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Beyond detection and 
correction: Fake news’ news-ness 
and shareworthiness as 
alternative ways to tackle 
disinformation 
Abstract 

Fake news is a concern for present-day society. A lot of quality 
research efforts have focused on how fake news can be 
detected, and to what extent general warnings, accuracy 
prompts and fact-checking labels can correct people’s 
misconceptions. In this work we problematize critically the 
research questions formulated on fakeness detection and 
specifically we address two significant alternative (though 
complementary) approaches: 1) What formal traits and news 
values do fake news best imitate, which sheds light on what 
“news” means (irrespective of falsity) since the rise of social 
media as news source (news-ness assessment), and 2) what 
factors explain fake news sharing (shareworthiness 
prediction), which explains why it is shared with a higher 
intensity than real news, even in the case of awareness that a 
falsity is being shared. Intertwined with these approaches, two 
theories compete to best explain fake news’ social 
pervasiveness and virality: the ignorance theory (aptitudes: be 
mistaken, confused or careless about assessing news accuracy, 
resulting in sharing falsehoods unintentionally) and the 

partisan theory (attitudes: motivated reasoning and political bias which encourages 
people to knowingly share fake news consistent with their view). The aim is twofold: to 
identify, compare and challenge the scholars’ underlying assumptions and practical 
implications, and to draw a coherent narrative that encompasses the motivation to 
deceive, the social media affordances that make this deception plausible and shareable, 
and the polarization, intergroup hostility, and the greater exposure to extreme political 
views that may boost disinformation. 
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1. Fake news as controversial issue 

Nowadays “fake news” serves as a label for a whole set of social phenomena. Firstly, it is a 
sociotechnical phenomenon tracked and analyzed by professional organizations specifically 
created to detect and debunk them, fact-checkers. Secondly, it is also used in information wars 
in which fake news is attributed to adversarial political and media institutions in order to 
discredit them, in a zero-sum game in which general disbelief wins (Happer et al., 2019). Thirdly, 
it has been of concern to many international institutions committed to information quality (EU, 
UNESCO, UN) (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017; Ireton & Posetti, 2018). Next, a number of focus 
group studies and general public surveys indicate the ideas evoked by the term fake news, and 
confirms that it has entered popular language in a powerful, albeit ambiguous way (Nielsen & 
Graves, 2017; Brummette et al., 2018; Tong et al., 2020; Tandoc & Seet, 2022; Rodríguez-
Ferrándiz, 2023). 

Finally, fake news is definitely a matter of concern for scholars from various fields, in which 
its incidence from 2016 onwards has been demonstrated by bibliometric studies (Alonso García 
et al., 2020; Park et al., 2020; Righetti, 2021; Tandoc, Lim & Ling, 2018). Fake news is also a source 
of controversy in academia, between those who view it as an operational term for a category 
and those who reject the term and prefer others instead: false news, disinformation, misinfor-
mation, made-up news and junk news. 

In the following sections we focus on reviewing high impact quantative studies on fake 
news. We also select those which, taking together, pose dilemmas, ambiguities, frictions, 
conflicting perspectives and results. To lay out the groundwork we have established a criterion 
to classify their research questions. Ours, consequently, are meta-questions like these: What do 
these studies tell us about how people receive, process (fake) news, assess news-ness, judge 
accuracy and decide whether or not to share them? Furthermore, what do they tell us about the 
theories that scholars cling to when building their hypothesis and asking their research 
questions, and how these theories determine the choice of their empirical approaches and 
domains (content, style, values, users, propagation, effects, remedies)? 

2. Methodology: A problematizing review on fake news theoretical and empirical 
approaches 

Our approach is a “problematizing” review whose main aim is to generate “novel research 
questions through a dialectical interrogation of one’s own familiar position, other stances, and 
the literature domain targeted for assumption challenging” (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011, p. 260). 
In this article our problematic context can be explained using Chadwick’s definition of “fake 
news:” “the exploitation of the technological affordances and incentive structures of social 
media platforms, online search engines, and the broader news media industry to spread 
fabricated information for financial and/or political gain” (2017, p. 272). In fact, Chadwick 
considers fake news as a kind of “hybrid media hack” and causes “dysfunctional hybridity” 
(ibid.). That is, they are collateral damages within the framework of his well-known theory. 

Disinformation and fake news are topics that clearly represents the challenges to compart-
mentalized thinking and the advantages of embracing different disciplines: communication 
sciences, computer science, library science and documentation, law, sociology, psychology, 
philosophy, etc. (Park et al., 2020). However, these disciplines apply often immeasurable meth-
odologies with divergent (and at first reading, discouraging) results: to encourage interdisciplinary 
research on fake news and promote cross-disciplinary joint efforts, fundamentally related 
theories must be identified and detailed, even, and especially when they clash. 

In our case, considerable efforts have been carried out on detecting fake news and 
assessing, after detection, to what extent general warnings and fact-check tags can correct 
people’s misconceptions. In this vein, Shu et al. (2017) and Zhou and Zafarani (2021) carried out 
valuable systematic research focusing these works on detecting fake news, distinguishing four 
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perspectives: (1) false knowledge, (2) writing style, (3) propagation patterns, and (4) source 
credibility. 

We have left aside this approach, and instead we have focused on two aspects less 
addressed in the literature: not so much how falsehood (fakeness) can be detected and tackle, 
but, conversely, what fake news traits and values best mimic real news (their news-ness), and 
why do people who spread this obtain a higher rate of virality than with true news (their 
shareworthiness) (Rodríguez-Ferrándiz, 2023). We’ll see them in #3 and #4, respectively, trying 
to expose the rationales behind each of these approaches, the conflicting perspectives and the 
challenges raised. 

Our baseline data set was a sample of texts from a WoS search: most cited articles with 
“fake news” in the author’s keywords plus the title of the work in the Web of Science Core 
Collections (2017-2023, N=1,426) in May 2023, limiting the results to articles. We found a 
promising variety of research fields, but there were too many works for carrying out a 
problematizing review. We narrowed down the sample by limiting it to the 100 most cited texts 
in the database and found that the range of fields remained similar to that in the original sample. 
After a reading of the abstracts, methodologies and results we discarded works mostly devoted 
to debates on what constitutes fake news and distinctions between other types of disinfor-
mation. Instead, we focused on those based on data gathered by original experiments or 
observations, addressing where false information comes from, how it spreads, whether and why 
people believe it, to what extent it affects or even infects the whole media system and what are 
its social and political consequences. The aim is to draw a coherent narrative that encompasses 
not so much the comparison of fake news’ detection models and the effectiveness of warnings 
and tags on trustworthiness (even on real news), but rather asks what sociotechnical 
affordances of digital platforms and social media, on the one hand, make the lie plausible (its 
news-ness, which seems go far beyond its newsworthiness) and on the other hand make it 
gratifying to share it, even when the user is aware or suspects its falsehood (its shareworthiness). 

3. News-ness: Fake news’ disguising abilities 

Studies on fake news’ news-ness start from an assumption: since fake news are confused with 
news and skillfully imitate them, in a way they are news, or function as such, and have similar 
effects (unless they do not correspond to a verifiable fact). Fake news, being false, tell us 
researchers more about what is considered “news” today than true news, because fakers have 
identified news’ most relevant features to make up theirs (and it works). In a way they are news-
ness masters. If fake news masquerades as news and is then diluted into an increasingly 
intertwined media ecosystem, what effect does it have on agenda setting, both regarding 
emerging online partisan media and more decidedly, on legacy media outlets? That is, how can 
fake news draw media attention on certain issues and certain cognitive frameworks? (Benkler 
et al., 2017; Vargo, Guo & Amazeen, 2018; Guo & Vargo, 2020). 

Also, if this is true, to what extent does fact-checking help focus attention on the same 
issues and frameworks? Does fact-checking as a news genre, and its by-products (warnings, 
alerts) prevent people from believing misleading claims or do they react by strengthening their 
beliefs, as a backfire effect (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010)? Is the fact-checker itself perceived as biased, 
even when the correction is aligned with the respondent’s political bias (Li et al., 2021)? 
Moreover, social media have become the main source of information for ever more people. In 
the blend of news and updates in one’s news feed, undoubtedly “news” has become more loosely 
defined and is almost on par with “content posted on social networks” (Vosoughi et al., 2018). 
“News” is often divorced from journalists/institutions, indicating a broadening of the concept 
for younger and less frequent/traditional news consumers, while older and more frequent/ 
traditional news consumers view news in more institutional terms (Robertson, 2023). In a 
complex (“hybrid,” Chadwick, 2017) media environment, what online content counts as “news” 
(or, rather, doesn’t count as “news”)? 
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Studies on the news-ness of fake news aim to answer critical questions which are 
overlooked in those which focus on fakeness. The latter pose research questions like these: How 
confident people are in accurately detecting fake news and which cues are more critical to them 
to assess reliability (Hinsley & Holton, 2021)? What is, effectively, people’s deception detection 
accuracy facing true and fake news? If accuracy is considerably higher than it is actually, can 
one establish which factors could explain the gap between the two values in order to reduce it? 
(Lyons, et al., 2021)? Also, what cognitive features of recipients make them more gullible on 
accepting them to be true, and so what mental predisposition boosts or, conversely, prevents 
gullibility (Pennycook & Rand, 2019, 2020)? Is it possible to inoculate against online 
disinformation, preemptively presenting someone with a weakened version of a misleading 
piece of information to confer psychological resistance (Roozenbeek & van der Linden, 2019)? 

Therefore, we consider that it is essential to think out of the box of the “fakeness or 
authenticity” dichotomy. For example: there is an apparent paradox in describing “news 
overload” and “news fatigue” (Talwar et al., 2019), and consequently detecting “news avoidance” 
(Park, 2019) and at the same time observe that more and more people claim to get news from 
social media, which are the more important gateway to news (29%) over direct access to news 
websites apps (22%). The platform mix has up to six networks now reaching at least 10% of 
respondents reporting obtaining information from them –YouTube, WhatsApp, Instagram, 
Facebook, TikTok and X– compared with just two a decade ago (Newman et al., 2024). How is 
this explained (also considering the additional paradox that users themselves admit that these 
sources are less credible than traditional media)? (Mitchell et al., 2020; Shearer & Mitchell, 2021). 
It has been argued that a growing number of people have a “news-find-me perception:” 
Individuals believe that they don’t have to spend time searching for news in overabundant 
informative offers because their peers and social networks inform them sufficiently (Gil de 
Zúñiga et al., 2017). It has been also demonstrated that this news-find-me perception is a strong 
predictor of falling prey for fake news (whether political or not), because it corresponds with a 
low-effort cognitive reflection when consuming news (Diehl & Lee, 2022). 

A Pew Research Center study (Shearer et al., 2024) states that Facebook, Instagram and 
TikTok American users say keeping up with the news is not why they use such sites, although X 
is the exception. Nevertheless, they consume news-related content (satirical posts about 
current events, news articles, opinions, or information on breaking news events) on all four 
platforms. Figures for this range between 92% on X and 82% on Instagram. In addition, the news 
on each platform come from a variety of sources. Those who regularly use Facebook and 
Instagram as news sources are more likely than TikTok and X users to get news from friends, 
family and acquaintances. As for TikTok, here more consumers get news from influencers or 
others they don’t know personally than on other platforms. Only X provides news mostly from 
news outlets and journalists. Interestingly, news consumers on X are the most likely (up to 37%) 
to say they often see news that seems inaccurate. 

In a nutshell, might the social media environment discourage news to be sought out and 
promote, rather, incidental exposition to it by passing it through a social filter? Moreover, is it 
plausible that these mostly automated social filters make news (even fake ones) appears so 
pleasing, convincing and trustworthy? 

3.1 Mimicking news: Timeliness, negativity, prominence, format, content 

Not only must we demonstrate in what way and how fake news are untrue. Moreover, how and 
to what extent they resemble real news must be assessed. This is what Tandoc, Thomas and 
Bishop (2021) did. On comparing fake news reported and debunked by BuzzFeed, Politifact and 
FactCheck with (real) news from The New York Times, they showed that the qualities of 
timeliness, negativity and prominence were shared on similar levels by real and fake news. 

The same happened with the features of the news format (inverted pyramid, listicle, 
chronology, reversed chronology, or narrative), as well as the content: most issues focused on 
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government and politics. The critical distinguishing characteristic between real and fake news 
lies in the mixture of information and opinion: in The New York Times researchers found that 
75.8% of its articles excluded journalist opinions, whereas with fake news only 35% did. At this 
point the analysis made by the authors comes to a close, but we might ask the following 
question: if fake news refrained their inclination to include opinion, then the features that 
shaped new-ness both in real and fake news would converge to such an extent that it would be 
impossible to tell them apart both for formal criteria (we could call them syntactic, in semiotic 
terms) and contents (semantics). Therefore, only by contrasting facts, or rather with news 
reports from other media (that is, pragmatic criteria) can accuracy be evaluated. In our view, 
this introduces a concerning issue: if the creators of fake news aim to confuse them with real 
news, why do they insist on including opinion? That is, showing an explicit bias. Is the bias, 
precisely, what makes them shareworthy, even though by doing so their credibility is affected, 
or, in other words, it becomes irrelevant (social shares are somehow useful, irrespective of being 
inaccurate with respect to facts)? 

3.2. Story types and source reliability 

As we have seen, Tandoc, Thomas and Bishop (2021) compared a corpus of real news with one 
of fake news debunked by credited fact-checkers. Edgerly and Vraga, who defined news-ness 
as “the extent to which audiences characterize specific media content as news” (2020, p. 808), 
took a different approach: they made up a Twitter post on a possible government shutdown. 
They adapted it to four different headline story types (breaking, fact-check, opinion, and 
exclusive) and attributed them to three different sources, each to a point in the political 
spectrum (MSNBC, Associated Press and Fox News). Other variables remained unchanged. They 
found that the bias of the respondents had no influence on the news-ness (is this tweet news?) 
attributed to the headline story type, with higher scores for breaking and fact-check format, 
and lower ones for opinion and exclusive. However, in the news-ness attributed to the news 
there was a significant coherence between the political bias of the respondent and the source 
(simulated) where the news came from: Democrats tended to belittle the news-ness from Fox 
News, and Republicans questioned it when the source was MSNBC. 

Unsurprisingly, when the source coincided with the respondent’s bias, it showed less 
intention to verify it but showed more if confronted with such bias. The main aim of this study 
was not to find out if the respondent believed in the news or not (it was not a study on fakeness), 
but to investigate the effect of the attributed source and format on perceived news-ness and the 
intention to verify. 

3.3. Fact-check and backfire effect 

Verification embedded in the news format doesn’t help either to reduce misperceptions and 
motivated reasoning. Nor does it help to answer the question “what is news?.” Li et al. (2022) 
asked, in a similar vein to Edgerly and Vraga (2020), about what influence a certain news format 
had on attributing credibility. They took the same news (an actual claim made by Donald Trump 
about gun laws in Chicago) and attributed it to three sources with different biases (those used 
by Edgerly & Vraga: Fox News, AP and MSNBC) and adapted them to three formats: conventional 
story, fact-check with no explicit rating and fact-check with an explicit rating. 

They found fact-checking could provide accurate heuristics and helped update beliefs 
compared to conventional news reporting. In other words, they demonstrated that presenting 
a news story containing corrected information “increases individuals’ ability to more accurately 
assess the truthfulness of a claim, even as the substantive content of the story stays the same” 
(p. 283). However, “even after successful belief updating after reading a fact-check, partisans do 
not adjust their evaluations of the politician under scrutiny according to the conclusions of the 
fact-check” (p. 288). That is to say, fact-checking might be as effective as counterproductive 
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because “self-serving information processing happens above and beyond accurate updating of 
actual beliefs” (p. 299). 

Furthermore, fact-checking formats generate a more hostile media perception towards 
both the journalist and the story. Surprisingly, even though the respondents agree with fact-
checking findings, they still perceive media that undergo formal fact-checking as more biased 
(p. 301). The authors advance a conclusion that they describe as counterintuitive: fact checking 
helps to correct misperceptions but reduces confidence not only in the medium that provides 
it but in news and media in general. 

4. Shareworthiness: What does fake news sharing mean? 

Why fake news are shared massively, even more than true news (Vosoughi et al., 2018)? Studies 
on fake news’ shareworthiness do not focus on detecting fake news nor on their capacity to mimic 
real news, but on the sharers’ online behavior. They look at how they go viral, who shares them 
the most, the uses they have and the gratification felt on sharing and which correlation exists, 
if any, between sharing and knowing or suspecting falsity. 

Shareworthiness has been defined as the understanding on “how the number of shares an 
article receives on online news sites can be predicted” (Trilling et al., 2017, p. 38). This domain 
embraces several related research questions, i.e., what news values (García-Perdomo et al., 2018) 
and what specific circumstances and motivations are there when news is shared, whether true 
or false (Bright, 2016; Duffy, Tandoc & Ling, 2020)? Might it be that technological design choices 
create certain “affordances for deception” (Chadwick & Stanyer, 2022) so that audience 
misperceptions and misunderstandings are more easily prone to “availability cascades” (Kuran 
& Sunstein, 1999)? 

Scholars have addressed the fact that most social media platforms not only provide a 
content-forwarding feature (e.g., retweeting in Twitter) that encourages individuals to express 
support of news content but are typically presented with numeric metrics indicating the 
popularity of their content, such as the numbers of likes, comments, and other engagements 
that likely improve credibility assessment. Thus, scholars have conducted research on these 
endorsement-based heuristics, not only considering whether people trust (fake) news more 
easily when the news is shared a lot (Ali et al., 2021; Luo et al., 2022, see above), but which user 
profile is most trusted by others: family and close friends (Shin et al., 2022), celebrities who enjoy 
fame and public recognition (Sterrett et al., 2019), or political elites, including politicians, 
journalists and activists (van Duyn & Collier, 2019). Moreover, strategies of manipulation of 
social endorsement cues, such as “astroturfing, sock-puppetry, trolling, fake reviews, or ‘sybil’ 
activity misleadingly manufacture reputational capital using online recommendations and 
review systems” (Chadwick & Stanyer, 2022, p. 11) have been identified. 

4.1. Fakesharingworthiness?: Uses and gratifications of sharing falsities 

Regarding fake news sharing, it has been observed that, from a psychological point of view, 
accuracy-oriented motivation seems to give way to goal-oriented motivation in contexts of 
polarization (Kunda, 1990). Osmundsen et al. (2021) compiled a representative sample of over 
2,300 Twitter users. They extracted more than 2.7 million tweets and retweets posted by these 
panelists. They identified when panel members tweet or retweet URLs to external websites and 
cross-referenced all tweeted URLs with a list of fake news sources, constructed by journalists 
and scholars. Encoded for political bias, 30 of the most popular were pro-Republican news 
sources and 12 pro-Democratic, and altogether 86% of all fake news originated from either one 
of these 42 domains. Then they cross-referenced tweets with a list of real news publishers 
obtained from the AllSides organization, an institution which aims to help citizens surf online 
media by providing “balanced news and civil discourse.” 

The practice of sharing fake news is similar to that of other forms of partisan political 
behavior (i.e., sharing real partisan –or even hyper-partisan (Wischnewski et al., 2021)– news 
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from legacy media). Fake news would be a radical version of traditional partisan news, which 
would be “located at the extremes of the news source continuum” (Osmundsen et al., 2021, p. 
1010). Fakeness doesn’t discourage usefulness, on the contrary, it boosts it. The line between 
real and fake news is blurred when supporting one’s position and even more when attacking or 
countering their opponents. Indeed, fake news shared by both pro-Republicans and pro-
Democrats partisans show negative out-party affect coefficients twice as much as the positive 
in-party ones, “suggesting that animus political opponents rather than positive feelings toward 
the in-party drives sharing of fake news sources” (p. 1008). This definitely makes the 
shareworthiness of fake news “a cultural norm; a practice that is simply part of ‘what it takes’ to 
engage politically on social media in order to attract attention and nudge others to take 
positions” (Chadwick et al., 2018, p. 4269). 

4.2. The great divide: accuracy judgements and sharing intentions 

It is one thing if users massively and knowingly share fake news to gain social approval and to 
show their political credentials among like-minded friends, and another if users share them in 
good faith (and would not do so if they were aware they were fake). Pennycook et al. (2021) 
compiled an identical number of current fake news (selected from Snopes, a fact-checker) and 
strictly contemporary real news (selected from mainstream news) from 2017 to 2019. 

These were presented with their headlines, sentences and images, and in a Facebook post 
format. Half of the headlines were chosen to be Pro-Democrats and the other half Pro-Republicans. 
Subjected to a stimulus in the form of true or fake news, chosen at random, a subgroup of 
informants judged the veracity of said news (accuracy condition) and another –similar in terms of 
political spectrum considered– declared if they would consider sharing it online (sharing condition). 

The results were highly remarkable: the political bias of the participant had a slight influence 
on assessing whether the news were accurate. In any case, on average, identification of true and 
fake news matched the general slightly-better-than-chance well-known theory (Levine, 2020). 
Interestingly, “whether the headline was politically concordant or discordant had a significantly 
larger effect on sharing intentions […] than whether the headline was true or false” (pp. 590-
591): partisan alignment is a much stronger predictor of sharing than veracity. Let us give an 
example provided by the authors: The fake news ‘Over 500 ‘Migrant Caravaners’ Arrested With 
Suicide Vests’ (published on 1st of May 2018 by the Daily World Update and debunked by Snopes 
the same day) was rated as accurate by 15.7% of Republicans in their study. However, 51.1% of 
Republicans said they would consider sharing it. On average, the participants in the sample 
were more than twice as likely to consider sharing false but politically concordant headlines 
(37.4%) as they were to rate such headlines as accurate (18.2%). According to the authors, this 
pattern matches that of actual (not intended) sharing observed in a large-scale analysis of 
Twitter users (Grinberg et al., 2019). Yet, “when asked at the end of the study whether it is im-
portant to share only content that is accurate on social media, the modal response was ‘extremely 
important’” (Pennycook et al., 2021, p. 591). In fact, even those who stated it was very or extremely 
important to only share accurate content indicated that, on average, they would consider sharing 
27.7% of the false headlines they were shown. How can one explain this apparent contradiction? 

The most obvious explanation was assuming a “preference-based rejection of truth.” That 
is, if participants share despite believing to be inaccurate, what they are doing is dissociating 
their evaluation on truth from their intention to share. The public was less gullible in terms of 
party politics than thought, but when sharing “the social media context focuses their attention 
on other factors such as the desire to attract and please followers/friends or to signal one’s 
group membership” (2021, p. 591). 

4.3. Confusion, inattention or preference-based rejection of truth? 

However, the researchers supplemented their work with further studies. A group of 
participants responded on the accuracy of a news headline, without partisan political 
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connotations, at the beginning of the study, pretending to be a preliminary question for a 
different type of test. Then, these participants had to respond to the same survey on sharing 
intentions as those in the control group. So, the results indicated that a shifting attention on 
accuracy ostensibly reduced the willingness or disposition to share fake news (but not true 
ones). 

When subjected to a final study to three previously independent tests (active reflection on 
accuracy, questions on accuracy condition and questions on sharing intention from a selection 
of real and fake news), the results indicated that just 15.8% of the participants expressed “a 
preference-based rejection of truth,” which is consistent with other studies’ results (Barthel et 
al., 2016; Chadwick & Vaccari, 2019). That is, they consciously dissociated the allocation of truth 
and sharing intention, while 33.1% stated “confusion-based rejection of truth” (they shared 
information they thought to be true when in reality it was fake). Also, a striking 51.2% of partici-
pants no longer shared once they considered accuracy (that is, “inattention-based rejection of 
truth”). 

By way of explanation, authors suggested that “the current design of social media platforms 
–in which users scroll quickly through a mixture of serious news and emotionally engaging 
content and receive instantaneous quantified social feedback on their sharing– may discourage 
people from reflecting on accuracy” (p. 594). That is, this study changed to some extent the 
conclusions from previous ones by Pennycook et al. on fakeness we saw above (Pennycook & 
Rand, 2019a, 2020). This nuance is of interest: the focus on shareability indicates that the 
psychological profile of average social media users when faced with (dis)information is inatten-
tive or distracted, rather than confused or deceived. They are not deprived of analytical 
reasoning skills but have temporarily suspended them by contextual factors. They dissociate 
because the decision to share is not conditioned, nor even related to belief: it is not even 
considered in that communicative context. That is why it would be enough to subtly encourage 
informants to reflect on accuracy by associating both actions to refrain from sharing false news, 
but not true ones: in the authors’ view the optimal degree of correction is to promote healthy 
skepticism without falling into disruptive and indiscriminate cynicism. 

4.4. Assessing the meaning of sharing in social media 

To these authors, discernment is “the difference in accuracy judgments (or sharing intentions) 
between true and false headlines.” Higher discernment demonstrates “higher sensitivity to 
truth relative to falsity” (Pennycook et al. 2020, p. 772). However, at no time are informants 
questioned as to whether their intention to share is due to reasons other than the approval of 
the claim. 

It is reasonable to think that not all who share support the view expressed in the news 
(whether this is true or false), but it is shared precisely to question, disprove or dispel it. What 
does it mean sharing on social media: a full repetition or republishing of the shared content, an 
endorsement, a quote, a mere ostensive gesture to point to or direct attention to, even to 
question, if not revoke, the original claim? (Arielli, 2018). 

A study of this kind is conducted by Metzger et al. (2021), although the methodology is quite 
different to that used by Pennycook et al. (2021). They did not survey a sample of informants to 
evaluate their judgement on credibility and their hypothetical intention to share an assorted 
selection of real and fake news but analysed the reactions and comments users effectively made 
to a collection of real and fake news which had been checked by Snopes and Politifact. The 
sample was made up of comments collected from Facebook, Twitter and YouTube in response 
to 5,303 fact-checked claims. The results did not invite optimism about the accuracy of 
deception detection: only 15% of the comments on false claims indicated that the user did not 
believe them, while 12% did believe they were true. This 3% result of course was very poor and 
reminds the slightly-better-that-chance theory (Levine, 2020). As for the true claims, 26% of 
respondents considered them to be true, and 20% false. 
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However, the point is that fake news were “challenged” (put into doubt, refuted, ridiculed) 
more than were explicitly supported or endorsed. We might object that with the other com-
ments, which are the majority (73% for fake news), it was not possible to deduce whether their 
statements were supported or not. And it seems reasonable that just the mere reaction by means 
of a comment, although without any nuances, feeds the algorithms which promote their notoriety. 

In any event, the authors assert that “if misinformation on social media is often disbelieved, 
and to the extent that those sharing it are doing so for reasons that expose and help to stem the 
spread of misinformation, then shared misinformation is in fact not universally harmful and its 
propagation is not always and necessarily detrimental.” They suggested that “these data should 
prompt scholars to expand their thinking on why people share misinformation beyond uninten-
tional sharing of (believed) misinformation, to suggest a healthy process of intentional social 
debunking of fake news that is rarely examined in the literature” (p. 140). 

These conclusions pose intriguing new challenges. Can such intentionality be determined 
accurately in a comment when sharing, or is this mere conjecture by the researchers? Firstly, 
fake news may not only lie, but often supplant the identity and, consequentially, also the 
intention of the alleged sender. Fakeness affects not only content, but also authorship in order 
to discredit a person or an institution from within. It does this by exaggerating or distorting 
their stance in a well-known false flag semiotic operation called “black propaganda” (Becker, 
1949), and now known as “cloaked websites” (Farkas et al., 2018) or “impersonator trolling” 
(Besser, 2021). If the comments elicited by fake news may contain both spontaneous and honest 
reactions but also feigned ones, how can intention be assessed? Secondly, in a media context 
characterized by short attention spans and fast scrolling feeds, might the overall effect of 
sharing fake news, even when the intention is clearly to denounce them, is to unintentionally 
help them go viral? (Marwick, 2018; Venturini, 2019). 

5. Discussion 

5.1. On news-ness’ pertinence 

Contrary to fakeness’ ones, news-ness studies do not aim to identify and intercept fake news, 
thereby preventing them from being trusted and going viral. Instead, they broaden the focus in 
an attempt to explain why the perception of news-ness (and the credibility that comes with this) 
could have changed so drastically in an environment which prioritizes customised information. 
This context is obviously a fertile breeding ground for fake news. What happens is that fake (and 
also true) news participate in congruent streams of information which prioritise homophily 
(Rhodes, 2022) and even acrophily (Goldenberg et al., 2023). And endorsement cues as posting, 
liking, forwarding, commenting, and retweeting (Luo et al., 2022; Ali et al., 2022) may raise the 
chance of trusting fake news, not only exposing individuals to agreeable content through 
algorithmically powered filter bubbles, but favoring like-minded individuals through highly 
personalized echo chambers. Having like-minded peers in one’s network prevents questionable 
material from being challenged. 

We could argue that news-ness driven approach to fake news enters a variable unknown to 
fakeness driven one: the fact that “any study about fake news is actually a study about how 
people understand and define the concept of news.” That is to say, “the beating heart of fake 
news is something much more foundational, and worthy of attention from scholars –the very 
definition of news” (Edgerly & Vraga, 2020, pp. 747-748), and “the haziness surrounding the term 
“fake news” comes from it being impossible to define “fake” if not in relation to “real”: fake news 
is what real news –here defined as the idealized model of Western journalism– is not. Its 
definition, therefore, is relational. Just as “real” journalism is defined by culture and common 
practice, “fake” news is also a phenomenon to be understood in the context that it is inserted” 
(Mourão & Robertson, 2019, p. 2080). 
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5.2. On shareworthiness’ critical divide 

Regarding fake news’ shareworthiness, it’s obvious that motivations for creating and for sharing 
fake news may not be the same, and a crucial distinction must be made between intentional and 
unintentional sharing (Duffy et al., 2020; Tsang, 2021). In fact, “sharing” news (as any other 
digital content), is a quintessential characteristic of online behavior (Dijck, 2013; Kennedy, 2013; 
Quevedo Redondo, Antona Jimeno & Vicent-Ibáñez, 2022). There were even longstanding genres 
of journalism notoriously prone to making false or misleading statements, such as the yellow 
press and tabloids, which have been with us long before the Internet arrived. What is different 
today is that news are shared on par with other content. As a result, researchers had to tackle a 
major task, not only concerning the shareability of fake news, but sharing them and the 
estimated intention to lie and/or to harm (Cinelli et al., 2021). 

Hence, we find in shareworthiness’ approaches a divide between the studies which suggest 
partisan motivated reasoning (people deliberately share fake news which is aligned with their 
own bias) and those which point to a confusion-based inaccurate judgement or an inattention-
based rejection of truth, which leads to falsehoods being shared unintentionally. 

5.3. Three into one: Fakeness, news-ness and shareworthiness approaches 

Comparing the overall trends on fake news’ fakeness, news-ness and shareworthiness approaches, 
the most surprising finding is a kind of inversion of logic. If the veracity of the news which is 
about to be shared is mere conjecture (and different studies show recipients often do not even 
look at the original source, let alone check it: they mainly just share headlines, Effron & Raj, 
2019), and virality instead is objective data attached to the news and providing living proof of 
the interest and relevance to others (Luo, Hancock & Markowitz, 2022), is it possible to reverse 
the dictates of common sense? In this scenario, it is not credibility plus news-ness of a fake news 
what make it viral, but rather its sharing success what gives it news-ness (and even worst: 
trustworthiness, Ward, Zhen & Broniarczyk, 2022). In a way, fake news sharing conflates with 
Internet meme sharing, considering that not only are fake news spread as viral replications, but 
they are reinvented and adapted to new contexts, just like memes (Rodríguez-Ferrándiz et al., 
2021; Rodríguez-Ferrándiz, Sánchez-Olmos & Hidalgo-Marí, 2023). Just like memes, they are 
occurrences that mix the playful with the militant. If anything, the reflection on its fakeness only 
arrives afterwards, once sharing (fake) news has fulfilled purposes that have nothing to do with 
accuracy and hardly with information: self-disclosure, socializing, gaining social status, sharing 
experiences with others, fear of missing out, social media fatigue. 

6. Conclusions: Ignorance or partisanship, aptitudes or attitudes 

In any case, the great divide cuts across these approaches. If we look closer at the rationales 
behind the aims and the methodologies, studies –whether they focus on fakeness, news-ness or 
shareworthiness– can be divided into those which implicitly subscribe to the ignorance theory and 
those to the partisan theory (Osmundsen et al., 2021), that is, between a collateral damage that 
may be prevented and corrected and an informed consent behavior that may not. 

The former emphasizes the audience’s aptitudes, so that inaccurate judgements (accepting 
as true what is in fact fake) are due to misguided reasoning, or careless or lazy information 
processing. Ignorance theory minimizes the influence of confirmation (and also disconfirma-
tion) bias, and related well-known theories in social sciences, such as selective exposure and 
desirability bias: if subtly shifting attention to accuracy increases the veracity of the news people 
are willing to share and, after this intervention, sharing discernment is even better with 
ideologically aligned headlines than ones which are not (Pennycook & Rand, 2021), then partisan 
alignment is not a stronger predictor of sharing than veracity. One could say, veracity (or 
presumed veracity) prevails in these contexts, albeit not necessarily in whatever context: it seems 
that users only choose veracity above their partisan bias when “problematic information” 
(Marwick, 2018) is concerned, when they must decide on whether to share it or not and when 
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there are subtle nudges that make the concept of accuracy salient. Obviously, this concerns a 
narrow and controlled context, albeit one which could potentially be broader if measures for 
media literacy were made more widespread. That is, accuracy prompts promoted from social 
media outlets, fact-checking users themselves carry out, and “social debunking” as a grassroots 
strategy to counter the spread of fake news. 

The latter, on the other hand, focuses on attitudes: believing in false news is a consequence 
of motivated reasoning and political bias, which facilitate identity-protective cognition. Political 
partisans are convinced that it is worth sharing news that is aligned with their ideology, and 
being aware or suspicious of untruths does not fundamentally modify that behavior. People are 
not malicious or simply ignore truthfulness: they find it useful to share fake news that are 
consistent with their ideology, as much than partisan but true news that they also find on their 
social media. They have received them in a friendly environment (not in a social vacuum), which 
is conspicuously opposed to an external chaos of relativism, discrepancy and hostile media. 
People are not incompetent, gullible nor got deceived, but they do not fully experience self-
deception either due to partisan bias: if the in-party love prevails, they are gratified or flattered 
by the data that confirm their points of view and that is why they share the (fake) news that 
endorse them. Conversely, if the out-party hatred prevails (which is mostly the case, Rathje et 
al., 2021), outrage is the prevailing moral tone, and the intention to share is even more powerful. 

Considering that the studies both reach solid conclusions, this sharp discrepancy can seem 
strange or even demotivating. However, we think that although it is difficult to reconcile these 
studies, they pose very stimulating epistemological and methodological challenges. For instance: 
Is a third way possible? The very act of sharing false content online –often without reading 
beyond headlines– is not just the result of mistaken beliefs (as the ignorance theory claims) or 
of self-conscient partisanship (as the partisan theory asserts) but these misperceptions are 
heightened ex post facto. Sharing does not result from a belief but the other way round: they 
believe after sharing (and being rewarded by peers). Thus, credibility is based on the pursuit 
and achievement of virality. 

It’s worth acknowledging how hard it is to conduct empirical research through surveys on 
judging the trustworthiness of some news and simultaneously deciding to share. If you ask 
someone if they would knowingly share false news, they would probably answer no, which is of 
little use. Moreover, if you show them different news, all of which is false, but without revealing 
this and ask them if they would share it, the results do not indicate they would share false ones 
more inadvertently than false ones knowingly or with suspicion, or vice versa. Finally, if you ask 
whether they are true or false and, later, if they would share them, then both questions are so 
close that it is very difficult for the informant not to link the two and show scruples. They 
suspect that the very aim of the survey is to evaluate their ability to dissociate the assessment 
of trustworthiness from the intention to share. That is, whether people are or not morally 
indifferent to lying when sharing is at stake. 

The triadic model that we propose (fakeness, news-ness and shareworthiness as the main 
goals of fake news’ approaches) can help draw up a map of research that clarifies stances and 
shows the strengths and weaknesses of methodologies. We aim to go into this in more depth 
and expand it into an enriched analysis model. This should take into account not only the three 
categories or focal points for classifying the studies, but a list of the main domains addressed 
(content, format, values, context, propagation, user, source, effects and remedies). This model 
will tell us what the underlying theories are when they construct their hypotheses and ask their 
research questions. It will also enable us to evaluate and compare their findings and detect the 
shortcomings of the fake news research field from a holistic perspective. 
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