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About this Report

n today® media systems, large numbers of ordinary citizens



Summary oKey Findings

I'l' 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.

Il 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.

Il 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 midstof an important public debate about the extent to which social
media platforms are contributing tothe spread of false and misleading information
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 socieBdo 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 culturé.Online civicculture 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 eiic 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 liberd democracy. The online civic cultures of liberal democracies around the world are
arguably going through such a transition.One challenge for social sciere is how to develop
independent, evidence



online communication, even if they have sometimes disagreed about the overathplications. It
is that many of the constraints that typically shape facéo-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 mediapeople
are geneally more likely to question authority, disclose more information, and worry less about
facing reprisals for their behaviourThe fact that many social media users feel less bounded by
authority structures andreprisalsdoes not necessarilylead to democratically undesirable
interactions Social media environmentsencourage the expression of legitimate but
underrepresented views and the airing of grievances that are not addressed by existing
communicative structures. However,social media may afforda political communication
environment in which it is easier than ever to circulate ideasnd signal behavioural normsthat
may, depending on the specific context, undermine the relational bondsequired fortolerance
and trust.*

Exploring how, why, and with what effects people share news on social media is therefore
an essential part of the broader debate abouthe internetand 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 witlothers, arrive at considered
judgments about public affairs, and put these judgments into action as political behaviour.

In the UK context, where the norpublic service media are divided on partisan linegurely
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 truthscompiled from reputable and less
reputable sources has long been a key force in British public lifand this kind of information is
alive and well in todayOs media systerll of this means that false and misleading information is
often introduced by poitical 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.

News sharing on social media is implicated in all three of the thats 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 authordtive status of journalism to deflect attention from
the problematic nature of the content they shae; 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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Our first aim was to identify the extent to which British social media users share news
about politics on social media.As Figure 2shows, about a third (31 percent) of British social
media users share news at least once a month or more frequently. A subahtial minorityN 20.6
percentN share news at least once a week or more. Clearly, sharing news about politics has
become a popular activity among British social media usefs perhaps surprisingly so, given the
wide range of activities possible on Facebook, Insigram, Twitter, and WhatsApp.

What kinds of people tend to share political news on social medig?As Figure 3shows,
males sharenews more than females, and by a fairly large margin: whil@7.6 percent of the
male respondentsshared news on social media at least once a monththis figure drops t025.4



percent among females.

There isalso a fairly clear age divide Younger individual$l defined here as those under the
age of 45N share news more than the over45s. Those with higher educational attainment also
generally tend to share morenews.
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, people with higher levels of interest in politics share news about
politics on social media, but there arealso some interesting party and ideological divides.
Labour, UKIP, and Liberal Democrat supporters are more likely to shareews 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 centreleft are more likely toshare news than those placing
themselves to the right and centreright. We will return to the significance of these partand
ideologicaldifferences later in the report, when we examinéow partisan affiliation and ideology
shape people® sharing of false andinaccurate news.






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 irportance were the motivations tofind out
other peopleOs opinions (51.1 percent), iafluence others (43.9 percent)and to provoke
discussions (43.7 percent). It is clear that many see sharing news asform of selfexpression
but also as a purposive betavioufN a means of stimulating a response or gaining influence over
other people. These influencerelated 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.



6. Problematic News Sharing

We have seen that a substantial number of British social media usemsho share newsdo so to
achieve goals that are potentially problematic for online civic culture. But what can we say
about how people perceive thequality of the newsthey share? To what exent do British social
media users share news that ignaccurate, exaggerated or false? And, to what extent do
people who shareinaccurate, 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 Figuré.






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
guestion. 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 theyknowingly shared news that was
exaggerated, while a larger number of news sharers (15.8



news are more likely than Labour supporters to admit to engaging in disinformation and
misinformation when they shareFigures 7aand 7b also show that disinformation and
misinformationare






Our surveyrevealedthat corrective behaviour is not ascommon as we might expect.
Figure 8 shows responses toour question:
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more likely to be male, younger, have higher educational attainment, aruk interested in
politics. Conservative supporters are less likely than Labowand Liberal Democratsupporters to
challenge others. Those on the ideological left are also marginally more likely to challenge
others. Given our finding thatConservative supporters are more likely to share news that they
knew was made up, it could be that Labour supporters and lefleaning individuals see it as a
matter of political duty to try to set the record straight*
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There are some grounds for optimism if we consider who is more likely to receive reprimands






Male I 35.8%
Female NN 30.2%
18-29 I 12.2%
30-44 I A 4.5%
45-54 I 05.2%
55-64 I 16.7%
65+ I 29.3%
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This optimism should be tempered, however, by thdast of our findings, which are
presented in Figurel3. This Figureshows the relationship betweenseeing problematic news
sharing on social media and reprimanding others for problematic news sharing.

As is logical, he more often that British social media usersee problematic news sharing
by others, the more likely it is that they will challenge other But here we also see an imbalance
similar to those we saw above:a minority 4.9 percent) of those who said that theyoften
encounter false or misleading news on social media said that they challenged other social



media users for their problematic news shang. 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.

8. Conclusions

This survey report has unearthed several troubling findings about the contribution of news
sharing on social media to Britai® 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 caalso inform a broader
debate about the role of all news media in the UKDigital gatforms differ in the extent to which
their users engage with established, professional news organizations online-native news.
UK-specific evidence on this theme iscurrently unavailable but evidence from the US indicates
that the most engaged-with news on Facebook, for example, originatesvith a mix of online
native and established brands?



Among those who shared news on social media in the past month, 42.8 percent shared
inaccurate or false news, and this included17.3 percent who shared news they thought was
made up when they shaed it. In the UK, these social media users tend to be male, younger,
and interested in politics

The so-called selfcorrecting 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



About the Online Civic Culture Centre (O3C)

Established in 2018through Loughborough Universityd Adventure Research Programme, the
Online Civic Culture Centre (O3C) applies concepts and methods from social science and
information science to understand the role of social media in shaping our civic culturked by
Professor Ardrew Chadwick, it features academic staff anddoctoral researchers drawn from
the disciplines of communication, information science, social psychology, and sociologp3C
enables interdisciplinary teams of researchers to work together on issues of misinfoation,
disinformation, and the rise of hate speech and intolerance online. It develops evidentmsed
knowledge to mitigate the democraticallydysfunctional aspects of social media. At the same
time, it identifies and promotes the positive civic engagemerbenefits of social media.For
more information, visit theO3C website and follow us on Twitter

Il Professor Andrew Chadwick, Professor of Political CommunicatiorDepartment of
Communication and Media,O3C Director

Il Rachel Armitage, doctoral researcher

I'l Catherine Baker, doctoral researcher

I'l Professor Louise Cooke Professor of Information &nowledge Management, Centre for
Information Management (CIM)

I'l' Professor John Downey, Professor of Media and CommunicatigrDepartment of
Communication and Media

I'l' Dr Suzanne Elayan, Postdoctoral Researcher, CIM.

I'l' Professor Tom Jackson, Professor of Information and Knowledge Management, CIM

Il Dr Simone Natale, Lecturer in Media and CommunicationrDepartment of Communicaton
and Media

I'l' Dr Line Nyhagen, Reader in Sociology


/research/online-civic-culture-centre/
https://twitter.com/O3CLboro

Notes

! See, for example, Wardle, C. & Derakhshan, H. (2017formation Disorder: Toward an
Interdisciplinary Framework for Research and Policy Makin@ouncil of Europe; European Commission
(2018).Final Report of the High Level Expert Group on Fake News and Online Disinformatitu$E
Commission on Truth, Trust andTechnology (2018).Tackling the Information Crisis: A Policy Framework
for Media System ResilienceUK Department of Dgital, Culture, Media & Sport and Home Department
(2019).0Online Harms White PaperHouse of Commons Digital, Culture, Media & Sport Committee
(2019). Disinformation and OFake NewsO: Final Report

2 Online Civic Culture Centre (O3C), Loughborough Universitiyttps://www.lboro.ac.uk/research/online-
civic-culture-centre/about/

% See for example Bennett, W. L., & Livingston, S. (2018). The Disinformation Order: Disruptive
Communication and the Decline of Democratic InstitutionsEuropean Journal of @mmunication 33(2),
1229139; Chadwick, A. (2017).The Hybrid Media System: Politics and PowerNew York: Oxford
University Press, Second edition; Van Aelst, P. et al. (2017). Political Communication in a Highoice
Media Environment: A Challenge for Demaacy? Annals of the International Communicatiomssociation
41(1), F7; Thorson, K. & Wells, C. (2015). Curated Flows: A Framework for Mapping Media Exposure
in the Digital Age.Communication Theory26(3), 30%828; Tucker, J., Guess, A., Barbert, P., Vacari,

C., Siegel, A., Sanovich, S., Stukal, D., & Nyhan, B. (2018%ocial Media, Political Polarization, and
Political Disinformation: A Review of the Scientific Literaturelewlett Foundation; Waisbord, S. (2018).
Truth is What Happens to News: On Journasm, Fake News, and Posttruth. Journalism Studies19(13),
1866B1878; Woolley, S. & Howard, P. (Eds) (2018 omputational Propaganda: Political Parties,
Politicians, and Political Manipulation on Social MedidNew York: Oxford University Press; ChadwickA.
(2006). Internet Politics: States, Citizens, and New Communication Technologiebdlew York: Oxford
University Press.

* For the negative view, see, for example, Suler, J. (2004). The Online Disinhibition Effect.
Cyberpsychology & Behavior7(3), 321E826. For a more positive view, see, for example, Papacharissi, Z.



https://rm.coe.int/information-disorder-toward-an-interdisciplinary-framework-for-researc/168076277c
https://rm.coe.int/information-disorder-toward-an-interdisciplinary-framework-for-researc/168076277c
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/final-report-high-level-expert-group-fake-news-and-online-disinformation
http://www.lse.ac.uk/media-and-communications/assets/documents/research/T3-Report-Tackling-the-Information-Crisis-v6.pdf
http://www.lse.ac.uk/media-and-communications/assets/documents/research/T3-Report-Tackling-the-Information-Crisis-v6.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/online-harms-white-paper
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcumeds/1791/1791.pdf
/research/online-civic-culture-centre/
/research/online-civic-culture-centre/
https://www.pewinternet.org/2017/03/29/the-future-of-free-speech-trolls-anonymity-and-fake-news-online/
https://www.pewinternet.org/2017/03/29/the-future-of-free-speech-trolls-anonymity-and-fake-news-online/
https://psyarxiv.com/6m4ts/
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/inside-the-team-at-facebook-that-dealt-with-the-christchurch-shooting
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/inside-the-team-at-facebook-that-dealt-with-the-christchurch-shooting
https://www.britishelectionstudy.com/



https://datasociety.net/pubs/oh/DataAndSociety_MediaManipulationAndDisinformationOnline.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-44188805
https://www.niemanlab.org/2019/03/one-year-in-facebooks-big-algorithm-change-has-spurred-an-angry-fox-news-dominated-and-very-engaged-news-feed
https://www.niemanlab.org/2019/03/one-year-in-facebooks-big-algorithm-change-has-spurred-an-angry-fox-news-dominated-and-very-engaged-news-feed
https://www.journalism.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/2016/12/PJ_2016.12.15_fake-news_FINAL.pdf
https://datasociety.net/output/lexicon-of-lies
http://www.digitalnewsreport.org/
https://en-gb.facebook.com/communitystandards
https://en-gb.facebook.com/communitystandards



https://esrcpartymembersprojectorg.files.wordpress.com/2018/01/grassroots-pmp_final.pdf

0O3C 1/ News Sharing on UK Social Media



0O3C 1/ News Sharing on UK Social Media

3C



O3C 1/ April 2019






