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ABSTRACT

In the so called ‘post-truth’ era, characterized by a loss of
public trust in various institutions, and the rise of ‘fake news’
disseminated via the internet and social media, individuals
may face uncertainty about the veracity of information
available, whether it be satire or malicious hoax. We
investigate attitudes to news delivered by social media, and
subsequent verification strategies applied, or not applied, by
individuals. A survey reveals that two thirds of respondents
regularly consumed news via Facebook, and that one third
had at some point come across fake news that they initially
believed to be true. An analysis task involving news
presented via Facebook reveals a diverse range of judgement
forming strategies, with participants relying on personal
judgements as to plausibility and scepticism around sources
and journalistic style. This reflects a shift away from
traditional methods of accessing the news, and highlights the
difficulties in combating the spread of fake news.
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INTRODUCTION

The Oxford Dictionary recently announced ‘post-truth’ as
their Word of the Year for 2016 [12], defining it as
“circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in
shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal
belief”. In relation to the current political context this appears
to mean that the ‘post-truth’ age is one where the perceived
value of objective facts is depreciating in favour of other
belief systems and opinions, the views of experts are being
rejected, and this is accompanied or even encouraged by
changes in the way that (purportedly) factual information —
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or news — is accessed and consumed. The younger generation
are turning away from traditional, curated mechanisms of
accessing news such as printed news or daily news
programmes, in favour of social media platforms that expose
them to a serving of a broader range of opinions and
information about the issues of the day.

The changes in the ways that individuals might perceive
‘truth’ and in which they access information and news has
opened a Pandora’s box of so-called ‘fake news’ emerging
from a variety of online sources, and ranging from humorous
fakes, to large-scale hoaxes and serious fabrication [27].
Fake news is used to entertain, promote agendas or, stoked
on mass by large numbers of bots or sock puppets, attempt
to sway public opinion [5]. So prevalent has the notion of
fake news become that the term is often used as a pejorative
to call into question the validity of a traditional source [1].

This paper explores how social media such as Facebook
plays a role in users’ exposure to fake news in the face of a
gradual decline of trust in traditional ‘hard’ new sources. It
is not yet known to what extent news consumers are in fact
concerned about the seemingly prevalent fake news in
circulation on social media. Are there particular features in
the way that the information is presented on social media that
leads audiences to believe that information is fake? How are
conclusions drawn? The growth of social media has not only
meant that individuals are exposed to a wealth of
information, but it has also increased the speed of news
consumption, suggesting that social media users may make
very quick, face-value judgements about the information
consumed. How might such fast-paced news consumption
via social media impact on judgements formed? What are
common user behaviours and issues that could be addressed
through policy or future tools for social media platforms?

We describe the results of a survey of Internet users to
understand to what extent they consume news through social
media, and, in particular, to explore their perceptions of
whether fake news is present in their spaces of news
consumption. We present the results of a study in which
participants were presented with a Facebook news feed and
tasked with “finding the fake news” while thinking aloud.
We describe the combination of interpretive and
argumentative strategies used to determine whether a
Facebook news post is real or fake, participants’ own
reflections, and reflect on the implications of our findings on



what ‘news’ means in the social media era both socially and
technologically.

RELATED WORK

Fake news has previously been defined as ‘entertainment TV
shows that parody news, using satire to discuss public
affairs’ [2], and indeed there is a long history of political
parody across the globe. It is however suggested [27] that the
prevalence of fake news requires a broader definition that
encompasses multiple forms and alternative motives:
humorous fakes in the form of news satire; large scale
hoaxes, where audiences are deliberately deceived about a
news story; and serious fabrication, where events are
sensationalized, a method allegedly used by many tabloids.
While phrases such as ‘fake news’ may have specific local
connotations — particularly in the United States — they also
flow globally in the digital age. In the UK and Europe ‘fake
news’ is a phrase that has been imported, but one routinely
used to interchangeably describe the above. It is also used to
include news that a person does not agree with or finds
uncomfortable, or issues of political bias [10].

These different forms of fake news, especially when
disconnected from their original sources and contexts, for
example with exaggerated or misleading headlines or
extraneous text, may have a variety of damaging
consequences, where circulation of false information causes
confusion and distress. For example, in October 2008, a
(false) rumour that Steve Jobs was reported to have had a
heart attack and was receiving treatment in hospital was
circulated on Twitter, and was subsequently retweeted many
times [26]. Moreover fake news across the spectrum, even
the most innocuous satire, has arguably [3,14,15] also led to
increasingly blurred lines between what is seen as real news
and what is seen as fake, resulting in a gradual decline of
trust in traditional real, or ‘hard’ news sources [16]. Those
having high exposure to ‘fake news’ in the form of political
televisual satire, combined with low exposure to ‘hard’ news,
lend more credibility to ‘fake news’ than those with high
levels of exposure to both ‘fake’ and ‘hard’ news [2].

Social Media as News Provider

The growth of Social Media has changed how people
deliberately and incidentally consume and are exposed to a
variety of news. Of UK residents, 66% are estimated to use
social media, for example Facebook or Twitter [24]. It was
further reported that although young adults make up a
significant proportion of social media uses, 23% of adults
aged 65 and over had used the Internet for social networking
in the last 3 months, indicating that the population of users is
diversifying. In the US, while the majority may not
intentionally turn to Facebook to look for news, it was found
that two thirds of Facebook users do actually get their news
from there, accounting for 44% of the American population
[21]. In the UK, 29% say they read or shared news on
Facebook in the last week [10]. Globally a 42% increase
year-on-year in referrals from Facebook to the top 20 global
news organisations shows the increasing reliance of social

media for news consumption [10]. Furthermore, the amount
of time spent on Facebook is correlated to the amount of time
spent consuming news there.

This shift potentially opens a gateway for the distribution for
fake news. Presented in the social media context, real news
shares a ‘stage’ with everyday social activities, with satire
and humorous hoaxes shared by friends, but also with the
serious fabrications of fake news; overall, the context to
news consumption via social media thus differs very
significantly from the carefully curated and edited context of
the traditional media. Social media users may experience
their access to news via social media as something that
allows them to see a more ‘authentic’ version of news that is
perceived by them to be less influenced by a media outlet or
a politician’s agenda. It may also allow users to ‘let their
guard down’ and interact with news in a way that is not as
tightly scripted as in other news fora, such as television news.
Indeed, teenagers reveal their beliefs that blogs and other
forms of social media presented new stories in a more
‘truthful” way, ‘not being afraid to tell it like it is’. They have
also been found to gravitate toward fake news because the
associated, and often alternative, positions are perceived as
more objective, substantive and informative interpretations
of news than those reported in more traditional channels [18].

Information Literacy and Echo Chambers

The neologism “truthiness” has been defined as something
felt to be true, but not backed up by facts; in contemporary
society and the digital age; this feeling is frequently seen to
matter more than actual, verifiable truth of the content
transmitted [23]. This is compounded by the rise of
algorithmic content filtering, such as that populating
Facebook users’ feeds or seen in the news dissemination
system ‘WhatsUp’ [6], that can create echo chambers which
trap users by only exposing them to opinions and beliefs they
are already in agreement with [19,23].

With an increase in information availability, a challenge then
is to consider what responsibility and ability there is for both
consumers and platforms to act as news verifiers [19,22],
especially given that it may be difficult for users to exercise
their judgement on the credibility of digital news articles
without real world cues [8]. Teaching critical evaluation of
news within the context of a person’s own beliefs, and what
they know or believe to be true, can enable them to recognize
bias even when it supports their own beliefs [20]. In fact,
simply being aware of the possibility that a news article may
not be authentic can increase new media literacy [28].

The speed and volume at which news appears makes it
difficult to scale manual fact-checking processes, and drives
a need for automated support in verifying content [7,22,25].
Algorithms can help automatically identify and surface the
criteria users need to make judgements, and the typical cue
is a final decision in the form of a simple flag. One
proposition is to enrich the algorithmic feedback with the
inclusion of both supporting and opposing views to avoid
simply being ignore by users [32]. This directly supports the



notion that technology should augment rather than replace
human judgement [11,31]. Furthermore, tools that are
opaque in their implementation risk introducing another
layer of trust disruption and perceived bias. This creates an
interesting challenge as to how best inform users of the
workings of an algorithm alongside their recommendations.
This required transparency and need to inform users might
further reconfigure the news creator-consumer relationship
[7,9].

SURVEYING SOCIAL MEDIA NEWS CONSUMPTION

We began by designing a descriptive online survey, to gather
information about contemporary news consumption via
social media. We also explored to what extent respondents
believed that they paid attention to news delivered to them in
this fashion, whether and how they reflected on the veracity
of such news, whether they had encountered purportedly
fake news and, if so, how they had reacted to it.

The survey was advertised via an online survey tool, and
snowballed from institutional mailing lists. There were 309
respondents who completed the survey in May 2017. 41.1%
male, 55.7% female, and respondents’ ages ranged from 18-
25 to over 66, however the majority were in the 18-25
bracket (70.4%). Respondents predominantly identified
themselves as being students (71%). All were from the UK.

Initially the survey asked respondents about what they
considered to be news, and the channels by which they
tended to access it. 34% of respondents accessed news on the
television at least once a day, with 80% accessing online
news sources. Notably 65% of respondents reported
accessing news via their Facebook feeds (i.e. shared by
friends, subscriptions to news agencies, suggested
automatically by Facebook) at least once a day; however
only 20% obtained ‘most’ of their news via Facebook. This
suggests that the consumption of news via social media is
prolific but also perceived to be to an extent coincidental.

We next asked about the kind of news that was accessed via
social media. Here the most popular were breaking news
(69%), politics (45%), international (42%) and entertainment
(40%). When asked to describe factors that were used to
determine whether a post, article or link seen on social media
was news or not, respondents referred to information coming
from a source that they considered to be ‘reputable’, many
including the BBC, and others referencing ‘mainstream TV
news channels or broadsheet newspapers’ including The
Guardian, Reuters and CNN. In addition, 46% of
respondents highlighted ‘new information’ referring to a
current event as an important factor, while 20% referred to
news being ‘factual’, ‘accurate’ or ‘something of interest’.
Asked to give examples of a news story encountered through
social media, popular responses included stories covering
recent terror attacks, the activities of Donald Trump, Brexit,
and a passenger violently removed from a United Airlines
flight. However, only 61% of respondents went through to
read the full story, with the remainder commenting that they
did not have the time or interest to devote to it, or notably

that sufficient information was given in the headline
presented in the social media feed. Of those who did read the
article either in full or in part, only 55% believed that the
headline accurately matched the content.

Finally we asked about fake news, however to accommodate
multiple interpretations of the phrase and in line with the
definition of fake news given in [27], the questions asked for
instances where respondents had had cause to reflect on the
‘truth’ of a story. 37% of respondents had come across a
news story, believed it to be true, then later realized that it
was either exaggerated, inaccurate or blatantly false.
Common examples were celebrity news, American news,
and again issues related to Brexit and Donald Trump. Here
respondents stated that they identified the piece of news in
question as fake predominantly by fact-checking against
other sources, or using their own reasoning that something
either could not be true or seemed implausible. Conversely,
46% had come across a news item they immediately
identified as fake, principally based on knowledge of the
source as satire — “The Onion’, ‘Daily Mash’, or being known
to exaggerate — ‘because it was the Daily Mail’, or again
through their own reasoning and judgements of plausibility.

Our survey results suggest that social media users are not
only incidentally consuming news via sites such as
Facebook, but they are aware of — and encountering — fake
news, some of which is taken at face value. Respondents
appear to draw on a number of different strategies in
reasoning about the wvalidity of news, including prior
assumptions about source reputation, determinations of
plausibility, headlines and sometimes the full text.

METHODOLOGY

Our main study builds upon the findings of our survey, that
social media users are aware of and actively encountering
what can be characterised as fake news, to further investigate
how these users make judgements as to the validity or
truthfulness of news populating social media feeds. Our aim
was to prompt participants to draw upon and elucidate their
everyday practices when engaging with news in this manner.

We constructed a fictitious Facebook account belonging to
‘Leo Porter’ to mirror the sort of news feed that users might
encounter day to day whilst using their own Facebook
account. We populated the Facebook account with a variety
of news posts, which were interspersed with other posts
relating to Leo’s day to day activities, travel and life plans.
13 news posts were manually selected from among those
reported in the survey as stories encountered by participants
on social media. They were chosen to provide a mixture of
real and fake news, including obviously mundane but also
implausible real news, and fake news from a number of
sources again following Rubin’s [27] typology of satire,
exaggeration and hoax, from the mundane to the unusual:

Fake: “Donald Trump’s health deteriorates”, “Donald
Trump threatens Russia over ban on Jehovah's Witnesses”,
“Crayola to retire dandelion coloured crayon”, “We can't



afford to take refugee children”, “Camembert to be stopped
after Brexit”, “Nightclub is banning Baywatch theme song”.

True: “Texas man sues date for texting”, “UK House Prices
fall”, “Rosemary can boost exam grades”, “Schools urged to
install metal detectors”, “Zoe Saldana claims Hollywood
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bullied Trump”, “Farmers secretly feeding cows skittles”.

One news story was presented both from a trustworthy and
from a tabloid source. Each linked to the originating external
news source including the BBC, CNN, the Daily Mail, News
Thump and NY Post. The posts appeared in the same visual
format as if they had been posted or shared by a normal user,
as shown in figure 1, displaying an image, headline and sub
headline, and source.

"i'l Leo Porter

https://www.ncscooper.com/trumps-health-deteriorates-as-wh.../

[+ Add Instagram, ebsites, Other Links

Photos

i

o Friends

Featured albums Trump'’s Health Deteriorates as White House Pressures

Mount
Health experts are counseling the President to take it easy.
English (US) - Polski - Espafiol +

Portugués (Brasil) RANDALL FINKELSTEIN

o) Like () Comment 2> Share

Figure 1: Leo’s Facebook feed showing a “fake news” post

Participants were asked to take part in an activity in which
they were asked to browse the Facebook page, and they were
tasked to “look through the page and find the fake news”.
Whilst scrolling through the page, each participant was asked
to ‘think aloud’ by stating initial thoughts, judgements,
feelings and comments that might spring to mind when
reading the information. A researcher prompted participants
by following up on responses, asking further questions or
inviting discussion on any related issue that cropped up
during the exercise, for example asking “what made you
want to explore/examine this post further”, or “what makes
you not pay any particular attention to this?”. Once the
activity was completed, each participant was invited to take
part in a further interview, with semi-structured interview
questions being directed to all participants including asking
what their understanding of the concept of fake news was.
Each session was audio recorded and subsequently
transcribed, with a screen recording capturing scrolling and
mouse movements, and page navigation. A single researcher
performed an initial analysis by coding transcriptions of each
participant’s activities, identifying key points in which the
participants differed. These were discussed and broken up
into themes, before a second researcher performed a second
run of the data focusing on these themes and themes and
highlighting evidence of their emergence.

Nine participants, five female and four male, took part in the
study, recruited locally via social media. The participants

were aged between 19 and 40 (mean 27), education ranging
from vocational training to post-graduate degree, professions
including administrative, engineering and teaching, however
from broadly similar socio-economic backgrounds.

FINDINGS

The thematic analysis of the qualitative data collected from
the think aloud study lead to the identification of a variety of
individual sense-making and argumentative strategies
employed by the participants. Here we present participants’
behaviours and approaches in detail.

Veracity based on source reliability

When determining whether to believe a news story,
participants showed distinct approaches which varied
primarily in one aspect: the attention they gave to the source
of the story. Three categories of behaviours emerged. First,
some instances showed participants to fully rely on the
authority of the source to make judgments on whether the
story is true. These participants tended to look first at the
source before clicking the link in the post, or at the web
address bar afterwards. They vocalized trust or lack thereof
of the indicated website when reasoning about truthfulness:

“I'd say it’s real. [Researcher: Can you tell me why?]
Because of the source.” P9

This participant made explicit reference to the fact that they
based their judgment on the source of the article. This
explicit referencing came in different forms. Above, the
participant was reading an article from the BBC, which they
deemed to be trustworthy enough. In other instances, a
website was recognised as being satirical and judged
accordingly. Where the source was not recognized at all, the
resulting judgment was of mistrust. For example, when
looking at a blog post they did not recognize:

“Supermarkets confirm they no longer stock Camembert due
to Brexit. Rubbish. (...) It’s not from a credible site.” P3

In these examples, the participant based their decision on
whether or not a news story was trustworthy primarily on the
source, as presented in the Facebook post. In a second set of
instances, participants expressed their belief in the article
before acknowledging or looking at the source, but later
looked at and vocalized the source to justify their assessment.
In other words, they formulated their belief based on their
own personal assessment of the believability of the news
story, and then later utilized the source to support this belief.

One participant, not aware that the website they are looking
at is a satirical news site, made their judgment based on the
content of the headline alone, before going on to add that as
they did not have prior knowledge of the source and that this
would add to the likelihood of the news being fake:

“Oh that’s fake. (...) Well because the government wouldn’t
say that. And also it’s the website NewsThump. I’ve never
heard of that before.” P8



This sometimes went the other way, and acknowledgement
of the source made them question their original assessment,
resulting in qualifying the original belief or completely
changing it. A somewhat incredulous participant passed
judgement on a story on CNN about a man suing his date for
texting during a film prior to referencing the source. Once
the source was recognized however, the assessment was
altered based on CNN’s perceived reliability.

“Initial thoughts is that it must be a joke, but then looking,
it’s not impossible (...) It says it’'s CNN. CNN are generally
respectable. (...) So I'm likely to think this could be true.” P7

A further element of the source probed in the subsequent
interview was the person that might have posted or shared a
particular story, and participants indeed highlighted the value
they see in reading news stories shared by those they respect.

“Ifit’s somebody I know well, then I’ll be tempted to click on
it. (...) Actually I think I base it a lot on who’s posted it,
whether I like the person or not and respect their views.” P3

It is further emphasized that stories shared by respected
friends were not only more likely to be interesting, but also
more likely to be trusted as being true.

“I suppose they have quite a lot of influence because if
they re somebody that you get on well with and you respect
their views, you kind of expect that they re not going to be
posting stuff that’s fake.” P3

The third observed behaviour was when participants relied
purely on their own assessment while either completely
ignoring the source or acknowledging whether or not it was
reliable and choosing not to take that into account. In these
instances, the fact that a source was a reputable newspaper
or an openly satirical website did little to alter their own
assessment of the validity of a news story, often made based
on its believability to the participant and given their own
predispositions. One participant, while trying to judge the
“Trump’s Health Deteriorates” story shown in Figure 2, went
clicking on different stories on the same website to determine
what sort of news site it was. The site was of course satirical,
which the participant recognized.

“(Browsing a satirical news site) Well this is clearly fake
news. (...) It’s irrelevant, it’s just a joke. (Clicks on a
different story on the same site) Yeah again, fake. That’s just
silly. (Returns to the Trump story) I mean with this one, it
could well be. There’s probably an element, quite a big
element of truth in it. It’s difficult to tell. (...) The picture is
poking fun, I don’t think the article is actually.” P7

Thus, having established that he was browsing a satirical site,
the participant decided that one story on it was likely true
because it was believable to him. Notably the story need not
be either entirely true or entirely false - here the participant
recognized that there may be some false elements to the story
(an altered photo), but that overall the content was truthful.

Veracity based on the content

Some of our participants appeared to pay less attention to the
apparent source of the news stories they were reading as
appearing on each Facebook post, and instead focused on the
content of the story itself, making no mention of source in
their assessment. They simply described their belief in terms
of the credibility of the article itself by supporting it with, for
instance, their own prior knowledge. A news story about
house prices falling in the UK had already become familiar
to some participants: “I know that’s true. Because I’ve read
that or a similar article.” P1

When the story was deemed particularly incredible, that was
sometimes enough to simply dismiss it without the need for
further verification. The story of Camembert cheese no
longer being available to British markets was deemed
obviously untrue: “It’s not real. It’s definitely not real.” P9

To our participants the story was deemed truthful or not
based entirely on its own merits. Naturally, funny or
humorous content was likely to leave participants doubting
the truth of a story. Many participants have gotten used to the
idea of parody news sites, and to them particularly funny
headlines were immediate signs of a fake story.

“It is funny. That’s the thing. I find if you can instantly laugh
at a headline of that sort then often my head just goes straight
to spoof sort of news article.” P4

“I've heard of [the Camembert story] going around. It’s like
when they said Prosecco was running out.” P8

Participants however did not always separate humour from
truth. Truthful articles did not need to be serious, as one
participant pointed out while reading a spoof article. The
story on a nightclub banning music from the film Baywatch
amused the participants, but that did not mean it was fake:
“It could be real, but I think that the article is written for a
laugh.” P9

The fact that a story was “written for a laugh” did not negate
its validity as a proper news story, and the participant was
willing to take some of its content as valid. Our participants
did not suggest that they believed there was an absolute link
between the truth and believability of an article. Participants
looked for grains of truth in all places and often chose to
accept parts of a story that they felt happy to believe
regardless of how incredible or humorous the story was.

Finally, in addition to the believability of the content, the
style of reporting as well as information about the author and
date of an article were sometimes relied on. For example,
when looking at a story from CNN, one participant was not
satisfied with the source of a story being reliable, and went
further to investigate the provenance of the article itself:

“It’s telling me the date of when it was published, it’s got the
reporter and it’s got a picture of them. (...) Can see whether
it’s a real reporter, and yeah, it looks legitimate.” P6



In addition, informal writing style was seen as a mark of
fictitious news, regardless of the source. One participant
acknowledged New York Post as a reliable source, but
doubted the story because of its journalistic style:

“Using words like ‘legit’; if it is actually the New York Post
you would have thought they wouldn’t use that shortened
slangy speak.” P77

Interest in ‘this kind of news’

The participants’ apparent level of interest in, or personal
orientation to the news stories showed up often in our
observations. Firstly, when a story seemed of little
significance to the user, whether it was true or not became
irrelevant. Several participants found it difficult to engage
with stories that mattered little to them despite repeated
prompting. When the topic of the story was not seen as
personally relevant, there was little interest in figuring out
whether or not it was true. One participant paused at the story
about actress Zoe Saldana condemning Hollywood’s
treatment of Donald Trump, then quickly realized she has no
interest in making an assessment either way.

“Celebrities don’t interest me. [pause] I don’t know what to
make of it” P9

Another participant paid even less attention to that story and
just scrolled past it, despite having been given the task of
working out which stories are real and which aren’t.

“[Researcher: [ noticed you almost scrolled straight past it.]
Yeah. Straight past it. Doesn’t bother me. ['ve got
absolutely no interest in it whatsoever. I don’t really know
Zoe Saldana so it’s not something 1'd even entertain more
than a second on.” P7

In contrast, participants suggested that they were more
willing to invest time in finding the truth of something if they
it has a personal or professional interest to them.

“It doesn’t really interest me, but saying that someone writes
an article about wind power releasing more COZ2 than
burning coal then I probably would look that up and
research that more (...) because my interest would be peaked,
because it’s something that I care about.” P77

Thus the level of interest in a story, solely from its Facebook
post, was a strong indicator of how likely a participant was
to make a judgement as to its veracity. The reverse was also
true — the apparent veracity of a news story was often a
determining factor in whether or not a story was interesting.
Participants indicated interest in stories that were clearly
false, with some participants deliberately seeking out those
fake stories in their own Facebook feeds.

“[ tend to be more interested in the stuff that is definitely not
true, like the more kind of The Daily Mash and Newsthump
and those kinds of articles which are sort of based on facts
but are definitely not true if you know what I mean.” P1

This in contrast to participants only interested in news that
they could rely on, and who had little time for anything else.

“Doesn’t interest me (...) blatantly not going to be true.” P8

T