context of populism. In Western Europe, where populist 

parties are mostly in the opposition, the most common referred elite is the government 

(Erisen et al., 2021). The European Union, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the 

wealthy in general, or other international organizations are also common targets of 

populist rhetoric. The elite can be anyone or anything perceived to hold power, and they 

may not be precisely identified (Erisen et al., 2021). Typically, the more diffuse the anti-

elitism, the more radical it becomes (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). This corresponds to a 

vertical division of society, where the people are characterized as the oppressed while the 

elites are portrayed as the oppressors. This way, the elites are totally detached from the 

people and anti-elitists argue that the elites lack knowledge of, or concern for the people, 

therefore asserting that they do not truly belong to the same group (Ernst et al., 2017, 

2019). Therefore, Ernst and colleagues (2017, 2019) synthesized anti-elitism along three 

dimensions: discrediting the elite, blaming the elite, and detaching the elite from the 

people. 

We argue that anti-elitist beliefs can result in strong negative sentiments towards 

individuals or groups belonging to the elite, such as politicians or the wealthy. An extreme 
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form of these sentiments, fuelled by the Manichean outlook on society, may manifest as 

the demonization of these groups. 

 

4. Demonization and populism 

 

Demonization is rooted in the concept of "evil" and involves attributing demonic 

characteristics to individuals or groups, effectively stripping them of their humanity (van 

Prooijen & Veer, 2010). As such, it can be seen as an extreme form of dehumanization. 

This process occurs when the observer perceives the behaviours of the targeted group as 

immoral and harmful. For this reason, the individuals or groups in question are considered 

deserving of persecution and punishment (Giner-Sorolla et al., 2012).  

Fousiani and van Prooijen (2023) found that people tend to demonize high-power 

offenders more than low-power offenders. This can be attributed to the fact that high-

power groups are held to higher moral standards and are expected to utilize resources in 

a prosocial manner, exhibit integrity, and adhere to moral norms (Sassenberg et al., 2012, 

2014). Moreover, powerful offenders are often perceived as selfish and intentionally 

engaging in transgressive behaviour (Fragale et al., 2009) while lacking moral credentials 

(Kakkar et al., 2020). Given that, in the populist rationale, elites are typically considered 

a high-power group, and anti-elitists hold them responsible for all societal problems, we 

may think that high populist attitudes (namely anti-elitism attitudes) would be associated 

to the demonization of the elites, perceiving their transgressions as intentional and 

purposeful against the “pure and good people”. The blame, or punishment of such elites 

would allow them to restore a sense of justice and ingroup preservation function (Ellard 

et al., 2002; Hafer & Bègue, 2005). 

As the targets of demonization are viewed as diabolical and evil figures 

responsible for all problems faced by the people, we propose that they may not be held to 

the same moral standards when it comes to judgment by the people. Consequently, the 

process of demonization should trigger moral disengagement among anti-elitists 

regarding negative attitudes/ punishment of elites, allowing for behaviours that would 

otherwise be frowned upon or deemed morally unacceptable. 
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5. Moral disengagement and populism 

 

When a group is demonized, it often causes individuals to alter their behaviour 

towards that particular group (Fousiani & van Prooijen, 2023). This can result in a greater 

inclination towards engaging in immoral behaviours. Acts that would typically be 

regarded as immoral (as harming others) can become justified as personally and socially 

acceptable when directed towards demonized groups. Moral disengagement is the 

psychosocial mechanism that allows to justify engagement in immoral behaviour, while 

reducing feelings of guilt (Bandura, 1996). It involves a cognitive redefinition of morality 

surrounding the attitudes and behaviours of those engaging in immoral behaviour in such 

a way that it can be perceived as acceptable in some circumstances.  

Bandura (1999, 2016) described eight interrelated cognitive mechanisms that 

contribute to our ability to deactivate our moral standards and allow us to engage in 

morally questionable behaviours. The first is moral justification through which the 

behaviour is perceived as legitimate because it is seen as serving a noble and vital cause. 

The second mechanism is the use of euphemisms to disguise actions as benign or 

harmless. Advantageous comparisons consist of comparing one’s unethical behaviour 

with worse alternatives. This way it gives the appearance of choosing the least bad option. 

People can also blame their behaviour in an authority figure or group, something that 

Bandura (1999, 2016) classifies as Self-exoneration. The diffusion of responsibility works 

in a similar way. In this case, the individual either spreads the responsibility of the action 

by a group, or divides the behaviour in smaller actions that, individually, look more 

benign. The individuals may also try to alter the importance of the consequences 

disregarding or misrepresenting them, minimizing their impact on others. Finally, people 

can also utilize a process that consists in dehumanizing the target person or group. This 

involves stripping a person or a targeted group of their human characteristics, 

dehumanizing them by comparing them to animals, for example. In this situation, the 

consequences are not given much importance because the individuals affected are seen as 

undeserving and may even be held responsible for what has happened to them. 

In the case of anti-elitists, we expect that the demonization of elite groups may 

predict a process of moral disengagement. As a result, immoral behaviours directed 

towards the elites may be perceived as justifiable. Specifically, we suggest that moral 

disengagement leads to a higher likelihood of engaging in behaviours that support and 
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spread fake news, namely those that contains negative information about elites, even 

when aware that such information is false. This occurs because the moral barriers that 

would typically discourage engagement in behaviours like sharing false information are 

"turned off" when the news concerns a group in society that is seen by anti-elitists as 

aggressors (such as politicians and the wealthy). 

On the other hand, we suggest that lower moral disengagement may lead to a 

higher motivation to act in ways that aim to stop the spreading of fake news. This might 

occur because individuals may be motivated to act in ways that are normative and moral, 

such as alerting others to the fake content of the news and alerting the social media 

platform that the information does not correspond to the truth. 

 
 

6. The present study 

 

In this study, we propose that demonization and moral disengagement mediate the 

relationship between anti-elitism and the motivation to engage in acts of approval towards 

fake news about politicians and the wealthy (two groups commonly described as elites), 

that are known to be fake, such as liking and sharing the news article (see Figure 1). This 

should happen because anti-elitist beliefs express a negative judgment of groups such as 

politicians and the wealthy (Erisen et al., 2021), which should be related to the 

demonization of such groups they already see as problematic (Giner-Sorolla et al., 2012). 

As demonization is shown to increase immoral behaviours and decrease moral 

impediments (Fousiani & van Prooijen, 2023), we expect that, through higher moral 

disengagement, people will be more willing to act in ways that approve and disseminate 

news that negatively target groups such as politicians and the wealthy, even when aware 

that these articles are proven to be false. 

As we have seen, the elite can be constituted by different groups, depending on 

who defines them (Erisen et al., 2021). Politicians and the wealthy were the two groups 

we have chosen to represent two of the main targets of anti-elite rhetoric. On one hand, 

politicians, as they are one of the primary targets, mainly by right-wing populist parties. 

On the other hand, the wealthy, as they are one of the main targets of left-wing populist 

parties. 
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Figure 1 

Mediation Model Expected for the Effect of Anti-elitism on engagement in Acts of Approval towards Fake 

News about the Target Group, Mediated by Demonization and Moral Disengagement towards the Target 

Group. 

 

To complement the main model, we also propose that in the case of lower levels 

of anti-elitist beliefs, such demonization of the target groups and moral disengagement 

should also be low, while being motivated to disapprove and promote the removal of the 

news, such as reporting the fake news to the social media platform (see Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2 

Mediation Model Expected for the Effect of Anti-elitism on engagement in Acts of Disapproval towards 

Fake News about the Target Group, Mediated by Demonization and Moral Disengagement towards the 

Target Group. 

 

 
 
 

Method 

 

1. Participants 

 

We collected a sample of 156 participants, composed of Portuguese citizens and 

people residing in Portugal (89 female and 67 male), aged between 18 and 57 years old 

(M = 25.77, SD = 8.45). Concerning education, 47% had a high school diploma and 53% 

a college degree. The sample is composed mainly by students (73%), followed by 24% 
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employed people and 3% unemployed. Regarding their political tendencies, participants 

tend to be more left leaning (M = 3.53, SD = 1.60). 

 

2. Procedure1 

 

In order to explore the research questions proposed, we conducted a correlational 

study. Participants had to meet the eligibility criteria of being over 18 years old. They 

were contacted through online platforms, such as Facebook groups and via the 

institutional mailing list of the University of Porto (convenience sample), to complete a 

survey (supposedly) about their opinions on the causes of the people’s impoverishment 

(the instrument can be seen in Appendix A). Participation was voluntary and no monetary 

compensation was provided. Upon giving informed consent, participants provided 

demographic information including age, gender, nationality, education level, 

employment status and political orientation. The debriefing, at the end of the survey, was 

used to explain to participants the real goals of the study and the research objectives. 

First, the participants answered to scales measuring their beliefs in anti-elitism 

and the extent to which they demonized politicians and the wealthy. Afterwards, all the 

participants were exposed to two bogus news articles. One article discussed a new law 

that would allow politicians early access to retirement benefits without penalties (see 

Appendix B). The other article focused on the growing inequality between the rich and 

the poor, presenting evidence that supported the worsening of this situation (see Appendix 

C). The order of news presentation was randomized to control for stimuli order effects. 

Following the presentation of each article, participants learned that the content was false 

through a paragraph extracted from a (bogus) fact-checking agency (see Appendix B and 

C), explaining the reasons why the news was false and classifying it as such. Both the 

news and the fact-checking agency were created by the researchers for the purpose of this 

study. 

After the presentation of these two stimuli, participants answered to two scales. 

The first scale assessed moral disengagement towards the target mentioned in the news 

 
1 We conducted a pilot study (N= 157) to evaluate our materials, which included the news articles and 

several scales (for instance, anti-elitism). However, due to space restrictions, the results of the pilot study 

will not be discussed. 
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(politicians or the wealthy). The second scale referred to participants' intended actions 

towards the news article. 

 
 

3. Measures 

 

The questionnaire begins with several demographic questions, including gender, 

age, education level and employment status. Political orientation was also measured, 

using a 7-point scale (1 = Left-wing, 7 = Right-wing). 

 

3.1. Anti-elitism 

Participants’ anti-elite attitudes were assessed using a 3-item scale adapted from 

Castanho and colleagues (2018) (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree): (1) "The 

government is pretty much run by a few big interests looking out for themselves"; (2) 

"Government officials use their power to try to improve people's lives"; (3) "Quite a few 

of the people running the government are crooked".2 

A single-factor variable was composed according to the factorial composition of 

the original scale. We averaged the items into an anti-elitism measure (Cronbach’s α = 

.70; M = 5.03, SD = 1.03), such that higher scores indicate higher anti-elitism beliefs. 

 

3.2. Demonization 

Participants completed a 5-item scale for each target group, adapted from van 

Prooijen and van de Veer (2010), to measure demonization towards both politicians and 

the wealthy (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree): (1) “The impoverishment of the 

people is entirely caused by the wickedness of politicians [the wealthy].”; (2) “The 

severity of the impoverishment of the people is due to the fact that politicians [the 

wealthy] are only motivated to destroy everything that is good.”; (3) “The severity of the 

impoverishment of the people is due to the fact that politicians [the wealthy] seem to 

enjoy harming the Portuguese.”; (4) “Politicians [The wealthy] are immoral.”; (5) “When 

I think of politicians [the wealthy], all I can imagine is how evil they are.”;  

 
2 While the items primarily express anti-elitist sentiments directed towards politicians, our findings suggest 

that, as our mediation models operate similarly for both politicians and the wealthy, there are no discernible 

differences in anti-elitist attitudes towards these two distinct target groups. 
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A single-factor variable was composed according to the factorial composition of 

the original scale. We averaged the scores of the items 1 through 5 into a demonization 

of politicians’ index (Cronbach’s α = .89, M = 2.89, SD = 1.34), and items 6 through 10 

into a demonization of the wealthy index (Cronbach’s α = .92, M = 2.88, SD = 1.56). 

Higher scores indicate higher demonization of the target group. 

 

3.3. Moral disengagement 

Participants responded to an 8-item scale for each target group, adapted from 

Bandura and colleagues (1996), regarding moral disengagement towards politicians and 

the wealthy (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree): (1) Moral justification: "It is 

acceptable to share potentially false information about politicians [the wealthy] when it 

supports important causes for the Portuguese people."; (2) Euphemistic Language: 

"Sharing potentially false information about politicians [the wealthy] is just a 

consequence of their actions."; (3) Advantageous comparison: "Sharing potentially false 

information about politicians [the wealthy] is not as bad as other things people do 

online."; (4) Displacement of responsibility: "Portuguese people are obligated to share 

potentially false information about politicians [the wealthy] because politicians [the 

wealthy] also do it."; (5) Diffusion of responsibility: "If a Portuguese person shares 

potentially false information about politicians [the wealthy], it is unfair to blame all 

Portuguese people."; (6) Distorting consequences: "Sharing potentially false information 

about politicians [the wealthy] does not have such a big impact on politicians [the 

wealthy]."; (7) Attribution of blame: "If a Portuguese person shares potentially false 

information about politicians [the wealthy], it is because a politician [the wealthy] shared 

it first."; (8) Dehumanization: "It is not harmful to share potentially false damaging 

information about a politician [the wealthy] because they do not have feelings, so they 

cannot be hurt.".  

A single-factor variable was composed according to the factorial composition of 

the original scale. We averaged the scores of the items 1 through 8 into a moral 

disengagement regarding politicians’ index (Cronbach’s α = .77, M = 1.79, SD = 0.77) 

and items 9 through 16 into a moral disengagement regarding the wealthy index 

(Cronbach’s α = .77, M = 1.90, SD = 0.77). Higher scores indicate higher moral 

disengagement towards each target group. The items 5 and 13 were not considered in the 
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final score, because they were reducing the Cronbach’s α from .77 to .72 in both 

measures. 

 

3.4. Engagement with the news 

 The participants' willingness to engage with each presented news announcing 

measures to benefit politicians and the growing inequality between the wealthy and the 

poor, was measured through a 7-item scale  (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree): 

(1) "Like"; (2) "Leave a supportive comment"; (3) "Leave an opposing comment"; (4) 

"Share"; (5) "Forward to friends"; (6) "Forward to family"; (7) "Report the content".  

A principal components factorial analysis conducted on these items extracted two 

factors accounting for 65% and 70% of the total variance regarding engagement with the 

news about politicians and the wealthy, respectively. We averaged the scores of the items 

1, 2, 4, 5 and 6 into an acts of approval towards fake news about politician’s index 

(Cronbach’s α = .82, M = 1.90, SD = 1.12) and items 3 and 7 into an acts of disapproval 

towards fake news about politicians’ index (r = .40, p < .001, M = 2.36, SD = 1.42). The 

acts of approval towards fake news about the wealthy index (Cronbach’s α = .87, M = 

2.03, SD = 1.26), and the acts of disapproval towards fake news about the wealthy index 

(r = .39, p < .001, M = 2.19, SD = 1.38) were composed by the same items as the ones 

regarding politicians. Higher scores indicate higher willingness to engage with the 

respective news article in a supportive or unsupportive way.3 

Given that sharing, forwarding to friends and family, and leaving supportive 

comments saturated in the same factor as liking the content, we considered these 

behaviours as indications of participants' approval of the fake news content. On the other 

hand, leaving opposing comments, saturated in the same factor as reporting the news 

 
3 Despite the findings from the exploratory factor analysis, we also attempted to develop an 

approval of fake news scale that did not involve the "like" variable. We did this to create an approval scale 

that could be directly compared to the disapproval scale. Additionally, we aimed to isolate the "like" 

variable due to the lower user investment necessary to engage in this action, compared to other behaviours 

included in the scale. However, the average values of these two variables did not significantly differ from 

each other. As a result, we chose to maintain the factor structure that emerged from the conducted 

exploratory factor analysis. 
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article, indicating participants' discontentment and disapproval towards the news, with 

the intention of getting the news article removed from the social media platform. 

 

Results 

 

1. Preliminary results 

 

Correlation analyses were conducted to examine the relationships among the 

variables under study. Table 1 provides a summary of descriptive statistics and 

correlations among these variables, which will be used in the subsequent exploration of 

mediation models. 

 

Table 1 

Summary of Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Between Measures 

 

 
Variable M SD  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1 Anti-elitism 5.03 1.03          

2 Demonization of Politicians 2.89 1.34  .56***              

3 Demonization of the Wealthy 2.88 1.56  .23** ,34***            

4 
Moral Disengagement towards 

Politicians 
1.79 0.77  .15 .32*** .17*          

5 
Moral Disengagement towards 

the Wealthy 
1.89 0.77  .05 .17* .31*** .65***        

6 
Acts of Approval towards Fake 

News (Politicians) 
1.91 1.12  .09 .22** .19* .31*** .27***      

7 
Acts of Disapproval towards 

Fake News (Politicians) 
2.36 1.42  .13 .13 .04 .08 .08 .21**    

8 
Acts of Approval towards Fake 

News (The Wealthy) 
2.03 1.26  .17* .25*** .28*** .28*** .27** .78** .19*  

9 
Acts of Disapproval towards 

Fake News (The Wealthy) 
2.19 1.38  .03 .07 -.05 .08 .03 .12 .72*** .16* 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001            
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As expected, we found that anti-elitism is positively correlated with the 

demonization of both target groups (r = .56, p < .001 for politicians and r = .23, p = .004 

for the wealthy). 

Also as expected, we observed that demonization of politicians is positively 

correlated with moral disengagement towards politicians (r = .32, p < .001). Likewise, 

the demonization of the wealthy is positively correlated with moral disengagement 

towards the wealthy (r = .31, p < .001).  

Regarding the presented news, the willingness to engage in acts of approval 

towards the news article about politicians is positively correlated with both the 

demonization (r = .22, p = .007) and moral disengagement (r = .31, p < .001) towards this 

group. The same pattern can be observed for the news article about the wealthy, where 

acts of approval are positively correlated with the demonization (r = .28, p < .001) and 

moral disengagement (r = .27, p = .001) towards the wealthy. 

Interestingly, there are positive correlations between the variables of acts of 

approval and acts of disapproval of the news. For instance, there is a positive correlation 

between approval of the news article about politicians and disapproval of the same news 

article (r = .21, p = .008), and a similar pattern is observed for variables related to the 

news article about the wealthy (r = .16, p = .045).  Apparently, these results seem in total 

contradiction. However, when we consider the low averages found regarding the acts of 

approval (M = 1.91, regarding politicians and M = 2.03, regarding the wealthy), as well 

as the acts of disapproval (M = 2.36, regarding politicians and M = 2.19, regarding the 

wealthy), it seems to indicate that, in general, our participants were not willing to engage 

with the presented fake news. This correlation should be interpreted as the less they are 

willing to support, the less they are willing to disapprove the fake news, reflecting a 

generalized absence of motivation to interact with online news. This aligns with what the 

literature suggests regarding news that participants know to be false, namely that when 

participants are aware of the false content of the fake news, they tend to be less motivated 

to spread it (Chung & Kim, 2021). 

 
 

2. The effect of anti-elitist beliefs on engagement in acts of approval towards fake 

news 
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Even though the preliminary results suggests that generally users tend to avoid 

engaging with fake news when they know them to be false, we expect that anti-elitist 

beliefs can motivate users to engage in acts of approval towards the presented news, 

thereby contributing to its validation and dissemination. Additionally, this effect is 

expected to be mediated by the demonization of the target groups (politicians and the 

wealthy) and subsequent moral disengagement. 

To test this hypothesis, a serial mediation analysis was conducted using 

PROCESS 4.0 version, Model 6 with 5000 bootstrap samples (Hayes, 2022). The 

predictor variable is anti-elitist beliefs, the first mediator is the demonization of the target 

group, the second mediator is moral disengagement towards each target group, and the 

acts of approval towards the news article is the dependent variable. This analysis yields 

two mediation models, one for the target group "politicians" (see Figure 3) and the other 

for the target group "the wealthy" (see Figure 4). 

The serial mediation model explains 11% of the total variance in the model 

concerning politicians, F(3, 152) = 6.33, p < .001, and 13% of the total variance in the 

model concerning the wealthy, F(3, 152) = 7.54, p < .001. 

In the first model (see Figure 3), we found that anti-elitist beliefs are significantly 

associated with the demonization of politicians (b = .72, SE = .09, 95% CI [0.55, 0.89]). 

This, in turn, significantly relates to moral disengagement towards this group (b = .20, SE 

= .05, 95% CI [0.09, 0.30]). Lastly, moral disengagement is significantly associated with 

engagement in acts of approval towards fake news about politicians (b = .38, SE = .12, 

95% CI [0.15, 0.62]). The direct effect is not significant (b = -.04, SE = .10, 95% CI [-

0.23, 0.16]), but the indirect effect is significant (b = .05, SE = .03, 95% CI [0.01, 0.12]).  

Figure 3 

Mediation Model Showing the Effect of Anti-elitism on Engagement in Acts of Approval towards Fake 

News about Politicians, Mediated by Demonization and Moral Disengagement about Politicians. 
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Overall, these findings indicate that the more anti-elitist individuals are, the more 

they demonize politicians, which, in turn, is associated with higher moral disengagement 

towards them and, consequently, a higher motivation to engage in acts of approval 

towards fake news about this target group, be it by sharing, commenting, or liking the 

content. 

As we can see in Figure 4, the results of the model regarding the wealthy are 

similar to those found in the model concerning politicians. We found that anti-elitist 

beliefs are significantly associated with the demonization of the wealthy (b = .35, SE = 

.12, 95% CI [0.11, 0.58]), which, in turn, significantly relates to moral disengagement 

towards this group (b = .15, SE = .04, 95% CI [0.08, 0.23]). Subsequently, moral 

disengagement is significantly associated with engagement in acts of approval towards 

fake news about the wealthy (b = .34, SE = .13, 95% CI [0.09, 0.60]). The direct effect is 

not significant (b = .13, SE = .09, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.32]), while the indirect effect is 

significant (b = .02, SE = .01, 95% CI [0.01, 0.05]).  

Figure 4  

Mediation Model Showing the Effect of Anti-elitism on Engagement in Acts of Approval towards Fake 

News about The Wealthy, Mediated by Demonization and Moral Disengagement about The Wealthy. 

 

These findings suggest that the more anti-elitist individuals are, the more they 

demonize the wealthy, which, in turn, is associated with higher moral disengagement 

towards them and, consequently, a higher motivation to engage in acts of approval 

towards fake news about this group, be it by sharing, commenting, or liking the content. 

Additionally, the demonization of the wealthy is significantly associated with a 

motivation to engage in acts of approval towards fake news about the wealthy (see Figure 

4, b = .16, SE = .07, 95% CI [0.03, 0.29]). The indirect effect for this model is also 

significant (b = .05, SE = .03, CI [0.01, 0.14]). However, when comparing the two models 

using pairwise contrasts of indirect effects, no significant differences were found (b = .04, 



26 
 

SE = .03, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.11]). Therefore, we can assume that the link between anti-

elitist beliefs and engagement in acts of approval towards fake news about the wealthy 

can be understood even without needing to consider the influence of moral disengagement 

as a mediating factor. 

By analysing these two models, we gain a better understanding of how anti-elitist 

beliefs may be an antecedent of people’s willingness to engage in acts of approval towards 

news with knowingly false content, in ways that validate and disseminate it. Whether it 

pertains to politicians or the wealthy, the more individuals hold anti-elitist beliefs, the 

more they tend to demonize these target groups, which relates to a diminished sense of 

moral responsibility towards actions that would typically be considered immoral, such as 

spreading lies. This, in turn, is associated with a greater willingness to engage with 

content that, despite being proven false, aligns with the anti-elitists' preconceived notions 

about the target groups. As such, this is in line with what we expected. 

 
 

3. The effect of anti-elitist beliefs on engagement in acts of disapproval towards 

fake news 

 

 As we have seen, anti-elitist beliefs can be considered predictors of the way people 

interact with false information about elite groups. This relationship is mediated by 

demonization and moral disengagement towards these groups. Taking this into account, 

we explored the same model taking disapproval of fake news as the dependent variable. 

A serial mediation analysis was conducted using the PROCESS 4.0 version, 

Model 6 with 5000 bootstrap samples (Hayes, 2022). The analysis considered anti-elitist 

beliefs as the predictor variable, demonization of the target group as the first mediator, 

moral disengagement towards the target group as the second mediator, and the acts of 

disapproval towards the news article is the dependent variable. Two mediation models 

were created, one for the target group of politicians (see Figure 5) and another for the 

target group of the wealthy (see Figure 6). 

Both the model regarding politicians, F(3, 152) = 1.65, p = .294, and the model 

regarding the wealthy, F(3, 152) = 0.36, p = .781, do not show statistically significant 

results. 
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As we can see in Figure 5, similar to the previous results, we found that anti-elitist 

beliefs are significantly related to the demonization of politicians which is significantly 

associated with increased moral disengagement. However, in the final step, which 

examines the relation between moral disengagement and the motivation to engage in acts 

of disapproval towards fake news about politicians, the effect is not significant (b = .08, 

SE = .16, 95% CI [-0.22 0.39]) and there is no indirect effect (b = .12, SE = .02, 95% CI 

[-0.03, 0.06]). The effect of demonization on the engagement in acts of disapproval is 

also not significant (b = .07, SE = .11, 95% CI [-0.14, 0.28]). Moreover, there is no direct 

effect (b = .12, SE = .13, 95% CI [-0.14, 0.39]). This suggests that anti-elitist beliefs 

(namely the low level of such beliefs) do not result in a motivation to engage in acts of 

disapproval towards fake news about this target group, through demonization and moral 

disengagement.  

Figure 5 

Mediation Model Showing the Effect of Anti-elitism on Engagement in Acts of Disapproval towards Fake 

News about Politicians, Mediated by Demonization and Moral Disengagement about Politician. 

 

The results of the model related to the wealthy, showed in Figure 6, are similar. 

We found that anti-elitist beliefs are significantly associated with the demonization of the 

wealthy, which in turn is related to higher levels of moral disengagement.  

Figure 6 

Mediation Model Showing the Effect of Anti-elitism Engagement in Acts of Disapproval towards Fake 

News about The Wealthy, Mediated by Demonization and Moral Disengagement about The Wealthy. 
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However, when examining the relationship between moral disengagement and the 

engagement with acts of disapproval towards the fake news about the wealthy, we found 

no significant effect (b = .10, SE = .15, 95% CI [-0.20, 0.40]) as well as no indirect effect 

(b = .01, SE = .01, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.03]). The direct effect is not significant (b = .06, SE 

= .11, 95% CI [-0.16, 0.28]). Moreover, the effect of demonization on the engagement in 

acts of disapproval is also not significant (b = -.07, SE = .08, 95% CI [-0.22, 0.08]). Once 

more, this suggests that anti-elitist beliefs do not predict motivation to engage in acts of 

disapproval towards fake news, only in acts of approval.  

 
 
 

Discussion and conclusion 

 
 

The present study aims to contribute to the understanding of why people share 

fake news on social media even when they are aware of the false nature of their content. 

By identifying the factors that drive individuals to support and spread false information, 

it becomes possible to address the root causes and contribute to counter the spread of fake 

news. Specifically, this research investigates the role of anti-elitist beliefs in the 

willingness to engage in acts of approval and disapproval towards fake news about target-

groups belonging to the elite, as well as understanding the role of demonization and moral 

disengagement in this process. 

The findings indicate that, when people strongly hold anti-elite beliefs, they tend 

to demonize more the elite groups mentioned in the presented news, which, in turn, could 

promote higher moral disengagement in relation to these groups. As a result, they become 

more willing to support and disseminate fake news about those elite groups. This could 

include activities such as liking the news article, sharing it with others, or sending it to 

friends and family. 

People tend to support arguments and opinions that match their pre-existing 

beliefs (Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018). Because of this, it is possible to understand why 

people holding anti-elitist beliefs are interested in supporting and sharing news that 

aligned with these beliefs. Anti-elitists believe that groups such as politicians and the 

wealthy only act in their own self-interest and enjoy better conditions compared to the 

rest of the population (Erisen et al., 2021). The news article presented reported that 
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politicians were getting extra benefits, and that the wealthy were getting wealthier, with 

the passing years, in contrast with the rest of the population. As such, the presented news 

is in line with the pre-existing beliefs and the opinion that these individuals have of the 

elite groups. Previous studies also found an effect of political beliefs in the willingness to 

share fake news, which is consistent with our findings (Altay et al., 2021; Osmundsen et 

al., 2021). Altay and colleagues (2021) argue that this does not mean that people do not 

value the accuracy of the content they share, but instead, that factors such as confirming 

and justifying their beliefs, signalling their identity, derogating the outgroup or because 

they think that it can be interesting if true, can play a role in motivating them to share 

news with false content. 

 
 

1. The mediating role of demonization and moral disengagement 

 

According to our findings, and as predicted, this process occurs due to the 

intervention of two processes: demonization and moral disengagement. As explained in 

the fact-checking excerpt, the news articles presented were false. As such, despite the 

nature of the content aligning with participants’ beliefs, some process had to make it 

justifiable to endorse and share news with false content, which is generally not approved 

by society. As predicted, through demonization and moral disengagement processes, 

participants made acceptable behaviours that would otherwise be considered immoral. 

People tend to demonize individuals in positions of power more than those without power, 

expecting the former to act more prosocially (Fousiani & van Prooijen, 2023; Sassenberg 

et al. 2012, 2014). As elites are seen as powerful and immoral by anti-elitists, the 

conditions are set for demonizing these groups (Fousiani & van Prooijen, 2023). By 

demonizing and blaming them for all the wrongdoings to the people they will not be 

judged by the same moral standards as other groups, justifying actions that would be 

immoral in other circumstances (moral disengagement towards them). Thus, through 

moral disengagement concerning the target-groups, anti-elitists are more willing to 

support and disseminate information that aligns with their beliefs and supports their 

opinions about elite groups, such as politicians and the wealthy, even when this 

information is proven to be false. Sharing fake news is a way of undermining and 

punishing the elite, which is consistent with previous research that demonstrates that the 

sharing of fake news is primarily motivated by feelings of animosity towards political 
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opponents rather than by positive sentiments towards one's own group (Osmundsen et al., 

2021). 

As we discussed earlier, the role of moral disengagement as a mediator isn't the 

same for both target groups. When it comes to politicians, moral disengagement plays a 

necessary role in creating a significant indirect effect between anti-elitist beliefs and 

engagement in acts of approval towards fake news about politicians. However, when the 

news targets the wealthy, the mere act of demonization seems to be enough to motivate 

participants to engage in acts of approval towards fake news about this target-group. 

Despite this, moral disengagement remains a possible mediator of this relationship, 

although it is not a mandatory one. Therefore, even though the process may not be as 

consistent as it is with politicians, we can assume that it follows a similar pattern. 

 
 

2. Association between fake news and populist parties 

 

The process found in this research can help understand why fake news are 

commonly found as part of populist parties’ campaigns. These parties are among the main 

promoters of anti-elitist beliefs, as this is a fundamental characteristic of populism. 

Therefore, it makes sense that a political group that fosters aversion towards elites is 

associated with the use and dissemination of false information about those groups, as our 

results show that anti-elitist beliefs can predict the sharing of fake news about the target 

groups when mediated by demonization and moral disengagement towards elite groups. 

Even though we cannot assume that this mechanism holds true regarding other target 

groups, populists perceive the elite as a significant opposing faction, and so it can be 

expected that a substantial portion of the fake information disseminated by these political 

parties is aimed at this particular group. This can serve to fuel and amplify this dynamic, 

as the availability of fake news about the elites could promote more anti-elitist sentiment, 

which could lead to more engagement with fake news on this topic. 

Though we have found a process through which people are more inclined to share 

fake news, we do not mean to suggest that people are highly motivated to do so. The 

general will manifested by participants to engage in acts of approval towards fake news 

about the target groups was very low (scale means between 1.26 and 1.90). This suggests 

that only a small percentage of our participants (and potentially of the population) engages 
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in such behaviours, and it does not reflect a widespread desire to act against the target 

groups on social media. This may be viewed as a positive sign, meaning that most users 

do not engage in the support and spread of false information, when they are aware that 

the content is false. However, as our results show, engagement with fake news, even 

though one knows them to be false, can be promoted by anti-elitist beliefs and the 

consequent demonization of elites and moral disengagement regarding sharing fake news 

that target them. For this reason, the rise in support for populist parties, and the 

consequent bigger platform that they get, can have dangerous consequences. As such, it 

is important to understand how this mechanism can be stopped. 

Taking this into account, we wanted to understand if this process is specific to acts 

of approval towards fake news or if it could also explain the motivation to report false 

content and, therefore, contribute to the fight against fake news. The models were not 

significant, failing the final association with acts of disapproval towards fake news. Our 

results show, thus, that the simple decrease of derogatory processes directed to outgroups 

targeted in the fake news, as are the cases of demonization and of moral disengagement, 

are not sufficient to explain reporting behaviour. 

 
 

3. Limitations 

 

As in all studies, it is essential to critically analyse our work and to acknowledge 

some limitations we encountered. Our study primarily relied on self-report measures, 

which have limitations. For example, issues such as social desirability may have 

prevented participants from openly stating their intentions to show approval towards news 

they knew to be false. Additionally, participants' responses may have been influenced by 

the fact that they were responding in an artificial setting, leading to potential differences 

regarding what could occur in a real-life situation. This is a common problem regarding 

the study of the phenomenon of fake news, as it is difficult to simulate the settings that 

people find themselves in when facing a real fake news article. Nevertheless, as intention 

is an antecedent of behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), the reported intentions of 

participants regarding the interaction with the presented fake news allow us to draw some 

conclusions. The fact that we observed the process (and an undesirable one, as is the case 

of dissemination of fake news) in this artificial and social desirably demanding scenario, 
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give us confidence that this process has a high probability to occur with stronger emphasis 

in reality. 

Furthermore, some of the scales used were adapted or created by us without 

undergoing the usual validation process for the Portuguese population. It was impossible, 

given the time limit for this work, to engage in such a procedure. To minimize these 

effects, several researchers of our lab team conducted the translation and selection of 

items and consensually decided how to proceed4. 

While acknowledging these limitations, we believe that our study provides 

valuable insights into the dissemination of fake news phenomenon, shedding light on the 

relationship between anti-elitist beliefs, demonization, moral disengagement, and the 

willingness to promote and share false information. However, further research and 

replication studies are necessary to strengthen our findings and deepen our understanding 

of this complex issue, namely by exploring which are the determinants of reporting fake 

news. 

 
 

4. Future studies 

 

To build upon the conclusions presented in this study, it could be interesting to 

conduct similar research in other countries to investigate differences and similarities in 

the mechanisms that promote the validation and sharing of fake news in different political 

and cultural contexts. Additionally, as we mentioned earlier, the concept of elite can vary 

depending on who is defining it. In this study, the elite represented groups were politicians 

and the wealthy. The results were clearly consistent in showing a social psychological 

process that potentially can be generalized. However, future studies may use other groups 

belonging to the elite in order to understand if the process found can explain actions 

towards a wider range of target groups. This process can also be tested regarding other 

target-groups, such as minorities, as they are also a common target of populist rhetoric. 

In this case, we suggest the use of a more comprehensive populist scale instead of relying 

solely on an anti-elitism (and namely anti-politicians) scale as the initial predictor of this 

process. Expanding on the current findings, we recommend delving deeper into the 

potential impact of fact-checking on people's reactions. To do so, future research might 

 
4 Taking the restriction of wording in this work, we chose to not detail this procedure. 



33 
 

be interested in including a condition in which individuals engage with news content 

without being informed beforehand that the information is false, as this approach could 

potentially strengthen the observed outcomes in this study. 

This study also opens some avenues to explore which are the cognitive-

motivational processes associated to the decision of spreading fake news even when there 

is information about their false content. Indeed, since anti-elitism beliefs emerged as a 

relevant predictor of such intention (to spread fake news), it would be interesting to test 

if anti-elitist individuals disregard such information as a result of processing information 

bias, or if they are engaging in a group-serving cognitive-motivational bias (ingroup 

favouring and not only outgroup derogating motives), in this last case, behaving with a 

clear deceiving intentional motivation. 

Furthermore, we could not pinpoint a mechanism to effectively combat the spread 

of fake news. This highlights the complexity of the factors influencing individuals' actions 

in combating fake news and suggests that other factors beyond those we assessed may 

play a role in determining whether people act against the availability and dissemination 

of false information. In future studies it would be interesting to include other variables 

that could shed light on ways to tackle fake news. Self-efficacy beliefs may play a role, 

as people often perceive the mechanisms provided by social media platforms to report 

misconduct as ineffective and slow, which may deter them from reporting such situations 

(Wong et al., 2021). Additionally, stronger feelings of social responsibility may promote 

more action against fake news, as individuals with a greater sense of responsibility for 

society may be more motivated to take actions that benefit the community (Wong et al., 

2021). Understanding the mechanisms that drive people to share fake news is crucial, but 

it is equally important to find ways to discourage sharing and encourage reporting 

behaviour when faced with fake news. This can be highly informative for social media 

platforms, governments, and other stakeholders about ways to promote a more 

responsible and healthy digital environment that serves the interests of society and 

becomes a tool for enhancing democracy and social equality (while preventing potential 

sources of conflict). 
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General Conclusions 

 
 

In conclusion, this study contributes to our understanding of a mechanism that can 

promote the approval and sharing of fake news by examining the roles of anti-elitist 

beliefs, demonization, and moral disengagement. By understanding these processes, 

stakeholders such as governments, civic associations, researchers, and social media 

platforms, can develop more effective initiatives aimed at mitigating the factors that lead 

people to share fake news, thereby reducing the prevalence of this phenomenon and 

contributing to more positive digital environments. 

As demonstrated, individuals typically lack strong motivation to interact with fake 

news circulated on the internet. Nonetheless, it's worth noting that pre-existing beliefs, 

such as anti-elitism, can serve as incentives for the spread of fake news, when mediated 

by demonization and moral disengagement. In recent times, we have witnessed an 

increase in the use of fake news as a political campaign method, especially by populist 

parties. Indeed, anti-elitism stands as a fundamental trait of these parties, and 

consequently, their political rhetoric can play a role in encouraging individuals to adopt 

anti-elitist beliefs. This, in turn, can foster a heightened willingness to disseminate fake 

news online, as demonstrated by the mechanism uncovered in this study. Hence, to 

effectively combat the proliferation of fake news on the internet, it becomes crucial to 

cultivate a political culture that doesn't centre around animosity towards specific groups, 

including the elites. This especially pertains to populist parties, given that this is the 

principal rhetoric commonly embraced by such political entities. 

According to our findings, acts of approval, such as liking and sharing fake news, 

tend to take place when there is a higher level of moral disengagement. In contrast to our 

initial expectations, having lower levels of moral disengagement doesn't result in a 

stronger intention to report false online content. Therefore, further research is required to 

identify factors that encourage individuals to take a more proactive role in monitoring and 

reporting fake news on the internet. 
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1. Fake news regarding politicians 

2. Fact-checking regarding the news about politicians 

Appendix B – Fake news and fact-checking regarding politicians 
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1. Fake news regarding the wealthy 

2. Fact-checking regarding the news about the wealthy 

Appendix C – Fake news and fact-checking regarding the wealthy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


