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Abstract 

Misinformation has historically been used to influence the opinions of the general public, 

such as in wartime and elections. After the arrival of the internet and social media, access to 

information has become easier and thus it has also become easier to spread misinformation. 

Cognitive biases, such as confirmation biases, have an effect on what people believe. The 

present study aimed to research how demographic information and existing beliefs were 

associated with belief in fake news in Iceland. The hypothesis was that people would tend to 

believe news stories that supported their world view. A survey was created for the study. The 

participants were gathered through social media and 1767 participants in total answered the 

survey. The results indicated that different demographics believe different things and that 

existing worldview has an effect on what news stories an individual believes. Both right-wing 

people and left-wing people were more likely to believe in fake news stories supporting their 

political opinions and less likely to believe in real news that did not support their political 

opinions. A substantial amount of people believed fake news and the results indicate that 

education and interest in politics are efficient ways to prevent falling for fake news. The 

results of the research can help explain political culture in Iceland.  

Keywords: fake news, politics, misinformation, demographics, confirmation bias 

Úrdráttur 

Falsar upplýsingar hafa sögulega verið notaðar til þess að hafa áhrif á skoðun almennings, til 

dæmis á stríðstíma eða í kosningum. Eftir tilkomu veraldarvefsins og samfélagsmiðla hefur 

orðið auðveldara að nálgast upplýsingar og á sama tíma hefur orðið auðveldara að dreifa 

fölskum upplýsingum. Sálfræðilegar skekkjur eins og staðfestingarskekkja hefur áhrif á hvað 

fólk trúir. Rannsóknin kannaði hvernig mismunandi hópar samfélagsins og skoðanir þeirra 

eru tengdar við trú á falsfréttum á Íslandi. Tilgátan var að fólk væri líklegra til þess að trúa 

fréttum sem staðfestu fyrrum skoðanir þeirra. Könnun var búin til fyrir rannsóknina. 

Þátttakendurnir voru safnaðir í gegnum samfélgsmiðla og tóku 1767 manns þátt í heildina. 

Niðurstöðurnar benda til þess að mismunandi samfélagshópar trúa mismunandi hlutum og 

heimsmynd fólks hefur áhrif á hvaða fréttir það trúir. Bæði hægri-fólk og vinstri-fólk voru 

líklegri til þess að trúa falsfréttum sem studdu pólitísku skoðanir þeirra og voru ólíklegri til 

þess að trúa alvöru fréttum sem studdu ekki skoðanir þeirra. Stór hluti þátttakenda trúði 

falsfréttum og niðurstöðurnar gefa til kynna að menntun og áhugi á pólitík eru þættir sem 

geta spornað við því að fólk trúi falsfréttum. Niðurstöðurnar geta hjálpað til við að útskýra 

pólitíska menningu á Íslandi. 

Lykilhugtök: falsfréttir, pólitík, staðfestingarskekkja, þjóðfélagshópar 
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Worldview, Demographics and News: How Who You Are Affects What You Believe 

Since the arrival of the internet, access to information has never been easier. 

However, with easier access and a more amount of information available it has also increased 

the number of nonfactual information. Media is an efficient way to shape the public opinion 

and biased media can be a powerful tool to shape it in a way that fits a certain agenda. About 

67% of American citizens receive a part of their news from social media (Fletcher & Nielsen, 

2017). One could expect this number to grow as access increases and people become more 

tech-savvy. One could also expect the more someone reads news, the same person would 

consider themselves more informed – no matter whether the news are factual or not.  

A study found no evidence that those who read more political news on Facebook had 

greater political knowledge, and general Facebook use had a negative impact on political 

knowledge (Lee & Xenos, 2019). The authors considered two possible explanations for this. 

The first explanation is that once people have read the headline, they make up an opinion and 

then go on with their day without reading more. They incidentally come across the headline 

and consider themselves informed. Such a short encounter with a subject is unlikely to give 

the individual the full story with all its nuances but will make the individual believe they are 

informed and are, therefore, less likely to seek information elsewhere. The second possible 

explanation is that Facebook has a lot of inaccurate information. Social media, such as 

Facebook, makes it easier for people to write and share articles or news stories. This 

increases the amount of false news stories available and makes it easier for people and 

organizations to spread misinformation. Given the conclusion that people are likely to dwell 

on news for a short time, it is reasonable to conclude that a lot of people will not verify what 

they read. Therefore, Facebook becomes an efficient platform for fake news and results in an 

increased spread of misinformation. One should also take into consideration that social media 

is more likely to provide information that your friends share, and thus, the individual is likely 
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to see more news that already confirms their existing beliefs.   

As online platforms become more powerful, they become increasingly used to spread 

ideas that are often harmful (Ferrara, 2017). The anti-vaccination movement is a good 

example of this. A study has shown that the movement was largely online based and social 

media helped spread these ideas to oblivious parents (Tangherlini et al., 2016). The 

movement that was based on fake news and questionable science has resulted in an increased 

outbreak of vaccine preventable diseases. First hand stories on internet forums and social 

media were exceptionally effective in convincing parents not to vaccinate their children, 

especially when parents read these stories repeatedly.  

Another study was conducted to examine the spread of conspiracy theories online 

(Vicario et al., 2016). The conclusion was that although the readers of scientific news and 

conspiracy theories showed similar patterns, the conspiracy rumours were assimilated more 

slowly and tend to linger on. The authors also concluded that false beliefs were highly 

resistant to correction and whether the users accepted these beliefs in the first place depended 

greatly on how much it fits the users already established ideas about the world. Users tended 

to share information that supported their preferred narrative and ignored other relevant 

information. Users also tended to aggregate in communities which caused reinforcement of 

the ideas and results in confirmation bias and polarization while decreasing the quality of 

information.  

There are several cognitive biases that may affect what a person believes. Confirmation 

bias is defined as a person‘s tendency to seek, interpret and use evidence in a manner biased 

toward confirming their existing beliefs or hypotheses (Charness & Dave, 2017). This 

psychological effect can be used to incite a belief within someone’s in-group, for example, a 

member of a political party can logically assume that their fellow members of the party have 

a similar opinion of the world and can thus use misinformation to incite outrage for a political 
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goal. This cognitive bias may cause people to disregard news or information that is counter to 

their world view as fake news but make them more likely to accept whatever news or 

information that confirms their world view. The Bandwagon Effect is when people do 

something solely because they think that a lot of other people are doing it (Morton & Ou, 

2015). This effect can be seen in many circumstances, such as in voting behavior, the stock 

market, or in purchasing behavior. The Just World Hypothesis is when people tend to believe 

they live in a world where people generally get what they deserve (Furnham, 2003). This 

cognitive bias may cause people to justify harsh treatment against people on the basis that 

they deserved it. People feel that people who die in wars overseas might just be evil terrorists 

and deserve it for being terrorists.  

The Dunning Kruger effect is when people overestimate their competence or intelligence 

(Kruger & Dunning, 1999). This effect might cause people to feel they know more about a 

subject than they really do, and people who have read propaganda may feel they now know 

more than the people around them, and others are wrong or ignorant. This might also 

discourage the person to seek more information as they already feel they are fully informed. 

Cognitive Dissonance is when an inconsistency between two cognitions creates an aversive 

state that gives rise to a motivation to reduce the inconsistency (Cooper & Carlsmith, 2015). 

A previous study has suggested that individuals who were delusion-prone, dogmatic or 

religiously fundamental are more likely to believe fake news (Bronstein, Pennycook, Bear, 

Rand, & Cannon, 2018). The study claims that even though delusion-prone individuals are 

not more likely to believe true headlines, they are more likely to believe fake news headlines. 

These headlines often contain implausible or irrational claims. The study suggests this might 

be due to reduced engagement in open-minded and analytic thinking. 

In the context of the United States presidential election of 2012 a study tested American 

voters perspective of fake news (Jang & Kim, 2018). American voters considered themselves 
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smarter than their fellow voters and the participants regarded other people to be more likely 

to believe in fake news than themselves. People also thought that those they considered 

political opponents were more likely to believe fake news – Republicans thought Democrats 

were more likely to believe fake news and Democrats thought Republicans were more likely 

to believe fake news. The stronger the political affiliation of the individual, the stronger this 

effect was. This is called third person perception where individuals believe fake news had 

more effect on out-group members than in-group members. Individuals with high third party 

perception were more likely to support media literacy education, possibly because they feel 

that this will cause others not to believe fake news without harming their own free speech. 

The aforementioned study (Jang & Kim, 2018) also showed that the average American 

voter felt that they were smarter than others and thus not as likely influenced by lies. Since 

people do not think they are likely to believe fake news, they may feel that information 

shared in their own circle is more likely to be true rather than information shared by others, 

regardless of the actual truthfulness of the information.  

A study by Allcott and Gentzkow (2017) examined the effects of social media on the 

2016 United States presidential election. The study provided evidence that the most popular 

fake news stories were more widely spread on Facebook than the most popular true stories 

and a large number of people who saw fake news report believing them. There are other 

important factors that might be cause a news story to be identified as fake news, such as 

unintentional reporting mistakes, rumours that spread and misleading news that are not 

obviously false. One way to mislead is to depict an action in a negative light to a specific 

crowd, while the same action could be depicted in a positive light to a different crowd.  

The left and the right are terms on opposing poles of a spectrum that try to simplify the 

description of a broad range of competing ideas (Heywood, 2015). Many disagree on which 

ideas are on which pole, but according to (Heywood, 2015) ideas such as equality, progress, 
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internationalism and collectivism are often considered to be left-wing while hierarchy, 

nationalism, order, tradition and individualism are often considered to be right-wing. Other 

ways to explain the differences are in economic terms, such as left-wing ideas involving more 

government spending while right-wing ideas involve less government spending (Milner & 

Judkins, 2004). 

The political compass is model that tries to explain political beliefs in broader terms than 

simply the right-wing and left-wing spectrum (Lester, 1994). The political compass adds 

authoritarianism and libertarianism as factors to consider when researching political beliefs. 

In simplistic terms, a libertarian would want more decentralized power and increased 

individual autonomy while authoritarian would want more centralised power and give the 

government greater power to overrule individual decisions. The political compass also 

explains economic stances in different terms that social stances. 

It is worth to examine whether there is a difference in how various demographics in 

Iceland believe a news story or not. The results of the study might help explain political 

culture in Iceland and how the media can be used to influence people. Understanding how 

preconceived beliefs have an effect on those who watch the news can be valuable. The 

hypothesis of the study is that people are more likely to believe that news stories which 

support their world view are real and those who do not support their world view are fake. A 

second hypothesis is that demographic factors such as age and interest in politics will have an 

effect on which news people believe.  

 

Method 

Participants 

There were 1767 participants in the survey created for this research. A total of 64.7% 

(N = 1,128) of the participants were female while 34.5% (N = 601) were male and 0.9% (N = 
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15) identified as other. The participants were gathered by posting the survey on social media 

outlets. The survey was posted on Twitter and on Facebook through various accounts. The 

survey was also posted on several Facebook groups and the “Iceland” forum on Reddit. A 

total of 92.3% of the participants lived in Iceland while 7.7% lived abroad. Nearly half 

(47.2%) of the participants were 30 years old or younger, while 32.6% were 31-50 years old 

and 20.2% were older than 50. Most of the participants lived in the Icelandic capital area as 

67.4% reported living there while 24.9% lived outside of the capital area and 7.7% lived 

abroad. Nearly a half of the participants had a university education, a total of 47.8%, while 

39% had a secondary school education and 13.2% had primary school education.  

Measures 

A total of 29 questions were asked (Appendix A). The first 8 questions of the survey 

were statements that asked the participants about their opinion on various political matters in 

order to split them into groups depending on political opinions. The answer choices were 

highly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, highly disagree. An example of 

such a statement would be: “Increased privatization of the Icelandic health care system 

would be beneficial”. Secondly, there were 12 news stories shown with the answer choices 

being this news story is true and this news story is false. Six of them were real news, three 

favoring right-wing politics and three favoring left-wing politics. Six of these news stories 

were fabricated, three favoring right-wing politics and three favoring left-wing politics. An 

example of a fake news story that was shown to participants: “The government in Moscow 

will not invest in increased weapons production next few years as they deem in unnecessary 

after the end of the cold war. This was written in an article that Vladimir Putin, the president 

of Russia, wrote in the newspaper Rossiskaya Gazeta today. Putin would like to point out that 

the world is getting better and focusing on international trade would be more beneficial”. 

The third set of questions contained 9 questions about age, religion, gender, education, 
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interest in politics, what their main source of news was, whether they had lived abroad, where 

they live and what political party they would vote for. An example question would be: “How 

old are you?”. 

Procedure 

A questionnaire was created which consisted of 8 questions about political affiliation. 

Google Docs was used to create a survey which was delivered via Facebook by posting it in 

various groups, such as a group for various political affiliations, a group for Icelandic women 

and a group for Icelandic men. The survey was administered from February 26th to April 11th 

in 2019. It was also shared on Facebook via a profile which was then shared by others. The 

survey was posted on Twitter and the Iceland subreddit on Reddit. The survey was available 

for 13 days before being closed. Participants were asked to answer the questions as truthfully 

as possible and they were asked to answer which news articles they found more likely to be 

true or untrue even though they did not know the answer. The participants were informed that 

the survey would take around 5 minutes to complete. The results of the survey were saved 

and then opened using SPSS statistics to analyze the data.  

Data Analysis 

The program SPSS Statistics was used for statistical calculations and data analysis. 

Frequency tables were created to look at the data to see if there were any errors. Factor 

analysis was used to find underlying factors. The first factor was whether a person was right-

wing or left-wing politically and the second factor was whether a person was libertarian or 

authoritarian politically. The answers from a question about which political party participants 

would vote for were used to create a variable that split people between right-wing voters, left-

wing voters and unhappy voters. Voters of Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn, Framsóknarflokkurinn, 

Miðflokkurinn and Viðreisn were considered right-wing voters while voters of Vinstri-
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Grænir, Samfylkingin, Píratar and Flokkur Fólksins were considered left-wing voters and 

those who would not vote, send in an empty ballot or vote for some other smaller party were 

considered unhappy voters. Crosstabs were then used to determine association between firstly 

political opinions and beliefs, and secondly demographics and beliefs. In the age variable, 

those younger than 31 were labelled young, those from 31-49 were labelled middle-aged and 

those older than 50 were labelled old. 

 

Results 

In figure 1 it can be seen that the belief in real news ranged from 47.4% to 79.0% for 

right-wingers and 49.7% to 83.4% for left wingers. Three real news stories of six in total 

were statistically significant. Right-wingers were least likely to believe real news story 

number 1 while left wingers were least likely to believe real news story number 10.  

 

Figure 1. The association between right-wing beliefs and belief in real news stories and left-

wing beliefs and belief in real news stories.  

Right-wingers were less likely to believe real news story 1, possibly because 

Sigmundur Davíð is a right-wing leader and many right-wingers might not believe negative 

things about him.  Right-wingers were also less to believe real news story 7 as they might be 

47.4%

74.7% 79.0% 76.7%

62.8%
52.8%52.1%

73.7%
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78.8%
72.6%

49.7%
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more likely to support deportations. Right-wingers were less likely to believe real news story 

9, suggesting they have more faith in the police force and therefore less likely to believe 

police wrongdoings.  

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1704) = 3.905, p = .048. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1649) = 5.249, p = .022. 

*** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1634) = 18.001, p = .001. 

 

In figure 2 it can be seen that the belief in fake news ranged from 24.9% to 79.5% for 

right-wingers and 20.7% to 83.5% for left wingers. Two fake news stories of six in total were 

statistically significant. Both right wingers and left wingers were most likely to believe fake 

news story number 6. Right-wingers were more likely to believe fake news story 3, possibly 

indicating more trust towards Russia, or perhaps ideas about de-escalation of warfare 

worldwide. Left-wingers were more likely to believe fake news story 6, suggesting they are 

more likely to be anti-war and have doubts about justification of warfare.  

 

Figure 2. The association between right-wing beliefs and belief in fake news stories and left-

wing beliefs and belief in fake news stories.  

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1686) = 4.313, p = .038. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1653) = 4.247, p = .039. 
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In figure 3 it can be seen that the belief in real news ranged from 44.8% to 79.6% for 

unhappy voters, 45.8% to 85.2% for left wing voters and from 50.6% to 79.7% for right wing 

voters. Five real news stories of six in total were statistically significant. Unhappy voters and 

right-wing voters were least likely to believe real news story 1 while left-wing voters were 

least likely to believe real news story 10. Left-wing voters were most likely to believe real 

news story 1, as they are probably more likely to be against Sigmundur who’s a right-wing 

leader. Unhappy voters were least likely to believe, possibly indicating some scepticism 

towards criticism of outsider opinions, and right-wing voters are in the middle. Left-wing 

voters were least likely to believe real news story 5, as it is critical of Steingrímur Sigfússon, 

a leftist leader, while right-wing voters and unhappy voters were more likely to believe 

negative stories of this established leader. 

 

Figure 3. The association between unhappy voters, right-wing voters, left-wing voters and 

real news stories.  

Left-wing voters were most likely to believe real news story 7, as they are generally 

more supportive of immigration, while right-wing voters and unhappy voters who might be 

more sceptical were less likely to believe. Left-wing voters were most likely to believe real 
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news story 9, probably more critical of the police force than unhappy and right-wing voters. 

Left-winger voters were least likely to believe real news story 10, as they are probably less 

sceptical of Islam than right-wing voters and unhappy voters who were about equally likely 

to believe. 

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1224) = 6.521, p = .038. 

** The relation between these variables was practically significant X2 (2, N = 1202) = 5.722, 

p = .057. 

*** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1187) = 9.774, p = .008. 

**** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1175) = 6.818, p = .033. 

*****  The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1169) = 9.539, p = 

.008. 

In figure 4 it can be seen that the belief in fake news ranged from 25.8% to 78.1% for 

unhappy voters, 18.5% to 84.6% for left wing voters and from 25.2% to 77.1% for right wing 

voters. Four fake news stories of six in total were statistically significant. All participants 

were most likely to believe fake news story 6. Right-wing voters and unhappy voters were 

most likely to believe fake news story 3, possibly being more trusting of Putin. Left-wing 

voters were most likely to believe fake news story 6, as anti-war movements often tend to 

consist of leftists. Right-wing voters were less likely to believe fake news story 11 as they 

might be more supportive of using natural resources, while unhappy voters and left-wingers 

might be more likely to want to preserve nature. Right-wing voters were most likely to 

believe fake news story 12 that praised an old Icelandic right-wing government.  
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Figure 4. The association between unhappy voters, right-wing voters, left-wing voters and 

fake news stories.  

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1217) = 8.256, p = .016. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1190) = 9.750, p = .008. 

*** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1170) = 7.021, p = .030. 

**** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1172) = 20.310, p = 

.001. 

In figure 5 it can be seen that the belief in the real news ranged from 48.5% to 84.3% 

for those with authoritarian leanings and ranged from 50.2% to 84.3% for those with 

libertarian leanings. Two real news stories of six in total were statistically significant. 

Authoritarians were least likely to believe story number 1 of the true stories and libertarians 

were least likely to believe story 10 of the true stories. Authoritarians were more likely to 

believe real news story 7, possibly feeling a refugee would need the protection of the state, 
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while libertarians were more likely to believe real news story 9, perhaps more sceptical of the 

police force as an agent of the state. 

 

Figure 5. The association between authoritarianism and belief in real news stories and 

libertarianism and belief in real news stories.        

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1643) = 9.988, p = .002. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1629) = 8.385, p = .004. 

 

In figure 6 it can be seen that the belief in fake news ranged from 24.5% to 82.1% for 

authoritarians between 21.6% to 80.7% for libertarians. No fake news stories of 6 in total 

were statistically significant. Both authoritarians and libertarians were most likely to believe 

news story number 6 of the fake news stories. 
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Figure 6. The relation between authoritarianism and belief in fake news stories and 

libertarianism and belief in fake news stories. 

In figure 7 it can be seen that the belief in real news ranged from 38% to 93.7% for 

older people, 49.1% to 83% for middle aged people and 46.2% to 79.8% for younger people.  

 

Figure 7. The association between age and real news articles.  

Three real news stories of six in total were statistically significant. Younger and 

middle aged people were least likely to believe real news story 10 while older people were 

least likely to believe real news story 1. Older people were most likely to believe real news 

story 1, suggesting they are more likely to favour Sigmundur. The older people were, the 
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more likely they were to believe news story 8, likely to due older people remembering the 

story. Older people were also more likely to believe story 10, perhaps being more 

conservative and distrusting of Islam. 

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1710) = 24.117, p = .001. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1656) = 103.633, p = .001. 

*** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1635) = 44.008, p = .001. 

 

In figure 8 it can be seen that the belief in fake news ranged from 25.6% to 83.6% for 

older people, 20.2% to 83.1% for middle aged people and 23.6% to 79.3% for younger 

people.  

 

Figure 8. The association between age and fake news articles.  

Two fake news stories of six in total were statistically significant. All participants 

were most likely to believe fake news story number 6. Older people were less likely to 

believe fake news story 11, suggesting they remembered the real story. Young people were 

most likely to believe fake news story 12, perhaps fewer of them lived through the era. 

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1638) = 6.205, p = .045. 
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** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1639) = 13.930, p = .001. 

 

In figure 9 it can be seen that the belief in real news ranged from 48.4% to 81.3% for 

non-religious people and 39.8% to 80.6% for religious people. Three real news stories of six 

in total were statistically significant. Non-religious people were least likely to believe real 

news story number 10 while religious people were least likely to believe real news story 

number 1. Religious people were less likely to believe real news story 1, suggesting religious 

people have more faith in Sigmundur as a leader. Religious people were less likely to believe 

real news story 9, suggesting they are more trusting towards the police. Religious people 

were more likely to believe real news story 10 as Christian conservatives might be more 

distrusting towards Islam. 

 

Figure 9. The association between religious beliefs and real news articles.  

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1294) = 11.401, p = .001. 

** The relation between these variables was practically significant X2 (1, N = 1246) = 3.037, 

p = .081. 
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*** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1240) = 14.714, p = .001. 

 

In figure 10 it can be seen that the belief in fake news ranged from 22.2% to 83.5% 

for non-religious people and 27% to 76.5% for religious people. Three fake news stories of 

six in total were statistically significant. All participants were most likely to believe fake 

news story number 6.  

 

Figure 10. The association between religious beliefs and fake news articles.  

Religious people were more likely to believe fake news story 2, indicating they are 

more sceptical towards immigration from Islamic countries. Non-religious people were more 

likely to believe fake news story 6, perhaps more anti-war, while religious people feel war 

against ISIS is justified. Religious people were more likely to believe fake news story 12, 

possibly due to them being more conservative. 

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1289) = 6.349, p = .012. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1258) = 5.164, p = .023. 

*** The relation between these variables was practically significant X2 (1, N = 1244) = 2.727, 

p = .099. 
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In figure 11 it can be seen that the belief in real news ranged from 50.7% to 85.2% for 

those with university degrees, 45.7% to 80.7% for those with secondary school degrees and 

46.8% to 77.9% for those with elementary school degrees. Two real news stories of six in 

total were statistically significant.  

 

 

Figure 11. The association between education finished and belief in real news. 

Those with university degrees were least likely to believe real news story number 10 

while those with secondary school and elementary school degrees were least likely to believe 

real news story number 1. Those with university degrees were most likely to believe real 

news story 1, indicating educated people were less likely to support Sigmundur. The more 

educated people were, the more likely they were to believe real news story 8, as it was a 

famous but complex real news story.   

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1706) = 9.299, p = .010. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1654) = 57.734, p = .001. 
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In figure 12 it can be seen that the belief in fake news ranged from 20.5% to 82.2% 

for those with university degrees, 24.3% to 81.3% for those with secondary school degrees 

and 28.0% to 79.5% for those with elementary school degrees. Four fake news stories of six 

in total were statistically significant. All participants were most likely to believe fake news 

story number 6. The less educated people were, the more likely they were to believe fake 

news stories 2 and 3. Less education might make people less likely to spot fake news and 

might make them more likely to believe propaganda such as about dangerous refugees or 

Russian propaganda.  

 

Figure 12. The association between education finished and belief in fake news.  

Those with university education were least likely to believe fake news story 11 and 

12, indicating education can help spot fake news while those with secondary school education 

were most likely to believe them, perhaps partial knowledge of the subject could lead people 

to believe fake news. 

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1696) = 7.975, p = .019. 
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** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1690) = 6.475, p = .039. 

*** The relation between these variables was practically significant X2 (2, N = 1635) = 5.037, 

p = .081. 

**** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (2, N = 1636) = 11.409, p = 

.003. 

In figure 13 it can be seen that the belief in real news ranged from 45.4% to 74.8% for 

those with little interest in politics while the belief ranged from 51.3% to 88.4% for those 

with much interest in politics. Four real news stories of six in total were statistically 

significant. Those with little interest in politics were least likely to believe story 1 while those 

with much interest in politics were least likely to believe story 10. Those with much interest 

in politics were more likely to believe real news.  

 

Figure 13. The association between interest in politics and belief in real news.  

Those with much interest in politics might be less supportive of Sigmundur as in real 

news story 1, might be more informed about harm to refugees as in real news story 7, might 

understand the Al-Thani case better as in real news story 8 and be more sceptical of the 

police as in real news story 9. 
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* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1095) = 11.201, p = .001. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1062) = 18.656, p = .001. 

*** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1064) = 95.813, p = .001. 

**** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1055) = 28.873, p = 

.001. 

In figure 14 it can be seen that the belief in fake news ranged from 26.1% to 79.7% 

for those with little interest in politics while the belief ranged from 23.2% to 81.8% for those 

with much interest in politics. Four fake news stories of six in total were statistically 

significant.  

 

Figure 14. The association between interest in politics and belief in fake news.  

All participants were most likely to believe fake news story 6. Those who had much 

interest in politics were less likely to believe fake news, except on fake news story 6 which 

was not significant. Those with much interest in politics seem to be less likely to believe 

scaremongering as in fake news stories 2 and 4, and might be more likely to understand 

politics and thus less likely to believe fake news stories 11 and 12.   

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1089) = 19.175, p = .001. 
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** The relation between these variables was practically significant X2 (1, N = 1077) = 3.807, 

p = .051. 

*** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1050) = 12.293, p = .001. 

**** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1051) = 12.495, p = 

.001. 

In figure 15 it can be seen that the belief in real news ranged from 54.0% to 84.3% for 

males and 47.0% to 82.2% for females. Males were least likely to believe story 10 while 

females were least likely to believe story 1. Three real news stories of six in total were 

statistically significant. Females were less likely to believe real news except on real news 7 

which was not significant. Females in the sample seemed to have less interest in politics than 

men which might explain the results, or perhaps there are opinion differences between the 

genders. 

 

Figure 15. The association between sex and belief in real news.  

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1687) = 8.732, p = .003. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1633) = 20.605, p = .001. 

*** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1622) = 19.806, p = .001. 
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In figure 16 it can be seen that the belief in fake news ranged from 27.0% to 79.4% 

for males and 19.8% to 82.8% for females. All participants were most likely to believe story 

6. Five fake news stories of six in total were statistically significant. Females were more 

likely to believe in fake news on most fake news stories, likely because the women in the 

sample were less likely to be interested in politics. Females might also be more likely to 

worry about corruption and be sceptical of the authorities as many of the fake news stories 

indicate such things.   

 

Figure 16. The association between sex and belief in fake news. 

* The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1677) = 4.587, p = .032. 

** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1671) = 15.760, p = .001. 

*** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1656) = 5.924, p = .015. 

**** The relation between these variables was practically significant X2 (1, N = 1638) = 

2.975, p = .085. 

***** The relation between these variables was significant X2 (1, N = 1616) = 23.719, p = 

.001. 
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Discussion 

 The aim of the research was to study how demographics and pre-existing beliefs have 

an effect on which news an individual believes. The results of the study indicated that those 

with existing political beliefs were more likely to believe news stories that aligned with their 

worldview, suggesting a confirmation bias. Education and interest in politics were factors that 

increased the likelihood that someone would be able to detect fake news. 

The hypothesis that people would be more likely to believe news stories that 

supported their world view was accepted. Both left-wing people and right-wing people 

seemed to be more likely to believe news stories that confirmed their political opinions. Left-

wing people were less likely to believe real news stories that were negative towards 

Steingrímur J. Sigfússon, an Icelandic left-wing leader, while right-wing people were less 

likely to believe real news stories about Sigmundur Davíð, an Icelandic right-wing leader, 

indicating a confirmation bias (Charness & Dave, 2017).  

Left-wing people were more likely to believe in stories about harm caused to foreign 

people, such as a news story about a deported refugee and a new story about civilian 

casualties in airstrikes against ISIS. Right-wingers were more likely to believe in stories 

indicating possible harm from Muslims, such as a news story about Saudi-Arabia funding 

Icelandic mosques and a news story about an Islamic fighter coming to Iceland. Right-

wingers were less likely to believe real news about police brutality as they might tend to be 

more supportive of the police force. Left-wingers, who are often more protective of the 

environment, were more likely to believe fake news about incompetence and corruption in 

the building of Kárahnjúkavirkjun. Right-wingers were more likely to believe a fake news 

story about a international monetary fund praising Davíð Oddson’s right wing government. 

Right-wingers were also more likely to believe a fake news story about Putin making 

peaceful remarks. The results are compatible with former findings on right-wing and left-
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wing beliefs, as environmentalism and globalism are considered left-wing ideas while 

increased production and nationalism are considered right-wing (Heywood, 2015). Neither 

left-wingers or right-wingers seemed to be more likely to believe fake news, both parties 

rather seemed to be susceptible to confirmation bias. The participants support for politicians 

might be due to the bandwagon effect (Morton & Ou, 2015) where they feel that since people 

with similar political views support these politicians, they must support them too. The results 

of the aforementioned study by (Jang & Kim, 2018) indicated that people might only trust 

information coming from their political side, so they might accept their beliefs as truth while 

being sceptical towards their other side.  

Those who were authoritarian were more likely to believe the news story regarding a 

deported refugee, suggesting they believe in state protection, while those who were 

libertarian were more likely to believe a news story about police brutality, suggesting 

libertarians who believe in individual freedom are more likely to be against the police force. 

These results are compatible with former studies on libertarian and authoritarian ideologies 

(Lester, 1994). The results suggest some confirmation bias, however, there did not seem to be 

as much difference between authoritarian and libertarian belief in news stories as there was 

expected. Neither libertarians nor authoritarians seemed to be more likely to believe in fake 

news.  

Older people seemed to be more likely to believe real news stories that they simply 

remembered, like the Al-Thani case, while younger people might not remember it. Older 

people also seemed to be more conservative and more likely to not believe the negative story 

about Sigmundur and seemed to be distrusting of Islam. Religious people seemed to be more 

supportive of Sigmundur and seemed to be more likely to believe in negative stories about 

Islam and less likely to believe in stories about harm towards foreigners. Religious people 

were less likely to believe a story about mass civilian casualties from airstrikes which might 
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indicate religious people are more susceptible to the just world hypothesis as they believe the 

world is fair (Furnham, 2003). It was expected that religious people would believe more fake 

news in general, but there did not seem to be a difference in belief in amount of fake news 

between religious and non-religious people, rather a difference between what people 

believed. 

People with university degrees seemed to be more likely to believe real news and less 

likely to believe fake news, suggesting educated people are better at knowing which news 

stories are real. This is similar to former findings where education was believed to help 

prevent belief in fake news (Jang & Kim, 2018). Those with much interest in politics were 

more likely to believe real news and less likely to believe fake news. Those who are 

interested in politics might understand the stories better and might remember the real stories 

or might understand the situation which the fake news stories are based on. Previous findings 

(Lee & Xenos, 2019) have indicated that many people simply read headlines and then move 

on. Those who are more interested in politics are therefore perhaps more likely to read whole 

articles and might be more skilled in detecting fake news. Males seemed to be more likely to 

believe real news and less likely to believe fake news. However, that seems to be because the 

females in the sample were less likely to be interested in politics, therefore less likely to 

correctly spot whether the news were real or fake, rather than sex being an important factor in 

itself in spotting fake news.  

The research has some limitations. The survey questions about political beliefs might 

not be enough to categorize different political opinions. Furthermore, some fake news articles 

might sound more realistic than others, and some people might have seen the real news 

articles while others have not seen them. Those who were unsure of their political leanings 

might not have managed to answer correctly how they feel about certain subjects. More older 

participants would have been helpful with comparing difference in worldview between age 
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groups. Another similar study with better questions to find the underlying left-wing versus 

right-wing factors and better fake news would be interesting. People who might be 

uninterested in politics are probably less likely to take a survey such as this and therefore 

there might a population that was not reached with this survey. 

The strengths of the research is the large sample size and the wide variety of people 

that participated. Furthermore, the idea is original and might explain some things about 

Icelandic political culture. The fake news articles were tricky and many people were not able 

to answer the question correctly which strengthens the research as not knowing the news 

story will make it more likely that confirmation bias comes into play. While most of the fake 

news articles were drastically changed versions of real events, one fake news story was 

completely fabricated yet 42.5% of the participants believed it, indicating how easily people 

believe false information.  

Further research could use more developed questionnaires to split the participants into 

political groups and might use better researched news articles. There are more demographic 

factors that could have been looked into, such as race or disability. A research into people‘s 

reaction after believing fake news would be interesting as people might change their mind 

afterwards. 

People seemed to be more likely to believe news stories that confirmed their existing 

beliefs and people who were more educated and more interested in politics seemed to be 

more likely to detect fake news from real news. The aforementioned findings can help 

explain why people believe information they are given.  
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Appendix A 

The questionnaire 
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