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About this Report 
 

n todayÕs media systems, large numbers of ordinary citizens 
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Summary of Key Findings 
 
 

! ! More than half of British social media users (57.7 percent) came across news 
in the past month on social media that they thought was not fully accurate.  

 
! ! 42.8 percent of news sharers admit to sharing inaccurate or false news; 17.3 

percent admit to sharing news they thought was made up when they shared 
it. These users are more likely to be male, younger, and more interested in 
politics.  

 
! ! A substantial amount of the sharing on social media of inaccurate or made 

up news goes unchallenged. Fewer social media users (33.8 percent) report 
being corrected by other social media users than admit to sharing false or 
exaggerated news (42.8 percent). And 26.4 percent of  those who shared 
inaccurate or made up news were not corrected . There are some grounds for 
optimism if we see this particular glass as half full: after all, almost three 
quarters of respondents who shared news that was exaggerated or made up 
also reported being reprimanded by other social media users.  
 

! ! However, the most problematic news sharing does not stimulate many social 
media users to correct the sharers: in to
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1. Introduction 
 

e are now in the midst of an important public debate about the extent to which social 
media platforms are contributing to the spread of false and misleading information.1 
Many commentators have argued that social media are playing a role in the 

development of a new political culture animated by a wilful disregard for the truth. In the long 
term, if left unchecked, these developments will make it more difficult for societies to operate 
on the basis of important liberal democratic principles: authenticity, rationality, tolerance, trust, 
and the recognition and institutional integration of political differences. 

We see this as a debate about online civic culture.2 Online civic culture refers to the cultural 
expectations, norms of behaviour, and social, economic, and technological incentive structures 
that shape how people behave online. Changes over time in these expectations, norms, and 
incentive structures mean that online civic culture is constantly evolving. But importantly, there 
will occasionally be key transition periods, during which there are decisive breaks with the past 
and when changes in online civic culture become embedded in ways that reconfigure aspects 
of liberal democracy. The online civic cultures of liberal democracies around the world are 
arguably going through such a transition. One challenge for social science is how to develop 
independent, evidence-
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online communication, even if they have sometimes disagreed about the overall implications. It 
is that many of the constraints that typically shape face-to-face communication apply only 
weakly in online settings. In social media interactions, anonymity or pseudonymity are 
widespread, or people use their real identities but have weak or no social ties with many of 
those with whom they discuss politics. As a result, when interacting on social media, people 
are generally more likely to question authority, disclose more information, and worry less about 
facing reprisals for their behaviour. The fact that many social media users feel less bounded by 
authority structures and reprisals does not necessarily lead to democratically undesirable 
interactions. Social media environments encourage the expression of legitimate but 
underrepresented views and the airing of grievances that are not addressed by existing 
communicative structures. However, social media may afford a political communication 
environment in which it is easier than ever to circulate ideas, and signal behavioural norms, that 
may, depending on the specific context, undermine the relational bonds required for tolerance 
and trust.4 

Exploring how, why, and with what effects people share news on social media is therefore 
an essential part of the broader debate about the internet and democracy. The healthy 
functioning of liberal democracies relies upon citizens whose role is to learn about the social 
and political world, exchange information and opinions with others, arrive at considered 
judgments about public affairs, and put these judgments into action as political behaviour. 

In the UK context, where the non-public service media are divided on partisan lines, purely 
fabricated news is just one part of a spectrum of information that is problematic for the 
maintenance of liberal democratic norms. Information that is exaggerated, sensationalized, 
selective, or assembled from a web of partial truths, compiled from reputable and less 
reputable sources, has long been a key force in British public life and this kind of information is 
alive and well in todayÕs media system. All of this means that false and misleading information is 
often introduced by political and media actors of various kinds, for a variety of strategic 
reasons, before being shared across social media and private messaging by a wide range of 
individuals and organizations.5 

News sharing on social media is implicated in all three of the threats that are negatively 
reshaping online civic culture. Those who seek to promote intolerance and misunderstanding 
share narratives and examples from news reports to try to sow division among different social 
and cultural groups. They invoke the authoritative status of journalism to deflect attention from 
the problematic nature of the content they share; others, who may share false or misleading 
information without realising it, may be convinced by these signals of authority. And those who 
seekng 
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Figure 1. Frequency of Internet and Social Media Use (N=2,005) 
 

 
 

 
Our first aim was to identify the extent to which British social media users share news 

about politics on social media. As Figure 2 shows, about a third (31 percent) of British social 
media users share news at least once a month or more frequently. A substantial minorityÑ 20.6 
percentÑ share news at least once a week or more. Clearly, sharing news about politics has 
become a popular activity among British social media usersÑ perhaps surprisingly so, given the 
wide range of activities possible on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and WhatsApp. 

 
 

Figure 2. News Sharing on Social Media (N=1,903) 
!

 
 

What kinds of people tend to share political news on social media?9 As Figure 3 shows, 
males share news more than females, and by a fairly large margin: while 37.6 percent of the 
male respondents shared news on social media at least once a month, this figure drops to 25.4 
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percent among females. 
There is also a fairly clear age divide. Younger individualsÑ defined here as those under the 

age of 45Ñ share news more than the over-45s. Those with higher educational attainment also 
generally tend to share more news. 

 
Figure 3. Social and Political Characteristics of News Sharers on Social Media (N=1,903) 

 

 
 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, people with higher levels of interest in politics share news about 
politics on social media, but there are also some interesting party and ideological divides. 
Labour, UKIP, and Liberal Democrat supporters are more likely to share news on social media 
than Conservative supporters. Those who described themselves as either on the ideological left 
or the ideological right share news more than those at the centre, and overall, those who 
placed themselves to the left and centre-left are more likely to share news than those placing 
themselves to the right and centre-right. We will return to the significance of these party and 
ideological differences later in the report, when we examine how partisan affiliation and ideology 
shape peopleÕs sharing of false and inaccurate news. 
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The most important motivations for sharing were to express feelings and to inform others. 
In each case, 65.5 percent of social media users who share news considered these goals to be 
very important and somewhat important. Next in importance were the motivations to find out 
other peopleÕs opinions (51.1 percent), to influence others (43.9 percent), and to provoke 
discussions (43.7 percent). It is clear that many see sharing news as a form of self-expression 
but also as a purposive behaviourÑ a means of stimulating a response or gaining influence over 
other people. These influence-related motivations are particularly important in light of what we 
show later in the report about the extent to which news sharers share news that is false or 
misleading. 
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6. Problematic News Sharing 
 
We have seen that a substantial number of British social media users who share news do so to 
achieve goals that are potentially problematic for online civic culture. But what can we say 
about how people perceive the quality of the news they share? To what extent do British social 
media users share news that is inaccurate, exaggerated, or false? And, to what extent do 
people who share inaccurate, exaggerated, or false news online experience criticism of their 
behaviour from others in their social media networks? 

We start by identifying the overall extent to which problematic news is encountered by 
British social media users. See Figure 5. 
 

Figure 5
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If we drill down into the results, we can see some worrying findings. Fully 17.3 percent of 
those who share news on social media admitted to sharing news in the past month that they 
thought was made up when they shared it. This is the most problematic of the four news 

sharing behaviours we measured: it is knowingly engaging in 
disinformation and yet it was the most popular response to the 
question. This was contrary to our expectations. Before the 
survey, we reasoned that this question would receive the lowest 
response of the four options. We expected people to be more 
willing to select the responses that enabled them to express the 
ambiguity involved in sharing news about politics. To some 
extent, these shades of grey do exist, because relatively few (7.5 
percent) stated that they knowingly shared news that was 
exaggerated, while a larger number of news sharers (15.8 
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news are more likely than Labour supporters to admit to engaging in disinformation and 
misinformation when they share. Figures 7a and 7b also show that disinformation and 
misinformation are 
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Our survey revealed that corrective behaviour is not as common as we might expect. 
Figure 8 shows responses to our question:  

 
Ò
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more likely to be male, younger, have higher educational attainment, and be interested in 
politics. Conservative supporters are less likely than Labour and Liberal Democrat supporters to 
challenge others. Those on the ideological left are also marginally more likely to challenge 
others. Given our finding that Conservative supporters are more likely to share news that they 
knew was made up, it could be that Labour supporters and left-leaning individuals see it as a 
matter of political duty to try to set the record straight.21  
 

Figure 10. Characteristics of News Sharers on Social Media Who Corrected Other Social Media Users 
for Sharing Problematic News (N=2,005) 

 

 
 
7.2 Who is More Likely to be Corrected? 
 
There are some grounds for optimism if we consider who is more likely to receive reprimands 
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Figure 12. Characteristics of News Sharers on Social Media Who Were Corrected by Other Social 
Media Users for Sharing Problematic News (N=589) 

 

 
 

This optimism should be tempered, however, by the last of our findings, which are 
presented in Figure 13. This Figure shows the relationship between seeing problematic news 
sharing on social media and reprimanding others for problematic news sharing. 

As is logical, the more often that British social media users see problematic news sharing 
by others, the more likely it is that they will challenge others. But here we also see an imbalance 
similar to those we saw above: a minority (44.9 percent) of those who said that they often 
encounter false or misleading news on social media said that they challenged other social 
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media users for their problematic news sharing. Only a third (33.7 percent) of those who said 
they sometimes encounter problematic news said that they try to do something about it by 
telling the person who shared it on social media.  
 

Figure 13. The Relationship Between Seeing Problematic News and Correcting Other Social Media 
Users (N=1,590) 

 

 
 

 

8. Conclusions 
 
This survey report has unearthed several troubling findings about the contribution of news 
sharing on social media to BritainÕs online civic culture.  

Evidence of this kind ought to be considered in debates about the future role of social 
media platforms in British politics and society. But the evidence can also inform a broader 
debate about the role of all news media in the UK. Digital platforms differ in the extent to which 
their users engage with established, professional news organizations or online-native news. 
UK-specific evidence on this theme is currently unavailable, but evidence from the US indicates 
that the most engaged-with news on Facebook, for example, originates with a mix of online-
native and established brands.22 
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Among those who shared news on social media in the past month, 42.8 percent shared 
inaccurate or false news, and this included 17.3 percent who shared news they thought was 
made up when they shared it. In the UK, these social media users tend to be male, younger, 
and interested in politics. 

The so-called self-correcting nature of social media operates to some extent, but not as 
much as we might expect. A substantial amount of sharing on social media of inaccurate or 
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