Psychological Processes in the Acceptance of Covid-19
Fake News: A Scoping Review

Cristian Mora-Mican

Laura Rojas-Gaitan

Margarita Villota-Benitez

Luisa Ramirez

Escuela de Medicina y Ciencias de la Salud, Universidad del Rosario

Doi: https://doi.org/10.12804/revistas.urosario.edu.co/apl/a.13724

Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic challenged the world in several

ways that required global efforts to adapt and respond
to minimize its impact. The existential threat posed by
the pandemic, the global increase of people’s reliance
on social networks, and the desperate need for infor-
mation created an infodemic scenario, i. e., the prolifer-
ation of fake news. This paper aims to contribute to an
understanding of the psychological processes involved
in the propagation of fake news. To this end, we con-
ducted a PRISMA-based scoping review of empirical
literature on the psychological processes related to
the acceptance of Covid-19 fake news. Articles were
searched in five databases for relevant and potential-

ly eligible studies realized between January of 2020
and December of 2021 in English and Spanish. This
led to the identification of 223 studies, which, after
eligibility checks, resulted in 18 articles meeting the
criteria. Selected articles were empirical papers that
focused on exploring psychological processes and their
relations with fake news. Our results showed that: a)
evidence on the relationship between the consistency
of conspiracy theories, beliefs of Covid-19 and ac-
ceptance of fake news is mixed, b) emotions such as
anger and fear partially predict information sharing
behaviors, c) intuitive cognitive styles were associated
with higher endorsement of fake news, and d) there is
no clear evidence of a relationship between political
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orientation and the endorsement to fake news. We dis-
cuss the implications of our findings and highlight the
urgent need for further research on this increasingly
problematic aspect of human communication.
Keywords: psychological processes; acceptance of fake
news; Covid-19; cyberpsychology.

Resumen

La pandemia de Covid-19 desafié al mundo de varias

maneras que exigieron esfuerzos globales de adaptacion
y respuesta para minimizar su impacto. La amenaza
existencial planteada por la pandemia, el aumento global
de la dependencia de la gente a las redes sociales y la
necesidad desesperada de informacion, crearon un es-
cenario de proliferacion de noticias falsas. Este articulo
pretende contribuir a la comprension de los procesos
psicologicos implicados en la propagacion de noticias
falsas. La metodologia fue una revision de literatura
empirica de alcance segun lineamientos PRISMA sobre
los procesos psicologicos relacionados con la aceptacion
de noticias falsas sobre Covid-19. Se buscaron articulos
en cinco bases de datos publicados entre enero de 2020
y diciembre de 2021 en inglés y espafiol. Esto condujo
a la identificacion de 223 estudios, que después de las
comprobaciones de elegibilidad resultaron en 18 articu-
los. Nuestros resultados mostraron que: a) no esta clara
la relacion entre la consistencia de las teorias conspira-
tivas, las creencias de Covid-19 y la aceptacion de las
fake news, b) existen evidencias de que emociones como
laira'y el miedo predicen parcialmente las conductas de
compartir informacion, c) los estilos cognitivos intuitivos
estan asociados con una mayor aceptacion de las noticias
falsas, y d) no es clara la relacion entre la orientacion
politica y el respaldo a las fake news, Discutimos las
implicaciones de nuestros hallazgos y destacamos la
necesidad urgente de investigar sobre este aspecto ca-
da vez mas problematico de la comunicacién humana.
Palabras clave: procesos psicoldgicos; aceptacion de

Jfake news; Covid-19; ciberpsicologia.

Resumo

Apandemia da covid-19 imp6s desafios globais que exigi-

ram esfor¢os coletivos de adaptagdo e resposta. A ameacga

existencial da pandemia, o aumento global da dependéncia
das redes sociais e a necessidade urgente de informagdes
favoreceram a proliferagdo de noticias falsas. Este arti-
go tem o objetivo de contribuir para a compreensdo dos
processos psicologicos envolvidos na disseminagdo de
noticias falsas. A metodologia consistiu em uma revisio
de escopo da literatura empirica, seguindo o escopo Prisma
as diretrizes PRISMA, sobre os processos psicologicos
relacionados a aceitagdo de noticias falsas sobre a co-
vid-19. A busca foi realizada em cinco bancos de dados
por artigos publicados entre janeiro de 2020 e dezembro
de 2021 em inglés e espanhol. Foram identificados 223
estudos, dos quais 18 atenderam aos critérios de elegi-
bilidade. Os resultados indicam que a) a relagdo entre
a consisténcia das teorias da conspiragdo, as crengas
sobre a covid-19 e a aceitacdo de noticias falsas ndo
¢ clara; b) ha evidéncias de que emogdes como ira e
medo predizem parcialmente os comportamentos de
compartilhamento de informagdes; c¢) os estilos cogni-
tivos intuitivos estdo associados a maior aceitagdo de
noticias falsas; e d) a relacdo entre a orientagdo politica
e o endosso de noticias falsas ndo € clara. Discutimos as
implicagdes de nossas descobertas e destacamos a ne-
cessidade urgente de mais pesquisas sobre esse aspecto
cada vez mais problematico da comunicagdo humana.
Palavras-chave: processos psicoldgicos; aceitagdo de
noticias falsas; covid-19; ciberpsicologia.

The Covid-19 pandemic demanded worldwide
important efforts to face health, social, and eco-
nomic challenges (Panneer et al., 2022). Social
media has played an important role in providing
relevant information, including early alerts, news,
and in general, the rapid dissemination of infor-
mation during the Covid-19 health crisis (Abbas
et al., 2021; Madziva et al., 2022). Unfortunately,
the dissemination of fake news (i.e., misinforma-
tion) increased amid the uncertainty and the need
for knowledge experienced by people regarding
the treatment and cure of Covid-19 (PAHO, 2020;
Madziva et al., 2022). The amount of available
information and the difficulty in assessing its
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quality added another layer of complexity for those
seeking credible information (Horesh & Brown,
2020; Huang & Zhao, 2020). Soon after the beginning
of the pandemic, the World Health Organization
(2020), hereinafter WHO, raised the alarms on the
possibility of an infodemic scenario.

The combination of a health crisis posing an
existential threat, heightened anxiety levels in-
creasing people’s need for information and cer-
tainty, and a rapid shift toward greater reliance
on the internet in order to continue with human
activity created a novel scenario that requires
further exploration by researchers. Even if some
authors wrote about the acceptance of fake news
and misinformation (Pennycook & Rand, 2021;
Greifenender et al., 2021), and others developed
systematic literature reviews focused on specific
psychological aspects involved in the process (in-
dividual differences, political orientation, beliefs,
biases, and attitudes) (van Mulukom et al., 2022),
the potential for a negative impact of misinforma-
tion through fake news circulating on social media
on people’s lives and wellbeing (WHO, 2020)
suggests the necessity of deepening our under-
standing of the psychological processes underlying
the audience’s readily acceptance of fake news
and participation in disinformation and misinfor-
mation-sharing during the pandemic. To this aim,
we conducted a PRISMA scoping review of em-
pirical articles offering a psychological explanation
of the disinformation and misinformation-sharing
behaviors, analyzing data collected between Jan-
uary 2020 and December 2021 and published
before August 2022, when this systematic review
was performed. Our review provides empirical
evidence of psychological processes, defined as
a “series of steps or mechanisms that occur in a
regular manner—not necessarily a deterministic
one—to bring about changes in behavior, emotion,
or thought” (Tamayo, 2011, p. 323), associated
with the acceptance of fake news and misinfor-
mation in social networks about Covid-19 during
the pandemic. Consistently, we set out to identify
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empirical evidence that contributes to a better un-
derstanding of people’s acceptance of fake news
and misinformation including, for the most part,
behavioral and self-report measures like sharing
fake news, engaging in self and others-protective
behavior and/or believing in, trusting in, willingness
to share fake news, to give some examples.

In past decades, people worldwide have increas-
ingly relied on the internet to mediate their relation-
ship with the world (McKenna & Bargh, 2009); how-
ever, the recent Covid-19 pandemic created a novel
context. The pandemic required people from all over
the world to adopt the tendency to rely on the inter-
net for solving daily life situations, connecting with
others, and seeking information (Anderson et al.,
2021; McClain et al., 2021), while simultaneously
experiencing feelings of threat and uncertainty
(Koffman et al., 2020). At the same time, people’s
reliance on social networks for information raised
concerns about the evident lack of critical thinking
among the general audience, reflected, among other
things, in their mistrust of scientific information
(Dillon, & Avraamidou, 2020; Puig et al., 2021).
Understanding how people select relevant infor-
mation to inform their behavior in such a novel
context is still a matter of inquiry. Next, we will
briefly review some empirical evidence that may
contribute to this goal.

Motivated Thinkers Using Online
Information Resources to Alleviate
Their Uncertainty in the Face of an
Existential Threat

People are motivated thinkers. They constantly
seek and build naive (lay) theories to explain what
happens around them and attribute causes to events
(Manusov & Spitzberg, 2008; Heider, 1958).
Despite being based on common sense, these theo-
ries help lay people make sense of complex and am-
biguous information (Plaks et al., 2009), and have
significant consequences on their lives (Ramirez &
Levy, 2010; Zedelius et al., 2017). Lay theories act
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in association with other belief systems like social
and political ideologies (Cichoka & Dhont, 2018)
in ways that reinforce people’s sense of accuracy
and effectiveness in dealing with their lives (Hong
etal., 2006; Plaks et al., 2009). Consistently, despite
efforts to find accurate information, people are not
neutral when searching or interpreting available
information. This may lead them to credit inac-
curate information (Anspach & Carlson, 2020)
while distrusting and rejecting other, more accurate
sources (Anspach & Carlson, 2020).

According to empirical evidence, some of the
reasons associated with the evident lack of critical
thinking in the face of potentially fake news in-
clude pre-existing individual preferences and belief
systems, emotional processing, motivation, and
cognitive load. First, pre-existing belief systems
serve as cognitive maps that represent reality and
guide their social functioning (Sarmiento, 2020).
Some evidence suggests that people’s readiness
to accept information in social networks may be
consistent with their pre-existing social (Moravec
etal., 2018), political (Kahan, 2017; van Bavel &
Pereira, 2018), and conspirative beliefs (Freeman
etal., 2022; Mulukom et al., 2022). Second, other
empirical evidence suggests that people process
less critical messages that elicit high-arousal emo-
tional responses like fear, disgust, or surprise, in
comparison with low-arousal emotional respons-
es like sadness or joy elicited by verified news
(Martel et al., 2020; Mills et al., 2019; Vosoughi
et al., 2018). Third, additional evidence suggests
that people’s motivation or ability to thoroughly
process information may vary depending on their
goals. This occurs when individuals approach in-
formation with a hedonistic mindset, have low
levels of knowledge on the subject, or face an
overwhelming amount of available information
that exceeds their capacity to process it. In these
situations, people tend to process information heu-
ristically and be less critical of it (Moravec et al.,
2018). Also, people process information less criti-
cally when they lack the motivation to corroborate

the source (Moravec et al., 2018), or already trust
in its sources (Przemystaw Majerczak & Artur
Strzelecki, 2022). In the same line of reasoning,
people are less critical when information sounds
familiar to them (induced truth effect) even in the
face of incentives to carefully process information
(Speckmann & Unkelbach, 2022).

In contrast with the above, additional empirical
evidence suggests that some individual traits may
also hold some explanatory power in predicting
acceptance and rejection of fake news. Consis-
tently, people with high emotional intelligence
(Beauvais, 2022; Preston et al., 2021) and cogni-
tive ability (Wang et al., 2022) may more easily
identify and reject fake news. In fact, it is possible
that corrections to incorrect information don’t work
for everyone. Wang et al. (2022) tested Petty and
Cacioppo’s (1986) Elaboration Likelihood Model
(ELM) value in understanding people’s acceptance
of rebuttal news. Findings suggest that cognitive
ability does play a role in predicting rebuttal ac-
ceptance. According to their findings, information
readability, argument quality (central route pro-
cessing), and source influence (peripheral route)
positively predict rebuttal acceptance regarding
information received in social media. In contrast,
source authority predicts rejection of rebuttal news,
possibly reflecting some reactance among social
network users.

To synthesize, the world is going through a
process of rapid transformation pushed forward,
among other things, by current existential threats
like the Covid-19 Pandemic. Human society has
undoubtedly faced Pandemics before, but some
argue that, to the extent that it may be associated
with global warming (another existential threat),
there is potential for more frequent Pandemics in the
near future (Gupta et al., 2021). In the context of
the Covid-19 Pandemic, technological advances
like online communication supported two import-
ant aspects of human life: information transmis-
sion and behavior coordination (Tomasello, 2009).
Nevertheless, relying on online communication
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during the Pandemic also made evident the risks
associated with the uncontrolled dissemination of
misinformation or fake news in the health domain.
While there is abundant research in psychology on
persuasion and communication processes, the Pan-
demic and online communication pose a novel sce-
nario, and more research is needed to understand
the role of critical thinking and the acceptance of
fake news. To this end we conducted a systematic
literature review of empirical literature focused on
studying the psychological processes associated with
the acceptance of fake news regarding Covid-19.

Method
Search Strategy

We conducted a PRISMA (Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses)
scoping review (Moher et al., 2015) of empirical
literature on psychological processes associated
with the acceptance of fake news regarding Covid
19, written in English and Spanish. First, we con-
ducted a search on the following databases: Web of
Science, Apa PsyclInfo, ERIC, Psicodoc, Pubmed
and Scopus. We searched to find relevant and poten-
tially eligible studies realized between January-27-
2020 and December-04-2022. Our search strategy
aimed to combine key terms relevant to our objec-

Table 1
English and Spanish key terms

tive. Although databases normally store key terms
in the original language and in English, we con-
ducted specific searches in Spanish considering the
possibility that this is not always the case. Also,
it should be noted that English and Spanish key
terms are not necessarily direct translations. This
is because of language variability in the use of
vocabulary in relation to our goal (Table 1 shows
the key terms used in our search).

Next, in step 2, on our initial search, 223 arti-
cles (see Figure 1) were retrieved: 84 from Web
of Science, 1 from Apa Psyclnfo, 38 from ERIC,
8 from Psicodoc, 23 from Pubmed, and 69 from
Scopus. All articles were subsequently exported
and stored in a Zotero file and reviewed by title
in order to identify and delete duplicates. A total
of 189 articles remained after this.

Search Strategy and Inclusion Criteria

In step 3, at least three researchers gathered
in groups according to our inclusion criteria to
conduct title and abstract screening. Articles that
met the inclusion criteria (Table 2) were included
for full text screening. A total of 123 articles were
excluded from the analysis in this step. In step 4,
57 studies went through full-text screening on the
same three criteria of step 3, 2 of which could not
be retrieved. This led to a final list of 18 articles
meeting criteria (see Figure 1).

English

Spanish

“misinformation AND pandemic” “desinformacion AND procesos psicologicos”

“misinformation AND psychology OR Covid” procesos psicologicos AND Covid OR desinformacion”

“psychology AND fake news AND Covid”

“psychological processes AND “Covid19 fake news” “procesos psicologicos AND Covid OR fake news”

Note. This table describes the combinations of keywords searched in Databases.
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Table 2
Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Criterion Inclusion

Exclusion

Original articles related to psychological processes Methodological articles, narrative reviews

Literature focus

linked with fake news processing and acceptance  or reaction papers

Empirical articles related to study aim Articles that lack retrievable full text

Time period of interest ~ January 2020- December 2021

Language English and Spanish

Note. Inclusion and exclusion criteria used: Literature focus, time, and language.

Identification of new studies via databases and registers

=
=] - .
T REEZE?}:SZ?IL?E fg}}m. Records removed before screening:
= 3 e o Duplicate records (n = 43)
= Registers (n = 223)
s

L

Records screened " Records excluded
(n=180) k=3 (n=123)
Y
Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved

2 (n=57) | n=2)
=
@
@
o
w

\ Reports excluded:

s Not about Covid-19 fake news (n = 23)
Fepats ass[ﬁs_sesg)f‘” alghilly »{ Not about psychological processes (n = 9)
T Mot an empirical article (n = 7)
Poor quality (n=1)

E New studies included in review
= (n=15)
=

Figure 1. PRISMA Flowchart selection process

Data Extraction

Two reviewers independently coded articles in
an Excel matrix by author, sample, study design,
data collection method, psychological process
linked with acceptance of fake news (e.g., irrational
beliefs may predict less Covid-19 preventive be-
haviors), interacting variables, and main findings.

Results

We will briefly describe the characteristics of
the studies that are relevant to our goal. Also, we
included a resume table (See Table 3) of authors,
design, author’s theory, dependent variable, and
main results regarding psychological processes
and acceptance of fake news.
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Year of Publication and Country

There were 1 out of 15 studies conducted in 2020,
9 out of 15 conducted in 2021, and 5 out of 15 con-
ducted in 2022. Studies were conducted in the United
States (n = 5), Germany (n = 1), Norway (n = 1),
UK (n=1), Poland (n = 1), Singapore (n = 1), other
studies had samples from multiple countries (n =5).

Study Design

Studies reported in this review include quantita-
tive (n = 14) and qualitative studies (n=1). Among
those of quantitative design, one was descriptive
(n=1), some were correlational (n = 12), and one
consisted of an online experiment (n = 2).

Table 3
Author's theory

Sample and Data Collection Strategy

Some studies collected data directly from
participants (n = 14) using data collection proce-
dures like online survey questionnaires (n = 12),
semi structured interviews (n = 1), and a study
reported in-person and online focus groups (n=1),
and indirectly from content posted by fuse da-
tabases (n = 1). Direct data collection included
data collection from platforms such as Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk (n = 4), Qualtrics (r = 2) and
Polling firms (n = 2), and Prolific (n = 1). Other
direct data collection strategies (i.e., Telephoni-
cally, through social media) were through mails
(n=1), telephonically (n = 1), social media (n = 1),
and websites (n = 2).

Author’s theory about the

Author Study design psychological process Outcome variable Main results
involved
Evidence supports that people’s

Perceived information perception of information overload can

overload is a strong foster information strain

predictor of unverified (B=0.553, p<.001) and increase the
Bermes Transversal/ . . . o . _
(2021) Analytical information sharing. On Sharing fake news.  probability of sharing fake news (B =

the other hand, resilience
inhibits unverified
information sharing.

0.264, p <.001). In addition, resilience
reduces the probability

of sharing fake news (f =-0.179,
p<.013).

Factors such as

exposure to and trust

in information sources,
anxiety and depression
might be associated with
endorsement of conspiracy
and misinformation
beliefs. Authors based
their predictions on the
Knowledge-Attitude-
Practice model, Bettinghaus
(1986).

De Coninck Transversal/
etal. (2021) Analytical

Exposure to digital media is positively
associated with conspiracy beliefs
(ranging from (f = 0.08, p <.05) to
(B=0.33, p <.001) across all countries
included. In countries, exposure

to traditional media is negatively

Endorsement of
Conspiracy and
misinformation

beliefs.

associated with conspiracy beliefs in
some countries (ranges

from (B =0.09, p <.05) to (B =-0.20,

p <.001)). Trust moderates this
relationship. Conspiracy and
misinformation beliefs vary with
media system consensus, being lower
in consensus-driven systems (like
Belgium) and higher in polarized
environments (like the United States).
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Author’s theory about the
Author Study design psychological process Outcome variable Main results
involved

Dubious news may perform

a social function like that

of rumor: group cohesion,  Sharing dubious
personal status and sense ~ news (unverified
of control in situations of  information)
great uncertainty. Rumor Sharing false
functions as a collective information.
form of sense making and

to alleviate anxiety.

Dufty & Qualitative
Tan (2022) study design

Evidence from focal groups supports
the theory of rumor.

1) Reported Covid-
threat belief, 2)
Covid-threat
skepticism, 3) Trust
in traditional media,

Covid-threat believers applied many
precautionary measures (= 0.179,

p <.001), Covid-threat skepticism was
associated with decreased precautionary

Authors relied on Theory
of Planned Behavior (TPB)
which links beliefs to
behavior

Filkukova  Transversal/
etal. (2021) Analytical

self-protection behaviors. an.d.4) Behefm measures (f =-0.332, p <.001).
misinformation on
Covid-19.
a) Intuitive cognitive styles were
associated with more trust in and support
for Raoult across all studies (e.g., Faith
Heuristic cognitive style in intuition. Study 1 = (r = 0.39,
as opposed ti anal tig ’ p <.001), Study 2= (r=0.25,
PP Y p<.001), Study 3 =(r=0.17, p=
Study 1,2 3: style, can be a factor N .
Fuhrer . . .. Trust in Didier .005) b) Higher support for Raoult
Correlational/ underlying polarization of . . . .
& Cova transversal ideas recarding subport Raoult and his was associated with pseudo-medical
(2020) ree £ supp treatment. statements. Study 1 = (r=10.37,p <
for Didier Raoult and
the hydroxychloroquine 001), study 2 =(r=0.38, p <.001),
veroxyehioroq Study 3 = (r=0.27, p < .001), and
treatment. o
conspirative statements (Study 1 =
(r=0.39, p<.001), Study 2 = (r=0.47,
p <.001), Study 3 = (r=10.45,
p <.001)).
a) Conspiracy believers were less
likely to follow protective behaviors
that were perceived as not being under
Conspiracy beliefs that did their control, like, getting vaccinated in
Study 1.2.3: not deny the existence of Study 2 (B=-0.41, p <.001).
Juanchich Y 5570 Covid-19 can have different Health protective b) Conspiracy theories were negatively
correlational/ . . : . L
etal. (2021) loneitudinal effects on adherence to behavior. associated with analytical thinking
£ Covid-19 prevention (B=-0.41, p <.01) and negatively
measures. correlated with trust in government

(B=-0.2, p <.05) but positively
correlated with a general conspiracy
mindset (f =0.52, p <.001).
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Author’s theory about the

Author Study design psychological process Outcome variable Main results
involved
In the face of information
h id-1 i . .
on the Covid-19 pandemic Evidence suggests that, even if self-
there was a tendency .
. . deception does not cut the source of

Kaczmarek to discount troubling . . .

. . . . . . .. . distress, it may make it less burdensome

& Gas Descriptive  information while facing the Optimism bias. . .

to keep an optimistic worldview (e.g.

(2021) unknown and to counter- .. .

L . 38.7 % of participants considered
argue against information .

themselves as optimistic).

that caused people to feel
threatened.
Sharing of fake news
is largely driven by
low conscientiousness Political ideology and conscientiousness
conservatives. interactively predicted the likelihood of

Lawson Conscientiousness is sharing fake news, such that differences

Transversal/ . . . . . . . .
& Kakkar . associated with cognitive Sharing fake news.  in sharing behavior across party lines
Analytical o . .

(2022). processes like impulse were driven by conservatives who were
control, decision making, low in conscientiousness (f =-0.191,
self-monitoring, political p <.001).
identification and role
definition.

a) Liberal policy positions (Squared

Canonical Correlations (r*, = -.69,
. . . <0.001 i ith 1 ial
Individual differences in b 0 001) co;nbmed with fow socia
. . .. dominance (r* =-.33, p <0.001) are
liberal policy positions, . ¢ . .

. . less likely to share conspiracy theories
. social dominance, ,

Lobatoet  Correlational . . . . (r* =-1.02,p <0.001)
traditionalism, might Sharing fake news. E . . . .

al. (2020)  (Exploratory) . . b) People with a high social dominance
predict willingness to share . . , _
various tvpes of Covid orientation (1>, = .55, p < 0.001) and

rious types . less traditionalism (r> = -.83, p <0.001)
misinformation online. c . )
tend to share more conspiracy (*, = .34,
p <0.001) and miscellaneous content
(1, =1.50,p <0.001).
. . Belief that pandemi .
A willingness to engage in . cuet that pandemic  p i jence suggests that lower scores
L is a hoax and failure Lo .
Stanley et . analytic thinking is a way . on analytic thinking were negatively
Correlational . . .. . to engage in helpful . . . .
al. (2021) in which misinformation of associated with believing that pandemic
. (self and others- .
Covid-19 can be processed. . . is a hoax (r=-.46, p <.001).
protective) behavior.
National narcissism—a
belief in the greatness of . .
s . . . . . National narcissism proneness to
one’s nation that requires Belief and intentions . . . . .
. Study 1,2 3, .. . . . believe and intention to disseminate
Sternisko et external recognition—is to disseminate . . .
al. (2021) Transversal/ associated with the spread ~ Covid-19 conspirac Covid-19 conspiracy theories (§=0.22,
: Analytical p PIACY B OotSE = .03, 95% CI=[.16, .28],

of conspiracy theories
during the Covid-19
pandemic.

theories.

5,000 bootstraps)
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Author’s theory about the
Author Study design psychological process Outcome variable Main results
involved

Exposure to different types of Covid
misinformation, age and corrective
information can predict misinformation
beliefs (e.g., Misinformation type x
Exposure df =3723, F =5.62, p=0.004,
n2s = 0.02), perceived credibility of
message (e.g., Misinformation type

x Exposure df =2723, F =14.23,p =
0.000, n2s = 0.04) and intention to share
misinformation (e.g. Misinformation
type x Exposure df = 2723, F = 12.38,

p =0.000, n2s = 0.03).

Age and exposure to types

of Covid misinformation Covid-19
Experimental (varied shades of truth) misinformation

affect perceived credibility  beliefs.

of the message.

Vijaykumar
etal. (2021)

Results suggest that information
consumption predicts more Covid-19
protective behaviors (Estimates = .23
(Confidence Intervals (CI) (.12,.33))).
On the other hand, information
consumption predicts more anxiety
(Estimates = .14 (CI (.03,.25))),

and anxiety predicts more Covid
protective behaviors (Estimates =

.13 (CI (.01,.24)). Anxiety predicts
more risk perception (Estimates = .28
(CI(.25,.42))). Finally, information
consumption predicts more risk
perception (Estimates = .13 (CI

Information consumption

predicts more Covid-19

protective behaviors and

state anxiety might mediate

this relationship. In the

same line, anxiety predicts
Transversal/  less belief in misinformation Covid-19 protective
Analytical and more risk perception behaviors.

to predict more Covid

protective behaviors.

Another hypothesis was that

information consumption

predicts more risk

perception.

Van
Antwerpen
etal. (2022)

(.03,.24)).

Drawing from the

Elaboration Likelihood

Model (Pe.tty & Caccmppo, Misinformation Peripheral information such as authority

1986), peripheral cues (i.e., . . . L
Wang etal. Transversal/ source credibility), and spread measured might be associated with the rejection
2022 Analytical ) by Number of of the rebuttal of fake news content

central clues (i.e., argument Retweets (B=—0.039,p< .01

quality) may influence the ’ D5 P = AL

acceptance of fake news

rebuttal on social media.

zifits;s dE:ci S,Slinotrelrpersonal/ Information seeking behaviors

. . ] (B=0.35, p=.000) and blaming

information seeking blic institutions (B = 0.05, p = .04)
Zhang & behaviors, blame, emotions, pu Y 0P

Transversal/ . .
Cozma trust in Twitter sources,

(2022) Analytical misinformation concerns)
may affect coronavirus
knowledge and information
sharing behaviors (p. 22).

Information sharing predict information sharing behaviors.

behaviors. In addition, participating in online
discussions (B =0.17, p=.000) and
anger and fear partially predict sharing
(B =0.14, p =.000).
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Discussion

This scoping review aimed at exploring and
synthesizing the emerging body of literature that
investigated psychological processes associated
with the acceptance of fake news in the context
of the Covid-19 pandemic. The Covid-19 pan-
demic is a novel scenario combining a health crisis
and an existential threat with a sudden increase
of interactions mediated by social networks as a
result of containment policies all over the world.
The WHO recognized the dangers of an infodemic
(WHO, 2020), which, within the context of a global
health crisis led to incorrect interpretations of health
information, affecting people’s health and the effi-
cacy of the health system in relaying the provision
of health care, and offering an scenario for the
dissemination of a rhetoric of hate and division
(Borges do Nascimento, 2022). Beyond the pan-
demic, it could be argued that the preexisting
tendency toward the mediation of social interactions
through virtual means was significantly increased
and consolidated under the pressure of the pan-
demic (Perez-Brumer et al., 2022; Willermark &
Gellerstedt, 2022). This created new challenges and
deepened already existing ones in terms of dealing
with misinformation; challenges that transcend the
scope of the Pandemic.

A recent review by Borges do Nascimento
(2022) aimed at comparing and summarizing
the available literature on infodemics during the
pandemic analyzed 31 studies; however, none of
them specifically focused on psychological as-
pects that facilitate the spread of misinformation.
Thus, despite existing research on the circulation
and spread of misinformation in general, research
considering psychological aspects of the general
audience associated with the spread of misinfor-
mation through social networks in the context of
an existential threat is scarce. This is important
given not only the increasing mediation of social
interaction by social networks but also that simi-
lar or related existential threats where infodemics
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continue to have an important potential for harm
are part of today’s global reality. This review con-
tributes to filling the knowledge gap by focusing on
research on psychological aspects associated with
the spread of misinformation. More specifically,
we reviewed a total of 14 (out of 223 screened)
articles that met criteria for inclusion conducted
between January 2020 to December 2022, that
investigated psychological aspects related to the
behavior of fake news acceptance and willingness
to share misinformation.

Brief Description of Empirical Articles
Individual Differences

Other individual variability aspects that may
play a role in the endorsement of conspiracy be-
liefs about the pandemic are sociodemographic
characteristics and social context. First, belief
in misinformation can be affected by age, such
that younger adults may be more willing to en-
dorse and share Covid-19 misinformation than
older adults (Vijaykumar et al., 2021). Second,
the reviewed evidence suggests that individuals
with lower formal education (van Prooijen, 2017,
cited in Juanchich et al., 2021), greater exposure
to digital media, and lower exposure to traditional
media (De Coninck et al., 2021) are more likely
to believe in fake news compared to than others.
Consistently, social media consumption is asso-
ciated with greater beliefs in general conspiracy
theories and more Covid conspiracy theories (Xiao,
Borah & Su, 2021).

Evidence before the pandemic suggests an asso-
ciation between conspiracy beliefs and the endorse-
ment of fake news, which seems to be stronger
among more conservative people (Bruder et al.,
2013, cited in Juanchich et al., 2021). Consistently,
an exploratory survey conducted by Lobato et al.
(2020) suggested that individual differences (e.g.,
more liberal policy positions and lower social dom-
inance orientation) can predict less willingness
to share conspiracy content (e.g., “5G cellular



service technology is linked to cause of the coro-
navirus”). Other findings suggest that higher social
dominance orientation and less traditionalism can
predict more willingness to share conspiracy con-
tent and miscellaneous content (e.g., “Idris Elba
and other celebs have been paid to say they have
coronavirus’). Also, national narcissism, defined as
the individual tendency to believe in “the greatness
of one’s nation that requires external recognition”
(p. 1), appears to predict more spread of Covid
misinformation (Sternisko et al., 2021), as well
as with lower trust in the government (Juanchich
et al., 2021). Some evidence suggests that fake
news may find greater support in contexts with a
more polarized political and media environment
(De Coninck et al., 2021). In contrast, evidence
like that of Fuhrer and Cova (2020) suggest that
there is no robust association of political orienta-
tion and endorsement of conspiracy beliefs about
Covid-19 pandemic and other beliefs (e.g., Truth
is political, pseudo-medical beliefs). Hence, an
aspect that needs further exploration.

Evidence from Lawson & Kakkar (2022) sug-
gests that there is an interaction between conscious-
ness and political ideology when predicting the
probability of sharing fake news. Lower conscien-
tiousness and conservative ideology predict more
likelihood of sharing fake news.

Belief Consistency

A belief system is defined here as a cognitive
map that represents and structures our reality,
guiding individuals in their relational functioning
(Bernal Sarmiento, 2020). Empirical evidence
from before the pandemic had already demonstrated
the impact of belief consistency on individual’s
willingness to accept information (Vijaykumar et al.,
2021). Seven articles highlighting the associ-
ation between the endorsement of conspiracy
theories and fake news provide additional evi-
dence of this relationship. The evidence reviewed
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here suggests that the endorsement of conspiracy
theories predicts support for information suggest-
ing less compliance with social regulations, less
support to health public policies (Sternisko et al.,
2021). Nevertheless, evidence from Juanchich
etal. (2021) suggests that despite rejecting Covid
testing and vaccination, believers in conspiracy
theories may defend the adoption of other self-
protective behavior and be willing to endorse ad-
herence to other guidelines like hand-washing and
social distancing. In the same line of reasoning,
conspiracy theories can predict more support and
willingness to engage in pseudo-medical treat-
ments (Fuhrer & Cova, 2020), less willingness
to install a contact tracing app (Juanchich et al.,
2021), and finally, more dissemination of Covid-19
misinformation (Juanchich et al., 2021; Sternisko,
2021), and predict less Covid threat appraisal and
less trust in Covid information sources (Surina
etal., 2021).

Emotional Experience

Findings from van Antwerpen et al. (2021) sug-
gest that beliefs in misinformation may act as a me-
diator variable in the relationship between anxiety
and Covid-protective behaviors. Higher anxie-
ty can lead to reduced belief in misinformation,
while lower belief in misinformation may predict
fewer Covid-19 protective behaviors in a U.S.-based
model. However, in Australia samples, such me-
diational relationships were not found (van Ant-
werpen et al., 2021). Other findings suggest that
people motivated to avoid the painful implications
of the information may be more willing to endorse
deceitful information if it gives them hope. This
leads to the reinforcement of a tendency to self-
deception because it enables a sense of well-being,
even if self-deception does not cut the source of
distress (Kaczmarek & Gas, 2021). Other empirical
findings suggest that emotions such as anger and
fear partially provoke information sharing behaviors
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(Zhang & Cozma, 2022). Also, there is some evi-
dence from Zhang y Cozma (2022) that suggests
that blame to public institutions can predict more
information sharing behaviors.

Regarding stress, people tend to share less mis-
information when their capacity to process the large
quantity of information online is overloaded and
when they perceive it as a strain. On the other hand,
resilience, or the ability to bounce back can inhibit
is probability to share information (Bermes, 2021).
Duffy and Tan (2022) suggested motivations in
which people share dubious news. Dubious news
refers to sharing false news content, but the sharer
does not know about its veracity. Motivation to
share dubious news are to build relationships, as a
form of self-presentation (or personal status), and
as a form of collective sense-making.

Cognitive Styles

Regarding cognitive styles, evidence suggests
that less analytical cognitive processing can lead
to more endorsement of fake news. Wang et al.
(2022) suggest that there are systematic and heu-
ristic processing factors in the acceptance of fake
news. Fuhrer and Cova (2020) found evidence of
cognitive styles and the endorsement of fake news.
Intuitive cognitive styles were associated with
grater trust and support for hydroxychloroquine
treatments as advocate by the French doctor Di-
dier Raoult. Third, Stanley et al. (2021) suggest
that less engagement in analytic thinking were
more associated with believing that the pandemic
is a hoax. Other cognitive factors are related to
endorsement of fake news. More extreme views
(underestimation and overestimation) on threat
assessment were associated with confidence in
Covid-19-related misinformation. The associa-
tion was particularly strong for participants who
were more skeptical about the seriousness of the
Covid-19 threat (Filkukova et al., 2021).
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Conclusions, Limitations, and Recommendations

This article aimed to conduct a scoping review
focused on studying the psychological processes
associated with the acceptance of fake news about
Covid-19. The scoping review suggests that there
are many psychological factors associated with
acceptance of Covid-19 fake news on belief con-
sistency, emotional experience, individual differ-
ences, and traits and cognitive styles.

In relation to belief consistency, evidence re-
garding the relationship between the consistency
of conspiracy theories, beliefs about Covid-19
and acceptance of fake news is mixed and more
research is needed to clarify the nature of this rela-
tionship. Regarding emotional experience, there
is evidence that emotions such as anger and fear
partially predict information sharing behaviors
(Zhang & Cozma, 2022). However, other evidence
suggests that anxiety can provoke less endorsement
in misinformation beliefs (van Antwerpen et al.,
2021), and more research is needed on the role of
emotions in predicting. On the other hand, perceiv-
ing information overload of Covid-19 fake news
and experiencing it as a strain can lead to increased
sharing of fake news, as people tend to process
it less critically (Bermes, 2021).

Considering individual differences and traits,
the scoping review suggests that existing research
suggests that age (e.g., younger adults) (Vijayku-
mar et al., 2021), lower education (van Prooijen,
2017, cited in Juanchich et al., 2021), and higher
exposure to digital media (De Coninck et al., 2021)
may play arole in predicting acceptance and shar-
ing of fake news. In addition to this, evidence on
the relationship between political conservatism
and the endorsement of fake news is not clear
(Fuhrer & Cova, 2020), and further research is
needed to establish the existence of an empirical
relationship between political orientation and the
endorsement of fake news.



Finally, regarding cognitive styles, intuitive
cognitive styles were more associated with higher
endorsement of fake news (Fuhrer & Cova, 2020;
Stanley et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2022). There
are other explanatory variables, such as content,
in the systematic processing side that predicts
endorsement (Wang et al., 2022). This scoping
review also highlights that, beyond hedonistic
mentality, there are other motivations for shar-
ing misinformation. These align with the theory
of rumor and information processing, suggesting
that engaging in rumor serves additional purposes,
such as building relationships, gaining status, and
participating in collective sense-making (Duffy
& Tan, 2022). This might lead to the hypotheses
that fake news is more than creating false content
to deceive.

In all, further research is needed to understand
the psychological processes involved in the trans-
mission of information through social networks.
In particular, fake news and misinformation are
especially concerning due to their potential to in-
fluence health and other critical outcomes during
times of crisis and existential threats.
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