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Abstract

:

The effects of disinformation in the media and social networks have been extensively studied from the perspective of reception studies. However, the perception of this media phenomenon expressed by different types of audiences in distant geographic locations and with different media cultures has hardly been addressed by experts. This theoretical review study aims to analyze the relationship between the actual level of disinformation and the perception expressed by the audiences themselves. The results of the study reveal, firstly, that users of social networks and digital media do not perceive being surrounded by an excessively worrying volume of disinformation, a fact that contrasts with the data recorded, which are visibly higher. This situation reveals that the audience tends to normalize disinformation, which is intensively consumed on a daily basis and does not seem to worry the public in general terms, although some differences can be detected depending on variables such as gender, age or education. On the other hand, paradoxically, audiences visibly express rejection attitudes towards the channels that disseminate false information, with media outlets being the least trusted, despite recognizing that social networks are the place where more disinformation is generated and circulated at the same time.
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1. Introduction


Disinformation is not a problem of recent emergence but is a matter that concerns the media in a larger measure as compared with other actors involved in digital communication. The proliferation of news that is fake, misleading or that includes erroneous or inaccurate data is already a problem in many information systems where media organizations compete with other communication companies whose function is not strictly informative but purely relational or related to entertainment. This is the case for social networks, where news is often created and disseminated by unknown agents at a much faster pace than in the media.



The publication of inaccurate, unverified or false information by some media outlets does not help to increase the level of trust placed in them by the public. The truth is that both misinformation and disinformation in the media are perceived by audiences as an attack on the right to receive truthful information, a right that is constitutionally guaranteed by the rule of law.



Disinformation, in particular, not only damages the reputation of the media that is accused of not being objective but also citizens’ lives, since the impact of fake news can be felt in many social decision-making processes.



In this sense, the consequences of disinformation have been analyzed in scientific research of a political nature [1,2,3,4] but also in the media [5,6,7] about the concept [8,9,10], the contents [11,12,13], the sources [14,15,16], the distribution channels [17,18,19] and the multiple strategies to fight against disinformation, among which media literacy stands out [20,21,22]. The effects of disinformation have also been discussed from the perspective of reception studies; however, there is a very small number of investigations that address in depth the problem of disinformation from the audience’s viewpoint through the so-called “perception studies”.



The experts agree on the fact that studies have hardly been undertaken on the way the public deals with fake news and what is the perception that they really experience [23,24]. As argued by Yang and Horning [25], the perception of disinformation that circulates, especially among users of social networks, is likely to influence their behavior and their attitudes towards the news published by the media. Thus, when the audience feels disinformed, negative feelings of manipulation and other reactions like media rejection and lack of interest in reading the news arise.



Tandoc, Lim and Ling [26] also carried out research on how the audience reacts when exposed to disinformation and the role the public plays in the dissemination of fake news, whether consciously or unconsciously. The authors suggest that disinformed people who believe fake news is true can contribute to the propagation of misleading information, which is the consequence of a wrong perception of the level of disinformation experienced by some individuals. Another relevant study is the one developed by Blanco-Herrero, Amores and Sánchez-Holgado [27] on the way disinformation is perceived by individuals depending on variables such as age, gender, education or social class, among others. The results show a lack of correlation between the disinformation perceived and experienced by some audience segments, like older individuals, whose perception of disinformation is higher and more negative than the one perceived by young people, or women, who proved to be more skeptical towards disinformation than men.



This bibliographical review study aims to complete the research carried out by experts in the past, summarizing and clarifying how the audience of different media outlets, social networks and other digital environments perceive disinformation. In this regard, the aim is to shed a more powerful light on the way disinformation impacts the audience of different media: to what degree does disinformation truly concern citizens, to what extent does it influence decision-making processes and in what way does it damage confidence in digital and new media. In that context, specific factors like political voting, audience decision-making on social and public issues and the public’s reaction to government or institutional disinforming news stories are analyzed.



The research questions of this work are in accordance with these goals and are listed as follows:




	
Q1. Is there a correlation between audience disinformation perception and the public’s actual level of disinformation?



	
Q2. Can audience disinformation perception influence on relevant decision-making processes?



	
Q3. Concerning disinformation, are traditional media more distrusted than social networks?








The main objectives of this work are to know how disinformation really shapes the lives of people globally, to analyze the results of previous research on the problem of disinformation from a conceptual point of view and to draw useful conclusions for digital news consumers.



This study is relevant because, for the first time, a compilation of the main empirical contributions published to date that address the subject under study is carried out, an academic area little treated by experts, possibly due to the complexity of undertaking research work that involves multivariable analysis [28].



The results of the study reveal, in the first place, that digital media and social network users do not have the impression of being surrounded by an excessively worrying level of disinformation. This could be explained by an excess of confidence on the part of the users, who tend to perceive themselves as more capable of resisting the effects of disinformation than others, or by the habituation to a high level of disinformation, which is more and more accepted as normal. Consequently, the disinformation that is consumed on a daily basis does not seem to worry most of the public, although some differences can be seen depending on variables such as gender, age or education. Finally, the audience expresses a remarkable rejection towards fake news and traditional media, who are the least trusted, despite the fact that social networks are the place where the most disinformation is generated and circulated at the same time, according to the public.




2. Methods


The methodology of this study is qualitative and based on a bibliographical review of the scientific literature published on the subject under study over the last decade, focusing on the most recent research developed during the last five years. The analysis of this last period of time deals with the widespread use of social networks as new channels for the dissemination of journalistic information, and after noticing the boom that social networks such as YouTube and TikTok have experienced in the last five years as information channels. The analysis of this period of time is particularly relevant given that users of social networks increasingly turn to them for being informed on a daily basis, prioritizing them over news aggregators and media outlets.



The sample of works resulting from the bibliographical review conducted between the months of July and August 2023 was selected according to the following criteria: subject relevance, empirical nature of the investigations, geographic representation, multifactorial and demographic analysis and comparative analysis between media.



Around 50 research papers were finally selected, all of them closely related to the subject matter of this study, which focuses on audience perception of fake news and disinformation. The studies were developed from an empirical and not merely theoretical point of view in America, Europe, Asia and Africa on different gender, age, social class, level of education and political orientation audiences that get informed through different information channels (traditional media such as radio, television or digital media and social networks).



The results of the research were disseminated in international impact factor journals on communication publishing empirical research on reception studies and audience perception studies. These academic works were subsequently observed as units of analysis (investigations on reception studies and audience perception studies published during the last decade). The units of analysis were selected by means of automated documentary search tools according to the sample selection criteria mentioned above.



Comparative analysis was chosen as a method to collect and analyze data pursuant to the individualizing variant proposed by Tilly [29] in his comparative analysis typology. According to this procedure, a small number of cases are contrasted in order to capture all of their peculiarities. Taking into account the specific characteristics of this study, this is considered to be the most appropriate method to analyze the scarce number of works published by experts on the public’s perception of fake news and disinformation. The comparative analysis employs an illustrative-type strategy by which the cases and findings are thoroughly observed and explained.



Once the bibliographical sample was selected, the analysis of the data was performed, pointing out the differences and similarities of the results and identifying the trends that emerged from the examination of diverse media culture audiences located in distant geographic areas.



On the other hand, the analysis of the public’s media perception is addressed by taking as reference two closely related concepts: that of “disinformation” and that of “fake news”, and expressly excludes from the analysis allusions to “erroneous or inaccurate information” (misinformation). The first two notions serve a specific purpose such as the deliberate satisfaction of particular economic, political or ideological interests, while the second refers to incorrect information that is disseminated by mistake or ignorance, without intending to harm the interests of third parties or to obtain economic or political advantage.



The concept of disinformation employed in this study is based, therefore, on the intentional factor Allcott and Gentzkow [30] refer to in a way that is not only patent but also veiled, that leads to confusion [31] and that also uses formats similar to those used by the media [32]. The concept is in line with the one proposed by a large number of experts [26,32,33,34] and opposed to other conceptions of fake news not directly related to this notion.



Therefore, the concept of “fake news” that is taken into consideration is limited to information that is disseminated intentionally, excluding from it persuasive and humorous information included in some of the typologies reported by experts like Molina, Sundar, Le and Lee [35] (wrong or inaccurate information, persuasive information, citizen journalism), Tandok, Lim and Ling [26] (news satire, news parody, advertising and public relations), Wardle [36] (misinformation, meme, propaganda, satire) or Baptista and Gradim [10] (propaganda, parody news, advertising).



Therefore, this study focuses on news that deliberately includes false information with the intention of deceiving [37,38,39] and that, as occurs with disinformation, is disseminated through formats similar to journalistic ones [40,41]. The degree of falsehood that is propagated is high in all cases, excluding news that according to Nielsen and Graves [42] the audience simply does not believe, as is the case of sensationalist information or those that only report inaccurate facts.



The bibliographical review was used to analyze the state of the art of the subject matter at the present time when audiences seem to be more aware of the concept of disinformation and are more familiar with the presence of fake news in their everyday lives. The bibliographical review is presented as the most appropriate research technique to carry out the type of exploratory study that is undertaken on this occasion since it allows detecting the most relevant research trends and gaps that will arise during the analysis.



In order to avoid possible biases, the studies that have been analyzed take into consideration the perception of disinformation by audiences that belong to different media cultures. Among the selected sample of papers are works conducted on audiences of consolidated democracies, both in the United States [25] and in the countries of the European area [43]. Other studies have also been included on the perception of digital audiences in Asian [44] and African [28] countries governed by autocratic regimes where there is hardly any space for freedom of expression. How citizens of such social and cultural conditions perceive fake news and disinformation is an interesting issue, little or not at all explored from a comparative perspective, also inspiring when carrying out future research.



The results of the analysis are presented in accordance with the rules of descriptive statistics, a mathematical technique that obtains, organizes, presents and describes a given data set with the purpose of facilitating its understanding, through the use of tables and numerical or graphic measurements. It is an appropriate research technique to clearly describe the data recorded in this study and make them accessible to both a specialized and non-specialized audience. When necessary, the results of the analysis have been expressed in bar and column charts that describe data on significant variables from published research. The figures were adapted from the previous academic works available and play a necessary and clarifying role.



This bibliographical review study used research methods and techniques of a qualitative nature that are easily replicable in future studies that seek to update the state of the art and the results of the analysis put out in this research work.




3. Results


3.1. Levels of Disinformation Perceived by the Global Audience


Some academic works on how the public performs when exposed to fake news and disinformation have been published over recent years. Nevertheless, the results were not totally clear about the ability of the audience to detect fake news in diverse information contexts. The data recorded the actual performance of individuals from different countries, age, gender, level of education and social class, but did not include information on how the audience perceives disinformation and how this problem influences certain people’s attitudes. The fewer studies conducted by perception studies experts on this issue so far show little audience performance, even though significant differences were found when socioeconomic factors were analyzed.



3.1.1. Reception Studies Perspective


The moment is still close in time when a large group of followers of former US President Donald Trump stormed the Capitol on the basis of false information that pointed to alleged electoral fraud committed in the 2020 presidential elections [45]. It was the strong belief in that premise that prompted those followers to commit an illegal and violent act which resulted in the death of five people. This behavior, although extreme, is based, according to experts, on the massive dissemination of messages that are believed to be true. That community reaction usually results in activist-type behaviors [46] and has to do with the fact that users of social networks tend to share and disseminate information that they perceive as true, apart from fake news, which is normally highly widespread [46,47].



Knowing the skills of digital audiences when it comes to differentiating between true and false information is a subject on which there is considerable academic interest and, in this sense, some empirical research has been carried out with mixed results. On the one hand, individuals who participated in studies on false/true information reception in the past achieved an acceptable level of competence in general terms [47,48]. The results ranged from 51% [49] to 63% [50] regarding information published both on social networks and on the media [46]. In the European area, studies indicate that citizens are also capable of discerning between disinformation and misinformation [43]. However, the results reported by Nielsen and Graves [42] in the United States, United Kingdom, Finland, and Spain on the difficulties experienced by online audiences contradict previous findings. Figueira and Santos [51] also speak in this direction regarding the problems expressed by young people in Portugal when it comes to understanding different fake news content.



The differences recorded by experts are also felt in reception studies in regard to variables such as gender, age, political orientation or level of education. According to the works published by Guess, Nagler and Tucker [52] and Gómez-Calderón, Córdoba-Cabús and Lopez-Martín [53], young people are more affected by disinformation, as is the case with people of conservative ideology [52,53] and those with a lower level of education [54]. According to Casero-Ripollés, Doménech-Fabregat and Alonso-Muñoz [55], women would perceive disinformation less intensely, a fact also supported by the Thomson Reuters Foundation in a report on media consumption and audience perception in Georgia which asserts that women would be less aware of the presence of fake news in the media −56% of women compared to 70% of men- [56].




3.1.2. Perception Studies Perspective


The research results describe audience performance recorded in past reception studies, but there is hardly any research that addresses the perception of disinformation from the perspective of the audiences themselves. The few research studies carried out on this issue [57,58,59] came to the conclusion that the audience’s perception of disinformation and fake news is still low [43].



In 2018, when social networks began to be used more frequently as information channels, a study published in the European Union (Eurobarometer) described European citizens’ opinions on their ability to detect fake news [60]. At that time, most participants thought that they were capable of detecting disinformation published on social networks and the media. At present, when asked, the majority of those surveyed claim that they are well informed and are able to easily detect false information, although they consider that most individuals are not [24,25,61,62]. Recently, in the African continent, Gondwe [28] came to the conclusion that people with a higher level of education perceive themselves as more capable of detecting false information, while those less educated consider themselves less able to identify fake news. The results are similar to those obtained by Reuter, Hartwig, Kirchner and Schlegel [23] who found that the participants with university studies claimed to be able to detect fake news in 67% of the cases compared to 41% of the participants with secondary school education.



On the other hand, the latest research on perception studies indicates to what extent disinformation can shape citizens’ lives. According to Stabile, Grant, Purohit and Harris [63], disinformation can influence relevant decision-making processes such as voting, although this would be attenuated by the influence of variables such as age or political orientation. Thus, as revealed by Casero-Ripollés, Doménech-Fabregat and Alonso-Muñoz [55], citizens do not believe that disinformation impacts relevant decision-making, such as voting, or would make them change their opinion on issues of social relevance (particularly the age group from 50 to 64 years), although people with more academic training do think that disinformation can make them change their vote or their opinion on public talking points. This contrasts with the results of previous reception studies, since audience perception of disinformation is often inaccurate and inconsistent with reality, especially regarding issues debated in public [64] and the belief of fake news. In this sense, less educated people [55] and those who vote for right-wing political options are most likely to believe in fake news, as demonstrated in the 2016 United States presidential elections [7,30,65].



Other studies indicate that age influences the self-perception of the audience’s ability to detect fake news. The research conducted by Reuter, Hartwig, Kirchner and Schlegel [23] concluded that 63% of the respondents aged between 18 and 24 and 59% of the participants aged between 25 and 34 claimed to have detected fake news in the experiment, compared to 33% of participants aged 55–64 (Figure 1). These percentages are similar to the ones recorded by Hinsley [66] in a study with different age, academic background and political orientation participants. The youngest and best-educated individuals, as well as those who adhered to a more liberal political orientation, expressed greater confidence in detecting fake news than the rest. For its part, the conservative orientation seems to be the cause for a lower ability to identify fake news content, as held by Hinsley [66] and Casero-Ripollés, Doménech-Fabregat and Alonso-Muñoz [55], although other studies claim that political ideology is no longer an influential factor in the audience’s ability to detect fake news [44,67].



Disinformation perception has also been analyzed in connection with traditional and new information channels. In general terms, research indicates that the audience perceives social networks as the channel that conveys a higher level of disinformation, although traditional media (digital media, print media, radio and television) are also described as disinforming channels. According to Blanco-Herrero, Amores and Sánchez-Holgado [27], television and the digital press—in that order—were perceived as more disinforming than radio and print media (also in that order), although the highest percentage was held by social networks. Young people expressed a greater distrust towards television, while older individuals were more concerned about fake news and disinformation channeled through social networks such as Facebook, LinkedIn or Telegram [27].



The audience disinformation perception circulating through social networks is in line with the results of previous research [30,68,69], although it is surprising that young people do not consider social networks as the more disinforming channel of all, taking into account that they use social networks much more intensively than adults. Possibly other studies that have analyzed the disinformation perceived and actually experienced by digital audiences of different age groups [70] could explain this. Nelson and Taneja [70] concluded that media literacy was a relevant factor in the detection of fake news by younger users of social networks, who also perceived themselves as more capable of identifying fake news than older individuals. Perhaps the extensive use of social networks by young people and their higher consumption of information, true and false, may have created that impression of self-confidence.





3.2. Level of Concern Expressed by the Audience Regarding Disinformation


The level of disinformation concern experienced by audiences from different media cultures is not an issue that has been sufficiently studied up to now. Despite this, some research works have been published with disparate results depending on the population under study. There is a global trend of increased concern expressed by audiences in general terms, (58% of the global public), but the African continent (74%), Latin America (65%) and North America (63%) stand out for recording the higher levels of concern about the impact of disinformation. Asia (59%) and Europe (54%), by contrast, are the areas where audiences feel safest and least concerned about fake news being posted on social media and media outlets, according to a study by Newman, Fletcher, Schulz, Andi, Robertson and Nielsen [71] (Figure 2).



Research carried out by Gondwe [28] in Zambia revealed that, although a good number of participants expressed concern about the negative impact of disinformation, some respondents were of the opinion that fake news were entertaining. These respondents also thought that fake news provided an alternative perspective to the information published by the media, who were controlled by the government. Gondwe [28] found that, in the case of Zambia, the spread of fake news did not appear to be a particularly important issue for the audience, even when the information published turned out to be manifestly false.



This scant concern about disinformation was also recorded in the research conducted in Germany by Reuter, Hartwig, Kirchner and Schlegel [23] and according to which almost a quarter of the audience (24%) consider that fake news were annoying, but do not represent a real risk. Likewise, in Spain, Casero-Ripollés, Doménech-Fabregat and Alonso-Muñoz [55] found out that citizens, in general, do not have the feeling that disinformation has a significant influence in their daily lives, although they do acknowledge that fake news affects them. These results contrast with those recorded by the Pew Research Center in 2016 [72] in the United States and according to which the majority of the US population would be concerned about disinformation and fake news consumed on a daily basis, despite the fact that the level of concern would vary at the individual level [25].



In short, there seems to be a general consensus that disinformation poses a danger to the public, although the level of concern differs depending on the population under study. Disinformation can be more alarming in autocratic societies with authoritarian political regimes, although, as in the case of Zambia, the publication of fake news is almost welcomed by a sector of the population, who considers fake news less harmful than the news published by official media. Damaging democratic societies only seems to be a concern in rule of law countries such as Germany, where 78% of those surveyed were worried about the impact of disinformation on civil society [23], as well as in Spain, Argentina and Chile where fake news influence on social and political issues concern most of the population [73].



Concern about disinformation has been analyzed at a particular level by researchers from Asia, Latin America and Europe with dissimilar results on variables such as age, gender or political orientation. According to Chang [24], Taiwanese young people are the sector of the population most concerned about disinformation, which impact make them feel more vulnerable; however, the results reported by Rodríguez-Virgili, Serrano-Puche and Fernández [73] in Europe would indicate that older users are the most concerned by this issue. Women in Spain [73] and left-wing voters would be the segments of the population most concerned about disinformation and the spread of fake news in European (Spain), Latin American (Chile and Argentina) and Asian (Taiwan) countries [24,73]. The disparity in the results may possibly be explained by a variety of causes, such as sociocultural differences or the little attention that studies on disinformation perception have received with respect to demographic variables, as Hinsley says [66], which would justify future in-depth research on these and other relevant factors.




3.3. Level of Trust Placed in the Channels That Spread Disinformation


Citizens’ perception of being disinformed is reflected in the rejection of some sources of information, those that prove to be manifestly disinforming, but also, and above all, in the rejection of channels that disseminate false information, such as social networks and media outlets.



According to Xu, Zhou and Wang [74], the audience is more skeptical about social networks and more capable of identifying reliable sources of information when they consume news published in online media. However, young people who use social networks on a daily basis view them as an honest and spontaneous information channel when compared to traditional media, who are described as less objective [75].



According to the doctrine [31,55], disinformation has a negative impact on the reputation of both social networks and the media, although there are notable differences across channels. In recent times, the public image of the media has been tarnished and not only due to its poor reporting but also because of the dismissive judgments expressed by public figures and some opinion leaders [76] (Figure 3). Today, the media are so discredited that, although the audience perceives social networks as highly disinforming [48], the public trusts them more than the media themselves. This transferring effect of distrust towards traditional media should be studied in depth, although the generalization of disinformation perception to all media [59], the presence of high and rising levels of disinformation in the media [77], the use of unverified sources of information from social networks by some media [78] and the abundance of highly politicized media outlets could explain this situation.



The absence of rigorous fact-checking processes in well-known media outlets could be one of the causes for the highest level of media distrust expressed by the public. This conclusion follows from an interview with the fake news writer Tommaso Debenedetti on the Spanish TV station La Sexta [79]. Debenedetti, who since 2006 has been generating fake news and putting the media to the test, claims that “a journalist who does not verify a story is as guilty as the one who spreads a fake story”. Debenedetti, whose strategy consists of selling interviews of public figures that have never taken place to prestigious media outlets, argues that he is only playing a “critical game”. This game usually ends with a tweet announcing that the information that has been published and disseminated massively by the media is false.



The loss of confidence in the media has been observed for decades [80] and according to a doctrinal sector this could be partly based on the interplay of forces performed by political elites [81]. As stated by Baldacci, Buono and Gras [82], people massively exposed to certain ideas tend to trust more the opinions that come from particular sources of information even though these ones may not be credible, through the so-called “bandwagoning” effect. This is an effect also observed by Van Duyn and Collier [80] that results in a loss of confidence in the media and a decrease in the audience’s ability to identify information that is true. Kuklinski, Quirk, Jerit, Schwieder and Rich [83], Sides and Citrin [84] and Berinsky [85] also analyzed this situation, which could explain why people reject traditional media, including reputed media such as the British television channel BBC. According to a study published by Ofcom in 2022 [86], although most participants trusted the quality of the information published by the BBC, a significant percentage claimed that they distrust the TV network because they associate its news with the establishment.



In Europe, the countries that declare themselves most concerned about disinformation are Portugal, the United Kingdom and Spain, where 64% of the audience declare themselves concerned about the volume and intensity of fake news spreading [76]. Despite this, around a third of those surveyed are neutral regarding hoaxes and misleading news that circulate through the media and social networks, which suggests that some degree of acceptance exists and that disinformation is being more and more normalized by the public. The 2019 Eurobarometer already described a global landscape in which only 10% of the citizens of the 27 Member States of the European Union totally rely on the media [87]. Other citizens of the European area, such as Georgians, also expressed themselves in similar terms in a report published in 2021 [56] that collected the negative opinion of the public (52% of the participants) on the presence of propaganda and false information in all type of news and, especially, in those of a political nature.



As Romero-Rodríguez, Valle-Razo and Torres Toukoumidis [88] claim, the public’s confidence in the 20th-century media has been transferred to the new-millennium media. A few decades ago, news published in print media was considered credible by the public; nowadays, messages sent through social networks by a trusted contact are considered more credible, no matter whether they are true or false. On the other hand, the active role played by the public when creating and disseminating news in social networks enables higher levels of freedom unreachable in traditional media [5]. This can be positive or negative depending on the public’s intention, as social media users can contribute to spreading disinformation, either intentionally or unintentionally.





4. Conclusions


The abundance of studies on the reception of disinformation among audiences from different media cultures contrasts with the rare research conducted on the audience’s perception of this phenomenon. The bibliographical review that has been carried out on this occasion has sought to systematize the information available to date and to detect possible research gaps. The results of the analysis show a series of similarities between audiences from different geographical areas and also some differences that could be analyzed in future studies by experts.



Regarding the Q1 research question, similarities are observed at a global level regarding the audience’s actual ability to detect false information, which, in addition, is consistent with the level of disinformation perceived according to research published in countries of Europe, North America, Latin America, Africa and Asia. Although there are differences based on demographic variables such as age, education or the political orientation of the audience. Thus, older citizens, with a higher level of academic training and with a left-wing political orientation would be perceived as the most capable of facing the impact of disinformation. Although these results are likely to vary depending on the political and media culture of some countries with authoritarian regimes in areas such as the African continent or Asia.



In general terms, it is observed that the actual level of disinformation endured by the audience is somewhat higher than the perceived one, especially by young people (between 37% and 49% of actual disinformation compared to 34% of perceived disinformation), which means that the public believe they are less uninformed than they really are. Possibly, due to the difficulty in admitting that someone cannot tell the difference between true and false information or because some individuals are not able to perceive disinformation at all. This outcome could be worrying in democratic terms because many important decisions, such as voting, will be taken on the basis of weak or false information.



On the other hand, and with respect to the Q2 research question, the results indicate that global audiences do not seem to be overly concerned about the volume of disinformation they consume on a daily basis, both in democratic and autocratic regimes, and that is spread through different information channels. The public does not seem to be fully aware of the negative impact of fake news -global percentages range between 54% and 74% of the world population-, otherwise disinformation circulating through digital media and social networks has not had as big an impact on decision-making processes as assumed. On the one hand, the results are consistent with the low level of disinformation perceived by the audience, but, on the other hand, the results would be questioning the conclusions of previous empirical research that warn about the negative impact of disinformation and, above all, on relevant decision-making processes. The development of more in-depth research on the perception of disinformation that addresses the analysis of variables such as age, gender, education or the level of exposure to fake news would shed more light on this aspect.



In connection with the Q3 research question, the results also indicate that the audience’s perception of social networks and the high level of disinformation disseminated through that channel has been normalized because, despite the fact that users are aware of the danger that social networks represent, they tend to be more distrustful of traditional media. The reasons may be cultural, ideological or of another nature, either way, this situation encourages a careful reflection of how the media can restore their reputation and regain the audience’s confidence. New informative practices should be implemented, practices that would be more credible and objective, strategies able to withstand the competition of social networks and that make the media look more appealing, especially before new audiences like digital natives who primarily get informed through social networks instead of traditional media.



The bibliographical review work carried out on this occasion brings new knowledge on how disinformation is perceived and experienced by global audiences, revealing an existing gap between reception and perception studies with respect to disinformation consumption by different types of public. The study can be replicated at a local or regional level in order to obtain more detailed and comparative results that expand the scarce existing knowledge on how the audience perceives disinformation and fake news spreading at this time. Future research could focus on the analysis of sociocultural factors as well as media habits of audiences from diverse political cultures and the impact of disinformation perceived by the public in other decision-making processes other than voting, among others.
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Figure 1. Perception of the ability to detect fake news according to the public. Source: Data from [23]. 
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Figure 2. Level of concern about disinformation expressed by global audiences. Source: Data from [71]. 
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Figure 3. Critical attitudes towards traditional media. Source: Data from [76]. 
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