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Nevertheless, partisanship persisted: fake
news warnings help briefly, but bias returns
with time

Rebecca Hofstein Grady ®, Peter H. Ditto” and Elizabeth F. Loftus

Abstract

Politically oriented “fake news"—false stories or headlines created to support or attack a political position or person—
is increasingly being shared and believed on social media. Many online platforms have taken steps to address this by
adding a warning label to articles identified as false, but past research has shown mixed evidence for the effectiveness
of such labels, and many prior studies have looked only at either short-term impacts or non-political information. This
study tested three versions of fake news labels with 541 online participants in a two-wave study. A warning that came
before a false headline was initially very effective in both discouraging belief in false headlines generally and eliminat-
ing a partisan congruency effect (the tendency to believe politically congenial information more readily than politi-
cally uncongenial information). In the follow-up survey two weeks later, however, we found both high levels of belief
in the articles and the re-emergence of a partisan congruency effect in all warning conditions, even though partici-
pants had known just two weeks ago the items were false. The new pre-warning before the headline showed some
small improvements over other types, but did not stop people from believing the article once seen again without a
warning. This finding suggests that warnings do have an important immediate impact and may work well in the short

term, though the durability of that protection is limited.
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Statement of significance

This research is intended to test the effectiveness of real-
world warning labels being used by major social media
companies to help reduce the problem of politically
driven “fake news” on their platforms. These platforms
have tried various methods to get people to recognize
and reject false stories, but they have not always been
effective. This study looks at one potential improvement,
moving warning labels to before the headline is pre-
sented, instead of with it, or presenting a correction after
it. Past research in other areas has shown that this can
increase the effectiveness of such labels, and Facebook
recently added something like this to some fact-checked
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articles. However, there is a strong tendency for people to
hold on to beliefs, even if false, that support their politi-
cal leanings, and that information that is discredited can
continue to affect people over time. We found that pre-
senting the warning before a false headline was effective
initially, though it was not significantly better in most
areas than the label under the headline. But two weeks
later, across conditions, people once again believed items
they once knew were false, especially when those items
supported their political views. The new pre-warning
before the headline showed some small improvements
over other types, but did not stop people from believing
the article once seen again without a warning. This shows
that warnings may have a short-term impact, which may
help reduce how much the misinformation is spread,
though they are not effective of an inoculation over time.
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Introduction

There is a dangerous and growing distribution of mis-
information online around important topics such as
vaccine effectiveness, electoral fraud, and political con-
spiracies (Kavanagh & Rich, 2018). This is especially
true on social media, where the low barrier to entry and
algorithm-driven distribution that prioritizes views and
clicks over accuracy drives the high spread of fake news
on such platforms (Martens et al.,, 2018). Recent con-
cerns have revolved around the impact of doctored pho-
tographs and videos. For example, a video of Speaker of
the House Nancy Pelosi slowed down to make her look
drunk was removed by some websites, while others left
it on their platform (Roettgers, 2019). Unfortunately,
fact-checking and corrections are not always enough to
counteract people’s belief in false information. Past stud-
ies have suggested that corrections may even backfire
and cause increased belief in that information (Nyhan &
Reifler, 2010), though recent research has found evidence
against such an impact (e.g., see Ecker et al., 2020; Swire-
Thompson et al., 2020). This persistence of the original
misinformation, even after a warning or a correction, is
often referred to as the Continued Influence Effect or
Belief Perseverance, in that previously believed informa-
tion that is learned to be suspect continues to affect later
judgments (Anderson et al., 1980; Lewandowsky et al.,
2012).

In recent years, social media companies like Facebook
have been partnering with fact-checking organizations
to combat the spread of misinformation. Many sites do
not want to block the sharing of articles, even if they
have been identified as false by fact-checkers, because
they do not want to infringe on the free speech rights
of their users or become the “arbiter of truth” in making
the determination of what is true or false (Levi, 2017).
Instead of outright removal, sites may share the fact-
checking information or other sources to read, leaving it
up to readers to assess their own biases and make a rea-
soned judgment about the likely truth of online informa-
tion—a skill that is not widely taught nor mastered (Britt
et al,, 2019).

One method that avoids outright removal is to attach
a warning tag to posts that have been disputed by inde-
pendent fact-checkers. In response to criticism over the
spread of doctored or misleading videos of 2020 presi-
dential candidate Joe Biden, Twitter started broadening
the use of “manipulated media” labels attached to posts
sharing such photographs and videos, while still leaving
them visible on the site (Lima, 2020).

However, while there is meta-analytic evidence that
corrections (both forewarnings and rebuttals) to misin-
formation can be effective in some circumstances (Wal-
ter & Murphy, 2018), multiple studies on fake news have

Page 2 of 16

found limited effectiveness for social-media style warn-
ing tags (e.g., Ecker et al., 2010; Pennycook et al., 2018).
One study found that warning tags using stronger lan-
guage (saying an article has been “rated false” instead of
just “disputed”) increased the effectiveness somewhat,
but the impact was small, and the researchers did not
look at belief over time (Clayton et al., 2019). Others have
discussed the importance of giving a reason or alternative
explanation for how the false claim came about (Lewan-
dowsky et al., 2012).

Sleeper effect

Why might debunked fake news continue to exert influ-
ence over time? The “sleeper effect” occurs when there is
an initial, persuasive message, followed by a new piece of
credible information that discounts the initial message
(e.g., a fake news warning label). Over time, the original
message and the discounting cue become dissociated,
such that the original message rises in persuasiveness in
a person’s mind as its connection to the reason to disbe-
lieve it weakens (Pratkanis et al., 1988). As the discount-
ing cue, which makes a person disbelieve the information
initially accepted as true, becomes dissociated from the
message, the original information is once again treated as
true when recalled later. This is why it is important for
research on fake news warnings to look at impact over
time; if viewers were to see the article again later without
the tag (for example if a friend sent it to them or if they
came across it on another platform), it would be impor-
tant to know if the previous exposure to the “disputed”
tag would allow them to recognize it as false, or if they
would believe it once more. Figure 1 shows this effect vis-
ually—though the lines are abstract and illustrative, the
basic pattern has been shown empirically (e.g., Pratkanis
et al., 1988; Swire et al., 2017). We would expect those
who receive a discounting cue to remain at zero belief
over time, since they now know not to trust the informa-
tion, but instead their belief in the original information
increases over time.

Research on the sleeper effect may help explain why
fact-checks often are not fully successful in correcting
misinformation, as well as identify conditions when they
are likely to be most effective (Swire & Ecker, 2018). Face-
book, which has at various points attached labels below
disputed articles to warn people to be wary of them, for a
while stopped this practice because of the research show-
ing its lack of or negative effect (Lyons, 2017; though
used it along with contextual fact-checking articles to
help combat COVID-19 misinformation; Clegg, 2020).
A meta-analysis of the sleeper effect literature shows
that there was no significant sleeper effect, meaning no
rise in belief after a discounting cue, in studies where the
discounting cue came before people heard the argument
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Fig. 1 Visual explanation of the sleeper effect for three hypothetical groups of people. The top group receives no information so they never believe
it, the second only receives the information so they believe it (with some fading), and the last receives the information plus a cue that tells them not
to trust the original information. We would expect that after the cue, if trusted, people would look like the top group and continue not believing the
information, but instead their belief rises over time, getting closer to the group that never received the discounting cue

or information (Kumkale & Albarracin, 2004). In other
words, if people were warned about the lack of credibil-
ity in information before receiving it, they processed it
in a different way and persisted in not believing it over
time. This fits with other research about correcting
misinformation, in that forewarnings about upcoming
misinformation are more effective than correcting the
information after, though those warnings do not offer
complete protection (Ecker et al., 2010; Loftus, 2005).

In response to growing research about the limited
impact of warning tags below an article and backlash
against the prevalence of false information on the plat-
form, Facebook recently implemented a stronger warn-
ing, where the article image and headline is obscured by
a warning that more clearly articulates that it was false
information until users opt-in to viewing (Rosen et al,
2019). As this type of intervention is newer, and not fully
rolled out, there is little direct, public research on how
effective it may be compared to prior styles.

Political motivation

The aforementioned studies suggest that specific, strong,
prior warnings that come before fake news headlines are
more likely to be effective than the warning label tags

under an article that have been utilized widely in social
media. However, these studies have mostly been in non-
political realms, and the additional factor of political
motivation may limit the effectiveness of prior warn-
ing, as political misinformation is harder to correct than
other realms such as health information (Walter & Mur-
phy, 2018). Misinformation is especially powerful when it
supports a person’s worldview (Swire & Ecker, 2018), and
warnings or retractions are especially likely to be ineffec-
tive if they are interpreted as an attack on a person’s iden-
tity (Paynter et al., 2019).

Pennycook et al. (2018) studied the effect of warn-
ing tags for politically oriented fake news headlines that
were presented multiple times and found that partici-
pants were more likely to believe stories that were con-
gruent with their political leaning (similar to other forms
of biased information processing, seen in Ditto et al,
2018). A secondary analysis of their data (see full details
in Additional file 1: Appendix A) shows some directional,
but not statistically significant, indication that a warn-
ing tag reduced the effect of political congruency, in that
the tag reduced belief particularly in politically congenial
information. However, one week later, belief in politically
friendly fake news was high once more.
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Purpose of the present study

While some prior studies have included longitudinal
measures, most are conducted in single sessions, assess-
ing initial reactions or behaviors in response to warning
tags or other fake news interventions, and many looked
only at warning tags below headlines like Facebook used
to use. These immediate reactions are highly impor-
tant to assess, but it is also crucial to look at belief over
time, given what we know about the sleeper effect and
the change in effectiveness over time seen in prior stud-
ies. This study addresses these areas by examining the
effectiveness of various forms of fake news warnings or
corrections, assessing how they interact with political
congruency of the false information, and evaluating over
a two-week time period to look at lasting impact of expo-
sure to fake news and the effectiveness of potential tags.

The goal of this study is to see if we can improve fake
news warning labels by taking what has been learned
from the misinformation and sleeper effect literature and
applying it to online political news through a warning
that comes before a headline can be seen and has a strong
message that the item is false. Additionally, we wanted
to assess effectiveness over time to reflect the real-world
scenario where people see fake news while browsing
online and then are affected by it at a later date, for exam-
ple when having a political conversation, deciding who
to vote for, or judging a speech on TV. For a particular
social media company looking to improve warnings, the
first, immediate judgment may be the most important, as
long as they can ensure the information is always tagged
(and thus there is no repeat exposure without a warn-
ing). However, a piece of false information may be posted
again by a new content provider, so having people be able
to reject false information they see again later would be
beneficial.

Our study used a paradigm where people see fake head-
lines within a group of true headlines and are warned
about their inaccuracy. We included a condition where
people were warned before the false headlines, similar to
Facebook’s new false information warning, and compared
this to the traditional label below a headline and to a cor-
rection that came after participants had read and judged
the headline (which also allows a baseline measure of
the belief in the news item without a label). We assessed
belief in the false information both immediately and after
a two week delay.

Our primary prediction was that giving people a warn-
ing before false information would be the most effec-
tive in promoting disbelief in information initially. If the
pre-warning prompts people to think more deliberately
or analytically about the headline as they read it (Sinder-
mann et al., 2020), then they may also show less differ-
ence between fake news that supports or opposes their
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political allegiances (a reduced political congruency
effect). Our core research question was how these warn-
ings would fare over time. We expected that the warning
before the headline would show the least sleeper effect,
in that there would be less (or ideally no) rise in belief
over time as compared to corrections that came after the
headline.

Method

Sample

Participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk in February 2019. The study took place over two ses-
sions, two weeks apart, and paid $0.75 for each 4—8 min
sessions. Workers had to be US citizens, be over the age
of 18, come from a US IP address, and agree to take part
in both sessions. The first survey collected data from 541
individuals, and the second had 429, for a return rate of
79.3%. Importantly, the return rate did not differ based
on political affiliation (y*(2)=4.265, p=0.119) or on
experimental condition (y*(2) =0.839, p =0.657).

For many of the following analyses, only the 418 partic-
ipants who fully completed both surveys were included.
This ensures that the sample is consistent between analy-
ses in order to make appropriate comparisons at each
timepoint. Given the three experimental conditions,
with 80% power and two-tailed a of 0.05, we can detect
an feffect size from a one-way ANOVA as small as 0.152
(which is equivalent to a Cohen’s d of 0.305, a small-to-
medium effect).

Time 1 materials and procedure

After consent and completion of demographic ques-
tions, participants were asked a few questions about their
political behavior, including their interest in following
political news and what political party they identify with.
Those who did not select either Democrat or Republican
initially were asked which of the two they leaned toward
(or none). Leaners were grouped with party identifiers for
political affiliation, as is commonly done in political polls
because independents who profess a leaning to one party
generally vote and behave similar to party identifiers
(Keith et al., 1986; Klar & Krupnikov, 2018). People were
also given some initial questions about feelings toward
political groups for exploratory moderator analyses dis-
cussed in Additional file 1: Appendix E.

Ratings of news headlines

In the main body of the survey, people saw a series of
15 news-like headlines, each presented on its own page
under a photograph similar to the cards that would be
seen on a social media feed (all cards can be found at
https://osf.io/gtuha/). Below each headline were two
questions asking participants how interesting the story
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was (from 1="Not at all interesting” to 5="Extremely
interesting”) and how accurate they thought it was (from
1="Completely false” to 5="“Completely true”).

Twelve of the headlines were created based on multi-
ple credible sources from mainstream news and thus are
considered “true” Three of the headlines were made up
by the first author and checked online to ensure there
had not been any news stories on the topic (whether
true or false), and were the “false” stories. To pick the
false items used in the study, we conducted a small pilot
on Reddit with a list of many made-up news headlines
created by the first author and chose the ones that were
most broadly believable to people across political parties
(study details in Additional file 1: Appendix C) and were
relatively matched in content type.

For both the true and false headlines there was an equal
mix of headlines considered to be “Democrat-friendly,
“Republican-friendly; and “Politically neutral,” with the
partisan-friendly true news either being positive toward
that party or politicians or negative toward the other
party (false news headlines were only negative since there
was only one of each persuasion). The headlines were
randomly ordered for each person, except that the false
headlines could not be one of the first three seen, and the
first and last headline was always a politically neutral true
item in order to not put people into a political or skep-
tical mindset from the start or leave them in one at the
end. Table 1 shows all of the false headlines used, as well
as one example of a true headline of each type. All study
materials and headlines are in Additional file 1: Appendix
B.

Warning condition

For the three false news items, participants were rand-
omized to one of three warning conditions and saw the
same warning type for all three fake news items they
rated. Those in the “Warning-After” condition were only
told after they had answered the two questions about the
article (its interestingness and accuracy) that the headline
was false; when they advanced to the next page they were
told, “Warning: the story on the previous page was found
to be entirely made up and false” Although this would be
considered a “correction” and not a warning since it came
after the information, we have kept the usage in regard
to this condition throughout to match what was used
with participants and to keep a consistent terminology
between conditions. In the “Warning-During” condition,
most similar to previous studies and the labels used on
some social media sites, a box with similar language (say-
ing the “above” story instead of “on the previous page”)
was presented directly under the article as part of the
image. Finally, in the “Warning-Before” condition, the
headline and image were obscured and covered with a
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box containing a similar warning about the “following”
image, similar to Facebook’s recent label warning. Partic-
ipants had to click to acknowledge they understood that
before they could see the image and answer the ques-
tions; see Fig. 2 for an example.

Participants saw the same warning for all three news
items in their survey, and there was no condition where
people were not told that the items were false. How-
ever, since people in the Warning-After condition rated
the accuracy judgment of the items before the warning,
this is a control measure of the baseline belief in the fake
news item for comparison with other conditions, at least
at Time 1.

At the end of the first survey, participants were
reminded that they saw both true and false headlines and
were told that all the ones they were told were false really
were made-up. They were reminded about the follow-up
in two weeks and given a chance to leave feedback in an
open-ended text box. A flowchart of the procedure for
each condition is shown in Fig. 3.

Time 2 materials and procedure

Two weeks after they completed the first survey, partici-
pants were emailed a link to complete the second survey,
with a reminder email three days later to those who had
not completed yet. The Time 2 survey was open for a
total of seven days to ensure that participants had enough
time to take the survey, but not so long that they could
have a much longer time period between surveys than
other participants. This is a longer interval than some
similar studies of misinformation that often use a one-
week interval, though it is similar to the mean interval of
18 days used in past sleeper effect literature (Kumkale &
Albarracin, 2004).

The Time 2 survey was similar to the first, starting
with two 5-point self-report questions about how much
participants had used social media and how much they
had followed political news since the prior survey. Next,
in a similar format to the Time 1 survey, they again saw
a series of headlines with images above them and ques-
tions below them. All three of the false headlines were
presented again along with nine of the previous true
headlines (leaving out one Democrat-friendly, one
Republican-friendly, and one politically neutral true news
item). Additionally, there were four new headlines added
that were drawn from recent news: one true Democrat-
friendly, one true Republican-friendly, and one true polit-
ically neutral news item, as well as one politically neutral
fake news items that was taken from Snopes.com. There
were no warnings during the headline rating phase in the
Time 2 survey, as the goal was to assess the long-term
effectiveness of the original warnings, so all participants
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Warning: The following story was found
to be entirely made up and false.

Please click in this image to acknowledge
this in order to see the headline.

RNC Chair Ronna McDaniel called President Trump
“f***ing idiot” in a closed meeting and suggested it
may be better if Democrats win the next election

Fig. 2 How the “Warning-Before”for a false headline appeared to participants before clicking (left) and after clicking (right). True headlines would
be in a similar style to the card on the right, while “Warning-During”false headlines had a similar red box below the headline (with the text referring
to the "above study”), and the Warning-After were given similar text on the next page about the “previous study”
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had a similar experience regardless of initial condition
(see Fig. 3).

Under each headline participants were again asked
to rate how interesting and accurate the story was on a
5-point scale. In addition, they were asked if they remem-
ber seeing the story in the Time 1 survey two weeks ago
(Yes, Unsure, or No) and if they had seen anything about
this story outside of this survey (Yes, Unsure, or No).

Memory bias awareness

There were two more sections at the end of the survey
after the headlines. One section asked about their aware-
ness of their own potential biases, with questions about
how accurate they thought they had been, which type
of headlines (politically congruent or politically incon-
gruent) they were more likely to search for more infor-
mation about, how effective they thought the warnings
they had seen would be, and how good they generally
are at spotting fake news. The other section was a page
that presented a list of all 19 headlines seen across both
surveys, and participants were asked to decide whether
each was—on the whole—more likely “True” or “False”
Participants were randomly assigned to receive either the
self-awareness questions first or the True/False judgment
first. This was for an exploratory investigation of whether
prompting people to think about their biases, which may
put them in a more critical thinking state, would affect
their accuracy or skepticism in judging the news items in
a final measure (presented in Additional file 1: Appendix
E).

Debrief

At the end of the second survey, participants were
reminded which headlines were false and were told the
false headlines were made up for the study. They were
then allowed to write any comments or thoughts before
being thanked and paid for the second session.

Measures

Outcome variables

The main outcome was the judgment of the accuracy
(on a scale of 1-5) of each of the false news items rated
at both Time 1 and Time 2. Ideally, all would be a “1”
because the items were all false, so anything above that
indicates some belief in the information. Additionally,
participants made a binary judgment at the end of the
Time 2 survey regarding whether each of the three fake
news items (and each of the true items) was true or false.
This was used to get a count of how many of the three
false items they (incorrectly) judged to be true at the end
of the study.
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Predictor variables

The first main predictor of interest is experimental con-
dition, a three-level categorical variable: Warning-Before
condition (n=139), Warning-During (n=136) condition,
and Warning-After condition (n=140). In regressions
the Warning-Before was chosen as a reference group in
order to compare this novel version to both the most
likely to be least effective condition as well as to the com-
mon current practice of warnings below headlines.

The second main predictor is whether the headline
being judged was congruent or incongruent with a per-
son’s political beliefs. For example, for a Democrat par-
ticipant the Democrat-friendly news items would be
“congruent” and the Republican-friendly news “incongru-
ent,” and vice versa for a Republican participant. Includ-
ing those who leaned toward either party there were 255
Democrats and 110 Republicans for this analysis (leaving
out the 50 non-partisans for this question).

Other predictors used for fake news belief and supple-
mental moderator analyses include social media usage (a
5-point self-report question at Time 2 about the past two
weeks), the number of true headlines correctly rated as
true (which may indicate a general response bias toward
“true” or may indicate increased knowledge of political
news; O’Connell & Greene, 2017), conspiratorial thinking
(measured by a single 5-point item about agreeing with
the statement, “Big events like wars, recessions, and the
outcomes of elections are controlled by small groups of
people who are working in secret against the rest of us”
taken from Uscinski et al., 2016), and interest in politi-
cal news (a 5-point self-report question). These will help
assess personal characteristics that may be related to a
generally increased belief in fake news items. Descrip-
tives of these and other relevant variables are given in
Table 2.

Results

Accuracy judgments

The main outcome was the rating of the accuracy of the
news items depending on the warning condition (Before,
During, or After headline and rating), political congru-
ency (politically friendly or unfriendly news), and time
(Time 1 or Time 2). The results for each group are shown
in Fig. 4. From this graph, we can see that at Time 1, peo-
ple in both the Warning-During, and especially in the
Warning-Before condition, appear to believe the false
news items less than in the Warning-After condition
(where they judged the articles before the warning), with
much smaller differences between politically congruent
and incongruent news. At Time 2 however, the condi-
tions all appear much more similar, with moderate lev-
els of belief and a sizable