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Introduction

Citizens are confronted with an ever-growing volume of information to con-
tend with. Not only is the sheer quantity of information growing, so too are
the sources that people can choose for consuming information. This growth
presents both peril and promise for people’s ability to gather and hold the infor-
mation that they need to be competent and effective members of a democratic
society. A broad concern is that with so many choices, people can effectively
resist knowledge, raising a series of important questions: Will citizens choose
correct information over incorrect information? Will these high media choice
environments allow people to become more easily misinformed? Once misin-
formed, can inaccurate beliefs be updated? In this chapter, we shed light on
these questions by looking at two separate but related strands of literature that
seek to understand people’s baseline levels of information about politics, elu-
cidate motivational biases in (political) reasoning, and estimate the extent to
which people incorporate new information (especially when counterintuitive).

The answers to the questions posed above — e.g. will citizens choose correct
information? — can have severe consequences if they result in large proportions
of citizens holding false beliefs. For instance, the World Health Organization
(WHO) recently included vaccine hesitancy, a belief system that frequently
includes inaccurate beliefs about side effects, as one of the top threats to global
health!. Vaccine misperceptions are associated with non-compliance with rec-
ommended vaccinations (Opel et al.; 2013). That such beliefs exist and easily
flourish was (and remains) particularly worrying in the context of vaccination
campaigns across the globe to stop the spread of COVID-19. Governments are
now facing the challenge of maximizing the uptake of the vaccine, while com-
bating the possible spread of misinformation sowing doubts about vaccine effec-
tiveness and safety. Given the overwhelming evidence of the safety and efficacy
of vaccines as a way to limit the spread of communicable diseases, vaccine hesi-
tancy is a particularly potent form of knowledge resistance.

As Mnookin (2011) convincingly details, anti-vaccine sentiment is a
long-standing problem that, unfortunately, gets high-profile boosters from time
to time, such as the fraudulent (and since retracted) 1998 paper in the Lancet
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concerning the Measles, Mumps, and Rubella (MMR) vaccine. Unfortunately,
resistance to scientific knowledge is not limited to vaccines and vaccination. In
1999, South African President Thabo Mbeki and his health minister, Tshabalala-
Msimang carried out policies that went against the best available evidence on
AIDS treatment at the point of questioning that the disease even existed. As
with vaccines, the consequences of this resistance are very real. AIDS denialism
by the government of South Africa resulted in thousands of premature deaths
(Nattrass, 2007).

Severe consequences of knowledge resistance are not limited to the health
domain. A particularly acute example of the danger posed by knowledge resist-
ance can be seen by then US President Trump’s attempt to overturn his electoral
loss to Joe Biden. While it is impossible to know what the former President truly
believes, his rhetoric following the election sent an unambiguously clear (though
factually incorrect) message — that Joe Biden only won the election through
voter fraud. After weeks of inciting his supporters through these inaccurate and
unsubstantiated claims of voter fraud, on January 6, 2021, the US witnessed an
attack on its democratic institutions unprecedented in modern times. While the
immediate goals of the January 6, 2021 Capitol insurrection were ultimately
unsuccessful, new legislation restricting voting access is likely to be in place in
many states before the next Congressional election. Some states have contin-
ued to push the unfounded voter fraud narrative through sham “audits” in key
states. Taken together, these events serve as potent reminders of the fragility of
democratic institutions, and the importance of effectively countering demagogic
false claims.

In this chapter, we explore political science literature that is in some way
connected to the broad theme of knowledge resistance. Along these lines, we
identify several strands of literature within political science that are particularly
helpful in relevant or helpful in thinking about knowledge resistance. First, we
briefly review literature that characterizes how well informed the public is when
it comes to politics. This strand of research is especially helpful in clarifying
a central point when it comes to knowledge resistance — there is a crucial dis-
tinction between being uninformed and misinformed. From there, we explore
how directionally motivated reasoning and its close cousin selective exposure
contributes to knowledge resistance. We then look at literature that explores the
causal effect of giving respondents corrective information. While initial research
suggested that fact-checking practices might even be counter-productive in their
attempt to correct erroneous beliefs, more recent work is more positive about
the ability of corrections or “fact-checking” to improve the accuracy of people’s
factual beliefs. Nonetheless, there is still limited evidence that increasing the
accuracy of factual beliefs transcends those specific beliefs to affect preferences
or behavior.

Understanding how citizens make political decisions is one of the most
long-standing endeavors that political scientists have faced. In that sense, the
relationship between information processing, knowledge, and behavior has
central importance to the development of the discipline. It also has direct
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consequences for our lives. Knowledge resistance does not only have an impact
on individuals, but also on public health, the environment, and the functioning
of democratic societies.

Knowledge About Politics

Understanding resistance to knowledge first requires a brief account of how polit-
ical science research has examined the nature and extent of the public’s knowl-
edge about political topics. This core question of what the public knows about
politics has long been an important topic. In a landmark chapter that examines
the sophistication of belief systems of the American electorate, Converse (1964)
finds that, taken as a whole, the American public exhibits low levels of ideologi-
cal constraint. Using data from the 1950s, Converse argues that only small slices
of the American public think in logically consistent ideological terms. Rather,
most Americans do not have a good understanding of “what goes with what”, at
least from a normative perspective. While these analyses do not speak directly to
surveillance knowledge or belief accuracy regarding specific factual claims, this
piece provocatively raised questions about the capacity of the public to perform
the task of self-government. This question of competence looms large in the
political science research on knowledge — which we see as a strong thematic link
to the concept of knowledge resistance.

In broad outline, research examining citizens’ political knowledge falls into
five (non-mutually exclusive) categories: (1) how to measure political knowledge,
(2) examining systematic differences in political knowledge across the popula-
tion (e.g. differences between men and women), (3) examining the association
between political knowledge and various outcomes of interest (e.g. a positive asso-
ciation between survey measures of political knowledge and self-reported voter
turnout), (4) the antecedents of political knowledge, and (5) finally how political
knowledge and political sophistication moderate other processes (e.g. reception
and persuasion of messages from political elites). Additionally, both knowledge
and the availability of information may have important effects on whether peo-
ple vote “correctly” — that is in line with their preferences (e.g, Bartels, 1996;
Lau & Redlawsk, 1997; Oscarsson, 2007; Richey, 2008). Interestingly, politi-
cal institutions may themselves affect the level of political sophistication in the
citizenry. Although it is very hard to compare voters’ political sophistication
across systems, there is at least suggestive evidence that sophistication is higher
and more widespread among voters in multi-party systems (Oscarsson & Rapeli,
2018). In this respect, the US context, where most research is conducted, rep-
resents an outlier.

Sitting beside these strands of research on knowledge is a related subfield that
looks at the extent and correlates of misperceptions, and how to correct them.
This latter subfield, which we discuss in greater detail below, is particularly rel-
evant for knowledge resistance because of the research demonstrating that in
some instances corrections “backfire” (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010) — paradoxically
strengthening misperceptions. While knowledge and knowledge resistance are
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inherently linked concepts, the (potential) connection between the two par-
ticularly stands out when thinking about how knowledge and sophistication are
related to the concept of knowledge resistance. Those who know more about
politics or are more sophisticated — those who know “what goes with what”,
as discussed by Converse — should be able to more easily engage in the type of
directionally motivated reasoning consistent with the backfire effect. As a brief
aside, it is important to point out that we use the term backfire consistent with
Nyhan and Reifler (2010), which has also been called a “worldview backfire”
(Swire-Thompson et al., 2020) to differentiate it from other forms of backfire
effects, such as the “familiarity backfire effect” (corrective information remind
and possibly reinforce the previous misinformation) (e.g. Ecker et al., 2020) or
an “overkill backfire effect” (a more complicated scientific explanation is rejected
in favor of a simpler but false alternative) (Ecker et al., 2019).

In turn, this leads us to consider what factors are associated with knowledge
resistance (or knowledge acceptance). While it is hard to overstate the lasting
impact of Converse’s (1964) chapter on how political science has examined what
voters know or understand about politics, another landmark 1964 publication —
Hofstadter’s “The Paranoid Style in American Politics” — is newly relevant as
social scientists pay new attention to conspiracy theories and populism. While
Hofstadter’s essay is not methodologically rigorous by modern social science
standards, it nonetheless posits a particular strand of thinking prominent in
a minority of the population that comports extremely well with the concept
of knowledge resistance. Hofstadter argues that the adherents to this paranoid
style often endorse conspiracy views as a form of “manning the barricades of
civilization” in a conflict between “absolute good and absolute evil”. While
Hofstadter’s essay was ignored for many years in political science, it is newly
relevant as recent research has addressed conspiracy beliefs and other forms of
knowledge resistance (e.g. Oliver & Wood, 2014; Uscinski et al., 2016).

Knowledge Resistance

While the term “knowledge resistance” historically has not been used in political
science research, a number of different conceptualizations of the phenomena of
resisting, denying, misusing, or misperceiving basic facts, and other political
realities have been key components in analyses of public opinion and electoral
behavior, particularly recently. We use the expression “knowledge resistance” as
an umbrella term to refer to all cognitive biases that limit or prevent people from
accepting available knowledge.

As persuasively argued by Kuklinski et al. (2000), there is an important dis-
tinction between being #ninformed (not knowing something) and misinformed
(“knowing” something that is not true). This distinction has important impli-
cations for political decision making in democratic contexts. Not knowing a
crucial piece of information relevant for political decision making may reflect a
lack of exposure to information in the first place (or may reflect an online model
of political evaluation where details are discarded after an evaluative judgment is
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added to an online tally (Lodge, Steenbergen, & Brau, 1995). While not know-
ing key facts challenge the idea that citizens can meaningfully participate in
politics, there may be reasons to be optimistic. A large body of research suggests
that the public can successfully rely on heuristics that lead them to reasoned (or
at least reasonable) political decisions (Lupia, 1994; Lupia & McCubbins, 1998;
Popkin, 1991; Sniderman et al., 1991). Lupia (1994) shows that while voters
in a California ballot initiative were able to vote in line with their preferences
simply by knowing who was for or against the measure (particularly whether
the insurance industry supported or opposed the measure). Lupia argues that
because voters who only knew where insurance companies stood on the bal-
lot initiative behaved similarly to those with detailed knowledge implies that
knowledge alone is not a reasonable proxy for competence. Rather, if people are
able to take cues from elite sources that are aligned with their preferences and
values, then they can be viewed as competent. This rosy account of elite cues is
less clear when people are misinformed to begin with, and especially when elite
cues serve to misinform. There is also a much more dour account of how people
use the information at their disposal. There are potentially dire implications of
voters being uninformed if politically irrelevant information becomes important
to voters when they must attribute responsibility and carry out their tasks’ elec-
toral accountability (Achen & Bartels, 2016).

Open questions remain about how strongly people hold factually incorrect
beliefs. Some accounts argue that unsupported beliefs are often associated with
high levels of confidence in the accuracy of said belief (Kuklinski et al., 2000).
However, more recent evidence is far more circumspect (e.g. Graham, 2020).
Knowledge resistance may be a function of how strong or certain people are in
their factual beliefs, so this is an important line of inquiry for future research.

Motivated Reasoning

The framework of motivated reasoning stems from Kunda (1990) who argues
that all information processing has goals. In some situations, people might have
accuracy goals; while in other circumstances, the goal may be to reach a particu-
lar conclusion (known as directional goals). When choosing household appli-
ances, brand loyalties are probably not so strong that they color how people
evaluate information, so accuracy goals are likely to dominate. However, when
it comes to evaluating where people have strong prior attitudes — say toward a
political party/figure or a beloved sports team — this may influence how people
evaluate what they see and hear. How people evaluate otherwise identical policy
proposals may be influenced by who is advocating them, just as determining
which player is guilty of a foul when watching a sporting event depends on
whether one is rooting for a particular team to win the game.

The fact that all reasoning is motivated, but that different goals are salient at
different times (and in different contexts), is often lost by the political science
shorthand to describe directionally motivated reasoning as simply motivated
reasoning. Yet, this shorthand makes sense in the context of political science
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scholarship of the 1980s and 1990s. Motivated reasoning, particularly direc-
tionally motivated reasoning, stood in stark contrast to the rational choice/game
theory approach that was arguably dominant at the time. Just as behavioral eco-
nomics forced economists to reconsider whether actual behavior accorded with
economic theory, the same was true in political science (though to a much lesser
extent — throughout this period political science maintained a robust tradition of
directly studying public opinion and behavior). In the rational choice approach,
people are assumed to be rational actors who understand the consequences of
potential paths of action and choose the path which provides the maximum ben-
efit (Krep, in Lupia, McCubbins). Drawing from this paradigm in economics,
landmark work by Downs (1957) on electoral competition provided the basis
for a host of rational choice models within the discipline. The resulting spatial
models typically downplayed psychological factors and mechanisms in the deci-
sion-making process. By downplaying psychological mechanisms, many political
scientists in the political psychology tradition found models that postulate that
people act “as if” they were utility calculators as useful but ultimately inade-
quate. While such models worked well empirically, their ability to explain why
people behave as they do (versus predictions of how people behave) was found
wanting (Bartels, 2002; Epley & Gilovich, 2016).

Resolving the differences between rationalist and psychological accounts of
behavior takes a major step forward in Simon’s Nobel Prize winning work around
the concept of “bounded rationality”. According to this approach, humans
experience limitations when trying to solve complex problems. Like the path-
breaking work of Tversky and Kahnemann, observed human decision making is
not compatible with a rational utility-maximizing framework. Bounded rational-
ity acknowledges the fact that gathering and evaluating information is costly and
that people are constantly exposed to decision making. Consequently, humans
need to fall back on cognitive shortcuts or heuristics, which have limitations and
can result in biases in the way people make decisions. Even when the model of
bounded rationality represented a more realistic portrayal of how humans pro-
cess information, it still did not explain the underlying mechanism of why this
happens. While judgment and decision-making research has become a subfield in
its own right, the influence on political science models remains significant. When
considering how to reconcile “pure” rational choice with more bounded ration-
ality, the solution was to strip away assumptions of pure rationality down to a
single assumption that actors engage in maximizing behavior. In this regard, the
rational choice approach conceptually can sit rather easily alongside the motivated
reasoning approach. The only challenge is to know what is being maximized
(rational choice) or which goal is primary at a given point in time (motivated rea-
soning). Of course, knowing these proves to be the difficult part.

Models of Leavrning About Politics

The tension between the “rationalist” and “psychological” accounts of how
people possess, incorporate, and apply information can most clearly be seen in
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models of political learning. Achen (1988, 1992) and Gerber and Green (1999)
proposed a novel conception of political learning formalized in a Bayesian model
(Bartels, 2002). This alternative understanding of political preference formation
elaborated on the limitations of the rational choice model. In a nutshell, citizens
base their evaluations on retrospective evaluations that are constantly updated
on a “running tally” in order to make prospective rational political choices.

Around the early 2000s, the impact of motivation on political preference for-
mation began to take center stage in political science behavioral research. With
this growing interest in the role that motivation plays in information processing
politics (whether accuracy or directional goals were primary), there was a con-
comitant need to rethink the theoretical basis driving empirical studies in the
field. At the time, memory-based models led to the understanding of political
preference formation. In short, this approach posited that people make decisions
by bringing available information to the fore, and then forming a judgment
from what was available. This account proved problematic for two reasons: first,
human memory is constrained in how many pieces of information can be stored
in working memory (typically five to seven “chunks”); and second, these models
often came with an (implicit) assumption that such information was stored free
of affect. But what if the information constantly updated in memory was not
stored neutrally, but also carried positive or negative affective tags alongside it
(Steenbergen & Lodge, 2003)? These affective tags could serve as a powerful
heuristic that could influence evaluations (Redlawsk, 2001, 2003). (For more
details on the turn from memory-based models to the continuous updating via a
running tally, please see the Solhlberg chapter in this volume.)

The introduction of affect in a more serious and systematic way further
advances our understanding of how people acquire and evaluate information.
Marcus and MacKuen (1993; also see Marcus, Neuman, & MacKuen, 2000)
explicitly provide an important role for anxiety (a negatively valenced affective
state) in motivating (political) learning. Lodge and Taber (2000) advance a tri-
partite model that integrates affect and cognition through three key elements:
the hot-cognition hypothesis, online processing, and the “how do I feel?” heu-
ristic. The hot-cognition hypothesis posits that all social information is affec-
tively charged and is activated automatically. When applied to political decision
making, this means that whenever people think of and evaluate policy issues,
political candidates, or political parties, the information is associated with an
affective tag. These affective tags are created and updated through an online
process — people automatically generate affective tags, which can vary in both
valence (negative or positive) or strength (strong or weak), when encountering
a stimulus. These tags get stored in memory along with the attitude object, and
the information used to create them may be discarded (Lodge et al., 1995).
Finally, when people are confronted with the evaluation of a political object
(explicit or implicit), the “how-do-I-feel?” heuristic comes to play, which is not
cognitively taxing because the affective information is easily available. This cog-
nitive shortcut signals the individual the affective value of a specific object by
moving the label into working memory.
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Motivated reasoning theory allows the possibility that people’s preferences can
affect both the search and processing of (new) information. Unlike Converse’s
characterization of the public into different levels of sophistication, this approach
accepts that all citizens could be biased reasoners, depending on what informa-
tion processing goal is primary. Importantly, “biased” here does not mean that
people process information incorrectly, but rather that they are systematically
influenced by internal and external factors that often cannot be separated from
the evaluation. In some cases, it might be impossible to treat evidence fairly. As
Leeper and Slothuus (2014, p. 138) put it: “goal”, “motivation”, and “need” are
conceptual synonyms, and this broad definition allows motivated reasoning to
take many forms, depending on what goals individuals are striving toward and
the reasoning strategies they adopt to satisfy those goals.

Motivated reasoning would perhaps not be a concern in the political arena if
accuracy goals were always dominant. Rather, lots of research treats directionally
motivated reasoning as the default (e.g. Lodge & Taber, 2013; Redlawsk, 2001).
Indeed, directionally motivated reasoning is consistent with a whole host of phe-
nomena regarding the consumption and persuasiveness of information that are
relevant to knowledge and knowledge resistance, including selective exposure
(e.g. Dahlberg, 2021; Guess et al., 2018; Stroud, 2008, 2010) and elite cues (e.g.
Bullock, 2011; Nicholson, 2012; Zaller, 1992), both of which are relevant to the
journalistic fact-checking.

Fact-Checking

Political science and communication research on fact-checking is perhaps the
research area most fully intertwined with the concept of knowledge resistance.
Since fact-checking is considered a potential antidote for the problems associ-
ated with knowledge resistance, research in the field gained prominence over
the last years. While journalism has long employed fact-checkers to make sure
elements of a story are correct (such as getting dates, figures, and quotations
correct), fact-checking as a journalistic form evaluating the accuracy and veracity
of claims made by politicians represents a radical turn in the practice of journal-
ism (Graves et al., 2016). Early pioneers in this space include factcheck.org and
Spinsanity, both of which started in the US in the early 2000s. Factcheck.org in
particular had its roots in American “ad watches” that assessed the accuracy of
televised campaign commercials in US elections. (These are perhaps not surpris-
ing given that the scale and ubiquity of televised political advertising in the US
is unmatched in any other country.)

Fact-checking as a political form was particularly advanced in the mid-2000s
with the creation of PolitiFact by the journalist Bill Adair. While this form of
journalism directly evaluates the accuracy (or truthfulness) of statements by
politicians, PolitiFact differed from predecessors (and continues to differ from
many contemporaries) by rendering clear judgments with its playful “Truth-
O-Meter”. In addition to starting PolitiFact in the US, Bill Adair also helped
internationalize the journalistic form through helping found the International
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Fact-Checking Network (IFCN). This organization was created to coordinate
fact-checking efforts in a connected world, and to share best practices. To date,
there are 29 verified signatories — which require accepting the IFCN Code of
Principles — from 17 countries in the alliance, including organizations in every
continent.?

With the growing concern for the spread of online misinformation, so have
proliferated different journalistic practices as attempts to correct false facts.
Traditionally, fact-checking referred to the internal procedures of news agencies
to verify facts and statements before publication (Graves & Amazeen, 2019). In
recent years, the questioning of professional values within journalism resulted in
a quest for rekindling the truth-seeking principles and gave room to the prolifer-
ation of independent fact-checking organizations. Fact-checking organizations
systematically publish reports assessing the accuracy of claims made in the public
sphere. They aim at educating the general public, influencing political actors,
and improving the quality of journalism (Amazeen, 2017).

Although the fact-checking movement has gained prestige and recognition in
terms of their prescriptive value for democracy (Graves et al., 2016), it is still not
clear if they are thriving to mitigate the effects of misinformation. Additionally,
since fact-checking as we know it nowadays is relatively new, empirical measures
of its effectiveness are still in the making. While correcting false claims is not the
only or even main goal of political fact-checking organizations (Amazeen, 2017),
it has probably become the most challenged one because of the contested nature
of political statements. A number of studies have begun to examine whether
fact-checking can actually change people’s beliefs. So far, however, the literature
is divided and there has been no conclusive evidence in either direction.

The first fact-checking initiatives were developed under what in science com-
munication is called the information deficit model. This model wrongly assumes
that public misperceptions are caused by a lack of knowledge, and so, the
straightforward solution to the problem would be to provide the public with cor-
rect information (Cook & Lewandowsky, 2011). However, the developments on
cognitive processes research brought about a change of perspective into political
debunking. Political issues are contentious by nature and that distinctive feature
makes people more prone to processing political information under directional
goals (Taber et al., 2009, Taber, & Lodge, 2006). The understanding of polit-
ical information processing within the motivated reasoning framework has evi-
dent consequences on under what conditions corrections can effectively change
people’s beliefs. In fact, these theoretical developments have been central to the
research agenda of fact-checking effectiveness, and consequently have fueled
changes on the way in which corrections are delivered.

Fact-Checking: Under What Conditions Ave
Corrections Effective?

Although the empirical evidence on the topic is strongly divided, a growing body
of research has provided some insights on this question (see Table Al). Some
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studies and recent meta-analyses have reported that corrections have a significant
effect for debunking misinformation, even controlling for measurement error
(see Walter & Murphy, 2018 for a meta-analysis). Conversely, another branch
of the literature finds that corrections have little to no effect changing people’s
minds. Or even worse, sometimes corrections can even backfire. Focusing on
corrections on neutral scenarios, seminal papers by Wilkes and Leatherbarrow
(1988) and Johnson and Seifert (1994) already suggested that there is a contin-
ued influence effect. Namely, once people are exposed to misinformation and
form their beliefs based on erroneous cues, it becomes difficult to reset their
beliefs to baseline compared with people who have not been exposed to misin-
formation in the first place. More recent papers based on the same research para-
digm in which people are presented with a report of a non-contentious fictitious
event and then exposed to a retraction reach similar findings (Ecker et al., 2010;
Ecker et al., 2011a; Ecker et al., 2011b).

Leaving the neutral scenarios behind and focusing on the correction of polit-
ical phenomena, Nyhan and Reifler (2010) suggested that corrections are often
not effective for debunking misperceptions. When exposed to corrections to
misleading claims from politicians in mock news articles, responses varied signif-
icantly according to the experimental subjects’ ideological position. In general,
just like people are more likely to believe information that is consistent with
their priors, they are also more likely to resist counter-attitudinal corrections.
As a matter of fact, some studies find that counter-attitudinal corrections can
even produce a backfire effect (also referred to as backlash or boomerang effect)
in some cases, strengthening misperceptions of the targeted group (Nyhan &
Reifler, 2010; Nyhan et al., 2013). This can happen not only because of direct
refutation of people’s priors, but also because of how correcting misinformation
might increase familiarity with the issue, boosting its power to spread (Berinsky,
2017).

Nevertheless, the bulk of evidence suggests that these “backfire effects” are
rare. The evidence on the backfire effect is contested in the literature and might
not provide robust enough results to consider it a phenomenon extended across
the population and all kinds of corrections (Swire-Thompson et al., 2020).
For instance, Guess and Coppock (2020) examined the prevalence of backlash
across three survey experiments (two on Mechanical Turk samples and one on a
nationally representative sample). Although they suggest that their results might
not replicate in strongly antagonistic political contexts, the authors found that
backlash is much more rare than suggested by previous research. Additionally,
Wood and Porter (2019) conducted five different studies where they corrected
claims across 52 policy areas designed to tap into relevant ideological symbols
along the political spectrum. On a pooled sample of 10,100 subjects for all the
experiments combined, they observed that subjects were receptive to the cor-
rections and were able to update their beliefs according to the new information
they were presented with. Even more so, this was also the case when corrections
directly challenged the subjects’ ideological position. However, there might be
a relevant difference if people are publicly corrected. A recent study exploring
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the consequences of being corrected on Twitter found that those who were pub-
licly corrected increased their partisan slant and hostile language on subsequent
tweets (Mosleh et al., 2021). Mosleh et al. (2021) suggest that being publicly
corrected shifts attention away from accuracy.

The fact that misperceptions are effectively corrected does not necessarily imply
that corrections reset attitudes. Thorson (2016) conducted three between-sub-
jects experiments in which she compared the attitudes of individuals exposed to
corrected misinformation to the attitudes of those who were not. The author
found that even when people’s beliefs were successfully updated, their attitudes
were still affected by the original piece of misinformation. Because exposure to
misinformation generates strong affective responses that fact-checks can almost
never match, people’s evaluation of new information might be more influenced
by misinformation than by its correction (Thorson, 2016).

Fact-Checking Attitudes

In line with the growing body of evidence supporting motivated reasoning
theory, a number of studies have suggested that fact-checking might be more
effective on some audiences than others. Meaning that there is an asymmetric
resistance to fact-checking associated with certain demographics, political ide-
ology, and political attitudes. For instance, studies analyzing fact-checking atti-
tudes in the US find citizens are strongly divided along partisan lines. Democrats
are more likely to feel favorably toward fact-checking than Republicans (Nyhan
& Reifler, 2015; Shin & Thorson, 2017). This can be due to many different
reasons. At least until recently, familiarity with fact-checking was low (Nyhan &
Reifler, 2015) and so, fact-checking attitudes might be reflecting general media
attitudes.

American conservatives are more likely to perceive media bias (Dimock et al,
2013) and feel less trust toward mass media in general (Gottfried et al., 2019;
Hamilton & Hern 2017). It could also be the case that fact-checking organiza-
tions review the claims of a given party, increasing the chances that their voters
feel more lenient toward them. In fact, American fact-checkers have reviewed
the claims of Republicans more often and flagged false content in them more
often as well (Card et al., 2018; Ostermeier, 2011). Regardless of the explanation
behind this (more prevalence of false statements among Republican politicians
or selection bias among fact-checkers), this trend is likely to result in asymmetric
attitudes toward this journalistic practice. Fact-checking attitudes also have some
behavioral correlates that might amplify the development of in-group attitudes.
The chances of posting a fact-check to one’s social media account increased with
age, liberal ideology and among those most likely to seek out political informa-
tion on social media and Republicans are more prone to hold negative views
toward fact-checking and fact-checking organizations (Amazeen et al., 2018).
Additionally, fact-checks posted on social media hold higher chances of engag-
ing users when they come from friends compared to news outlets (Margolin,
Hannak, & Weber, 2018).
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Given that people’s fact-checking attitudes might often be derived from
their media attitudes more broadly speaking, it does not come as a surprise
that countries in which institutional trust is higher and public media are
well-regarded citizens also show greater support for fact-checking. Through
an analysis of attitudes toward fact-checking across six European countries,
Lyons et al. (2020) found that in Northern European countries (Sweden and
Germany) people are more familiar with the concept and also more accept-
ing when compared with Italy, Spain, France, and Poland. Although their
study finds between-country heterogeneity, it also suggests that prior polit-
ical views play a key role in fact-checking attitudes that go beyond national
differences. Specifically, the main cleavages associated with fact-checking atti-
tudes in Europe were the left-right dimension and what could be referred to
as a mainstream vs anti-elite dimension. Consistent with previous research,
Lyons et al. (2020) found that people who are more inclined to the left,
pro-EU and more satisfied with democracy hold more favorable views toward
fact-checking.

While fact-checking organizations are mostly associated with their mission to
debunk false claims, they also aim at reducing the amount of falsehoods in poli-
ticians’ public statements altogether. The idea is that by acting as watchdogs who
hold politicians accountable for their claims, there will be a higher price to pay
for deceiving the public in the long run. Although this phenomenon received
less scholarly attention compared to the effectiveness of corrective messages on
citizens’ attitudes and beliefs there is some evidence that fact-checking has an
effect over political elites. Through a field experiment, Nyhan and Reifler (2015)
find that exposing legislators in nine US states to a reminder of the reputational
risks of having their claims publicly verified significantly reduced the likelihood
that they would receive a negative fact-checking label or even have the accuracy
of their claims challenged by fact-checkers.

It should be noted that the fact that this study was designed as a field experi-
ment makes the results very rich in insights on real-life legislators’ behavior, but
it also implies certain limitations to their scope. In the first place, the experi-
ment was constricted to the states where there was an operating fact-checking
organization. This might mean that those states already had voters reclaiming
more accountability from their legislators and thus, a higher reputational risk
for legislators. Additionally, the experiment treated legislators with a message
reminding them of the reputational risks they run if they were publicly exposed
by fact-checkers and this is not a usual practice of fact-checking organizations.
Overcoming this limitation from Nyhan and Reifler’s study (2014), Lim (2018)
analyzes whether an actual correction by fact-checkers affects politicians’ ten-
dency to echo an inaccurate statement. Lim (2018) finds that if a fact-checking
agency qualified a claim as false, presidential candidates for 2012 and 2016 elec-
tions in the US decreased their probability of repeating the false statement by
9.5 percentage points.

On the flipside, candidate evaluations and voting intentions seem to be
affected by fact-checks. Wintersieck (2017) finds that the presence of corrective
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fact-checks during political debates impacts debate performance evaluations and
the chances of voting for a given candidate. However, the effect of the presence
of a fact-check pointing at mixed evidence resembled that of no fact-check at all,
challenging the truthfulness rating scales that most fact-checking organizations
rely on.

The Political Science of Knowledge Resistance

In recent years, there has been a paradigm shift when it comes to comprehend-
ing how reasoning works. Within political science, this new understanding of
information processing through a model that integrates affect and cognition
resulted in rich insights into people’s political beliefs, attitudes, and behavior.
The motivated reasoning framework boosted our grasp on how people develop
their political knowledge and why in some cases they might resist facts even
when they are spoon fed the best available evidence. We learned that there is
a relevant distinction between being uninformed and misinformed. While the
former is linked to lack of interest or lack of information, the latter is rather asso-
ciated with directionally motivated reasoning.

Knowledge resistance can have dire consequences for individuals and soci-
cties. With the growing concern about the spread of misinformation and its
consequences, debunking citizens’ erroneous beliefs became a central under-
taking for democratic societies. Even when they have received harsh criticism,
fact-checking organizations were put in the spotlight as the rightful stakeholders
to do so. Although there are still inconclusive results regarding the effectiveness
of fact-checking, we know that there is an asymmetric resistance to fact-checking
associated with certain demographics, political ideology, and political attitudes.
In broad lines, people are more likely to believe information that is consistent
with their priors and more likely to resist counter-attitudinal corrections. And
despite the fact that early papers examining resistance to counter-attitudinal cor-
rections found a “backfire effect”, more recent developments in the field showed
that backlash is rare.

Even when the literature is optimistic regarding the ability of corrections to
improve the accuracy of people’s factual beliefs, it is not that clear that fact-
checking is effective at resetting attitudes. Since exposure to misinformation
produces strong affective responses that corrections can rarely match, people’s
evaluation of new information seems to be more staunchly influenced by mis-
information than by its correction. Further research is needed to better under-
stand if and how the updating of factual beliefs transcends those specific beliefs
to affect attitude formation or behavior.

As we have repeatedly mentioned along the chapter, knowledge resistance has
direct implications in public life. Therefore, how to combat knowledge resist-
ance will continue to be a fundamental question for democratic societies in the
near future. And so, political science faces new challenges translating those real-
life concerns into research questions that advance theoretical developments and
profit from new methods. Ultimately, novel findings on the field should aim
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at informing policy decisions for all relevant stakeholders such as journalists,
fact-checking organizations, and politicians.

Notes

1 https://www.who.int/news-room/spotlight/ten-threats-to-global-health-in-2019.
2 https://www.poynter.org/ifcn-fact-checkers-code-of-principles/.
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Appendix Key fact-checking papers and meta analyses

Table A.1 contains a list of key papers and meta-analyses that examine the
effectiveness of providing corrective information in some form. While not an
exhaustive list, these articles represent important contributions to this emerg-
ing field.
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Table A.1 Key Papers and Meta-Analyses of the Effects of Fact-Checking on Misperceptions

Paper Year Authors Description Muain Findings

When Corrections Fail: The 2010 Nyhan &  Tests the effects of corrections e Corrections are often not effective for

Persistence of Political Reifler to misleading claims from debunking misperceptions.

Misperceptions politicians e Corrections might sometimes backfire.

The Eftect of Fact-Checking on 2015 Nyhan &  Field experiment assessing the * Exposing legislators to a reminder of the

Elites: A Field Experiment on US Reifler impact of fact-checking on reputational risks of having their claims

State Legislators politicians. publicly verified reduced the likelihood of
them receiving a negative fact-checking label
or having their claims challenged by
fact-checkers.

The Elusive Backfire Effect: Mass 2019 Wood & Test effect of corrections on * Backfire effect is not as prevalent as previously

Attitudes’ Steadfast Factual Porter multiple outcomes suggested.

Adherence ® Subjects are receptive to corrections and are
able to update their beliefs according to new
information even when corrections directly
challenge theirideological position.

Reinforcing Attitudes in a 2018 Amazeen,  Examines individual-level e Sharing fact-checks on social media is

Gatewatching News Era: Individual- Vargo & predictors of sharing fact-checks associated with age, ideology, and political

Level Antecedents to Sharing Hopp on social media behaviors.

Fact-Checks on Social Nedia

Debating the Truth: The Impact of 2017 Wintersieck Experiment testing the effect of ® Presence of corrective fact-checks during

Fact-Checking During Electoral
Debates

fact-checking on individuals’
attitudes and evaluations of
political candidates

political debates impacts debate performance
evaluations and the chances of voting for a
given candidate.
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Table A.1 Key Papers and Meta-Analyses of the Effects of Fact-Checking on Misperceptions ( Continued)

Paper Year Authors Description Muain Findings

How Politics Shape Views Toward 2020 Lyons, Examine attitudes toward e There is greater familiarity with and acceptance

Fact-Checking: Evidence from Six Merola, fact-checking across six of fact-checking in Northern Europe (Sweden

European Countries Reifler, &  European countries and Germany) than other areas (Italy, Spain,
Stoeckel France, and Poland).

e The main cleavages associated with fact-
checking attitudes in Europe were the left-right
dimension and mainstream vs anti-elite
dimension.

Partisan Selective Sharing: The 2017 Shin & Test effects of partisanship on e Dartisanship influences patterns of online
Biased Diftusion of Fact-Checking Thorson sharing and commenting trends sharing and commenting on candidate
Messages on Social Media using large Twitter datasets. fact-check rulings. Individuals are more likely
to selectively share fact-checking messages that
favor their own candidate and disfavor the
opposing party’s candidate.
Belief Echoes: The Persistent Effects 2015 Thorson Conducts experiments testing e Even when people’s beliefs are successfully
of Corrected Misinformation whether exposure to negative debunked, their attitudes can still be affected
political information continues by the original piece of misinformation.
to shape attitudes even after
being effectively debunked.
Does Counter-Attitudinal Information 2018 Guess & Examines the prevalence of e Backlash effects are much rarer than suggested
Cause Backlash? Results from Three Coppock  backlash through survey by previous research.

Large Survey Experiments

experiments

(Continued)
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Table A.1 Key Papers and Meta-Analyses of the Effects of Fact-Checking on Misperceptions ( Continued)

Paper Year Authors Description Muin Findings
Rumors and Health Care Reform: 2017 Berinsky Explores beliefs in political e Attempts to debunk rumours by directly
Experiments in Political rumours after their debunking refuting them might increase the public’s
Misinformation familiarity with it and amplify its power.
The Hazards of Correcting Myths 2013 Nyhan, Experimentally tests if more ¢ Counter-attitudinal corrections can produce a
About Health Care Reform Reifler, &  aggressive fact-checking can backfire effect, even among those who show
Ubel debunk health care reform higher levels ofpolitical knowledge.
myths
Can Fact-checking Prevent 2018 Lim Analyzes ifcorrections by e Ifa fact-checking organization labeled a claim
Politicians from Lying? fact-checkers affects politicians’ as false, presidential candidates decreased their
tendency to echo inaccurate probability of repeating the false statement.
statements.
Perverse Downstream Consequences 2021 Mosleh, Explores the consequences of ® Those who are publicly corrected increase
of Debunking: Being Corrected by Martel, being corrected on Twitter their partisan slant and hostile language on
Another User for Posting False Eckles, & subsequent tweets.
Political News Increases Subsequent Rand ® Being publicly corrected shifts attention away

Sharing of Low Quality, Partisan, and
Toxic Content in a Twitter Field
Experiment

from accuracy.
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Table A.1 Key Papers and Meta-Analyses of the Effects of Fact-Checking on Misperceptions ( Continued)

Meta-Analyses/Systematic Reviews — Year  Authors Muain Conclusions
How to Unring the Bell: A 2018 Walter & e Misinformation in the context of politics and marketing is more difficult to correct
Meta-analytic Approach to Murphy than in the health domain.
Correction of Misinformation e Correction of real-world misinformation is more challenging than constructed
misinformation.
e Rebuttals are more effective than forewarnings.
e Appeals to coherence outperform fact-checking and appeals to credibility
Who Uses Fact-Checking Sites? The 2020 Robertson,  ® Fact-checking sites appeal especially to liberals and liberal /mainstream news consumers.
Impact of Demographics, Political Mourao & e Other predictors of awareness, attitudes and behaviour might be related to consuming
Antecedents, and Media Use on Thorson fact-checking articles, but not as strongly as ideology.
Fact-Checking Site Awareness,
Attitudes, and Behavior
A Meta-Analytic Examination of 2019 Walter & ® On average, corrections do not entirely eliminate the effect of misinformation.
the Continued Influence of Tukachinsky e Corrective messages were found to be more effective when they are consistent with
Misinformation in the Face of the audience’s worldview, and also when they are delivered by the source of the
Correction: How Powerful is it, misinformation itself.
Why Does it Happen, and How e Corrections are less effective if the misinformation was attributed to a credible source
to Stop it? or if the misinformation has been repeated multiple times prior to correction.
Fact-Checking: A Meta-Analysis 2019 Walter, e Fact-checking has a significantly positive overall influence on political beliefs.
of What Works andfor Whom Cohen, e The effects of fact-checking weaken when using “truth scales” or refuting only parts of a claim
Holbert, & e Correction of political misinformation with fact-checking is less effective when they
Morag are not consistent with participants’ preexisting beliefs, ideology, and knowledge.
Fighting Misperceptions and 2018 Niemen & ¢ Findings are mixed.
Doubting Journalists’ Objectivity: Rapeli * Some find that fact-checking reduces misperceptions.
A Review of Fact-checking e Others find that corrections are often ineffective.
Literature e The literature is overwhelmingly focused in the US context.
Debunking: A Meta-Analysis of 2017 Chan, Jones, ® Both being exposed to misinformation and debunking show large effects.
the Psychological Efficacy of Hall e Dersistence of misinformation after debunking was stronger when audiences generated
Messages Countering Jamieson,& reasons in support of the initial misinformation.
Misinformation Albarracin e A detailed debunking message correlated positively both with the debunking effect

and the misinformation-persistence effect.
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