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Outline

• What is fake news? 
• Identifying the problem

• Consequences for Social Cohesion: 
• Evaluating the social consequences

• A Psychological Vaccine Against Fake News
• Finding (practical) solutions
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What is “fake news”?

• Misinformation
• “False or incorrect information” (including human error).

• Disinformation (misinformation + intent)
• “The purposeful spread of false or incorrect information with the explicit 

intent to cause harm or to confuse and deceive others”.

• Political Propaganda (disinformation + political agenda)
• “Institutionalized or state-run public indoctrination campaigns”. 

Misinformation

Disinformation

Propaganda

“Fake News”



Social contagion: The spread of false memes



Group Consensus and Polarization



Brexit (The Economist, 2016)



Group Consensus and Polarization



Social trust



Social Echo Chambers

• Greater access to information via online news and social media fosters selective 
exposure to ideological content, resulting in a so-called “echo chamber” of like-minded 
opinions that promote social extremism and political polarization. 



Social Echo Chambers



Concerted disinformation campaign





Fake Experts



A “psychological vaccine” against fake news
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The biological “inoculation” metaphor



The process of psychological “inoculation”

The vaccine

A) Affective basis: 
“Warning of impending threat”

B) Cognitive basis: 
“Refutational preemption” 

Psychological
Inoculation

Increased resistance
to future exposure and 
persuasion attempts

Triggers production of 
mental “antibodies”

Through internal rehearsal



A Psychological Vaccine Against Fake News



World War II Propaganda

Nazi indoctrination was most effective where it could tap into pre-existing
prejudices (Voigtländer & Voth, 2014).

German General Social Survey (2006)
“Jews living in Germany should have equal rights with Germans in all respects”

10% Disagreed in Hamburg
48% Disagreed in Lower Bavaria



Social conflict

Archival studies have shown that people exhibit heightened authoritarian
propensities and behaviors during periods marked by social, economic, and 
political threat, including toughness, aggression, cynicism, and submission to 
power and authority (e.g., see Lavine et al., 1999).

Prejudiced individuals were 
40% more likely to oppose 
racially egalitarian policies 
compared to non-prejudiced 
individuals after ad campaign 
exposure (Mendelberg, 1997).



Fake News Policy? 



Fake News Policy? 



Thank you
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