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Misinformation according to news audiences: what do
audiences in the U.S. and the Netherlands characterize as
misinformation versus credible information on climate
change?
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Abstract

Although misinformation has been regarded as an urgent global risk, empirical evidence on its prevalence is scarce. Yet, news
users across different countries believe that about half of all information they see is misinformation. Such heightened risk
perceptions can have severe ramifications, as people who perceive that misinformation prevails may systematically distrust
or avoid all established information. Yet, we currently lack evidence on how misinformation is perceived by news users,
and how they distinguish it from accurate information. Therefore, we rely on the analysis of experienced misinformation
versus credible information regarding the issue of climate change submitted by participants via hyperlinks in surveys
across the US and the Netherlands (N=1,396). Our main findings indicate that perceived misinformation encompasses a
wide range of information disorders and sources whilst being infused with partisan biases. Perceptions of credible
information are more consensual and echo ideal types of trustworthy information from credible, authoritative sources. Our
findings illustrate how news users perceive the boundary between real and false information, which may offer a useful
starting point for interventions aiming to raise awareness about the distinction between misinformation and reliable news.

Misinformation according to news
audiences: what do audiences in
the U.S. and The Netherlands
characterize as misinformation
versus credible information on
climate change?

Concerns about the dominance and impact of mis- and disinfor-
mation prevail in society (Newman, Fletcher, Eddy, Robertson, &
Nielsen, 2023; Van der Meer & Hameleers, 2024). Across the globe,
more than half of all news users say they are (very) concerned
about falsehoods and their ability to discern true from false
statements online (Newman et al., 2023). These concerns are
not consistently reflected in evidence on the supply-side of mis-
information that point to much lower estimates (e.g., Acerbi
et al., 2022). The main puzzle addressed in this paper is therefore
what forms of information news users themselves consider as
trustworthy information versus misinformation, and whether
these understandings align with the components of (lacking) fac-
ticity, expertise, and intentionality often identified in literature
defining mis- and disinformation (e.g., Chadwick & Stanyer,
2022; Vraga & Bode, 2020).

Attempting to resolve this puzzle, different studies have ap-
plied an audience-centered approach to misinformation and

disinformation (Kyriakidou, Morani, Cushion, & Hughes, 2023;
Nielsen & Graves, 2017; Osman et al.,, 2022; Tong, Gill, Li,
Valenzuela, & Rojas, 2020). The consensus across these different
studies is that news audiences apply a broad conceptualization
of phenomena surrounding mis- and disinformation, also includ-
ing biased, partisan, skewed, and negative information (e.g.,
Osman et al.,, 2022). Yet, in the context of news users’ uncertainty
in discerning between true and false information (Newman et al.,
2023), previous studies that asked participants for their under-
standing of misinformation may not validly assess which forms
of information people associate with false or true information,
and may therefore mainly assess their uncertainty or distrust to-
ward information (Hameleers & Garnier Ortiz, 2024). Extending
research on audience perceptions of misinformation, we rely
on an ecologically valid assessment of experienced misinforma-
tion by asking survey participants to submit examples of true and
false information about climate change, including space for re-
flection on the underlying reasoning.

The heightened sense of uncertainty and distrust central
to perceived misinformation may have implications for
how news users navigate online information settings and dis-
cern between true and false information. As indicated by ex-
perimental studies, threat-inducing messages on the issues
of mis- and disinformation lower general news trust (e.g.,
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Egelhofer, Boyer, Lecheler, & Aaldering, 2022) or the perceived
accuracy of honest news headlines (e.g., Van der Meer,
Hameleers, & Ohme, 2023). To better understand the context
in which threat perceptions are shaped and primed, it is im-
portant to understand what types of information news users
classify as true versus false, and whether these assessments
align with academic understandings of misinformation.

Moving beyond existing studies that have relied on self-
reported exposure to or perceived definitions of misinformation
(Kyriakidou et al., 2023; Nielsen & Graves, 2017), this paper aims
to explore audience-centered understandings of misinforma-
tion in a less obtrusive manner. Concretely, we rely on qualita-
tive evidence from survey data in two different contexts (the
U.S. and the Netherlands) in which participants were instructed
to upload links containing examples of misinformation versus
accurate information on climate change. After reading a short
and deliberately broad instruction on what misinformation
could refer to (i.e., a general definition that did not offer con-
crete examples of misinformation, allowing participants to
translate the definition to their own experiences), participants
were asked to submit one example of true information and
one example of misinformation by sharing a hyperlink connect-
ing to a specific story, news message, or online post. By induct-
ively analyzing misinformation experienced from the user-side,
we aim to map the conceptualization of misinformation and its
contrast to accurate or honest information from the perspective
of audiences.

Theoretical framework

Misinformation as a supply-side
phenomenon

Misinformation can be defined as unintended falsehoods or
erroneous information. Disinformation can be understood
as the goal-directed dissemination of deceptive or false infor-
mation (e.g. Chadwick & Stanyer, 2022; Freelon & Wells,
2020). Misinformation may be considered as a consequence
of lacking expert knowledge, the inaccurate or misguided in-
terpretation of facts, or a lack of consensus among experts.
Although false information is disseminated, the intention of
communicating such information was to inform, or at least,
not to disinform. Disinformation, in contrast, comprises the
manipulation, fabrication, or deliberate decontextualization
of information with the motive to make a profit, harm oppo-
nents, or change people’s (political) beliefs (e.g., Bennett &
Livingston, 2018).

Given the complexity of associating false information with in-
tentions, we consider misinformation as an umbrella term for
false information throughout this paper. We consider that false-
hoods may best be labeled as misinformation in contexts where
actors have the intentions to honestly inform, and disinformation
in contexts where actors knowingly spread false information with
the intention to cause harm or make a profit (e.g., Chadwick &
Stanyer, 2022). Given that we are interested in capturing the
audience’s perspective in conceptualizing the difference be-
tween true information and misinformation, we also remain
open to news users’ own conceptualization of deceptive intent
versus unmotivated falsehoods.

Misinformation from an
audience-centered perspective

In the context of increasing relativism toward factual information
(Van Aelst et al., 2017) alongside the weaponized use of disinfor-
mation as a blame-shifting strategy (e.g., Egelhofer & Lecheler,
2019), misinformation has become a central interpretation frame
in public opinion. The wide availability of alarming messages on
the scope and impact of misinformation and threat frames disse-
minated by the mass media may (disproportionately) trigger sus-
picion related to misinformation among news users (e.g.,
Knuutila et al., 2022). In line with this, survey research across
the globe has illustrated that over 50% of all news users are con-
cerned about online misinformation, and their ability to discern
it from real news (Newman et al., 2023). Despite these strong con-
cerns, different studies on the supply-side of information do-
mains suggest that less than 6% of all information could be
classified as fake news, misinformation, or disinformation (e.g.,
Acerbi et al., 2022; Grinberg, Joseph, Friedland, Swire-Thompson, &
Lazer, 2019).

Given that labeling information as misinformation has ramifi-
cations for news trust and the acceptance of true information
(e.g., Van der Meer et al., 2023), it is important to consider the
audience side of misinformation. The potential overestimation
of misinformation by news users (Knuutila et al., 2022) may result
in the avoidance of established information, cynicism toward
empirical evidence and verified information, or general uncer-
tainty or apathy related to truth discernment (e.g., Hameleers
et al., 2022). As such, we consider that perceptions of misinfor-
mation—which can relate to both the scope of misinformation’s
presence and its impact—have severe democratic consequences
by fueling distrust, uncertainty, and the tendency to approach al-
ternative information sources that resonate with risk perceptions
and threat frames on mis- and disinformation.

In line with this perspective, different scholars have started to
map misinformation from the perspective of the audience
(Hameleers et al., 2022; Kyriakidou et al., 2023; Nielsen &
Graves, 2017; Osman et al., 2022; Tong et al., 2020). The general
conclusion from qualitative focus groups is that news users asso-
ciate misinformation with broader and more frequent systematic
disruptions in the information ecology, such as echo chambers,
satire, or biased information (Kyriakidou et al., 2023; Nielsen &
Graves, 2017). People may also associate misinformation with
the other side—indicating that the perception of what misinfor-
mation entails is mainly related to one’s own ideological biases
or standing on issues (e.g., Hameleers & Brosius, 2022; Tong
et al., 2020).

These findings may play an important part in explaining why
people may overestimate the scope of misinformation (e.g.,
Knuutila et al., 2022; Van der Meer & Hameleers, 2024). Hence,
as news users may not adopt the more restrictive academic def-
inition of misinformation based on a lack of facticity or expert
knowledge, but rather see it as an umbrella term to classify prob-
lematic information, they may believe to be overwhelmed with
misinformation. Yet, to date, existing approaches to measure
audience-centered perceptions of misinformation do not take
into account news users’ discernment between true information
and misinformation, which makes it difficult to establish the
boundary conditions of misinformation beliefs.
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As a main contribution, we empower audiences and offer an
ecologically valid snapshot of how misinformation is experienced
by media users navigating their increasingly more digital hybrid
information setting. In the context of literature suggesting the
broadness of perceived misinformation and its conflation with
other disorders that go beyond verifiably false content (Nielsen
& Graves, 2017), we want to offer insights into the central compo-
nents of information perceived as true or false from the perspec-
tive of media users themselves. Given the anticipated breadth of
the submitted information and variety of deviations from verifi-
able content (Kyriakidou et al., 2023), and the difficulty of binary
labeling entire webpages as either completely false or factual, we
refrain from fact-checking and categorizing the submitted con-
tent as true versus false. Offering insights into the dimensions
of experienced misinformation versus true information allows
us to map how media users themselves experience the boundary
between false and true, which can inform the understanding of
information literacy (i.e., what are the truth claims that audien-
ces experience as suspicious?) and the development of programs
that respond to the triggers and cues that are associated with
falsehoods by news users themselves.

Research question and context

The main research question informing this endeavor reads as fol-
lows: How do news users determine what is misinformation ver-
sus true or accurate information? We take an audience-centered
approach to assess what forms of information are associated
with true versus false information, and how participants make
this distinction. Taking into account the uncertainty related to
truth discernment experienced by news users (Newman et al.,
2023), we used the highly salient issue of climate change as a
concrete case. As climate change information can likely contain
both misinformation (i.e., climate skeptic views based on refuted
factual interpretations or pseudo-experts) and factually accurate
information (Hameleers & van der Goot, 2025), it may offer a rele-
vant case in point for understanding how people themselves
navigate the veracity of the information flows available to
them on a highly salient issue, and draw the boundary between
real and fake.

We collected the data in the U.S. and the Netherlands
simultaneously. These countries represent contrasting cases
when it comes to hypothesized resilience to misinformation
(Humprecht, Esser, & Van Aelst, 2020) and the salience of con-
cerns about misinformation (Newman et al., 2023). Whereas peo-
ple in the Netherlands are least concerned about online
misinformation (30%), more than 70% of news users in the U.S.
claim to be (very) concerned about misinformation (Newman
et al., 2023). Moreover, bipartisan politics combined with high
levels of polarization and low levels of general media trust
make the U.S. a vulnerable national context for the dissemin-
ation and impact of misinformation (Humprecht et al., 2020). In
the Netherlands, higher levels of trust in established media,
low polarization, and the logic of the multiparty political system
correspond to higher resilience (Humprecht et al., 2020).

These countries can be contextualized in the broader global
context of misinformation (Humprecht, Valenzuela, Esser, &
Tandoc, 2025). Perceptions of misinformation and concerns
about its prevalence are widespread across the globe, but are
most salient in the U.S., Latin America, and settings with lower

general trust in established authorities and press freedom
(Newman et al., 2023). In a comparative survey study,
Hameleers and Garnier Ortiz (2024) demonstrated that partici-
pants in the U.S. and Latin American countries, such as Chile
and Argentina, perceived that their news environment contained
more than 50% of misinformation. This was substantially lower
in Western European countries such as the Netherlands. In this
global context, we study experienced misinformation in cases
that represent contrasting vulnerabilities: The Netherlands rep-
resents the case of more press freedom and lower perceived mis-
information prevalence, and the U.S. represents a case of high
polarization, low media trust, and strong concerns about the
prevalence of misinformation.

An additional theory-driven reasoning to compare these con-
texts is the varying salience of climate change as an issue and
the different levels of observed politicization across the two con-
trasted cases. In the U.S., the discussion about climate change is
more polarized than in the Netherlands, given that cynicism to-
ward the understanding that climate change is induced by hu-
man action is more prevalent and politically supported in the
US than in the Netherlands. Although right-wing populists in
the Netherlands also cultivate climate skeptic positions (e.g.,
Reinemann et al., 2016), public opinion in the Dutch context is
more supportive of established claims offering evidence for an-
thropogenic climate change.

Using these contrasting cases, we aim to map how the distinc-
tion between misinformation and credible information is con-
structed across varying cases, and whether the (hypothetically)
more resilient setting of the Netherlands corresponds to a
more clear-cut differentiation between misinformation and reli-
able or accurate information by audience members. We will illus-
trate these differences mainly with quantitative evidence that is
used to contextualize the qualitative findings.

Methods
Data collection and sample

We conducted online surveys with representative samples of citi-
zens in the U.S. and the Netherlands. Data collection was out-
sourced to Dynata, which collected responses in November
2023. In both countries, exactly the same survey format (pro-
grammed in Qualtrics) was used, and responses were collected
on the same dates to allow for comparability across countries.
We used soft quotas on age, gender, and education to make
sure that the sample distributions reflected the Dutch and U.S.
population as close as possible. Ethical approval and compliant
data management were ensured under reference number
FMG-5292_2023.

In total, 1,396 participants completed the survey (684 com-
pletes in the U.S. and 712 completes in the Netherlands were fi-
nally obtained). The completion rate was 85.6%. The average age
of participants was 47.65 years (SD=17.19). In the sample, 51.6%
identified as female, 48.1% as male, and 0.3% as other. The dis-
tribution of the highest level of obtained education was as fol-
lows: 39.3% low, 39% medium, and 21.7% high—reflecting
population parameters in both countries. Based on post hoc
tests, we confirmed that the participants who did not submit us-
able answers did not differ substantially in background charac-
teristics from the retained participants (i.e., regarding age,
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ideology, political interest, and education). When analyzing their
answer patterns qualitatively, we do see that some participants
who have not submitted usable answers explained that they
found the task too difficult (i.e., they were unsure how to include
links) or felt unable to find information fitting the categories of
misinformation and accurate information on the spot.

Measures

Our main variable consists of the qualitative re-coding of submit-
ted hyperlinks and explanations of what both misinformation and
credible information on climate change entail. For both misinfor-
mation and credible information, participants were instructed to
submit one example in an open-ended answer field. Although
we asked them to list and recall examples they encountered be-
fore, it could be the case that the set-up of the study involves a de-
mand effect, meaning that the question prompted participants to
go online and explicitly search for misinformation on the issue,
without critically evaluating the veracity of content.

We used a general instruction to explain to participants what we
mean with misinformation, but refrained from using terms that
suggest deceptive intentions (see Supplementary Appendix A for
the complete instruction offered to participants). However, as
we aimed to capture how audiences perceived and applied min-
imal definitions of misinformation when identifying information
in their newsfeed, we offered them a consensual and pre-tested
definition of what misinformation is according to scientific litera-
ture (i.e., pointing to the lack of facticity and inaccurate informa-
tion). The main instructions asked participants to consider
instances of both misinformation and accurate information on
the issue of climate change and include links that referred to spe-
cific articles, videos, or other items that were reflexive of misinfor-
mation or accurate information according to participants.

Although this set-up was approved by the ethics review board, it
is important to consider the ethical implications of asking people
to submit misinformation. As part of these concerns, we did not
expose people to misinformation and asked them to reflect
on the examples of misinformation they already encountered or
considered. In that sense, we avoided exposure to additional mis-
information that was typically not encountered. That being said,
uninvolved participants who did not look for misinformation be-
fore the study may have encountered false information by actively
seeking out such context. However, whether the information that
was encountered can actually be classified as misinformation is
beyond the scope of this paper; the submissions analyzed rather
reflect the subjective understanding and experience of what

misinformation entails. Participants were also allowed to leave
the survey at any time without providing a reason to do so.

Analyses

We followed the links offered by participants and thematically
analyzed the items they linked to for both misinformation and
factually accurate information. When participants could not
find an example of misinformation or true information, they
were prompted to reflect on this or to describe the distinction be-
tween true and false information in their own terms. In some
cases, participants indicated that all information about climate
change was inaccurate or inaccessible. In cases where they did
not link to specific articles (N =350), but rather explained their
perceptions on misinformation versus accurate information
(see Table 1 for the distribution across the countries and infor-
mation type), we coded the open-ended answer field provided
by participants (i.e., in terms of the sources or content defined
as misinformation or true information). For misinformation sub-
missions, 227 participants did not offer a link—which is substan-
tially higher than for credible information (123).

To structure the thematic analyses, we used the three coding
steps explicated in the Grounded Theory approach (e.g.,
Charmaz, 2006). Specifically, during open coding, we went
through the items or answers line-by-line, and applied labels
as summarizing or descriptive sentences of the essence of the
data. Although we were guided by the sensitizing concepts of
misinformation, accuracy, honesty, and trustworthiness, we
used an open vision during the first step of coding, retaining
the words and meanings of participants as close as possible.
During the coding process, we also looked for the reasoning of
participants who determined when something was true or false.
Especially when no link was provided, we assessed the cues that
either signaled credibility (true information) or dishonesty (mis-
information) from the perspective of news users. Overall, when
analyzing the submitted content through the hyperlinks, we ex-
plored the domain of information (i.e., legacy vs. alternative me-
dia), the legitimacy strategies used in the linked misinformation
and accurate information (i.e., gut feelings vs. expert-driven hard
facts), and the congruence between the beliefs of participants
and the ideological slant of the submitted content.

During the second step of focused coding, we summarized
and integrated the open codes to a higher level of abstraction.
To do so, we first merged codes that were similar, but tied to
different contexts (i.e., we merged different codes related to
participants’ perceived low encounters with misinformation,
which were found in cases when no hyperlinks were provided).

Table 1 Distribution of Respondents Providing a Link or Textual Explanation.

Country Type

Provided a link Provided only textual explanation

Credible information
Misinformation
Credible information
Misinformation
Credible information
Misinformation

Both countries (1,396)
The Netherlands (712)

USA (684)

1,273 123
1,169 227
663 49
586 126
610 74
583 101
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Second, we grouped codes that reflected different levels of
variety on the same underlying dimension, which is considered
an important step of theme building in Grounded Theory
(Charmaz, 2006).

During this step, we used more theoretically and conceptu-
ally abstract terms to label the themes that integrated the var-
iety on the different dimensions of misinformation and
accurate information that resulted from the analysis. These di-
mensions are represented by the headers in the results section,
and relate to overarching patterns of uncertainty in truth dis-
cernment, the confirmation-biased assessment of subjective
truth claims, misinformation discourses interpreted as suspi-
cion cues, accusations of misinformation addressed to legacy
news media or opposed sources, misinformation as alternative
news, misinformation as political party communication, reli-
able news as established and fact-based coverage, and reliable
news as supported by intuition and existing beliefs on the
issue (see Supplementary Appendix B for a clarification of
the analysis procedure). These dimensions are the overarch-
ing storylines and represent experienced forms of misinforma-
tion, credible information, and patterns of reasoning. These
dimensions are sub-divided and structured by themes that re-
flect the variety within each dimension (see Supplementary
Appendix B).

Validity checks

Co-authors and coders constantly discussed emerging themes
and patterns, and established full agreement on the sensitizing
concepts and procedures of assigning labels to raw data across
all coding steps. In addition to this, peer debriefing was con-
ducted by presenting the initial coding and emerging themes
to a researcher that was unfamiliar with the project. Here, the
main aim was to establish face validity and traceability.
Tailored to the inductive nature of the qualitative themes, we as-
sessed whether, in the context of the proposed research ques-
tion, the open codes validly reflected the research focus. In
addition, we presented the researcher with raw excerpts of
data and the codes that were assigned. Here, we asked the re-
searcher to check for exhaustiveness and clarity of coding.
Only when full agreement was reached, the remaining raw
data was coded in full.

To extend beyond the qualitative analyses, two researchers
quantitively coded the frequency of sources that were men-
tioned. A comprehensive codebook for classifying the source
types of misinformation and credible information hyperlinks
was developed through an iterative, multi-step process.
Drawing on prior frameworks and typologies of source categor-
ization established in the literature (e.g., for alternative news
sources, see de Leon et al., 2024) as well as an initial exploratory
analysis of the hyperlinks collected in our dataset, we estab-
lished a set of 27 distinct source categories. The development
process involved repeated rounds of coder discussion to ensure
conceptual clarity. Throughout this process, we also consulted
existing databases and categorizations from both national con-
texts to align our coding scheme with established classifications
of media sources.

Following two extensive training rounds, the two coders
achieved a high level of reliability on a test sample of 200

hyperlinks (Krippendorff’s a =.84), indicating strong agreement
and consistent application of the codebook. The finalized code-
book, including detailed category descriptions and examples, is
provided in Supplementary Appendix C.

Results

Uncertainty or disinterest around
misinformation identification

First, we report on the analyses of open-ended responses that
asked people to consider misinformation on the issue of climate
change. When given the instruction to find and upload an ex-
ample of misinformation, many participants expressed uncer-
tainty, or experienced inability to find misinformation. This
dimension connects to the lacking level of perceived information
literacy: Amidst a socio-political opinion climate where concerns
about misinformation and “fake news” abound, participants in-
dicated to lack the skills and knowledge to draw the line between
true and false. Although concerns about misinformation were ad-
equately primed by media and political discussions and literacy
interventions, this did not result in the confident application of a
toolkit to determine the boundary conditions between true and
false information.

Participants expressed different reasons for this. First, the
abundance of information online, and the perceived prevalence
of deception and inaccurate information corresponded to uncer-
tainty in making decisions about the truth value of information.
In line with this theme, participants explained that the over-
whelming amount of information from various sources made it
difficult to spot misinformation. As one participant explained:
“There is so much information (real/fake) about climate change
that you cannot can’t see the forest for the three. Being an ordin-
ary citizen, you cannot know what to believe anymore.”

Related to this, many participants explicitly acknowledged
their uncertainty or lacking capability in discerning true from
false information: “I honestly don’t know which information
would be honest or fake.” Another participant explained:
“l have really no clue. I am never looking for articles on climate
change, so | am unable to discern which website is inaccurate.”
Similarly, in the context of perceived uncertainty and unfamiliar-
ity with the issue, another participant explained that it is difficult
to identify sources or websites that always spread false informa-
tion: “’'m not sure the information is totally false from any cer-
tain site all of the time.” Thus, both true information and
misinformation were perceived as difficult to identify in the con-
text of information overload and nonhabitual exposure to cli-
mate change (mis)information.

Second, and often related, many participants expressed that
the low personal relevance of, or involvement in, the issue
made the task of finding misinformation pointless or difficult.
In line with this, the most dominant theme in both the U.S.
and Dutch data was the lack of interest in the issue of climate
change, leading to selective avoidance of any information re-
lated to the issue. As one participant in the U.S. said: “I can’t
find a website that explains this because | am not interested in
climate change. Climate change feels like a myth at this point.”
Some participants in both countries also explicitly mentioned
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that finding information on climate change would be a waste of
their time and effort: “I don’t care about climate change, and |
don’t go to websites or anywhere else to read about it, it’s a waste
of my time.” In that case, selective avoidance of information
deemed the task of truth discernment irrelevant to participants.

| support my own truth, everything else is
misinformation

In the theme discussed above, participants did not offer expli-
cit sources of misinformation because they could not find
them. This was either because of perceived overload or a
lack of interest in the issue. Going beyond such merely cogni-
tive motivations, many participants also explicitly distanced
themselves from the issue of climate change based on discrep-
ant beliefs. More explicitly, different participants in both coun-
tries articulated climate skeptic views, which were connected
to the identification of misinformation by sources who did
not share their (ideological) position on climate change. As
one participant explicated: “Practically everything about cli-
mate change is misinformation, because everyone is trying to
quantify and explain planetary cycles that take place over
thousands of years based on information gathered over a
few tiny human lifespans.”

Similar to this, participants in the Dutch context also perceived
a political bias in news reporting on climate change. Specifically,
participants experienced that information on climate change ex-
aggerated the issue, and the efficacy of human action in counter-
ing climate change: “Many news media speak about climate
change. | personally think we are exaggerating. If we can only
make a .003% difference when we do everything to stop it, ordin-
ary Dutch people will suffer as a consequence.” Consistent across
both country contexts was the flagging of information as false or
inaccurate based on the perceived discrepancy between the
viewpoints expressed in climate change communication and
people’s own beliefs on the existence of climate change, the (pol-
itical) exaggeration of the threat, and the low efficacy of trying to
fight global warming.

Misinformation is related to warning
messages and fake news discourses

When asked to identify misinformation, different participants
submitted examples of platforms and news articles that flagged
the risks and prevalence of false information online. For ex-
ample, U.S. participants referred to scientific reports emphasiz-
ing how brief exposure to fake news can influence climate
change beliefs. In mentioning examples of climate change mis-
information, many participants referred to official organizations
that listed examples of climate change misinformation, such as
the United Nations. Thus, participants in both countries often
associated misinformation with discourses of mis- and disinfor-
mation and warning messages emphasizing the risks of false
information.

One participant in the Netherlands stated that it is extremely
difficult to find misinformation about climate change online, as
many information available explicated the risks of misinformation

itself. According to this participant, there were no pages that actu-
ally shared misinformation, implying that the spread of misinfor-
mation was moderated adequately: “I cannot find anything at
all. All I can find related to misinformation and climate change
are articles and sources that warn about fake news. There are
no online pages that actually share misinformation. It seems to
be moderated quite well.”

Misinformation as information from
partisan or public mainstream sources

When asked to indicate likely sources of misinformation, many
participants in both the U.S. and the Netherlands referred to es-
tablished traditional media sources. In the Netherlands, these
mostly included the public broadcaster and left-wing leaning
outlets. In the U.S., people referred to both Liberal and
Conservative media outlets (i.e., CNN, Newsmax, Fox News,
New York Times). Taking into account people’s own political
preferences and ideological self-placement, participants mainly
associated information sources from opposed political leanings
with the dissemination of misinformation, which reflects the
ideological bias in misinformation perceptions found in other
studies (e.g., Hameleers & Brosius, 2022; Tong et al., 2020). For
example, a participant identifying as liberal with left-wing views
referred to a Fox News article discussing the involvement of “left-
wing dark many shaping federal climate policy” as an example of
misinformation.

Beyond accusations of misinformation that did not refer to the
intentional dissemination of falsehoods, many participants ac-
cused the mainstream media of hiding or distorting reality. As
one participant explicated: “Most of the mainstream media
know the truth but hides or distorts it.” These interpretations res-
onate with fake news accusations, in which established informa-
tion sources are blamed for intentionally distorting the truth, or
spreading false information to news users. In the U.S., these accu-
sations of disinformation were also attributed specifically to op-
posed partisans. As one participant explained: “If you read the
book or see the movie 1984 you will see how the ‘demo C RATS’
[Democrats] are using false info to make you believe something
that is false they are ‘big brother’ saying 2 +2+=>5.” This quote re-
flects a wider theme of perceived disinformation expressed by
many participants who claimed that specific media channels
were deliberately deviating from a known truth to make others
all for a fake reality pushed by the agendas of political enemies.

Not only were established media accused of lying, distorting
the truth deliberately, or spreading disinformation, they were
also held accountable for demonstrating a bias when covering in-
formation on climate change. This theme was central in the inter-
pretations of both U.S. and Dutch media users. As one participant
in the U.S. explained: “l don’t seek out articles in reference to cli-
mate change. | think most of what is out there is politically
biased.” Just like disinformation accusations, the identification
of a hostile bias in mainstream media coverage was often attrib-
uted to the opposed camp. As one participant claimed: “I think
most right-wing news sites are biased and inaccurate in this re-
gard, because it’s the popular view for those of with the same
political alignment.”

In sum, our data reflect a strong tendency of news users to as-
sociate misinformation with the deliberate distortions of reality
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(disinformation) by established media channels, or sources with
a different ideological leaning. This dominant theme aligns with
the “fake news” label that has been associated as a core media
evaluation aligning with populist ideology (e.g., Fawzi, 2019;
Schulz et al., 2020). Extending this label, our findings show that
these accusations are often informed by partisan or ideological
identities, and include accusations of bias and distortions that
are not exclusively based on a lack of facticity.

Misinformation as hyper partisan or
alternative news

In both countries, participants also associated misinformation
with more likely contexts in which the risk of encountering decep-
tion is high. In light of this, many participants in the U.S. referred to
well-known hyperpartisan online platforms such as Breitbart,
Infowars, Lootpress.com, or Truth Social. As one participant ex-
plained: “lI don’t know of any website that provides mis-
information on climate change. | know | would not go to truth so-
cial for anything.” In the Netherlands, participants referred to
alternative media platforms that also articulated climate skeptic
views. Examples include Niburo.co, 9fornews, GeenStijl, Blckbx.tv,
Ongehoord Nederland, or climategate.nl. Reflecting differences
in the political system of the bipartisan (U.S.) versus multiparty
system (the Netherlands), sources in the U.S. context can be asso-
ciated with clear hyperpartisan perspectives, whereas the Dutch
platforms had a less clear ideological position.

Although most participants referred to the sources or landing
pages of hyperpartisan platforms without offering examples of
specific misinformation claims or news, some participants also
shared examples of articles with a clear climate skeptic worldview.
One participant, for example, referred to an article of Infowars in
which the negative consequences of climate change regarding
vanishing polar bears should not be ascribed to climate change,
as the official narrative states, but rather to the migration of ani-
mals. In such articles of hyperpartisan or alternative news web-
sites, references to new “evidence” and the “expert knowledge”
of alternative experts opposing the established order were made
to legitimize climate skeptic views. Another example is a
Breitbart article in which climate change was referred to as “the
biggest conspiracy against the taxpayer in history.”

Other participants referred to social media or nonestablished
news platforms and unofficial sources. As one U.S. participant ex-
plained: “I mostly associate climate change misinformation with so-
cial media, unofficial news pages and individuals.” This also included
incidental exposure to online misinformation. One U.S. participant
said: “Some posts randomly seen on Facebook.” Another Dutch par-
ticipant also explained that encountering misinformation websites
occurred incidentally, whilst using social media such as Twitter: “I
never come on such fake news websites, unless you also take into
consideration Twitter and other social media that | use.”

Misinformation as political
communication

In the Netherlands, political parties and politicians were also as-
sociated with misinformation on climate change. Left-wing par-
ticipants mainly associated radical right-wing parties with

misinformation. Political parties such as the Forum for
Democracy or the Farmers Party are known for expressing cli-
mate skeptic views. Although most participants did not refer
to specific examples of articles or webpages, some explicitly
referred to websites containing the issue positions of
right-wing populist parties on climate change as misinforma-
tion examples.

Most participants who mentioned political parties singled out
the two Dutch radical right-wing populist parties known for their
climate skeptic viewpoints. Left-wing populist or mainstream
parties were far less often mentioned as sources of misinforma-
tion. Hence, people identifying mostly with right-wing or
conservative viewpoints did not point their finger at political
parties, but rather at established institutions and organizations,
such as the UN, mainstream media channels, and the World
Wildlife Fund.

Reliable and true information as
fact-based and expert-driven content

In the next sections, we report on the analyses of open-ended re-
sponses and submissions in response to the question that asked
participants to consider credible or reliable information. In both
countries, participants mostly referred to websites of established
organizations or linked to expert-driven content on climate change
as examples of factually accurate information. In the U.S., for ex-
ample, official fact-based pages on climate change from NASA
and the UN were often mentioned. In the Netherlands, the websites
about climate change from the national government or the nation-
al environmental protection website were often submitted as ex-
amples of credible news and information.

In both countries, most participants associated credible infor-
mation with fact-based statements that reported on climate
change using numbers and references to expert knowledge.
These fact-based references mostly reflected scientific consen-
sus on the human involvement in climate change and the need
to take urgent action to prevent negative future scenarios.
Participants also often linked to overview pages of news organ-
izations or (inter)national organizations (i.e., WWF, UN) that ex-
plicitly referred to a number of facts on climate change (i.e.,
“10 facts about climate change”) or debunked mis- and disinfor-
mation disseminated on the issue (i.e., “here are 10 myths about
climate change”). In addition to this, scientific reports or peer-
reviewed evidence were regarded as important sources of cred-
ible information: “I might add that sites that publish peer re-
viewed articles are found to be more reliable.”

Overall, participants’ understanding of credible information
was more consensual and consistent compared to their more frag-
mented and scattered perceptions of misinformation. Hence,
when participants uploaded credible information according to
their own understanding of what trustworthy and authentic infor-
mation entails, the articles, sources, and content they linked to
mainly reflect legacy news sources, objective scientific reporting,
and verified expert-driven content. The theme of uncertainty
that was more central in misinformation perceptions was also
far less dominant in responses to credible information. This is
also reflected in the finding that only 123 answers about credible
information lacked a specific article or source that was linked,
which was almost double (227) for misinformation submissions.
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Reliable and true information comes from
own beliefs or non-established sources

Despite the dominance of fact-based and evidence-driven con-
structions of credible information, some participants also
explained that reliable news was hard to find, given their oppos-
ition to the dominant perspective on climate change. As one
Dutch participant explained: “I only find little information cred-
ible. Humans act as if they are God and | believe that the nature
will manage its own existence. We may have some influence, but
not as much as they try to make as believe on the news.” Some
participants also stressed that all information and numbers com-
municated about climate change are biased, manipulated, or
faked by the established order. As one Dutch participant said:
“All websites contain false information and numbers that are fab-
ricated by the government.” This was also reflected in the re-
sponses of U.S. participants with more climate skeptic views:
“Since | do not actually believe that climate changed exists to
the extent that the ‘news’ says it does, | do not look for websites

or videos so | cannot think of any. | do not feel that man has con-
tributed to it to the extent that the news or Washington, DC, has
sensationalized it.” Some other participants specifically men-
tioned that scientists should not be regarded as a credible
source, as their work is biased by their malicious intentions to
profit from deceiving people about climate change. As one U.S.
participant explained: “I don’t follow or believe in climate change
since | can’t believe most scientist because they mostly have an
agenda that only benefits them.”

Other distrusting participants identified alternative media
platforms or (hyper) partisan websites as viable alternatives to
get informed about the issue in a credible manner. In the
Netherlands, the same alternative media platforms identified
as misinformation sources by some participants (i.e., 9fornews,
Niburo.co) were highlighted as examples of credible information
by others. In the U.S., the identification of credible news plat-
forms was more likely to reflect a partisan bias. Hyperpartisan
news channels were regarded as credible platforms to be in-
formed on climate change: “I believe the Conservative News
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Figure 1 Misinformation and credible information according to U.S. participants by source. The figure displays the salience of sources associated with
credible information and misinformation, resulting from the quantitative re-coding of submissions in the open-ended responses.
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Figure 2 Misinformation and credible information according to Dutch participants by source. The figure displays the salience of sources associated
with credible information and misinformation, resulting from the quantitative re-coding of submissions in the open-ended responses.

channels are those who tell the truth about how we are (not) af-
fected by climate change and why.”

Contextualizing the findings with
quantitative evidence

To contextualize these findings, we also re-coded the open-
ended categories into quantitative variables (see Figure 1 for
the U.S. and Figure 2 for the Netherlands, and Supplementary
Appendix C for the codebook). The quantitative patterns reflect
a re-coding of open-ended submissions and reflections of (mis)-
information on the domain level, illustrating which sources par-
ticipants associated with true versus false information on the
issue of climate change. In both the U.S. and the Netherlands, of-
ficial (governmental) sources were seen as the most likely source
of credible information. In the Netherlands, however, official
sources also played a prominent role in misinformation percep-
tions, being mentioned as misinformation source slightly more
often than social media. In the U.S., social media were seen as

the most likely misinformation source, alongside left- and right-
leaning news outlets (both to similar degrees).

Interestingly, in the Netherlands but not in the U.S., main-
stream media were likely to be regarded as a credible source
of information. Moreover, different from the U.S., left- and right-
leaning media were not likely to be mentioned as a source of mis-
information in the Netherlands. These quantitative findings shed
light on the comparative aspect of the paper: The dominance of
partisan associations of misinformation with political camps re-
flects the more polarized setting of the U.S., whereas the more
salient association of credible information with mainstream
news in the Netherlands reflects the less partisan and higher-
trust context of the Netherlands (also see Newman et al., 2023).

Beyond climate change misinformation

To explore the transferability of the findings, we also assessed
participants’ identification of (mis)information for information
in general, without confining it to the issue of climate change.
Looking at the patterns in the answers to the more general
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question on misinformation experiences, the main results of the
climate-change analyses are mirrored. The main difference is the
breadth of misinformation experiences for general beliefs about
falsehoods: Although specific sources were associated with cli-
mate change misinformation and credible information (i.e., the
NASA or national climate institutes), a broader range of institu-
tions was mentioned for information in general (i.e., scientists
and expert-sources in general). In addition, the confirmation-
biased and lack of relevance dimensions central to climate
change misinformation were not present in general misinforma-
tion perceptions, which resonated with a more general percep-
tion of a hostile media bias across issues (i.e., the media are
generally not supportive of my beliefs). Likewise, the narrow ex-
perience of credible information on climate change was mirrored
for credible information in general. However, participants were
more likely to refer to mainstream media and scientific knowl-
edge rather than specific institutions and organizations, as was
the case for climate change.

Comparing answers of submitted
(mis)information versus generic
experiences

It can be argued that asking people to upload links to (mis)infor-
mation primes deception, and motivates them to look for informa-
tion that they did not encounter or perceive beforehand—which
may be less the case for participants who did not submit concrete
examples. We therefore also compared the answers of explicit sub-
missions to textual descriptions of experiences. As noted before,
participants who did not link to specific examples mainly associ-
ated (mis)information with domains of information, such as estab-
lished media in general. They also were more likely to mention
generic evaluations about the trustworthiness of information or
their personal preferences and beliefs (i.e., uncertainty, disinter-
est, political beliefs) than people who offered more concrete de-
scriptions and links to cases of (mis)information. We further see
no substantial or significant differences in the background charac-
teristics of participants submitting versus not submitting hyper-
links (i.e., regarding age, gender, or level of education).

Although it reaches beyond the nature of the data to assess
whether people offering links were prompted by the questions
to consider misinformation, the patterns of the answers sug-
gest that actual submissions of links were informed by more
concrete misinformation experiences, whereas descriptions re-
flected more generic evaluations of the quality of the informa-
tion ecology.

Discussion

How do people in the U.S. and the Netherlands identify misinfor-
mation and credible information in times when concerns and
threat frames around misinformation abound? Our main findings
suggest an important difference between the identification of
misinformation versus credible information in public opinion.
Whereas news users’ misinformation perceptions were versatile
and often informed by partisan biases and uncertainty or dis-
trust, the majority of news users in both countries retrieved cred-
ible information with more ease and certainty. In addition, their

understanding of credible information by and large followed
consensus on what high-quality and objective information en-
tails on both the source and content level: Fact-based and
expert-driven information from reputable and nonpartisan sour-
ces were mostly regarded as credible. Misinformation associa-
tions, however, often included blame attributions and fake
news labels targeting mainstream media, established institu-
tions, and sources that opposed people’s own perspective on cli-
mate change. Hence, in line with extant literature, perceptions of
misinformation were likely to follow a partisan or ideological bias
(also see Hameleers & Brosius, 2022; Tong et al., 2020).

In line with audience-centered studies showing that people’s
misinformation perceptions are broader than beliefs about in-
accurate information or lacking facticity and expertise (see e.g.,
Kyriakidou et al., 2023; Nielsen & Graves, 2017; de Oliveira &
Leitdo, 2022; Osman et al., 2022), our main findings imply that
people’s perception of what sources and information formats
can be flagged as misinformation is extremely broad and in-
formed by ideological biases. We found that established informa-
tion sources, international organizations, and NGOs—which may
contain a lower likelihood of containing misinformation—are
likely to be considered as misinformation sources. Higher-risk
sources allegedly more likely to push disinformation, such as hy-
perpartisan media and alternative counter-media (e.g.,
Hameleers & Yekta, 2025) were associated with misinformation
to a comparable extent as established sources of information.

As a major contribution to existing research on misinformation
perceptions or beliefs, our study did not ask how prevalent peo-
ple think misinformation is (e.g., Van der Meer & Hameleers,
2024), or what sorts of information can be associated with the
threat (e.g., Kyriakidou et al., 2023; Nielsen & Graves, 2017),
but more concretely identified the information landscape that
news audiences associate with misinformation, and how this
landscape can be differentiated from credible information per-
ceptions. The finding that people do not clearly differentiate be-
tween established information sources or counter-factual
sources in their misinformation associations lend support for
the notion of a crisis of trust and factual relativism (Van Aelst
et al., 2017). Not only are people very concerned about misinfor-
mation but they also associate this threat with news sources and
independent organizations which democratic functioning de-
pends on citizens’ trust.

Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to make infer-
ences about the causes of this broader legitimacy crisis, the
widespread discourses around the threats of mis- and disinfor-
mation may disproportionally trigger suspicion and distrust,
which may trickle down to the evaluations of the trustworthiness
of real information or reputable information sources (e.g.,
Egelhofer et al., 2022; Van der Meer et al., 2023). In media dis-
course, public opinion, and in mediatized political discourses,
the alleged omnipresence of misinformation is constantly al-
luded to. In addition, polarizing politicians have made “fake
news” accusations part of their communication strategies
(Egelhofer & Lecheler, 2019). The availability of such triggers of
suspicion (Clare & Levine, 2019) may have contributed to the
strong level of uncertainty and fragmented nature of misinforma-
tion perceptions identified in this study. In line with this expect-
ation, an important suggestion for future research is to explore
the causal mechanisms responsible for cultivating potentially
misguided misinformation beliefs.
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Our findings showing that the perceived misinformation land-
scape is scattered across mainstream news, official communica-
tion of (governmental) organizations, hyperpartisan websites,
and ideologically colored information across alternative and
mainstream news domains also have important practical impli-
cations. Specifically, we suggest that pre-bunking interventions
that warn about misinformation should focus more on helping
citizens to distinguish trustworthy from less trustworthy informa-
tion sources. In light of our findings, news users seem already
mostly capable of identifying reliable sources when it comes to
climate change information. However, they may need more guid-
ance on what sources may be more suspicious and how these
can be discerned from information sources that are less likely
to spread misinformation. Concretely, interventions could point
news users to lists of sources that are most likely to contain ac-
curate and high-quality information on certain topics, whilst of-
fering suggestions on how the honesty and credibility of sources
may be assessed through checklists. Although such suggestions
are by no means intended to make a sharp distinction between
misinformation sources and reliable sources, helping citizens
to determine the intentions, impartiality, and expert-based foun-
dations of sources may offer them more certainty in the difficult
task of truth discernment.

Despite these important theoretical and practical implica-
tions, this study has a number of limitations that should be dis-
cussed. First, we used a prompt to ask people to think about
misinformation and credible information. This may lead to a
demand-effect, can prime suspicion, or motivate people to sim-
ply look up “misinformation on climate change” without critical-
ly assessing and evaluating information themselves. Although
the instructions motivated people to critically think about past
experiences, encounters, and sources, the one-shot task embed-
ded in the survey may be perceived as a complex task, for which
shortcuts have been used. While it is possible that some partici-
pants were simply following directions when asked to submit ex-
amples of misinformation or credible information, perhaps by
actively searching for URLs rather than recalling prior encoun-
ters, this behavior is consistent with our research aim. Our focus
is not on verifying the factual accuracy of the examples provided,
but on understanding how and where individuals locate and
evaluate information when prompted to consider (mis)informa-
tion. In this sense, participants’ search process offers valuable in-
sight into how people identify and engage with (mis)information
online. Next to this, we focused on one single topic of informa-
tion that was contested among participants, or activated cyni-
cism or disinterest given that many participants claimed to not
look for information on this issue in the first place. Future re-
search may explore which topics news users associate with dif-
ferent forms or sources of misinformation, which helps to
further map the issue-specific nature of these beliefs. Based
on this, it can be expected that people may have a clearer im-
age of misinformation and reliable information for issues they
care about.

Despite these limitations, this study offered new insights into
how news users discern between misinformation and reliable in-
formation, and the uncertainty and biases that inform such as-
sessments of information quality. These insights may be used
to inform interventions that build trust in reliable information
and help news users to determine the extent to which domains
of information may be more or less trustworthy.

Supplementary data

Supplementary data is available at International Journal of Public
Opinion Research online.
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