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The Psychological Influence of Misinformation

ÅMisinformation influences memory, reasoning, and decision 
makingτeven after credible corrections

ÅEven when people understand, believe, and later 
remember the correction
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Misinformation: How is it spread?

Å Inadvertently (in dubiopro reo)

ïMedia
ÅPressures from competition and 24/7 news cycle (less fact-checking)

ÅάCŀƭǎŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜέ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ

ïSocial media: 
ÅNo fact-checking

ÅInformation spread based on potential to elicit an emotional reaction 
in the recipient (not based on veracity; Berger, 2011)

ÅFilter bubbles

ÅOn purpose

ïά/ƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǿŀǊŦŀǊŜέ
ÅPropaganda, disinformation, forgery, tweetbots, trolls, etc.
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Misinformation ïWhy believe it?

ÅPeople want to understand causalities, in 
particular in case of 

ïUnusual events

ïNegative events

ÅHelps avoid re-occurrence

ÅBut: Absence of good explanation opens door 
for misinformation
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Misinformation ïWhy believe it?

ÅPeople want to understand causalities, in 
particular in case of 

ïUnusual events

ïNegative events

ÅHelps avoid re-occurrence

ÅBut: Absence of good explanation opens door 
for misinformation

Å In other words: People build mental models 
of the world and they prefer complete
models
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Misinformation ïWhy believe it?

Å Deluge of information

Å Limited resources
ï Time and motivation

ï Access to highest-quality information

ï Cognitive capacity

ÅĄ Impossible to thoroughly & objectively evaluate all evidence

Å Heuristics
ï How does this fit with what I already (think I) know? 

ï How does this fit with what I believe?

ïWhat do other trusted people think about this?
Χŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛŦ ǿƘŀǘ 

you and others 
believe is wrong.



Simple solution?

ÅSimple ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΚ ¢Ŝƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΧ

ÅSimple retractions of misinformation are ineffective

ïOnce communicated and processed by the individual, it is no 
ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ Ƨǳǎǘ άǘŀƪŜ ƛǘ backέ

άLƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 5ŜŦƛŎƛǘ aƻŘŜƭέ
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Example lab study

Å/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΥ ά{ǇƛƪŜ in seizures caused by new 
compound ǾŀŎŎƛƴŜΦέ

ÅwŜǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΥ άwŜǾƛŜǿ ŦƛƴŘǎ no relation between the new vaccine 
and the ǎŜƛȊǳǊŜǎΦέ

ÅMeasure: Memory, inferential reasoning, behavioural
intentions and choices
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Post-retraction reliance on misinformation

ΧŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀōƭȅ 
remembering the retraction

ΧǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ 
the initial incorrect version

Reliance on 
misinformation

Ecker et al., 2011



People hate gaps!
άwŜƳƻǾŜŘέ ƳƛǎƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 

actually still in memory, and people 
use it even when they know it is 

wrong!

MYTH

Removing

a myth leaves

a gap

Retractions create gaps
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Χ¦ƴƭŜǎǎΧ
The gap can be filled with 

plausible alternative 
information

FA CT

Replace

with alternative

narrative

Fill the gap
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Example

ÅCritical information: ά{ǇƛƪŜ in seizures caused by new 
compound vaccineΦέ

ÅRetraction: άwŜǾƛŜǿ finds no relation between the new 
vaccine and the seizures. Seizures were caused by a virus.έ
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Post-retraction reliance on misinformation

Ecker et al., 2011ullrich.ecker@uwa.edu.au



Effective Debunking I

Create a gap with a 
retraction

Fill the gap with a 
factual alternative

Obvious problem when no good alternative 
explanation is available, e.g. MH370

ΧƻǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ 
όŀǎ ΨƛƴŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴǘΩύ

ullrich.ecker@uwa.edu.au



Retractions can backfire

ÅThe last thing you want is to make things worse!

ÅA few principles should guide retractions to avoid

ïThe familiarity backfire effect

ïThe worldview backfire effect
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ÅUsually, you need to repeat the myth in order to refute it.
ïFine: Refutations need to be salient and clear (Ecker et al., 2017) 

Å.ǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳȅǘƘ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜŦǳǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ
ïMay inadvertently increase myth familiarity

ïPeople believe familiar things

ïRefutation can backfire (Schwarz et al., 2007; Swire et al., 2017)

ÅDo not provide the myth first and/or without warningτ
ΩCƭŀƎΩ ƛǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ mention it
ïAvoid need to back-track and revise

ÅEmphasize the facts

The Familiarity Backfire Effect





ΧƳƻǎǘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜΥ

ΧōǳǘΧǊŜǇŜŀǘƛƴƎ όҐǎǇǊŜŀŘƛƴƎύ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ

Most attempts to debunk the myth repeated the misinformation

.ǳǘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƳȅǘƘΧ



Original image re-tweeted by Trump was traced back 
to a Neonazi Twitter stream.

PS: There is no ά/ǊƛƳŜ {ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳέ ƛƴ {ŀƴ CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎƻΧ 



Trump spreads fake statistic from Nazi source. MYTH that 
.ƭŀŎƪǎ ƪƛƭƭ ум҈ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƳǳǊŘŜǊ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΦ C!/¢ LǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ мр҈ 
(FBI statistic!)

Why 
myth is 
wrong

Where 
myth 

comes from

Warning: 
Myth 

follows!

Necessary 
myth 

repetition

Credible 
fact source

Clear 
factual 

statement Facts supported 
with data/graph


