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I. Introduction 

The purpose of my thesis is to explain the phenomenon of misinformation and fake news 

that has spread throughout the world rapidly with the help of the internet, streaming and 

social media. In 2017 the word “fake news” was named word of the year by the Collins 

Dictionary. In that year, the usage of the term had increase 365% since 2017 (Collins 

Dictionary, 2017). Since the election of Donald Trump in 2016 the term “fake news” has 

been widely used on news media outlets and the internet. I researched the history of 

misinformation and how it has evolved through the years in part because of 

advancements in technology. I created an Instructional Manual to facilitate Tampa 

University students, faculty, and the public on how to fact-check the news and make the 

right choices when making decisions about health, safety, entertainment, family, etc. The 

key topics of the research are the causes of the spread of misinformation on news media, 

the effects on the public and institutions and solutions on how to deal with unreliable 

news and misinformation.  

I care about this project because I have seen how misinformation has corroded news 

media to the point that people have been hurt and die because of unscrupulous CEOs, 

politicians, journalists, etc. We need to make people accountable for their actions and 

make mass media an instrument of knowledge and teaching to be better citizens. 



II. Definition and history of misinformation 

The term misinformation or fake news is not new. In fact, misinformation has been used 

since the early days of history. According to Lazer in 2018  ‘Fake news is fabricated 

information that mimics news media content in form but not in organizational process or 

intent. Fake-news outlets, in turn, lack the news media’s editorial norms and processes 

for ensuring the accuracy and credibility of information.’ Brummette in 2018 coined the 

term ‘ideologically motivate fake news’ to resemble those who are not driven by 

financial benefit in participating in fake news but are fabricated to enhance unique 

principles as well as beliefs, this will lead to smearing misinformation which is contrary 

to other people’s belief and principles (Brummette et al., 2018). Based on the Merrian-

Webster Dictionary in 2018, the term goes back as far as the 1890s when it was found 

that newspapers identified as The Cincinnati Commercial Tribune, The Kearny Daily 

Hub, and The Buffalo Commercial used this term in some of their articles in connection 

to untruth information. But the use of “yellow press” methods goes back as far as 1439 

when the printing press was invented by Johannes Gutenberg according to Jacob Soll in 

2016. As news spread throughout the world news about monsters, witches and natural 

disasters were blamed on sinners. Because it was so difficult to verify the stories this 

phenomenon was extensively used to sell newspapers. It was considered a source of 

entertainment. Some of the most famous accounts of misinformation of those days was 

The Great Moon Hoax published by the New York Sun in 1835 and the War of the 

Worlds radio adaptation by Orson Welles in 1938, which cause massive panic and 

anxiety thru the United States. The most recently use of fake news has been the 

Coronavirus pandemic of 2019. Some politicians and journalists have called it a hoax 
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and nothing more than the regular flu. This is very disturbing because people that are 

passionate about their political parties tend to believe everything been said by their 

leaders no matter what the consequences are. Also, the day after the 2020 United States 

Presidential Election, Donald Trump refused to concede and started spreading 

misinformation that the election was stolen, and he won it by a large margin. He and his 

followers filed more than 60 lawsuits in courts stating the claim but were unsuccessfully 

denied by the judges. Even the Supreme Court refused to listen to their arguments. In a 

survey done in December 2020, 75% of republicans believed his claim that the election 

was stolen. Because of these unproven claims on January 6, 2021, there was an 

insurrection in the capital building and five people lost their lives, more than 120 were 

injured. According to the New York Times more than $30 million dollars was the 

estimated damage to the capital building. 

III. Causes and spread of misinformation 

a. Politics - Politicians use news channels and electronic media to spread their 

agendas to the public. Because there is no accountability or consequences to their 

actions, they can create any story they see fit to coerce and influence the public to 

fulfill their needs either financially or to retain power. They attack the media 

when they are against their beliefs or cornered when caught for saying things that 

are not true. They want to create mistrust and confusion in people so they can 

decide who and what to believe. One of the most recent and controversial cases is 

climate change. According to Wikipedia some of the arguments are as follows: 

Faked scientific data: In 2002, after Clive Hamilton criticized the Lavoisier 

Group, the Cooler Heads Coalition published an article supporting the Lavoisier 
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Group's conspiracy theory that hundreds of climate scientists have twisted their 

results to support the climate change theory to protect their research funding. In 

2007, John Coleman wrote a blog post claiming that global warming was the 

greatest fraud in history. He wrote "Our universities have become somewhat 

isolated from the rest of us. There is a culture and attitudes and values and 

pressures on campus that are quite different.... They all look askance at the rest of 

us, certain of their superiority.... These scientists know that if they do research and 

results are in no way alarming, their research will gather dust on the shelf and 

their research careers will languish. But if they do research that sounds alarming, 

they will become well known and respected and receive scholarly awards and, 

very importantly, more research dollars will come flooding their way. So, when 

these researchers did climate change studies in the late 90's they were eager to 

produce findings that would be important and be widely noticed and trigger more 

research funding. It was easy for them to manipulate the data to produce the 

results they wanted to make headlines and at the same time drive their 

environmental agendas. Then their like-minded PHD colleagues reviewed their 

work and hastened to endorse it without question. "The climate deniers involved 

in Climategate in 2009 claimed that researchers faked the data in their research 

publications and suppressed their critics to receive more funding (i.e., taxpayer 

money). Some climate change deniers claim that there is no scientific consensus 

on climate change, and they sometimes claim that any evidence that shows there 

is scientific consensus is faked. Some of them even claim that governments have 

used the research grant money to pervert the science. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Coleman_(news_weathercaster)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Climatic_Research_Unit_email_controversy


Corrupted peer-review process: It is claimed that the peer-review process for 

papers in climate science has become corrupted by scientists seeking to stop 

persons who make public statements. Frederick Seitz, a past president of the U.S. 

National Academy of Sciences, wrote an article in Wall Street Journal in 1996 

criticizing the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Second 

Assessment Report. He suspected corruption in the peer-review process, writing 

that "A comparison between the report approved by the contributing scientists and 

the published version reveals that key changes were made after the scientists had 

met and accepted what they thought was the final peer-reviewed version. The 

scientists were assuming that the IPCC would obey the IPCC Rules--a body of 

regulations that is supposed to govern the panel's actions. Nothing in the IPCC 

Rules permits anyone to change a scientific report after it has been accepted by 

the panel of scientific contributors and the full IPCC." Seitz was not a climate 

scientist, had not been involved with the IPCC’s Second Assessment Report, and 

had not attended the key IPCC Plenary Meeting in Madrid at which the 

“discernible human influence” finding was finalized. His incorrect claims 

regarding the IPCC’s peer-review process were eventually rebutted by the IPCC 

leadership and by scientists involved with the IPCC report. But the reputational 

damage was already done. Untruths move quickly. The truth moves slowly. This 

demonstrates how a prominent scientist has been biased to a report without never 

been involved in the investigative process. 

Aiming at global governance: In a speech given to the US Senate Committee on 

the Environment and Public Works on July 28, 2003, entitled "The Science of 
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Climate Change", Senator James Inhofe (Republican, for the state of Oklahoma) 

concluded by asking the following question: "With all of the hysteria, all of the 

fear, all of the phony science, could it be that man-made global warming is the 

greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American people?" He further stated, "some 

parts of the IPCC process resembled a Soviet-style trial, in which the facts are 

predetermined, and ideological purity trumps technical and scientific rigor." 

Inhofe suggested that supporters of the Kyoto Protocol such as Jacques Chirac are 

aiming at global governance. William M. Gray said in 2006 that global warming 

became a political cause because of the lack of any other enemy following the end 

of the Cold War. He went on to say that its purpose was to exercise political 

influence, to try to introduce world government, and to control people, adding, "I 

have a demonic view on this." The TV documentary The Great Global Warming 

Swindle was made by Martin Durkin, who called global warming "a multi-billion-

dollar worldwide industry, created by fanatically anti-industrial 

environmentalists." In the Washington Times in 2007 he said that his film would 

change history and predicted that "in five years the idea that the greenhouse effect 

is the main reason behind global warming will be seen as total bunk."[26] 

Liberal extremists: There are theories claiming that "climate change is a hoax 

perpetrated by leftist radicals to undermine local sovereignty", or "climate science 

is less about science and more about socialist ideology". In 2017, James Inhofe 

told the 12th International Conference on Climate Change "The liberal extremists 

are not going to give up. Obama has built a culture of radical alarmists, and they 
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will be back. You and I and the American people have won a great victory, but 

the war goes on. Stay vigilant." 

Green fraud or scam: Another conspiracy theory argues that because many 

people have invested in renewable-energy companies, they stand to lose a lot of 

money if global warming is shown to be a myth. According to this theory, 

environmental groups therefore bribe climate scientists to doctor their data so that 

they can secure their financial investment in green energy. 

China is behind it: In 2010, Donald Trump claimed that "With the coldest winter 

ever recorded, with snow setting record levels up and down the coast, the Nobel 

committee should take the Nobel Prize back from Al Gore....Gore wants us to 

clean up our factories and plants to protect us from global warming, when China 

and other countries couldn’t care less. It would make us totally noncompetitive in 

the manufacturing world, and China, Japan and India are laughing at America’s 

stupidity." Then in 2012, he tweeted that "The concept of global warming was 

created by and for the Chinese in order to make U.S. manufacturing non-

competitive." Later in 2016 during his presidential campaign he suggested that his 

2012 tweet was a joke saying that "Obviously, I joke. But this is done for the 

benefit of China because they do not do anything to help climate change. They 

burn everything you could burn; they could not care less. They have very—you 

know, their standards are nothing. But they—in the meantime, they can undercut 

us on price. So, it’s extremely hard on our business." 

To promote nuclear power: One of the claims made in the documentary, The 

Great Global Warming Swindle (2007), is that the "threat of global warming is an 
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attempt to promote nuclear power". It justifies this by suggesting that climatology 

is influenced by funding and political factors. The program was formally 

criticized by Ofcom, the UK broadcasting regulatory agency, which upheld 

complaints of misrepresentation made by David King, a South African-born 

British chemist, academic, and head of the Climate Crisis Advisory Group. 

Although the documentary was welcomed by climate change deniers, it was 

criticized by scientific organizations and individual scientists, including one of the 

scientists interviewed in the film and one whose research was used to support the 

film's claims. The film's critics argued that it had misused and fabricated data, 

relied on out-of-date research, employed misleading arguments, and 

misrepresented the position of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 

Later broadcasts corrected three errors in the original film. 

In a case of journalism manipulation, a New York Post reporter who authored a 

story falsely claiming that migrant children were being given copies of Kamala 

Harris' children's book resigned on April 20, 2021. The reporter, Laura Italiano, 

said she was “ordered” to write the false story. The New York Post published an 

article on 23 April headlined “Kam on in”, which claimed migrant children were 

being given welcome packs that contained copies of the US vice-president’s 2019 

children’s picture book, Superheroes Are Everywhere. A follow-up article 

claimed thousands of copies had been distributed. Officials said a single copy of 

the book had been donated by a member of the public as part of a call for presents 

to give to unaccompanied child migrants. Despite this, the story was followed up 

by several rightwing media outlets including Fox News. One of the cable 
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channel’s reporters even asked the White House press secretary, Jen Psaki, about 

the supposed mass distribution of Harris’s book by the government, while 

Republican politicians suggested it was part of a plot to direct government funds 

into Harris’s pocket. (1) 

b. Big Media - In modern America, it feels like you have an unlimited variety of 

entertainment and media options right at your fingertips. Television, film, and 

video game companies seem to come out of the woodwork in today’s startup-

centric economy. Who knows what they will do next? But while it may seem like 

you have limitless options, most of the media you consume is owned by one of six 

companies. These six media companies are known as The Big 6. They are 

Comcast, Disney, AT&T, Viacom CBS, Sony, and Fox. 

While independent media outlets still exist (and there are a lot of them), the major 

outlets are almost all owned by these six conglomerates. To be clear, “media” in 

this context does not refer just to news outlets — it refers to any medium that 

controls the distribution of information. So here, “media” includes 24-hour news 

stations, newspapers, publishing houses, Internet utilities, and even video game 

developers.  

“Rich and powerful despots buy newspapers for their own advantage. Some stay 

objective but mostly receive money to advocate someone’s line of thinking. Is 

extremely hard to stay independent these days...newspapers need sponsors,” based 

on Soumaiyah Dajani in 2019.  



It seems like the information you received can be manipulated by these companies 

because the anti-monopolistic laws do not apply to them. America's antitrust laws 

were created to protect competition and benefit consumers. Antitrust laws ensure 

competition in a free and open market economy, which is the foundation of any 

economy. And healthy competition among sellers in an open marketplace gives 

consumers the benefits of lower prices, higher quality products and services, more 

choices, and greater innovation. 

The core of U.S. antitrust law was created by three pieces of legislation: the 

Sherman Antitrust Act, the Federal Trade Commission Act, and the Clayton 

Antitrust Act. These laws have evolved along with the market, vigilantly guarding 

against anti-competitive harm that arises from abuse of dominance, bid rigging, 

price fixing, and customer allocation. It seems that in principle the anti-trust laws 

were created to protect the public against monopolies and create fair competition 

among companies, the truth is that the content of the message transmitted to the 

masses is manipulated by a few. 

c. Social behavior and social media - With the growing popularity of social media 

people rely more on it than watching television or reading newspapers. More than 

ever the phenomenon of misinformation is being exposed to the masses. Social 

needs might also be motivations for producing fake news and disinformation, 

such as status, attention, identity building, or entertainment. Actors may create 

and share disinformation to gain acceptance within online communities or to earn 

fame (Wardle & Hossein, 2017, p. 36). Social media users are incentivized 

through likes, shares, and comments to “create content that will resonate with 
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their friends, followers and groups,” and media manipulation might be a way to 

gain statues and express identity (Warwick & Lewis, 2017, p. 31). Applying an 

approach in which news reading is seen as a ritualistic and dramatic act can make 

it easier to understand why certain types of disinformation are consumed and 

shared. Wardle and Hossein argue that we should understand communication as a 

ritual along the lines of James Carey (1989), rather than the more traditional 

understanding of communication as transmission of information. According to 

Carey, communication is not the act of imparting information, but the 

representation of shared beliefs—communication draws people together in 

fellowship and commonality. Thus, news reading and writing is a ritualistic and 

dramatic act where a particular view of the world is portrayed and confirmed. By 

producing and sharing fake news (with a particular slant), users are connecting 

with other users. 

Social media have proved effective distribution channels for false information 

(Warwick & Lewis, 2017). Studies have shown that fake news stories were more 

shared on social media than articles from edited news media (Silverman, 2016). 

The power of fake news and disinformation lies in how well it can penetrate 

social spheres. Social and digital communication technologies such as social 

networks, blogs, and wikis are powerful tools for users to publish, distribute, and 

consume information—decentralized compared to previous mass media 

technologies. It thus seems easier for false or misleading information to enter the 

public sphere in many countries through digital social media. The democratization 

of online content production has greatly diminished the news media’s traditional 
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grip of information (Nielsen, 2017). To reach a global audience through digital 

media is possible. While editors and publishers were the main gatekeepers of 

information in the time of mass media, tech platforms and algorithms are the new 

gatekeepers (Lewis, 2018). Particularly, Facebook has a unique role in amplifying 

information. Social media, especially Facebook, has become an important 

entrance point for news in many countries: more than half of online users or 54%, 

across 36 countries say they use social media as a source of news each week 

(Newman, Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & Nielsen, 2017, p. 10). Furthermore, 

in a study that examined the exposure to misinformation during the American 

election campaign in 2016, the researchers found that Facebook was a key vector 

of exposure to fake news (Guess, Nyhan, & Reifler, 2018). 

IV. Effects on the public and democracy 

a. Confusion and Anxiety – Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines confusion as a 

“situation in which people are uncertain about what to do or are unable to 

understand something clearly, the feeling that you have when you do not 

understand what is happening, what is expected, etc..,” and “a state or situation in 

which many things are happening in a way that is not controlled or orderly.” 

According to the American Phycological Association anxiety is an emotion 

characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts, and physical changes like 

increased blood pressure. People with anxiety disorders usually have recurring 

intrusive thoughts or concerns. They may avoid certain situations out of worry. 

They may also have physical symptoms such as sweating, trembling, dizziness, or 

a rapid heartbeat. By creating these feelings and emotions media outlets can try to 
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manipulate their beliefs and decisions when it is time to elect their leaders or to 

consume any products or services. 

b. Anger and other emotions. This brings us to discussions of the influence of 

affect our reasoning process. There is some evidence that a person’s emotional 

state can shape the accuracy of his or her beliefs. In recent experimental work, 

angry partisans who saw uncorrected political misinformation from their own 

party held less accurate beliefs than emotionally neutral partisans, raising concern 

that anger can facilitate belief in falsehoods, which might be “especially troubling 

given that anger also depresses information seeking and increases selective 

exposure” (58). However, when misinformation from an angry person’s in-party 

was coupled with a correction, there were no significant differences in belief 

accuracy between the two groups, suggesting that certain kinds of correctives may 

be effective despite emotional arousal. Research also suggests that emotional 

states—especially anger— can interact with individuals’ ideologies and the 

information environment (e.g., the presence or absence of correctives, and 

ingroup or out-group source cues) to influence people’s encounters with 

(mis)information, potentially exacerbating their belief in falsehoods and shaping 

how (mis)information is assimilated into their worldviews. Furthermore, recent 

research about the spread of falsehoods online has revealed that false rumors tend 

to elicit more feelings of surprise and disgust than the truth. Given that falsehoods 

were also shared more frequently, it is plausible that certain emotional states have 

greater power to inspire individuals to share information. Notably, individuals’ 

attraction to emotionally charged content is not limited to politics, and even when 



it comes to scientific discoveries, individuals are more inclined to spread 

information that has a greater emotional impact. 

c. Mistrust or lack of credibility – More than ever we are being bombarded with 

news and stories in the mass media. Sometimes we see the same news been 

reported differently depending on the messenger and its agenda. The news media 

offer a lens through which people view society and the world. Past studies have 

shown that trust in the news media influences how people access the news, with a 

high degree of trust linked to the use of traditional news sources (Tsfati and 

Cappella 2003). At the same time, the influence of trust has also been shown to be 

quite weak, and people regularly consume news from sources they say they do not 

trust (Tsfati and Cappella 2005). There are several reasons to look again at the 

impact of trust following the recent changes brought about by the growth of 

online news consumption (see Newman, Levy, and Nielsen 2015). People now 

have unprecedented access and exposure to a much wider variety of news sources. 

This gives news consumers more choice, but also creates a more pressing need to 

filter credible information. News consumers are still able to go directly to the 

sources they trust. However, in the digital age they also have the option of turning 

to intermediaries that offer news aggregation to make source selection quicker 

and easier (Bell 2014), as well as seeking (or informing) the opinions of fellow 

news consumers via social media and other platforms (Lee and Ma 2012). The 

increased popularity of interactive online environments has also enabled a new set 

of news consumption practices, given that they allow people to more easily (and 

more publicly) share and rate news. On top of this, people are also able to make 
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their own contributions to news coverage, by uploading media, providing 

eyewitness accounts, and commenting on news websites and social media, thus 

adding an extra dimension to the news (Morrison 2017). For some, the result is 

that news consumption is now woven into their general online activity, with the 

younger people particularly likely to mix news consumption with social 

networking, problem solving, social action, and entertainment (Media Insight 

Project 2015). There is already some evidence to suggest that validating, and 

reducing the uncertainty of information, influences how news consumers behave 

online (Stroud, Van Duyn, and Peacock 2016). However, little attention has been 

paid to how trust in the news media might influence participatory behavior, where 

participation is broadly defined as online social interactions directly connected to 

news production, consumption, and interpretation. Furthermore, there have been 

almost no attempts to examine the impact of trust on both news source preference 

and online news participation across multiple countries. 

d. Financial Gain - Fake news produced for financial gain might seem like a 

relative new dimension of disinformation (Tandoc Jr., Lim, & Ling, 2018), but it 

has historic similarities with what is called “yellow journalism”. Yellow 

journalism is often associated with misconduct of newsgathering (Campbell, 

2001), and the term is used to describe the circulation war between Joseph 

Pulitzers’ New York World and William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal. 

Both papers were accused by critics of sensationalizing the news, to create war 

hysteria and stimulate morbid curiosity in murders, seductions, drunkenness, and 

immorality to drive up circulation (Campbell, 2001, p. 40). False, sensationalist 
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content is creating attention and curiosity in the 21st century as well, but this time 

measured through web traffic and social shares. 

One of the most infamous recent examples of fake news produced for financial 

gain involves the teenagers from a town in Veles, Macedonia, who churned out 

sensationalist stories about the American presidential candidates in 2016 to earn 

cash from advertising (Kirby, 2016; Subramanian, 2017). They were seeking 

money rather than political influence, and figured out that publishing pro-Trump 

content generated more advertising revenue than pro-Clinton content (Warwick & 

Lewis, 2017, p. 31). This observation was confirmed in a study of the most shared 

news stories during the same election campaign, which showed that false stories, 

outperformed real news stories on Facebook, indeed three of the most shared false 

election stories were overtly pro-Donald Trump or anti-Hillary Clinton 

(Silverman, 2016). Creators of fake news motivated by financial opportunities 

have diverse backgrounds and are ranging from the teenagers in Macedonia, start-

ups in the Philippines, a 38-year man old from Arizona, and Russian troll armies, 

to mention a few (Caron, 2017; Hern, Duncan, & Bengtsson, 2017). 

In an article by the Washington Post on December 4, 2020, Donald Trump raised 

$495 million in three months since mid-October to December 2020, with $207.5 

millions of it pouring in after Election Day — an extraordinary haul resulting 

from Trump’s post-election fundraising effort using a blizzard of misleading 

appeals about the integrity of the vote. That means between Oct. 15 and Nov. 23, 

Trump raised an average of $13 million per day — a massive amount fueled by a 

deluge of email and text fundraising appeals sent out by the Trump Make 
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America Great Again Committee, a joint fundraising committee that raises money 

for the president’s campaign, the Republican Party and Trump’s new leadership 

PAC, Save America. 

e. Damage to property, injuries, and death - According to Wikipedia, the 2021 

United States Capitol attack occurred on January 6, 2021, when a mob of 

supporters of then-President Donald Trump attacked the United States Capitol in 

Washington, D.C. They sought to overturn his defeat in the 2020 presidential 

election by disrupting the joint session of Congress assembled to count electoral 

votes that would formalize President-elect Joe Biden's victory. The Capitol 

Complex was locked down and lawmakers and staff were evacuated, while rioters 

assaulted law enforcement officers and occupied the building for several hours. 

Five people died either shortly before, during, or following the event: one was 

shot by Capitol Police, another died of a drug overdose, and three succumbed to 

natural causes. Many people were injured, including 138 police officers. Four 

officers who responded to the attack died by suicide within seven months. Rioters 

stormed the offices of Nancy Pelosi, flipping tables and ripping photos from 

walls. The office of the Senate Parliamentarian was ransacked, art was looted, and 

feces were tracked into several hallways. Windows were smashed throughout the 

building, leaving the floor littered with glass and debris. Rioters damaged, turned 

over, or stole furniture. One door had "MURDER THE MEDIA" scribbled onto 

it. Rioters damaged Associated Press recording and broadcasting equipment 

outside the Capitol after chasing away reporters. Rioters also destroyed a display 

honoring the life of congressperson and civil rights leader John Lewis. A photo of 
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Representative Andy Kim (D–NJ) cleaning up the litter in the rotunda after 

midnight went viral. The rioters caused extensive physical damage. Architect of 

the Capitol J. Brett Blanton, who leads the office charged with maintaining the 

Capitol and preserving its art and architecture, reported in congressional 

testimony from late February 2021 that the combined costs of repairing the 

damage and post-attack security measures (such as erecting temporary perimeter 

fencing) exceeded $30 million and would continue to increase. The historic 

bronze Columbus Doors were damaged. Items, including portraits of John Quincy 

Adams and James Madison, as well as a marble statue of Thomas Jefferson, were 

covered in "corrosive gas agent residue"; these were sent to the Smithsonian for 

assessment and restoration. A 19th-century marble bust of President Zachary 

Taylor was defaced with blood, but the most important works in the Capitol 

collection, such as the John Trumbull paintings, were unharmed. On the Capitol's 

exterior, two 19th-century bronze light fixtures designed by Frederick Law 

Olmsted were damaged. Because the Capitol has no insurance against loss, so, the 

taxpayers will pay for damage inflicted by the siege. 

f. COVID-19 Pandemic - In mid-February, the World Health Organization 

announced that the new coronavirus pandemic was accompanied by an 

‘infodemic’ of misinformation (WHO 2020). Mis- and disinformation1 about 

science, technology, and health is neither new nor unique to COVID-19. Amid an 

unprecedented global health crisis, many journalists, policy makers, and 

academics have echoed the WHO and stressed that misinformation about the 

pandemic presents a serious risk to public health and public action. While fact-
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checks provide a reliable way to identify timely pieces of misinformation, fact-

checkers cannot address every piece of misinformation and their professional 

work necessarily involves various selection biases as they focus scare resources 

(Graves 2016). Fact-checkers also have limited access to misinformation 

spreading in private channels, by email, in closed groups, and via messaging apps 

(and in offline conversations). Similarly, engagement data for social media posts 

analyzed here is only indicative of wider engagement with and exposure to 

misinformation which can spread in many ways, both online and offline. In many 

cases, it is likely that claims were repeated and spread by many accounts across 

platforms not included in these data. Still, engagement data provide some 

indication of the relative reach of different claims. 

V. How to control the spread of misinformation/fake news 

a. Fact-check websites - The activist group Sleeping Giants has attempted to 

combat fake news sites by going after the site’s advertisers. Programmatic ad 

buying, which is digital purchasing of advertisement, many companies do not 

know where their advertisements appear around the web. Sleeping Giants 

communicates with companies and nonprofit groups whose ads appear on sites 

often known for false or misleading content and encourages them to remove their 

ads from the sites. The spread of fake news has also triggered the establishment of 

new fact-checker services. The Norwegian fact-checking site Faktisk.no was 

initiated by four competing media organizations in 2017 (NRK, TV2, VG, 

Dagbladet) to “disclose and prevent the spread of fictitious content that appear as 

real news” (Faktisk, 2017). In addition to the increased attention to fake news and 
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disinformation, the national election in Norway in 2017 was another reason 

Faktisk was established. Similarly in Sweden, four competing media 

organizations (DN, SvD, SR och SVT) decided to create a fact checking service 

in 2018, Faktakollen, to counter fake news, particularly ahead of the 2018 

national election in Sweden (Kihlström, 2018). The two new Nordic fact-checking 

services add to a growing list of international fact-checking services. As of 

February 2018, there are about 140 fact-checking services worldwide, according 

to Reporters’ Lab at Duke University, the most comprehensive database for global 

fact-checking sites (Reporter’s Lab, 2018). Here are some other fact-checking 

websites and their mission and purpose: 

• PolitiFact - Fact-checking journalism is the heart of PolitiFact. Their core 

principles are independence, transparency, fairness, thorough reporting, and clear 

writing. The reason it is published is to give citizens the information they need to 

govern themselves in a democracy. 

• FactChecking.org - They are a nonpartisan, nonprofit “consumer advocate” for 

voters that aims to reduce the level of deception and confusion in U.S. politics. It 

monitors the factual accuracy of what is said by major U.S. political players in the 

form of TV ads, debates, speeches, interviews, and news releases. Their goal is to 

apply the best practices of both journalism and scholarship, and to increase public 

knowledge and understanding. 

• Washington Post Fact Checker - In an award-winning journalism career 

spanning nearly four decades, Glenn Kessler has covered foreign policy, 

economic policy, the White House, Congress, politics, airline safety and Wall 
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Street. He was The Washington Post’s chief State Department reporter for nine 

years, travelling around the world with three different Secretaries of State. Before 

that, he covered tax and budget policy for The Washington Post and served as the 

newspaper’s national business editor. He has been editor and chief writer of The 

Fact Checker since 2011. 

• Snopes - When misinformation obscures the truth and readers do not know what 

to trust, Snopes fact checking and original, investigative reporting lights the way 

to evidence-based and contextualized analysis. They always document their 

sources, so readers are empowered to do independent research and make up their 

own minds. Snopes got its start in 1994, investigating urban legends, hoaxes, and 

folklore. Founder David Mikkelson, later joined by his wife, was publishing 

online before most people were connected to the internet. As demand for reliable 

fact checks grew, so did Snopes. Now it is the oldest and largest fact-checking site 

online, widely regarded by journalists, folklorists, and readers as an invaluable 

research companion. 

• Fact Check from Duke Reporters’ Lab – Is a center for journalism research in 

the Sanford School of Public Policy at Duke University. Their core projects focus 

on fact-checking, but we also do occasional research about trust in the news 

media and other topics. 

• SciCheck – It focuses exclusively on false and misleading scientific claims that 

are made by partisans to influence public policy. It was launched in January 2015 

with a grant from the Stanton Foundation. The foundation was founded by the late 

Frank Stanton, president of CBS for 25 years, from 1946 to 1971. 



• FlackCheck - Headquartered at the Annenberg Public Policy Center of the 

University of Pennsylvania, FlackCheck.org is the political literacy companion 

site to the award-winning FactCheck.org. The site provides resources designed to 

help viewers recognize flaws in arguments in general and political ads. Video 

resources point out deception and incivility in political rhetoric. FlackCheck.org is 

funded by an endowment provided by the Annenberg Foundation to support the 

Leonore Annenberg Institute for Civics. 

• Media Bias/Fact Check - Media Bias/Fact Check (MBFC), founded in 2015, is 

an independent online media outlet. MBFC is dedicated to educating the public on 

media bias and deceptive news practices. MBFC’s aim is to inspire action and a 

rejection of overtly biased media. We want to return to an era of straight forward 

news reporting. MBFC follows a strict methodology for determining the biases of 

sources. Dave Van Zandt is the primary editor for sources. He is assisted by a 

collective of volunteers who assist in research for many sources listed on these 

pages. MBFC also provides occasional fact checks, original articles on media 

bias, and breaking/important news stories, especially as it relates to USA politics. 

Funding for Media Bias Fact Check comes from donations and third-party 

advertising. They use third-party advertising to prevent influence and bias as they 

do not select the ads you see displayed. Ads are generated based on your search 

history, cookies, and the content of the current web page you are viewing. This 

sometimes leads to politically biased ads as well as the promotion of 

pseudoscience products that we do not endorse. 



• NPR FactCheck - NPR (National Public Radio) is an independent, nonprofit 

media organization that was founded on a mission to create a more informed 

public. Every day, NPR connects with millions of Americans on the air, online, 

and in person to explore the news, ideas, and what it means to be human. Through 

its network of member stations, NPR makes local stories national, national stories 

local, and global stories personal. 

b. Regulation - Several countries in Europe have tried to ban fake news by 

introducing new legal measures. Germany introduced a new law in January 2018 

to combat hate speech. The new law, Netzwerkdurchsetzungsgesetz, or NetzDG, 

demands that social media sites move quickly to remove hate speech, fake news, 

and illegal material (BBC, 2018). Social networks and media sites with more than 

2 million members (about the population of Nebraska) will fall under the law’s 

provisions. The law gives social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

YouTube 24 hours to act after they have been told about law-breaking material. 

Sites that do not remove “obviously illegal” posts could face fines of up to 50m 

euro ($65m). Social networks and media sites with more than 2 million members 

will fall under the law’s provisions. A similar legal measure is introduced in 

France, where President Emmanuel Macron has proposed a law to ban fake news 

on the Internet during the French election campaign. Macron wants France’s 

media watchdog CSA to have the power to fight destabilization attempts by TV 

stations controlled or influenced by foreign states (Nielsen, 2018). In Ireland, a 

new bill has been introduced that is intended to make political advertising on 
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social media more transparent. In Italy, the government has launched an online 

service aimed at cracking down on fake news (Guiffrida, 2018).  

As a regulator in the United States, we have the Federal Communications 

Commission, better known as the FCC (Federal Communications Commission). 

As stated in their website, it regulates interstate and international communications 

by radio, television, wire, satellite, and cable in all 50 states, the District of 

Columbia and U.S. territories. Is an independent U.S. government agency 

overseen by Congress, the commission is the United States' primary authority for 

communications law, regulation, and technological innovation. In its work facing 

economic opportunities and challenges associated with rapidly evolving advances 

in global communications, the agency capitalizes on its competencies in: 

• Promoting competition, innovation and investment in broadband services and 

facilities. 

• Supporting the nation's economy by ensuring an appropriate competitive 

framework for the unfolding of the communications revolution. 

• Encouraging the highest and best use of spectrum domestically and 

internationally 

• Revising media regulations so that new technologies flourish alongside 

diversity and localism. 

• Providing leadership in strengthening the defense of the nation's 

communications infrastructure. 
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The FCC is responsible for managing and licensing the electromagnetic spectrum 

for commercial users and for non-commercial users including state, county, and 

local governments. This includes public safety, commercial and non-commercial 

fixed and mobile wireless services, broadcast television and radio, satellite, and 

other services. In licensing the spectrum, the Commission promotes efficient and 

reliable access to the spectrum for a variety of innovative uses as well as promotes 

public safety and emergency response. In 1992 the FCC enacted the broadcast 

hoax rule after several incidents in which TV and radio stations pulled pranks on 

their audiences that caused panic among some members of the public or resulted 

in law enforcement responding to false reports. Examples included a radio station 

airing a warning that the United States was under nuclear attack, a radio station 

falsely reporting that one of its on-air hosts had been shot in the head in the 

station parking lot, and a morning radio show on which the hosts orchestrated a 

false murder confession from a caller to the show. Without the rule, the FCC had 

no good options for addressing these situations. The broadcast hoax rule gave the 

FCC the ability to fine stations that pulled hoaxes like these. 

The broadcast hoax rule has four points. First, a station must air false information 

concerning a crime or catastrophe. Second, the station must know that the 

information is false. Third, it must be foreseeable that broadcasting false 

information will cause substantial public harm. Fourth, the broadcast of false 

information must in fact cause immediate and substantial public harm. All four 

prongs must be met for the rule to be violated. 



c. Education - Media literacy and education can help children and students to 

navigate between trusted and less trusted sources online. Governmental programs 

have been developed in several countries, for example in Italy to train students to 

recognize and counter fake news and conspiracy theories. During an expert 

meeting organized by the Nordic council, one of the suggestions from the expert 

group was to increase media and information literacy (MIL) in schools, to 

develop critical media users who can recognize disinformation (Bjerregård, 

Jensen, & Wadbring, 2017). 

d. Instructional Manual - Creation of Instruction Manual for University of Tampa 

students and faculty to research and fact-check the news. The purpose of this 

manual is to facilitate tools to verify the veracity of news on electronic media. By 

accessing the Instructional Manual people will link the news to the fact-check 

websites and corroborate the source and integrity of that information. 

VI. Methodology 

Content analysis was done to investigate what are the causes of misinformation and the 

spread of fake news thru media. Interviews were conducted to determine people’s 

perception about media coverage and how do they react to misinformation. It analyzed 

their concerns and reactions to the reference topic. 

VII. Interview Research and Data Analysis 

The research examined how the spread of fake news and misinformation affects the 

behavior of the public towards news media. Two of my research interview questions 

were: 
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• How do you feel when you find out a journalist has been found to lie or 

misinform the public when he/she published a story? 

• What is your belief of news media impartiality in the last 10 years? 

The participants I selected for the interview were colleagues because it was more 

convenient because of the short amount of time to finish the project. It was also more 

convenient to have them available at almost any time and to select a place right for the 

interviews. I also wanted to get a focus group between 35–55-year-old. I decided to 

interview six people, three males and three females to make it more balanced. My 

interview medium was face-to-face. I chose this format because I could interact with the 

participants on the spot, and it gave me a chance to add one or two more questions to the 

interview. The interview setting, I picked was in a secluded area at Saint Petersburg 

Airport, away from the public or any distractions. I had a chair supplied to the 

interviewed for comfort and relaxation. The interview structure I chose was semi-

structured. I decided to do it like that because it made the interview more open and 

allowed it to go in different directions. It also gave the participants more freedom to 

speak and relax. My ethical considerations, while preparing the interview, were to respect 

the opinions of the participant and do not be judgmental. Also, to respect their answers 

and not to try to lead to any answers. 

The participants were provided with an informed consent form and explained that the 

interview was a class project, it was voluntary, and they could stop at any time or refuse 

to answer any of the questions. Also, it was explained the interview was going to be 

recorded, so not to miss any important parts of the interview. Lastly, they were informed 

the recording was going to be destroyed once the project was completed.  



The data analysis method chosen was Qualitative Content Analysis. It was selected 

over Quantitative Content Analysis because I want to know how fake news affect the 

behavior of the public towards news media.  

Based on my interviews here are the results: 

• 2/3 follow the news through local channels and the internet. 1/3 follows all types 

of news media. 

• All of them said they do not trust media news totally. 

• 2/3 think Fox News is the most honest and transparent news media. 1/3 thinks 

local news media channels are the most honest and impartial. 

• 2/3 believe CNN is a spreader of fake news. 1/3 thinks both sides are dishonest 

• 2/3 feel disappointed when finding out a reporter has been found to lie when 

reporting a story. 1/3 think is dangerous for the country. 

• 2/3 of the people interviewed said they remembered a story about a hurricane 

coming to Florida and later found out the information was wrong and was not 

coming at all to the area. 1/3 thinks a story on CNN about the insurrection of 

January 6, 2021, was blown out of proportion and misleading. 

• 2/3 of the people felt angry when they saw a news media outlet take a left- or 

right-wing position instead of showing transparency. 1/3 felt they had their own 

agenda and felt frustrated. 

• On the last question about how they feel about media impartiality in the last 10 

years, all of them agreed it is getting worse and 2/3 said it is because it is a 

business, and they are there to make money. 



The Data Analysis revealed that as I was conducting the interviews, I noticed in their 

responses that some of the participants were not completely impartial based on their 

mannerisms and responses. Nevertheless, I believe that most of the responses were fair 

and answered truthfully. Most of the participants get their news through the internet 

either by a computer or cell phone. They do not trust the news media 100% because they 

believe some of the stories are not entirely true and often exaggerated. None of the 

participants knew about how to fact check the news or that there are websites available to 

analyze and review the news. They demonstrated feelings of anger and frustration 

towards the media for publishing misinformation and some people said they only do it for 

financial gain. 

VIII. Conclusion 

I have discussed the topic of fake news and misinformation and how affects peoples 

believes and interpretation of the mass media news outlets. Disinformation is a concept that 

has been utilized by print and electronic media since its beginnings. But with new 

communication technologies it has made it more accessible and reachable to the masses. But 

when the news is mixed-up with false narratives and lies it hurts people's feelings, safety, 

and their pockets. We are living in a world where some so-called journalists care more about 

the number of stories, they publish than taking their time to investigate the source of the 

news. Research has shown that people are often confused and angry about the way some 

news media are transmitting their messages and are looking for other alternatives to watch 

the news. The new and upcoming journalists have a challenge to their careers: follow the 

code of conduct, transparency, and evaluate and research the stories before publishing them. 



We also need to educate people about how to be less trusty, more intuitive, and use their 

reasoning and the tools available at their disposal to fact check the news.  

The government also has the responsibility to make those entities, spreading 

misinformation, pay for their transgressions and make them accountable for their actions. 

By doing so, it will make them all get in line with the law and the way they publish the 

stories. If we all come together and fight against this cancer of fake news that is affecting 

our daily lives, we will create better messengers and better channel for better 

communication and environment. 

Also, I suggested the creation of an Instructional Manual to help students and users scrub 

the news for accuracy. 
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