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Survey Instrument 

In the first question blocks, participants were asked about their political preferences, 

including left-right self-placement and political trust. This first block also surveyed 

participants on their and media use through an extensive battery of the media platforms and 

sources used by participants. After completing these general questions, participants were 

forwarded to the main question block where they made estimates on the amount of mis- and 

disinformation they encountered across various contexts. The final block of the survey 

contained questions on participants’ demographics.  

Measures Estimated Prevalence of Misinformation and Disinformation  

 Our survey asked participants to estimate the prevalence of false or deceptive 

information they encountered. More specifically, we used the following item wording for 

general perceptions related to misinformation: “In general, could you indicate how much of 

the information you encounter contains false or inaccurate information? Please make an 

estimate of the percentage of all information that is false or inaccurate.” The following 

question was used to enquire about their estimate regarding the prevalence of disinformation: 

“We also would like you to reflect on the intentions of senders to inform you in an honest 

manner. Could you indicate how much of the information you encounter contains false 

information that is intended to deceive or mislead you?”  

Participants were also asked to estimate the amount of misinformation spread by 

different media sources. The following question wording was used: “Some media may be 



more likely to spread false information than others. For each of the following media 

platforms, could you indicate how much information contains inaccurate or false 

information? Again, please give your estimate as a percentage of all the information that is 

disseminated by these media.” 

 Our survey included the following question regarding the topics of misinformation: 

“And how much false or deceptive information is spread on the topics listed below? Again, 

please give your estimate of false information as a proportion of all the information shared on 

these issues across media platforms.” Similarly, with regards to the formats of 

misinformation, we worded the question as follows: “Some formats of information are 

likelier than others to include false or inaccurate information. What proportion of all the 

information in each of these formats contains false or misleading information? Please 

estimate the percentage of all information in each format that is false or inaccurate 

information.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Appendix B 

Results of the Additional Qualitative Analysis of Open-ended Responses  

As mentioned in the main body of the article, we explored the open-ended answers 

that participants gave regarding the main threats of false or deceptive information, to shed 

more light on the relatively high perceived base rate of misinformation. Many participants 

emphasized the difficulty of discerning between true and false information. As one 

participant stressed: “It is very difficult to separate true from fake news. You simply cannot 

know what to believe anymore as everything is surrounded by self-interested motives.” 

Especially social media were considered as a context where it is difficult to discern true from 

false information, given that many factual claims were deceptively legitimized with evidence, 

whilst many people called themselves “experts” without having relevant domain-specific 

expertise to make certain claims: “The so-called experts make up a huge chunk of 

disinformation, for example influencers on social media.” The unclear distinction between 

facts and opinions was also regarded as an important source of mis- and disinformation that 

contributed to the difficulty of truth discernment.  

 Next to the perceived difficulty of the task, participants also claimed that 

misinformation was all around, and that everything could potentially be mis- or 

disinformation. As one participant explained: “Everything is disinformation. Even this 

survey, which is flooded with mistakes.” Others emphasized the consistency of the flow of 

mis- and disinformation that surrounded them daily: “Disinformation is a major threat and 

surrounds us all on a daily basis. It reaches us via many different channels.” In this light, the 

open-ended answers can be used to contextualize the high perceived proportion of 

misinformation. On the one hand, the prominent sentiment of uncertainty about truth 

discernment may explain that people estimate misinformation to make up about half of all 



information: Everything can be true or false, and the distinction is difficult to make. On the 

other hand, many participants emphasize the consistency of mis- and disinformation flows, 

and the difficulty to escape it when finding information online. 

 Frequently mentioned threats of false or deceptive information include political 

communication, social media, and, to a lesser extent, news media in general. Open-ended 

questions were consistent with the identification of social media as a high-risk source, as 

social media – both in general and also specific platforms or applications – were frequently 

mentioned by respondents as threat of false or deceptive information. With regards to 

political communication, responses pointed to politicians across the political spectrum as 

high-risk actors of misinformation. Though relatively less frequently, participants also 

mentioned other sources that had been categorised as low-risk based on extant literature, such 

as governments.  

 Many respondents mentioned mediated communications through personal messaging 

apps such as WhatsApp and Telegram as threats of mis- and disinformation: “Messages in 

particular groups like family groups in communication apps like WhatsApp or Telegram”. 

However, we also found that participants frequently identified such threats offline and in 

interpersonal communications, as in the following example: “For me, the biggest threat of 

deceptive information is mouth to mouth”. Friends, family members and acquaintances were 

mentioned as actors responsible for the spread of false or deceptive information, as these 

examples illustrate: “Much of the disinformation that you absorb naturally also comes from 

people around you; colleagues, family and friends”; “In person debates with classmates, 

workers, and family members”. Though the literature and quantitative results point to 

ordinary citizens being associated with lower levels of misinformation, respondents did 

mention them when asked what they believe is the biggest threat of misinformation.   



Another interesting insight resulting from an inductive analysis of these open-ended 

questions relates to the overlap between different yet related risks associated with the use of 

these relatively new technologies. Many participants – particularly from Latin American 

countries – mentioned online scams, fraud and similar problems. Participants mentioned 

“cyber fraud”, “online scams”, “fake emails”, “phishing”, etc. Other common answers 

included concerns about the collection and sale of personal information or even identity theft. 

Notably, artificial intelligence was also frequently mentioned as a threat of misinformation, 

as was the case for this participant: “A big threat of false information is artificial intelligence, 

how it is developed too fast and uncontrollably”.  

With regards to the perceived prevalence of misinformation across higher- and lower-

risk topics and formats, open-ended answers generally support the findings reported in the 

main body of the article. Respondents frequently mentioned topics related to public health 

(vaccines and COVID-19) and immigration as threats of misinformation. Similarly, 

frequently mentioned formats include messages and visuals in social media, as this 

participant mentioned: “the fast spread of fake news on social media (especially through 

videos or photos)”. Other frequently mentioned political advertising and political campaigns, 

and opinion pieces (“The influence and lobby exercised by the left wing over mass media, 

but more directly the shameless partiality of some “reporters” and media that openly insert 

their own evaluations and opinions instead of presenting concrete facts and in an impartial 

manner”).  However, in contradiction to the expectations, topics related to elections and 

political candidates were very frequently mentioned by participants as a threat of 

misinformation.   

 


