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Abstract
A field experiment examined social approval in the form of Twitter “Likes” on individuals’ perceptions after retweeting a fictitious news story
about a politician. The study incorporated research about feedback effects on self-perception online, partisan bias, and negativity principles.
Participants read or retweeted a (verifiably false) news story via social media, and researchers appended systematic increments of Likes to the
retweets. A baseline hypothesis test found no effect on perceptions due to retweeting versus simply reading a news story. Results supported a
predicted three-way interaction effect between positive versus negative news story, political congruence with participants’ political party identifi-
cation, and the reception of 0–22 Likes on perceptions of the politician. More Likes magnified negative perceptions of politicians, from fictitious
news, when news stories were negative and focused on politicians from one’s opposite political party.
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Research has approached the question of how social media
affect attitudes and perceptions through several perspectives
and in a variety of contexts (see Flanagin, 2017, for review).
A great deal of this research has focused on the cues that af-
fect a reader’s perceptions of information, recommendations,
and news. The cues may involve qualities of the messages,
characteristics of the message sources, and the endorsements
that the messages receive either tacitly (through popularity
cues such as approval ratings) or explicitly (through user-
generated comments) (see Walther & Jang, 2012, for review).
Less research has focused on how social media message send-
ers might influence themselves as their messages do or do not
resonate in the social media ecosystem. However, there is
good reason to suspect that “self-effects” and social effects in-
teract to influence social media authors’ own attitudes with
considerable potency (see Valkenburg, 2017, for review).

Whether dealing with actual news, innocuous urban
legends, or even falsehoods, it is not the mere consumption of
information that concerns us, but that people who believe it
also propagate it ever so easily to others through social me-
dia’s affordances (Metzger et al., 2021). This study explores a
hypothetical reversal of that causal order: First, people propa-
gate information to others, and then, in turn, come to believe
it. Their beliefs may change all the more strongly if they
garner social approval for their shared message. People share
information online to pursue various goals, among which are
to garner recognition and social approval (Crockett, 2017)
even when the veracity of the information is dubious (Duffy
et al., 2020). And the provision of social approval symbols
in social media is simple to encode, easy to transmit, and
well-understood, through prolific “paralinguistic digital
affordances,” such as thumbs up graphics, hearts, and other
such one-click symbols (Hayes et al., 2016). By these means,
the positive social responses that social media message senders

subsequently receive may magnify changes in their own per-
ceptions to align with what they post.

Whether this process takes place when information is verifi-
ably correct is an interesting question. Yet another context in
which the study of social media’s influence on perceptions has
become particularly vital pertains to the flow of fake news.
Whether message sharing and social approval wed individu-
als’ beliefs to things that are untrue provides a relatively more
challenging and potentially important research context. For
that reason, this research explored whether the receipt of so-
cial approval indicators from other social media users after
sharing news—in this case, verifiably false news—affects indi-
viduals’ own (false) perceptions, under circumstances that
commonly resemble the transmission of fake news. It found
that when individuals share news via social media, and others
provide social approval merely by “Liking” their posting, it
intensifies the individuals’ negative perceptions of the target
of a news story, even though the events in the news story
never happened. A field experiment examined what happened
when individuals chose one of the two web-based online news
stories they originally saw linked to Twitter tweets, and
“quote tweeted” (i.e., shared it in a retweet with their own
original comment) encouraging others to read it, too (or they
simply read it, without sharing, in a control condition).
Unbeknownst to participants, the politicians and events de-
scribed in the stories did not actually exist. Researchers then
covertly appended social approval indicators—heart-shaped
“Likes” on Twitter—on participants’ retweets in systemati-
cally different increments of five, from 0 to 20. Posttest scores
indicated a significant influence of these accumulated social
approval markers on participants’ evaluations of the news
stories’ targets, in an interaction effect with influences of neg-
ative versus positive portrayals of the targets and whether the
target represented the same or opposing political party. While
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the findings align with previous research about the spread of
fake news, they also extend our understanding by considering
previously unexamined influences of sharing news stories fol-
lowed by the accumulation of social approval cues.

The research drew on several theories and lines of research
in computer-mediated communication (CMC). It includes
aspects of the hyperpersonal model of CMC and its extension,
the identity shift paradigm, that focus on changes to one’s
perceptions due to one’s own utterances when interacting
with others. It recognizes negativity effects and the partisan
bias principle from political communication research. It inves-
tigates the value of a paralinguistic cue in social media—the
accumulation of “Likes”—as a form of feedback that affects
changes in perception. Results speak to the importance of
feedback and social approval online, and illuminate a novel
approach to the effects of news sharing: how it affects the atti-
tudes of the people who propagate it, not because of their
consumption of content alone, but rather, in part, due to the
social responses they accrue through their propagation of it.

Social media, feedback effects, and perception
change

Research has approached the question of how social media af-
fect attitudes and perceptions through several perspectives
and contexts (see Flanagin, 2017, for review). One perspective
that focuses on changes in perceptions in online communica-
tion is the hyperpersonal model of CMC (Walther, 1996).
The model contends that social media afford malleability of
online message creation and encourage selective self-
presentation. Feedback from other online communicators
reinforces these self-presentations, causing changes in individ-
uals’ perceptions of self, partner, and relationships (see
Walther & Whitty, 2021, for review). Related research also
shows that attitudes toward the objects that conversation
partners discuss online can be affected by self-presentation
and feedback processes. For instance, chatting online about a
product, with a goal of attracting (or repelling) one’s chat
partner, leads to changes in individuals’ own perceptions
about the product they are discussing (Walther et al., 2010).
The feedback component of the hyperpersonal model distin-
guishes it from intrapersonal models of perception change.
For instance, a “self-effect” may occur when an individual
prepares and expresses opinions about media content to an-
other person, aligning perceptions with what the individual
uttered, regardless of whether a recipient responds (Pingree,
2007; cf. Valkenburg, 2017). In contrast, Walther and Whitty
(2021) suggested, when individuals garner feedback via Likes
for having shared information online, they may perceive its
content to be more authentic, leading them to internalize the
beliefs and attitudes they implied online, rather than harbor
doubts that they pandered something fake.

Although it initially did not include feedback processes,
an extension of the hyperpersonal model known as identity
shift further explores how individuals’ online self-
presentation leads to changes in perceptions of self. Drawing
on psychological research on the making of public commit-
ments to a position (see Schlenker et al., 1994, for review),
Gonzales and Hancock’s (2008) experiment requested
participants, through random assignment, to write anec-
dotes about themselves, either in a public blog or a private
document, that would lead readers to infer that a participant
was introverted, or extraverted, respectively. Post-test

self-assessments of personality showed that participants who
wrote in the public blogs (but not private documents) had
come to perceive themselves as significantly more intro-
verted or extroverted, respectively, as a result (see also Cho
et al., 2018, for similar internalization of one’s political
expressions). Altogether, this research shows that merely
sharing positions online has the capacity to change individu-
als’ self-perception in the direction that the shared informa-
tion implies. In light of this theoretical and empirical
background, H1 predicts a similar effect on one’s percep-
tions following one’s public sharing of online news:

H1: Sharing a news story online leads to perceptual

changes in the direction of that story more strongly than

merely consuming the story.

Additional research yet again extended the identity shift phe-
nomenon, returning it more squarely in line with the hyper-
personal model’s specification of sender/receiver/channel/
feedback effects. Beyond the effects of online public self-
presentation changing self-perceptions, additional research
demonstrated that feedback confirming one’s online self-
presentation further magnifies perception change. For in-
stance, Walther et al. (2011) asked participants to describe
themselves online as if introverted or as if extraverted, after
which half the participants in these two conditions received
feedback reflecting their respective trait, and the other half
did not. Feedback significantly magnified the participants’
perceptions of themselves as introverted or extraverted, com-
pared to no feedback. Further replication explicitly tied these
effects to social media: Carr and Foreman (2016) had individ-
uals write self-descriptions using Facebook status updates,
and feedback, in the form of others’ comments, caused indi-
viduals to experience greater self-perception changes.
Additional research extended the self-presentation/feedback
effect beyond perceptions of themselves, to include other atti-
tude objects. For instance, Carr and Hayes (2017) asked par-
ticipants to present themselves online as either strongly loyal
or weakly loyal to a product brand, to which they received ei-
ther confirming or disconfirming feedback. No effect emerged
due to the strong versus weak loyalty affirmations, but partic-
ipants’ brand identification was significantly greater after
they received confirming rather than disconfirming feedback.

In sum, in a variety of online settings, individuals who pub-
licly describe themselves in a certain way or participate in ad-
vocacy internalize their performance and shift their
perceptions and attitudes in the direction of that performance.
When they receive feedback providing social approval, per-
ceptions change even more. These notions are consistent with
offline research, in which social corroboration of individuals’
attitudes leads them to adopt even more extreme opinions
(Baron et al., 1996).

In this respect, H1, above, takes on added importance. In
order to study whether getting feedback after publicly sharing
information affects one’s perceptions, research must establish
whether simply sharing (without feedback) is sufficient to
change participants’ perceptions about the topic to which
their shared information pertains. If so, sharing could be con-
founded with feedback, because one must share in order to
get feedback. Therefore, H1 is not only an application of
identity shift principles. It is an important baseline question
that can help establish whether sharing and feedback are po-
tentially independent, additive, or interactive effects.
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In online studies, feedback generally takes the form of ver-
bal statements (see Carr et al., 2021, for review). Yet social
media have other ways to deliver affirming feedback and sig-
nals of social approval, using graphical symbols that are ge-
nerically referred to as Likes. These “markers of approval”
(Tokunaga & Quick, 2018, p. 158) provide, according to
Facebook’s first president, “a social-validation feedback
loop” (Solon, 2017, n.p.).

Likes as social approval feedback

Likes refer to graphical symbols of affirmation appended by
social media users to other users’ message postings. Across
platforms, social media users can click a button to make these
kinds of symbols appear publicly. The “thumbs up” symbol
on Facebook is one form of a Like; the equivalent symbol on
Twitter is heart-shaped. Reddit uses symbols denoting
upvotes. The symbols are phatic: they have no semantic value,
but they convey social approval, affirmation, and sociability
(Carr et al., 2016; Hayes et al., 2016).1

Considerable research has identified the impacts of observ-
ing Likes, the number of Likes, and other popularity cues as
they appear on social media postings (see Haim et al., 2018,
for review). When they appear on others’ postings, as
Flanagin (2017) summarized, “online news articles with
greater Facebook ‘likes’ have been shown to be clicked on
more frequently, selected earlier, and read for longer than
articles with a low number of likes” (pp. 454–455; Winter
et al., 2016).

The present study focuses, however, on seeing Likes
appended by others to one’s own postings, consistent with the
work by Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al. (2019) conceiving of
“‘Likes’ as social rewards,” that constitute a “numerical rep-
resentation of social acceptance,” and act as reinforcers (p.
76). Several studies provide indirect support for the conten-
tion that receiving Likes connotes social approval and affirm-
ing feedback. Hayes et al. (2016) reported three main
gratifications associated with receiving Likes: emotional grati-
fications (feelings of happiness and self-worth), status gratifi-
cations (improved social standing), and social gratifications
(enhancing relationships). Because Likes can accumulate, the
number of Likes one receives can also connote different
amounts of approval. Scissors et al. (2016) investigated the
number of Likes that Facebook users considered sufficient to
indicate success of their posts, and how important that recog-
nition is to them. Between 8 and 10 Likes were considered a
sign of success, although the range was considerable and the
distribution was skewed: 25% reported that one or two Likes
was sufficient to know their message was read.

Some research indicated that Likes have greater impact
when people receive them from friends than from strangers
(Carr et al., 2018; Scissors et al., 2016). Others found that the
source is tangential compared to the sheer volume of Likes, in
terms of their effects on one’s feelings of belongingness and
self-esteem (Reich et al., 2018). An experiment using a simu-
lated social media platform found that receiving even a mod-
erate number of Likes from strangers induced reactions
similar to those of overcoming ostracism: greater self-esteem,
better mood, more friendliness, more meaningful existence,
and less sadness and anger (Wolf et al., 2015).

If Likes connote these affirming properties, then the more
Likes users see appended to their own social media users’
postings, the more it may lead them to internalize the percep-
tions and attitudes conveyed in those postings, even if they

had little original commitment to that message. In the context
of fake news, if retweeting a news story with a comment con-
notes tacit agreement, through selective self-presentation, and
if receiving Likes through social media provides feedback to
reinforce that expression of attitude, can this process persuade
an individual to magnify beliefs even if they have no basis in
fact?

Fake news as context

The social influence dynamics that this research explores may
occur when people share information that is verifiably true,
but it may be equally likely to explain what happens when
people share fake news, as well. In their seminal investigation
of the 2016 US Presidential election campaigns, Allcott and
Gentzkow (2017, p. 213) defined fake news as “news articles
that are intentionally and verifiably false, and could mislead
readers. We focus on fake news articles that have political
implications . . . Our definition includes intentionally fabri-
cated news articles” (for other definitions, see Tandoc et al.,
2018). Fake news has the potential to disrupt democratic pro-
cesses, public health, and other critical societal functions
(Allcott et al., 2020). The practice is global, and a 2020 sur-
vey of media users in Africa, Eastern and Western Europe,
South America, and Asia indicated that 40%–70% of adults
use social media as a daily source of news, even though they
do not trust it (Watson, 2020). One survey suggested that
23% of the US adults have shared fake news, knowingly or
unknowingly, with friends and others (Barthel et al., 2016).

Fake news has a typical topography of presentational and
transmission characteristics. It typically resides on websites
made to resemble authentic news sites in terms of their do-
main names and layout (see PolitiFact, 2017). Its circulation
relies primarily on the transmission of links embedded in so-
cial media messages (Guess et al., 2018). Political topics are
among the fake news most frequently circulated through
Twitter, according to an analysis of 126,000 stories tweeted
by 3 million people between 2006 and 2017 (Vosoughi et al.,
2018). Replicating these characteristics allows us to test vari-
ous hypotheses about message sharing and social approval in
the context of fake news.

One might hypothesize that, the more Likes one receives
when sharing a (fake) news story via social media, the more
one’s perceptions align with the depiction in the story. The di-
rection of the effect of Likes, of course, depends on the posi-
tive versus negative valence of a (fake) news story. That is, if a
story is positive, the more Likes one received after sharing the
story, the more positively one feels toward the subject of the
story. Alternatively, if a story is negative, the more Likes one
receives after sharing the story, the more negatively one feels
toward the subject of the story.

Valence effects

Two additional aspects of the processing of positive versus
negative information, however, suggest that the aforemen-
tioned prediction may be too simple. First, research finds that
people generally pay more attention to information that fo-
cuses on negative rather than positive things (Baumeister
et al., 2001). The mere consumption of negative (fake) news
stories may induce stronger effects on readers’ perceptions
than do positive news stories, regardless of whether or not
they share a story and/or whether or not they receive signals
of social approval. Second, negative stories may also be more
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likely to trigger the experience and the expression of moral
outrage, and thereby prime outraged individuals for confirm-
ing social responses they then receive for publicly sharing that
very outrage. According to Crockett (2017),

. . . outrage expression provides reputational rewards.

People are not necessarily conscious of these rewards when

they express outrage. But . . . a concern for reputation at

least implicitly whets our appetite for moral outrage. Of

course, online social networks massively amplify the repu-

tational benefits of outrage expression. (p. 770)

Thus, individuals may receive reinforcement in terms of en-
hanced reputation and status when they share a news story
via social media that depicts moral violations. If the research
indicating that the valance of news matters, in the context of
(fake) news sharing, then perceptions should be expected to
shift more strongly following the accumulation of Likes when
social media users share negatively focused stories than when
they share positively focused ones. In addition, negative news
might be more likely to arouse anger, and stories that arouse
readers’ anger make them especially susceptible to party-
consistent misinformation (Weeks, 2015).

Partisan congruence

The effects of positive versus negative depictions of a charac-
ter in a news story might also be influenced, or overridden, by
partisan congruence. In other words, partisan congruence
may moderate the influence of Likes on perception changes
following an online self-presentation. People are more influ-
enced by false information that is congruent or congenial to
their existing political ideologies (Guess et al., 2020; Neyazi
& Muhtadi, 2021), just as they are with political news gener-
ally. Fake news tends to be shared and interpreted along polit-
ical partisan lines (even when the fake news is not overtly
politically-focused, such as that pertaining to coronavirus dis-
ease (COVID-19) remedies; Allcott et al., 2020). Partisan con-
gruence exists when self-professed Republican participants
read stories favoring Republican politicians or denigrating
Democratic politicians, or when Democratic participants read
stories favoring Democratic politicians or denigrating
Republican ones. Partisan incongruence exists when
Republicans read negative Republican or positive Democrat
stories, and when Democrats read negative Democrat or posi-
tive Republican stories.2

Altogether, it seems plausible that negative/other-party
news may be the most influential form. In light of potential
for negative political ads and stories to have stronger effects
than positive ones do, and that the sharing of moral violations
(that are negatively valenced) leave social media users espe-
cially susceptible to social approval, social media users may
be especially sensitive to the number of Likes they receive
when sharing fake news that is partisan congruent and depicts
(negative) moral violations. As such, hypothetical expecta-
tions about the potential for selective self-presentation of fake
news and garnering social approval to change one’s percep-
tion to align with shared news are likely moderated by news
story valence and partisan congruence, as follows:

H2: The more Likes one receives for sharing negative (rather

than positive) news about out-party (rather than in-party)

actors, the more negative one’s perceptions of the target.

There is a three-way interaction among the number of Likes

one receives, story valence, and partisan congruence.

The hypothesis suggests that the impact of Likes takes the
form of cleaved, divergent moderation effect, in the frame-
work advanced by Holbert and Park (2020). That is, different
levels of Likes change the relationships of the valence � con-
gruence effect on perceptions, magnifying the relationship in
opposing directions. A graphic depiction of the hypothesis
appears in Figure 1.

Method

The main experiment involved 622 participants, 129 of
whom served in control groups. The other 493 read, selected
one of two news stories that had been fabricated for this re-
search, and shared the news story on their personal Twitter
accounts via a retweet. Over the next several days, their
retweets received a specific number of Likes from researchers
using Twitter accounts with minimal identifiers. At the end of
five to seven days, both control and experimental participants
completed scales measuring their perception of the politicians
who were the respective foci of the news stories. Analyses re-
veal partial support for the study’s hypotheses. Several pilot
tests informed the creation of stimuli prior to the main
experiment.

Number of Likes

A small pilot study examined what the typical number of
Likes individuals’ posts receive on Twitter. The study
recruited 25 Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) workers
who resided in USA, were 18þ years of age, had an active
Twitter account (according to MTurk selection criteria), and
who self-reported generating at least five tweets or retweets in
the last year. Respondents completed a 5-min survey for
US$1. Their average age was 39.5 (SD ¼ 12.79); 50% identi-
fied as female and 50% as male. The survey asked them to
look up their three most recent tweets or retweets, and to indi-
cate the date of each. After describing how to find the infor-
mation, it asked participants to indicate the number of
impressions, engagements, Likes, retweets, and follows each
post generated. Two users reported over a hundred Likes, but
they appeared to be business accounts and were eliminated
from further analysis.

The modal number of Likes participants reported was zero
(M ¼ 1.83, SD ¼ 5.70). Although there was a range of 0–37
Likes, 83% of scores were 0 or 1, with two scores of 30 or
more. Despite the higher numbers in previous Facebook re-
search, the low numbers in this pilot study led to the adoption
of experimental manipulations involving Likes in equal inter-
vals from 0, 5, 10, 15, and 20. For most people, even 5 Likes
would be notable, and 20 would be high.

Fake news stimuli

The researchers fabricated two positive and two negative
news stories, following the journalistic style of news stories
that have been linked to various fact-checking sites. Each
story focused on a California State Senator or State Assembly
member. The names of the people and places in the stories
were fictitious. The photographs appearing in the stories ob-
scured individuals’ identification. The politicians’ names fea-
tured a parenthetical indication of their political party and a
location they appeared to represent (e.g., “State Senator Fred
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Stevens (D., Bakersfield). . .”). The letter indicating party affil-
iation was rotated between D and R for Democrat and
Republican.

A pilot study tested initial drafts of the two positive versus
two negative stories to assess whether the intended differences
in valence affected perceptions of the politicians in the story
appropriately. The pilot test presented different tweets with
embedded links connecting to news stories, appended with 0,
5, 10, 15, or 20 Likes in order to assess both baseline percep-
tions attributable to valence, as well as potential popularity
cue effects due to the number of Likes, and valence-by-Likes.
Recruiting 424 participants from MTurk, selection criteria in-
cluded being 18þ years old, residing in USA, having an active
Twitter account (according to MTurk), and self-reporting
that they tweeted or retweeted at least five times in the last
year. Pilot test respondents had an average age of 39.2 (SD ¼
1.46); 55% identified themselves as female, 43% as male,
with 1% declining or indicating another answer. After read-
ing a randomly assigned news story, they completed Stroud
et al.’s (2005–2006) “candidate evaluation questionnaire” to
measure their perceptions of the news stories’ targets. In pre-
vious research, scores on the scale’s nine interval Likert-type
items “emotional and competence-related words” (i.e., credi-
ble, reliable, appealing, dignified, competent, honest, flaky,
interesting, irrational) indicated sensitivity to partisan differ-
ences in perceptions of candidates. Two additional items re-
lated to credibility were added, “expert” and “trustworthy”;
Cronbach’s a ¼ .98; M ¼ 4.80; SD ¼ 32.7. The pilot study
took participants 5 min to complete and provided US$1 in
compensation.

A factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA) with positive ver-
sus negative valence as a fixed factor and Likes as a random fac-
tor showed a significant main effect of valence on perception of
politicians, F(4,414) ¼ 1092.40, p < .001, with no significant
effect of Likes, F(4,414)¼ 0.467, p¼ .76, and no interaction ef-
fect. Post hoc tests revealed no differences among the two posi-
tive stories or among the two negative stories, respectively.

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic during the develop-
ment of this study required changes to the stories to make

them plausible considering social distancing and face-
covering requirements. Among the final versions of the fake
stories, one negative story described a politician who
appeared inebriated at a hospital visit and made fun of the pe-
diatric patients’ handmade face coverings. The other negative
story portrayed an official shaking hands with constituents
outside of a grocery store in violation of social distance
requirements, entering the store without a mask, and declar-
ing that the pandemic was “d-o-n-e.” Positive stories either
depicted a State Senator’s gift to a pediatric hospital to fund
clean rooms where families could visit during the pandemic,
or an Assembly member’s US$1 million donation to provide
medical-grade personal protective equipment for hospital
workers who would otherwise face shortages. Stories were be-
tween 251 and 258 words long and featured the same news
organization logo, date, and similar bylines. Each had one
main photo, with three smaller photos with links to “related
stories” at the bottom of the page (see stimuli in Supplemental
Materials).

The stories themselves appeared on web server space that
was leased specifically for this research. Consistent with many
actual fake news sites, it featured a news-like, commercial do-
main name (see PolitiFact, 2017), “cmcnewsnow.com,” and
appeared to be copyrighted to Consolidated Media
Corporation. Although fake news can be promoted on any so-
cial media platform, this experiment used Twitter tweets to
link to the stories. According to Allcott et al. (2019), while ex-
posure to “false content” on Facebook has fallen since 2016,
it continued rising on Twitter. The Twitter account created
for this study featured the handle, @CMCNewsNow.

For the main study, researchers recruited participants by
placing advertisements on Facebook, targeted toward seeking
users over the age of 18 years, residing in USA, with Twitter
experience. The advertisement encouraged volunteers to sign
up for a two-part university-sponsored research project in ex-
change for US$10. Individuals who clicked on the advertise-
ment were directed to a more detailed sign-up web page,
which stated additional qualifications: Participants were re-
quired to have used Twitter at least five times in the last year,

Figure 1. Hypothesized effect of likes on perception of out-party and in-party politician due to positive versus negative news story.
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agree to utilize a laptop/desktop computer during the study
(due to the necessity of multiple windows being open), be will-
ing to provide their Facebook Messenger address for commu-
nication and payment through Facebook Pay, and to have a
public (not private) Twitter account (to enable the experimen-
tal manipulation). This last requirement would enable
researchers to view personal identifiers, the instructions
explained, although they were of no interest to the research
and would not be accessed. Nevertheless, to maximize partici-
pants’ confidence in their privacy in light of such incidents as
the Cambridge Analytica research exploitation scandal of
2016, researchers pledged that participants’ data would not
be used for any purpose other than this particular study or
provided to any other researchers. Participants learned that
the two parts of the study would occur five to seven days
apart; the former would take 7 min and the latter, 15.
Researchers used participants’ Messenger addresses, about
which participants were also informed, to track participation
(including assignments to conditions and the merger of part 1
and part 2 data). Instructions also indicated that participants
would be asked to retweet a message which would be visible
to their followers and others, and “there is a risk that people
might respond to your retweet with comments (positive or
negative) that are beyond anyone’s control.” When prospec-
tive participants consented to these terms, researchers ran-
domly assigned them to different conditions and sent a link to
participants by Messenger to begin the first part of the study.

Assignment to conditions

In all conditions, the first part of the study stated, “Research
has shown that many people pass along news headlines via so-
cial media without actually reading the stories they are linked
to even though they sometimes comment on them,” and con-
tinued, “Today we’ll ask you to look at two news Tweets and
the news stories they’re linked to on the web.” Subsequent
instructions depended on participants’ random assignment to
control or experimental conditions following what is best de-
scribed as a 2� 2 � 5 design with offset 2�2 Control condi-
tions. The first two-level factor in both Experimental and
Control conditions was whether participants would read two
positively or two negatively valenced stories. The second two-
level factor was whether the stories they read depicted
Republicans or Democrats. In the five-level experimental condi-
tion, participants would retweet and comment on one of the
two stories they saw, and surreptitiously receive 0, 5, 10, 15, or
20 Likes to their retweet and comment. The initial conditions
and the variables they incorporate are depicted in Table 1.

Control group participants read two tweets and the two web-
based stories to which the tweets linked, reflecting one of the
positive/negative, Democrat/Republican combinations described
above. Instructions asked them to select one story as the “most
important for people to read,” and to record the headline of the
story in our questionnaire. They then read that they would be
contacted for the second part of the study within a week.

Experimental condition participants also saw two tweets
linked to stories, in the same combinations as Control partici-
pants. Their instructions, however, directed them to retweet
the story they thought was more important, and to “add a
comment. . .that would encourage other people” to read it, us-
ing three to five words (known as a “quote tweet”).
Instructions then described how to find the “link to tweet”
for their quote tweet and record it in our questionnaire.
A “link to tweet” is a web-based hyperlink that points directly

to a specific tweet. Participants read that they would be con-
tacted for part 2 within a week.

Many prospective participants (n¼ 346) did not complete
part 1 of the study. Most dropped out without a response.
Some contacted the researchers to withdraw explicitly. Two
expressed confidence that a news story was fake. Other par-
ticipants were removed by the researchers if their Twitter ac-
count was not public (preventing Liking of their retweet),
who provided the “link to tweet” from the original tweet and
not from their retweet, or whose online comments stated that
it was part of an experiment. Although the level of attrition
may confine generalizability of results to individuals who do
not suspect or who do not resist fake news, this constraint
retains a large and important population of interest. The final
sample consisted of 622 participants, with ages between 18
and 70 years (M¼29; SD¼10.18). About 61% of the partic-
ipants identified as female, 38% as male, and 1.4% declined
to answer. The sample was just over half Caucasian (53%),
24% were Asian or Pacific Islander, 7% Latinx, 6% Black,
0.2% Native American, and 1% not listed; 8% indicated sev-
eral racial/ethnic backgrounds.

Liking

When participants finished part 1 of the study, the researchers
randomly assigned cases to be given a certain number of Likes
(i.e., 0, 5, 10, 15, 20). Twenty research assistants stripped
their Twitter profiles of their academic affiliation and loca-
tion, and did not tweet for a week prior to this portion of the
experiment. Then, each link-to-tweet was assigned to a num-
ber of “Likers” who applied a Like to each retweet. If a
retweet was randomly assigned to receive five Likes, then five
Likers received the link-to-tweet. As researchers verified com-
pletion of the Likers’ assignments, it became apparent that the
Likes appeared over a number of hours or days, rather than
all at once. As to be expected, retweets occasionally garnered
Likes from genuine followers and not the researchers.

Post-test dependent measures

By the end of a 5-day interval, both control and experimental
participants received messages with web links directing them
to the second questionnaire. Experimental participants re-
ceived instructions showing how to find the readership analyt-
ics Twitter generates for each tweet, and to record the number
of impressions, engagements, Likes, and retweets for both the
retweet they generated as part of this study, and for their
tweet or retweet that immediately preceded it. Only the num-
ber of Likes for the experimental retweet had value for this
study. Control participants, alternatively, were asked to iden-
tify the story they read in part 1 out of a multiple-choice
menu of six one-line story synopsis (only two of whom were
incorrect). Both control and experimental participants com-
pleted an expanded Stroud et al. (2005–2006) candidate eval-
uation questionnaire measuring their perceptions of the
politician featured in their chosen story, as described previ-
ously; a ¼ .97 (M ¼ 4.54; SD ¼ 2.42). A single item also
asked participants whether they had fact-checked the story,
and participants completed a three-item, nine-interval scale
assessing how authentic they found the news story to be
(Appelman & Sundar, 2016), a ¼ .91 (M¼5.65, SD¼ 2.20).
Then, they provided demographic information, including
their political party (Democrat, Republican, Independent,
Other party, or No party).3 Following the questionnaire, par-
ticipants read an extensive debriefing. The debriefing revealed
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that the stories and Likes were fake, and explained the pur-
pose of the deception and the research. It encouraged partici-
pants to delete their retweets, and suggested other steps to
mitigate any potential risk. The entire debriefing statement is
available upon request.

Partisan congruence

Partisan congruence was coded based on combinations of par-
ticipants’ political party responses in light of whether the stories
they read featured a Democrat or Republican politician and
whether the stories were positive or negative with regard to the
politician. The congruent condition comprised: (a) Democrat
participants who shared a positive story about a Democrat pol-
itician, (b) Democrat participants who shared a negative story
about a Republican politician, (c) Republican participants who
shared a positive story about a Republican politician, and (d)
Republican participants who shared a negative story about a
Democrat politician. The incongruent condition comprised: (a)
Democrat participants who shared a positive story about a
Republican politician, (b) Democrat participants who shared a
negative story about a Democrat politician, (c) Republican par-
ticipants who shared a positive story about a Democrat politi-
cian, and (d) Republican participants who shared a negative
story about a Republican politician.

An additional nonpartisan group comprised participants
who identified their political affiliation as independent or ex-
plicitly as “no party,” and therefore were neither congruent
nor incongruent with the valence and the party affiliation as-
sociated with the politician in the respective news stories.

Exploratory analysis of fact-checking effects

Initial analysis examined whether fact checking affected par-
ticipants’ perceptions of the news stories’ authenticity or their
perceptions of the politicians described in those stories. When
social media users fact-check and find a story to be false, it
can immunize their perceptions regardless of other popularity
metrics that may accompany a news story (Chung & Kim,
2021). On the other hand, when people fact-check and do not
find a news story to have been discredited, they tend to believe
the truth of the story more strongly (Pennycook et al., 2020).
The stories in this study did not appear on any fact checking
sites. In this study’s experimental conditions, 194 participants
reported that they attempted to fact-check the fake news story

and 299 participants reported that they did not; 28 control
conditions participants did, and 101 did not attempt to fact-
check. An ANOVA involving all experimental and control
participants revealed a main effect of fact-checking attempts
on perceptions of news stories’ authenticity, F(1, 588) ¼
148.75, p < .001. Those who tried to fact-check experienced
the news story as less authentic (M¼ 4.90; SD¼ 2.51) than
those who did not attempt to fact-check (M¼ 6.04;
SD¼1.90). No interaction effects involving fact-checking and
other factors in this research affected perceptions of the news
stories’ authenticity. It is impossible to assess whether individ-
uals who initially thought the stories were less authentic went
to fact check them, or whether people who fact-checked them
decided they were less authentic. Nevertheless, whether some-
one attempted to fact-check produced no main or higher-
order interaction effects on their perceptions of the politician
in the news story, when fact-checking was included in the
model alongside other predictors (i.e., valence, congruence,
and number of Likes) in the experimental condition.

Initial inspection of the number of Likes participants re-
ceived identified one outlier who reported receiving 173
Likes. After removing this individual’s data from further
analysis, the number of Likes participants received ranged
from 0 to 22 (M¼9.92; SD¼ 7.14).

Results
Hypothesis 1: Simply reading versus sharing

The analysis of H1 examined whether merely retweeting a
(fake) news story affects people’s perception of politicians in
the stories more than merely reading them. The comparison
involved the control groups (who read and selected, but did
not retweet a story) and a subset of the experimental partici-
pants who retweeted but received no Likes; see the specifica-
tion of these groups marked Hypothesis 1 in Table 1. Despite
unequal cell sizes (n¼ 97 for those who retweeted but had no
Likes, and n¼ 129 for those who merely read), Levene’s test
indicated homogeneity of variance among these conditions, p
¼ .82. A conservative analysis required inclusion of other po-
tentially relevant factors, since a main effect of reading versus
retweeting could plausibly be moderated by other factors in
this study, such as seeing positive versus negative stories, as
well as partisan congruence/incongruence (i.e., the match or

Table 1. Initial 2� 2 � 5 experimental with offset 2� 2 control research design with story valence (positive/negative) � protagonist party (Democrat/

Republican) by five levels of likes after retweeting a story, versus no-retweet control condition

Story Valence CONTROL

No Retweet 0 ♥ 5 ♥ 10 ♥ 15 ♥ 20 ♥

Posi�ve Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep.

Nega�ve Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep. Dem. / Rep.

N 129 97 103 93 105 95

Hypothesis sisehtopyH1 2

EXPERIMENTAL (Retweet)
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mismatch between the stories’ depiction of Republicans versus
Democrats and participants’ own identification as
Republican, Democrat, or Independent). An omnibus
ANOVA on perception of the politician therefore involved
three factors: condition (comparing participants in the experi-
mental group who retweeted but received no Likes, versus
control group participants who were asked only to read and
select one among two news stories) � story valence � partisan
congruence/incongruence.

The ANOVA did not reveal any difference in evaluation of
politicians due to whether participants merely read news about
the politician, compared to participants who read, selected,
and publicly retweeted with a comment a news story. A signifi-
cant main effect emerged for valence, F(1, 211) ¼ 292.77; p <
.001; gp

2 ¼ 0.56, such that those who read or retweeted a posi-
tive story perceived the politician in the story significantly more
favorably (M¼ 6.35; SD¼ 1.55), than those who read or
retweeted a negative story (M¼ 2.77; SD¼1.66). There was
also an effect for political congruence regarding positive per-
ceptions of the target, F(2, 211) ¼ 3.30; p ¼ .039; gp

2 ¼ 0.02:
Politically congruent stories yielded a mean of 4.70
(SD¼ 2.55), compared to incongruent stories’ mean of 4.23
(SD¼ 2.30); Independents or participants with no party affilia-
tion, for whom there is no in/congruence, were most favorable
(M¼ 4.96; SD¼ 2.37), although these findings are difficult to
interpret outside of a valence-by-congruence interaction. There
were, however, no significant two-way or the three-way inter-
action effects to disambiguate the congruence effect.

Given that no interaction effects were significant, a reduced
model ANOVA reanalyzed the data, suppressing interaction
effects. Again, no significant effect on perception of the politi-
cian emerged due to reading versus retweeting, F(1, 223) ¼
0.623, p ¼ .431. The first hypothesis was not supported.
Contrary to previous findings in the study of identity shift,
merely making a public, online selective self-presentation of
one’s position did not generate differences in perceptions that
aligned with that presentation. Whether the additional impe-
tus of feedback would yield a stronger effect to those who
enacted such self-presentations was the focus of H2.

Hypothesis 2: Effect of likes, story valence, and

party congruence

To investigate H2, hierarchical regression analysis incorpo-
rated the data from all participants in the experimental condi-
tions, that is, participants who retweeted a news story; see the
specification of these groups marked Hypothesis 2 in Table 1.
Because some participants received organic Likes from
Twitter users aside from those provided by researchers, the
analysis employed the actual number of Likes that partici-
pants reported their retweet having received, taking the form
of a continuous variable. People’s perception of the politician
was regressed on, first, the number of Likes the retweets re-
ceived (continuous), the valence of news story (0¼negative
valence; 1¼ positive valence), partisan congruence
(0¼ congruent, with two new dummy variables created to
represent the incongruent and nonpartisan conditions, both
coded as 1). The second step of the regression included all
two-way interaction effects among these predictors, and the
third step included the hypothesized three-way interaction
terms. The number of Likes was mean-centered prior to creat-
ing the interaction terms.

The final model was significant, F(11, 461) ¼ 70.58, ad-
justed R2 ¼ 0.63, p < .001. Results confirmed the hypothesized
three-way interactions between number of Likes, story valence,
and partisan congruence. The more Likes that participants’
retweets accumulated, the more negative their perceptions of
the politicians in the stories were, when the news stories were
negative, and when the news described an out-party politician.
In fact, only when participants shared a news story that
reported negatively about a politician from a rival party, as the
number of Likes they received increased, the more undesirable
they perceived the rival party politician to be. In contrast, when
participants shared a news story that reported negatively about
a politician from their own party, or when participants consid-
ered themselves independent, or when the news story was posi-
tive (no matter which party’s politician it favored), an increase
in the number of Likes they received did not influence their per-
ception of the politician. See Table 2 for the full results.

Statistically, the regression coefficients (see Table 2) and the
regression plot (see Figure 2) demonstrate that the three-way
interaction on perception of the politician was driven mainly
by the number of Likes in the negative valence/politically con-
gruent stories condition (i.e., about an out-party politician),
whereas Likes had significantly less impact on perceptions of
in-party politicians from a negative news story, b¼�0.12, SE
¼ 0.05, t(461) ¼ �2.56, p ¼ .01, or from a negative news
story read by political nonpartisans, b ¼ �0.10, SE ¼ 0.05,
t(461) ¼ �2.04, p ¼ .04, gp

2 ¼ .02.
A simple slopes analysis also confirms the nature of the in-

teraction effect. As seen in Table 3, only the one combination
of story valence (negative), congruence, and the trend repre-
senting an increasing number of Likes yields a slope that is
significantly different than zero (i.e., has a coefficient for
which 0 is not within the 95% confidence intervals). The
slope is negative (�0.07), indicating that the greater the num-
ber of Likes in this condition, the more negative the percep-
tion of the politician.

Results also showed a significant simple effect for valence.
Participants perceived politicians more favorably from posi-
tive than from negative news stories, contingent on viewing a
congruent news story and receiving the mean number of
Likes. The overall influence of valence on people’s perception
of the politician can also be observed in Figure 2.

Beyond the three-way interaction and the main effect of va-
lence, there were no other simple or interaction effects (see
Table 2). In sum, H2 was supported with respect to the effect of
getting Likes in response to retweeting negative fake news stories
that denigrated a politician of the opposite political party. There
was no effect of Likes in the opposite direction; that is, Likes did
not enhance favorable perceptions about in-party politicians
depicted in positive news stories. The type of moderation implied
by the results differs somewhat from that which was hypothe-
sized. Originally a cleaved, divergent moderation hypothesis, the
results, instead, present a contingent, negatively divergent effect
of Likes (see Holbert & Park, 2020). Responses to positive sto-
ries and incongruent stories were unaffected by Likes; Likes
moderated valence� congruence only at one level (negative con-
gruent) of the other aspect of the interaction.

Discussion

This research investigated a social process that impacted peo-
ple’s acceptance of novel information, the information, in this
case, being false. In this study, when a news story negatively
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depicted a politician of the opposite political party, the more
social approval one received in response to retweeting the
story, in the form of Likes, the more one’s perceptions aligned
with those implied in the story. This pattern did not obtain
for positive news stories: When people retweeted positive sto-
ries, they liked the politician better regardless of the politi-
cian’s, or the social media user’s, political affiliation.

This research suggests a renewed application of the hyper-
personal model of CMC, and a variation to the identity shift

paradigm that grew from it. Although the hyperpersonal
model arose before the advent of social media, Walther and
Whitty (2021) discussed its continued applicability to con-
temporary social network sites. Three particularly impor-
tant processes that apply in this context include, first, the
potential for selective online self-presentation—from self-
description and interaction to sharing artifacts—that primes
an individual for engagement and transformation of percep-
tions. Second, the tendency for small messages—in this case,

Table 2. Hierarchical regression effects of number of likes, story valence, and partisan congruence on perception of politician

Predictors R2 b Standard error (SE) t p-value

Block 1
Intercept 2.81 0.14 20.22 <.01
Number of Likes �0.02 0.01 �1.59 .11
Valence 3.77 0.14 27.25 <.01
Incongruent �0.41 0.16 �2.49 .01
Nonpartisan �0.06 0.17 �0.32 .75
Incremental R2 0.618 <.01

Block 2
Number of Likes � valence �0.01 0.02 �0.40
Number of Likes � Incongruent 0.04 0.02 1.83
Number of Likes � nonpartisan 0.03 0.02 1.12
Valence � incongruent �0.32 0.33 �0.96
Valence � nonpartisan �0.13 0.35 �0.36
R2 change 0.004 .45
Incremental R2 0.622 <.01

Block 3
Number of Likes � valence � incongruent �0.12 0.05 �2.56 .01
Number of Likes � valence � nonpartisan �0.10 0.05 �2.04 .04
R2 change 0.006 .03
Total R2 0.627 <.01

Note. Coefficients represent upon-entry estimates for each model. For valence, negative valence ¼ 0 and positive valence ¼ 1; for congruence, congruent ¼ 0
and dummy codes were created for incongruent (1) and nonpartisan (1). Number of Likes was mean centered.

Figure 2. Effect of number of likes, story valence, and partisan congruence on perception of politician.

Note. Gray space surrounding lines represents 95% confidence interval bands.
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a Likes symbol and an accompanying integer—to garner po-
tent symbolic and suasory value. Third is the impact of feed-
back to transform individuals’ perceptions of themselves
and their attitudes.

The research also raises interesting issues for the identity
shift paradigm. Most previous studies showing that one’s
public online assertions shape one’s perceptions have involved
(a) assertions about oneself, that is, a self-description; rarely
has this research examined individuals’ explicit advocacy of
some externality, and even then, (b) statements that have been
primarily narrative and relatively explicit (see Carr et al.,
2021, for review). In contrast, in this study, individuals’ self-
presentation of their initial perceptions or affiliations
appeared in a very abbreviated form: A retweet that included
a short comment. In this study, unlike many others, the mere
public presentation of a tacit position appeared not to be suf-
ficient to change one’s perceptions, without the reinforcing ef-
fect of feedback: As seen in the analysis of H1, retweeting had
no greater effect on perceptions than just reading a news
story. Consistent with other replications and extensions to the
identity shift paradigm, though, when affirming feedback ac-
crued, the more one’s perceptions did change, at least under
the circumstances predicted by negativity and partisan bias
principles.

Because there was no not-fake news condition in this study
(as is also the case in many experimental studies of fake
news), it cannot be said that the fakeness of news caused any-
thing. There is no fake news effect in this study. Additional re-
search is needed to know if these processes apply better or
worse within or without the context of fake news. Within the
context of fake news, however, some important and original
points emerge. Research on fake news, for the most part, has
focused on how individuals process fake news messages they
encounter, primarily the extent to which they accept, ignore,
reject, or fact-check stories they see in social media (Tandoc
et al., 2020). With some important recent exceptions,4 it is as
though fake news has a hypodermic effect once it passes
thresholds of credulity and partisanship. Research on fact-
checking and other warnings are consistent with this view, as
inoculations against hypodermic effects (see Maertens et al.,
2021). What makes social media social, however, is interac-
tions among the readers and sharers and others beyond the
point of news consumption. Factors such as those are never-
theless seldom considered among the causes of people’s accep-
tance or rejection of news that traverses social media. The
results of H1 initially seem to support such a view, having
found no differences in perceptions of the news stories’ focus
whether one passively consumed a story or retweeted it. As
the findings for H2 revealed, differences due to active retrans-
mission depended on several other factors.

The present study asks about social influences on one’s per-
ception that go beyond mere consumption and whatever
motivations participants had for willingness to share a news
story. It verified the active, potentially polarizing effect of in-
crementally greater feedback following the sharing of fake
news, that lead people to adopt increasingly more negative
attitudes about out-party politicians. The present research re-
casts the influence of negative fake news not just as a matter
of receiving it, or as a byproduct of a story’s apparent popu-
larity, but as a culmination of social process, the effects of
which depend on the social sharing of destructive news con-
sistent with one’s partisan bias and receiving incrementally
greater social reinforcement for having shared it.

Limitations

An important question to be asked is whether this study really
applies to fake news, for which the answers appear to be both
no and yes. No, because the principles in this study are not
about fake news. They present a potentially broader model of
how individuals accrue stronger beliefs in something that is
novel—that they did not know before—that is consistent with
their worldview and emotions when their public presentation
of it garners incrementally greater social reinforcement. The
hypotheses do not specify fake news; the methodology does.
In that respect, and given its connection to identity shift dy-
namics, the model promises to have a more generalizable
range. Ongoing research is exploring how social approval
may exacerbate beliefs in other negative, even abhorrent mes-
saging in social media. Another reason to say no is that here
are numerous complex issues arising in the rapidly mounting
scientific research on misinformation, disinformation, and on-
line deception that includes “rumors, deliberately factually in-
correct information, inadvertently factually incorrect
information, politically slanted information, and ‘hyperparti-
san’ news” (Tucker et al., 2018, p. 2), that the present study
has not incorporated.

The question of whether this research pertains to fake news
can also be answered, yes. The stimuli in this study were not
simply fictitious experimental contrivances. They met Allcott
and Gentzkow’s (2017) definition, and others’ criteria, quite
clearly: fabricated news articles that are intentionally and ver-
ifiably false, and could mislead readers, with political implica-
tions; hosted on a website, promoted by a social media feed.
The only contestable criterion is how easy they could be veri-
fied as false. Because major fact-checking organizations tend
to focus on widely read news sites, the false stories on
cmcnewsnow.com never got noticed, apparently; they did not
appear on any fact-checking sites of which the researchers are
aware. Fact checking is certainly one form of verifiability,

Table 3. Simple slopes analysis of the trends reflecting increasingly greater likes in each combination of news story valence � partisan congruence, with

corresponding subsample sizes

Valence Congruence n Number of Likes trend Standard error (SE) 95% confidence interval

Negative Congruent 77 �0.072 0.024 �0.118 to �0.025
Positive Congruent 83 �0.005 0.025 �0.053 to 0.045
Negative Incongruent 86 0.031 0.023 �0.014 to 0.076
Positive Incongruent 87 �0.023 0.023 �0.068 to 0.023
Negative Nonpartisan 77 0.002 0.023 �0.043 to 0.047
Positive Nonpartisan 63 �0.028 0.024 �0.076 to 0.020

Note. df ¼ 461.

670 Social approval and perceptions in social media

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/joc/article/72/6/661/6724355 by N

TU
 Library user on 22 M

ay 2026



although it is far from perfect When a false news story does
not appear on a fact-checking site, its mere absence can inflate
inferences about a story’s veracity (see Chung & Kim, 2021,
for review). As mentioned, whether participants in this study
employed fact-checking sites made no significant difference in
results of this study. But fact-checking sites are not the only
means of verification whether a story is true or not. As
Sundar et al. (2021) point out, “misinformation attributed to
a public figure . . . could be verified as false upon scrutiny”
(p. 303). In that respect the “checkability” (see Merpert et al.,
2018) of the stimuli in this study was exceptionally strong. A
search engine query of California elected officials readily dis-
pels the existence of the State Assembly members and State
Senators described by name and specific districts in the sto-
ries. Therefore, whether or not the theoretical issues and the
results of this study may bear on a wider set of phenomena,
they apply to the issue of belief in verifiably fake news very
well.

Relatedly, there may be concerns about the use of artificial,
original (fake) fake news stories about fictitious individuals
rather than false stories about actual politicians. In this re-
spect we are ethically constrained to avoid promulgating
falsehoods about real people, potentially contaminating and
polarizing the actual political ecology (a task better left to real
politicians). Numerous other misinformation studies have
also employed fictitious rather than authentic news stimuli
(e.g., Dai et al., 2021; Ecker et al., 2010). One advantage to
using artificially invented events and persons, however, is en-
hanced confidence that no participant had pre-existing biases
for or against the specific characters in the stories, that could
otherwise contaminate results. Moreover, according to
Maertens et al. (2021, p. 5), “Using fictional items also maxi-
mizes experimental control over isolating the manipulation
techniques and avoids familiarity confounds with real fake
news.”

The present study also faces questions about limits to inter-
nal and external validity due to the manufactured Likes, and
the answers to those questions are not clear-cut. One con-
straint of the experiment was that the Likes appended to par-
ticipants’ retweets originated with strangers rather than
participants’ friends or followers. Carr et al. (2018) showed
that feedback from friends has bigger impacts on self-concept
change than does feedback from strangers. On that basis one
can surmise that this research underestimates the effect that
takes place in spontaneous social media use when friends and
followers Like a message, if and when Likes appear.

Two competing concerns arise with regard to the represen-
tativeness of the final sample. On the one hand, it is possible
that the experiment impelled participants to share fake news
who otherwise might not have. In that regard, the attrition of
346 prospective participants is notable. Altay et al. (2022)
found that most people do not share fake news, for fear of
damaging their reputation. Perhaps those who left the study
are of this ilk, leaving more naı̈ve or more extreme partisans
in the experimental sample.

This does not negate the possibility that the remaining sam-
ple’s responses are more extreme than those who share fake
news outside experimental settings. Yet the pattern of negativ-
ity and partisan congruence seem consistent with other
accounts of normal political behavior online. Barberá’s
(2015) analysis of 15 million political tweets preceding the US
2012 presidential election between Democratic candidate
Obama and Republican candidate Romney found that

conservatives tweeted about Obama more frequently than did
liberals, and liberals tweeted more often about Romney than
did conservatives. Barberá deduced “that most tweets sent
during this period were negative” (p. 87), and that politically
moderate users tweeted less often than those who had more
extreme political orientations.

As a field experiment, this study was subject to naturally
occurring volatility that may or may not be present in other
studies or replications. The research took place within the
months immediately preceding the 2020 US presidential elec-
tion, during which political news stories were frequent and
highly charged. Additionally, there was great controversy
over federal, state, and local governments’, as well as individ-
uals’ responses to COVID-19, in terms of its legitimate danger
and the efficacy of various behavioral and biological measures
to combat it. News often combined politics and COVID-19
issues (see Hart et al., 2020), and “there was serious concern
among the U.S. public about the potential effect of made-up
news and information during the 2020 presidential election”
(Watson, 2021, n.p.).

Notwithstanding these limitations, the field experiment
offers several advantages that are relatively uncommon in
other experimental or field research on social media. By
recruiting participants on Facebook who were also active on
Twitter, the study sampled a fairly authentic population.
They composed their own retweets’ comments, and posted
the messages in the actual social media platform that anyone
in the world could see. The design and analysis, moreover,
was able to isolate the effects of reading versus retweeting
fake news, and retweeting alone versus getting Likes, each
comparison providing a check for the relative contributions
of each plausible cause in the acceptance of false, negative,
out-party perceptions that transpire through the selective self-
presentation of fake news and its reinforcement through sig-
nals of social approval.
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Notes

1. The term “paralinguistic digital affordances” (Hayes et al., 2016)

includes Likes and other icons that individuals can append to others’
social media messages to connote love, shock, anger, tears, astonish-
ment, etc. This study utilized only Twitter, mindful of Hayes et al.’s

conclusion that people deploy and interpret Facebook’s Likes and
Twitter’s somewhat differently: Facebook’s Likes often reflect mind-
less reactions to friends, whereas Twitter’s are more deliberate, less

frequent, and more definitively connote approval.
2. These combinations of party by valence were the basis for compu-

tation of the partisan congruence/incongruence variable in the data
analysis that follows. Additionally, a third level was computed
when participants indicated that they were political Independents,

in which case they were neither congruent nor incongruent, but
neutral, with respect to the political party and valence of the

stimuli.
3. Although there are a number of ways to assess individuals’ political

orientation, the relevant classifications for this research focused on a

limited identification of major party affiliation or declaration of parti-
san independence. Among participants in experimental conditions, 20

individuals indicated affiliations with other parties—neither
Democrat, Republican, registered Independent, or no party whatso-
ever—whose positions were vague with respect to their relationship to

Democrat or Republicans. These 20 participants were excluded from
all analyses that involved partisan congruence. Other approaches to
assessing political identity include strength of party identification and/

or political ideology (see, e.g., Bailenson et al., 2008, that also
employed fictitious political candidates). Such approaches, however,

provide little advantage over party affiliation for the purposes of
assessing party congruence with the Democrat or Republican politi-
cians featured in the news stories, compared to research about fake

news that takes into theoretical consideration finer-grained variations
in political ideology (e.g., Peacock et al., 2021).

4. For instance, Metzger et al. (2021) found that partisans often ap-
pend comments to fake news explicitly discrediting the content,
warning others not to beieve the story, sharing fake news in order to

ridicule the opposition’s dishonesty. Following Metzger et al.’s
(2021) findings, an informal inspection commenced of the user-

generated comments accompanying the retweets in this study. The
comments showed little evidence of undermining the story. The vast
majority of comments ranged from disparaging the particular politi-

cian and cynicism about politicians in the negative stories, to
expressing admiration for the politicians in the positive stories, urg-
ing support for the fighting COVID-19 generally, and urging others

simply to read the story. Only five comments used the word “fake”
or expressed overt skepticism about the truth of the stories. In four

of those cases, the participant was a Democrat and the story depicted
a Democrat negatively, consistent with the strategy articulated by
Metzger et al. and the general findings of this study.
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