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Hastag heroes and misinformation dystopia

SPSA 2022 COVID-19, (MIS)INFORMATION AND MENTAL HEALTH 3

Freelon, Marwick & Kreiss (2020)

Daily tweets about police violence and Black Lives Matter, 
June 2014 to May 2015

% of U.S. adults who say completely made-up news has 

caused ….. about the basic facts of current events 

Barthel, Mitchell & Holcomb (2016)

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abb2428
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2016/12/15/many-americans-believe-fake-news-is-sowing-confusion/


"Fake news". A buzzword and a polysemic term
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Lexis Nexis appearances of “fake news” in newspaper
coverage show an increase in the yearly frequency with
which newspapers have used this specific term

Scheufele & Krause (2019) Jones (2017)

From don't believe that, trust me to an attack on journalism.
The multiple meanings of "fake news" among political elites

https://twitter.com/colinjones/status/819230504025260036
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30642953/
https://twitter.com/colinjones/status/819230504025260036


Towards a clarification of terms

Using the dimensions of harm and falseness, Wardle and
Derakhshan (2017) describe the differences between these
types of information

• Misinformation is when false information is shared, but
no harm is meant

• Disinformation is when false information is knowingly
shared to cause harm

• Malinformation is when genuine information is shared to
cause harm, often by moving information designed to
stay private into the public sphere

Glossary of the Bronner et al. report (2022)

• Conspiracy theory: a narrative that tends to attribute the
origin of an event or phenomenon to the occult action of
a generally small group of individuals pursuing a legally or
morally reprehensible goal, to the detriment of a more
plausible explanation. (…) A conspiracy theory is most
often characterized by challenging without real evidence
the commonly accepted explanation of a given
circumstance and accusing those who have a real or
supposed interest in it

• Clickbait: sensationalist news content, often false,
inaccurate or misleading, created for the purpose of
attracting the attention of Internet users to generate
traffic

• False information or misinformation: false or inaccurate
information content, whether or not deliberately created
and disseminated to mislead people

• Foreign digital influence: informational operation
conducted in the digital space by a foreign actor or group
of actors for the purpose of influence
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Wardle & Derakhshan (2017) Bronner et al. (2022)

https://rm.coe.int/information-disorder-toward-an-interdisciplinary-framework-for-researc/168076277c
https://www.vie-publique.fr/sites/default/files/rapport/pdf/283201.pdf


Misinformation in the age of platforms 
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"Citizens create content that reacts to what’s been presented
to them, entering the cycle as producers. (…) Bad actors are
finding ways to inject ideas into the conversation by targeting
vulnerable points in the system." (Zuckerman 2018)

Zuckerman (2018) Zuckerman (2018)

"While bots are bad for Twitter and Facebook, polarization
turns out to be a great business model-it leads to engaged
and passionate users, who are good for profits and bad for
democracy." (Ibid.)

https://medium.com/trust-media-and-democracy/we-know-the-news-is-in-crisis-5d1c4fbf7691
https://medium.com/trust-media-and-democracy/we-know-the-news-is-in-crisis-5d1c4fbf7691


Misinformation
Exposure, reception and use
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A small primary impact
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Allen et al. (2020) Allen et al. (2020)

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.aay3539
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.aay3539


People’s beliefs may not be as partisan as it 
seems based on their social media feeds
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Pennycook et al. (2021)

"Sharing intentions are much less discerning than accuracy 
judgements - despite an overall desire to share only 
accurate content"

Pennycook et al. (2021)

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-021-03344-2
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-021-03344-2


Fact-checking can reduce misperceptions but 
often has minimal effect

"we find that people express more factually accurate beliefs
after exposure to fact-checks. These effects hold even when
fact-checks target their preferred candidate. (…)

However, exposure to journalistic fact-checks did not affect
attitudes toward him in either study. Ultimately, we find no
evidence that changes in factual beliefs in a claim made by a
candidate affect voter preferences during a presidential
election." Nyhan et al. (2020:956)
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Nyhan et al. (2020)

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11109-019-09528-x.pdf


Misinformation, science audiences and Covid-19

What does it mean for citizens to be misinformed or 
uninformed about science ? 

• Lack of understanding of science 
• Knowledge about scientific facts 

• Epistemic knowledge about science

• Holding beliefs inconsistent with the best available science
• Inaccurate views of scientific consensus and the willful rejection of 

scientific consensus

• Conspiratorial beliefs

How does misinformation take root, and why does it persist ?

• Individual-Level Roots of Misinformation
• The (in)ability to recognize misinformation

• Motivations to recognize inaccurate information…or not

• Misinformation in Groups and Informational Cascades

• Communication Dynamics at the Societal Level

Multi-layered problem of risk definition in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Krause et al. 2020)

SPSA 2022 COVID-19, (MIS)INFORMATION AND MENTAL HEALTH 11

Scheufele & Krause (2019) Krause et al. (2020)

https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/116/16/7662.full.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13669877.2020.1756385


Covid-19 and mental health
Study 1
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Materials
• Phase1 Mai-June 2020 (n=8806) Phase2

November 2020 (n=9027)

• Switzerland : Covid-19 Wave 1: March-
April 2020 ; Covid-19 Wave 2: end Oct-
Dec 2020

• Switzerland: we ran the questionnaire in
the three regions

• Data collection : an online questionnaire
centred on the concepts of the
Knowledge-Attitude-Practice (KAP) model
allowing the exploration of diverse
themes such as risk perceptions and
beliefs, positive and negative attitudes, as
well as adaptive and maladaptive
behaviours
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Généreux M, et al. (2021)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34062769/


Indicators

• Countries across the globe faced different epidemiological situations,
and even those impacted in a similar manner chose to respond to the
pandemic in different ways

• Early and effective containment measures have decreased infection
rates ; however, the benefits come with huge costs in terms of
negative psychological outcomes, especially when individuals are
affected by specific stressors such as greater duration of confinement,
inadequate supplies, difficulty securing medical care, financial losses

• The confinement also deepened social inequalities, causing more
individuals to be vulnerable to the impacts of the pandemic

• Various factors play important roles in coping with a highly stressful
situation such as the Covid-19. These factors encompass not only
individual psychological resources, such as one’s sense of coherence,
but also socio-ecological factors for resilience such as family
functioning, social support, social participation, and trust in
healthcare institutions

• Main component of the study is a
psychological response survey -> Raising
awareness of the impacts of the
pandemic on psychological health

• Indicator : probable GAD or MDE

• GAD (generalized anxiety disorder).
Standard questionnaire (GAD-7). The
total score is obtained by adding up the
score obtained for each item. (Spitzer al.
2006)

• MDE (major depressive episode).
Standard questionnaire (PHQ-9).
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Généreux M, et al. (2021)

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/410326
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34062769/


Findings
Psychological Outcomes

• An increase in negative psychological
outcomes between the first and second
measurement waves.

• Substantial differences between
countries, with rates in the USA, England,
Hong Kong and the Philippines generally
higher and those in Switzerland and
Belgium generally lower.

• Probable GAD or MDE indications ranged
from 22.3% in Switzerland to 38.8% in the
Philippines in November 2020 (Wave 2)
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Généreux M, et al. (2021)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34062769/


Findings
Psychological Outcomes

• Rates among female, younger, and
measurement wave 2 participants are
generally higher than males, older and
measurement wave 1 participants.

• Higher changes between wave 1 and
wave 2 rates in the younger age groups
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Généreux M, et al. (2021)

Females are denoted by red circles, males by blue circles Measurement wave 1 with hollow circles and measurement wave 2 
with solid circles

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34062769/


Conspiracy theories and misinfo. about Covid-19
Study 2
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Materials
• Phase1 June 2020 (n =8806)

• Switzerland : Covid-19 Wave 1: March-
April 2020

• Data collection : Questionnaire study 1
(≥18 years)
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De Coninck D et al. (2021)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34062769/


Indicators
• Switzerland and Belgium are part of the democratic corporatist model

(Hallin & Mancini 2017). Despite differences, the United Kingdom and
Canada are close to this group. The political and media environment
in the US is polarized and creates fertile ground for spreading
misinformation. The Philippines and Hong Kong have a partisan media
landscape, and political polarization is high in both countries/regions.
New Zealand is selected for its approach to the Covid-19 pandemic.
Almost all countries were still in the process of fighting the pandemic
(wave 1), while New Zealand had passed this stage

• We expect conspiracy and misinformation beliefs to be low in
countries with a consensual, media-friendly political system and high
in countries with a polarized political and media environment

• Belief in conspiracy theories (e.g., the
pharmaceutical industry is involved in
the spread of the coronavirus) was
measured through with 3 items
presented in all countries and another
one with 6 items presented in all
countries except Hong Kong. Answer
options ranged from 1 (do not agree at
all) to 10 (fully agree)

• Belief in misinformation was measured
through 5 items (e.g., the coronavirus
cannot be transmitted in warm
countries). Answer options ranged from
1 (do not agree at all) to 10 (fully)

• Covid-19 Information sources was
measured through 12 items. Answer
options ranged from 1 (never) to 4
(mainly/always)

• Trust in Covid-19 Information Sources was
measured through 7 items. Answer
options ranged from 1 (do not trust at all)
to 10 (fully trust)
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De Coninck D et al. (2021)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34062769/


Findings
Countries differences
• Belief in conspiracy theories results.

Mean scores indicated that respondents
from the Philippines, the United States,
and Hong Kong reported the highest
scores with regards to conspiracy beliefs.
Respondents from Switzerland, but
especially Canada and New Zealand
reported the lowest scores

• As for misinformation beliefs, results
again pointed to significant country
differences. Respondents from same
three countries the Philippines, Hong
Kong, the United States reported the
highest belief

• Respondents from countries with a
media-supportive and consensual
political system report some of the lowest
conspiracy/misinformation beliefs

SPSA 2022 COVID-19, (MIS)INFORMATION AND MENTAL HEALTH 20

De Coninck D et al. (2021)

Answer options for both misinformation and conspiracy beliefs ranged from 1 to 10, with the 
high end of the scale denoting high misinformation/conspiracy beliefs

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34062769/


Findings
Sociodemographic  differences

• Differences in conspiracy beliefs by age
and education, with mean scores
indicating that younger age categories
(18-34; 35-54) and lower educated
individuals held higher conspiracy beliefs
than older age categories and highly
educated individuals

• As for misinformation beliefs, we found
that younger age categories, lower
educated individuals, and women were
more inclined to believe in
misinformation than older age categories,
higher educated individuals, and men
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Answer options for both misinformation and conspiracy beliefs ranged from 1 to 10, with the 
high end of the scale denoting high misinformation/conspiracy beliefs



Findings
Exposure
• Exposure to health experts was in

general associated with lower conspiracy
and misinformation beliefs

• Exposure to political actors was
associated with greater conspiracy beliefs
in the United States, Hong Kong, and the
Philippines, and greater and
misinformation beliefs in all countries
except Belgium and Canada

• In terms of information from traditional
media (TV, radio, print news), analyses
showed greater exposure was negatively
associated with conspiracy beliefs and
misinformation beliefs in Belgium and
Switzerland only

• Exposure to digital media was associated
with greater conspiracy theory beliefs
and misinformation beliefs
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• Information from health actors was more
likely to be associated with lower
conspiracy or misinformation beliefs for
those who report high trust in these
actors

• Information from digital media was
more likely to be associated with higher
conspiracy or misinformation beliefs
among those who report high trust in
these media

Findings
Trust

De Coninck D et al. (2021)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34062769/


Findings
Direct standardized effects of predictors on conspiracy beliefs and misinformation beliefs
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De Coninck D et al. (2021)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34062769/


Last words
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(Mis)information <-> health

SUM UP (selection)

• Study 1
• Switzerland and Belgium had the least negative 

psychological results

• Young people are particularly affected by the Covid-
19 pandemic

• Study 2
• The Philippines, United States, and Hong Kong

ranked as the top three for beliefs in conspiracy
theories and misinformation. Significantly lower
scores for both beliefs were found for Switzerland,
Canada and New Zealand and Belgium

• One would expect that more exposure to
information from political actors would also
decrease beliefs in conspiracies and misinformation,
but results showed that this exposure is associated
with greater conspiracy and misinformation beliefs
in Hong Kong, the United States, and the
Philippines, and not associated with these
beliefs in most other countries
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CHALLENGES

• Content
• Health (e.g. non-certified websites)

• Approaches
• Methods (Jerolmack & Khan 2014) 
• Long-term effects (Gerbner 1998)

• Putting true news into circulation

• Developing an appetite for science

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0049124114523396
https://web.asc.upenn.edu/gerbner/Asset.aspx?assetID=459
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Thank you !

@SalernoSebi & @npcheynel

https://www.researchfakenews.ch
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https://www.researchfakenews.ch/

