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Abstract. Despite the effectiveness of the User Correction approach in combat-
ing misinformation, people on social media often avoid correcting others due to
fears of consequences and doubts about its usefulness. Users’ perceptions and
misperceptions regarding challenging misinformation—a form of User Correc-
tion—remain underexplored. This study, based on data from 250 UK-based so-
cial media users, examined misperceptions about correcting misinformation and
their impact on the likelihood of taking action. The findings reveal that individu-
als hold misperceptions about the negative consequences of challenging others
and the acceptability of such behavior. These consequences include perceived
negative effects on relationships, harm to the person being challenged, and the
belief that challenging misinformation is ineffective. Participants believed that
challenging others could damage relationships more than being challenged them-
selves, and they perceived challenging others as more futile than being chal-
lenged. Those who viewed correcting misinformation as more socially acceptable
for others were more likely to engage in such actions. Injunctive norms and per-
ceived negative impacts on the person being challenged also influenced the like-
lihood of participating in User Correction. This study highlights the importance
of addressing users’ attitudes and misperceptions to develop effective user-cen-
tric countermeasures on social media. The findings suggest that a social norms
approach to behavior change may be a promising strategy to encourage corrective
actions.

Keywords: Misinformation; User Correction, Challenging Misinformation; Mis-
perception; Pluralistic Ignorance.

1. Introduction

Although evidence suggests that the User Correction approach, which involves people
actively debunking, flagging and correcting misinformation is one of the most effective
ways to combat its dissemination [1], people are reluctant to take action when they
encounter misinformation on social media [2-5]. This may be due to Pluralistic Igno-
rance (PI), which is when the majority erroneously believe that others have different
thoughts or behaviours compared to themselves [6]. While there are many approaches
to tackle misinformation such as machine learning [7-8], natural language processing
[9-10] and algorithmic approaches [11], limited research focuses on users’ perspectives
and human factors to combat misinformation. To encourage users to challenge



misinformation, it is crucial to explore their attitudes, perceptions and misperceptions
around challenging misinformation.

Social norms, commonly referred to as informal guidelines directing social behav-
iours [12] are divided into two categories: a) descriptive norms (what is common) and
b) injunctive norms (what is approved or disapproved) [13]. While social horms help
people to guide their own behaviour as they are tied to perceived social pressures [14],
they are also used to predict how others will behave. In other words, social norms serve
as a framework through which people understand and judge the behaviours of those
around them. As in other social spaces, norms in Social Network Sites (SNS) are
formed through discourse, constructed by individuals, given meaning within similar
groups, and learned through observing other users’ actions [15-16]. Users within SNS
are expected to adhere to implicit norms such as refraining from clicking “like” on a
death-related post news [16] or withholding negative feedback related to appearance
[17]; otherwise, they may face sanctions [18-19]. There are two main reasons for this
conformity - normative influence and interpersonal influence [12]. People conform be-
cause they implicitly recognise the group’s norms and conformity is often interperson-
ally rewarding, as groups tend to consist of like-minded individuals. Therefore, non-
conformity, such as challenging misinformation, can be seen unfavourable for two rea-
sons: desire to conform to social norms (important standards for behaviour) and nega-
tive interpersonal consequences. Understanding user perceptions regarding challenging
behaviour on social media will help determine whether users’ decision to challenge
other who post misinformation and do user correction is based on misperceptions.

In this study, we hypothesised that users might hold misperceptions towards chal-
lenging misinformation which could negatively influence their likelihood to challenge.
When deciding whether to challenge misinformation people may weigh the anticipated
negative consequences of challenging misinformation and decide whether to challenge
depending on the benefits outweigh the drawbacks [20]. We categorised the anticipa-
tion of negative consequences into three categories: relationship consequences, nega-
tive impact on the person being challenged, and futility of the act of correction. We also
examined how acceptable challenging misinformation is perceived by participants.

By limiting exposure to dissenting opinions through algorithms, SNS may lead in-
dividuals to become more entrenched in their existing beliefs and less receptive to al-
ternative viewpoints, resulting in the creation of “echo chambers” [21]. Consequently,
in an environment where questioning is not actively encouraged, constructive criticism
is rarely received and correcting someone might be perceived as violating an important
interpersonal norm. Indeed, studies showed that instead of confronting, users prefer to
use indirect and invisible communication such as blocking, unfollowing and unfriend-
ing [22]. This can promote a culture of politeness and conformity where individuals are
reluctant to voice dissenting viewpoints or challenge others, even when it is necessary
for healthy discussion. To address this issue, we aim to explore users’ views and per-
ceptions of others, while also investigating potential misperceptions.

It is important to acknowledge that confronting might lead to tension or conflict,
resulting in negative effects on relationships [23]. These “relationship consequences”
refer to the users’ views and perceptions about the potential negative impact on the
relationships. Furthermore, we seek to understand the potential harm that people might



experience when they are challenged. Some people may feel offended or embarrassed
when their viewpoints are contradicted [5, 24], which we categorise as “negative impact
on the person being challenged”. In addition, we aim to investigate users’ beliefs about
the effectiveness of challenging misinformation to gain insights into whether individu-
als think their attempts to correct misinformation are likely to be successful or view
such efforts as futile (hopeless/ineffective), resulting in no significant change [25].
Lastly, we examine the acceptability of challenging behaviour, often referred to as “in-
junctive norms” [26]. We aim to understand users’ attitudes regarding the acceptability
of challenging misinformation and their beliefs about whether such behaviour is ac-
ceptable to others.

The primary aim of this paper is not to explore reasons for not challenging misinfor-
mation [27]. It focuses on users’ perceptions and potential misperceptions concerning
correcting misinformation and whether these misperceptions impact likelihood to chal-
lenge, in a UK-based sample. By exploring users’ attitudinal and behavioural misper-
ceptions to explain their influence on challenging misinformation, we integrate and or-
ganize a previously disjointed and dispersed set of studies from diverse fields. While
relationship consequences have been studied in face-to-face settings in China [28-30],
and both individualist (UK) and collectivist (Arab) cultures misperceive the negative
consequences of challenging misinformation [31], no study has assessed whether this
influences likelihood to challenge.

Based on the above discussion, we pose the following research questions:

RQ1: To what extent do individuals’ own attitudes, their perception of others and
misperception of the following influence likelihood to challenge misinformation?

RQ1.a: relationship consequences, RQ1.b: negative impact, RQ1.c: futility

RQ1.d: injunctive norms
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Figure 1. Diagram illustrating the research questions
2. Methodology

We provided definitions of key concepts including “misinformation” and “challeng-
ing” to ensure participants had a clear understanding. We defined the term “acquaint-
ance” as connections in the territory between strangers and intimates on Facebook
such as former co-workers, neighbours, or someone you know from a Facebook



group. This clarification was important, as research suggests that individuals may be
less likely to challenge misinformation shared by acquaintances than that shared by
strangers, given the potential impact on their social relationships.

Facebook was selected due to its extensive global usage (approximately 2.91 billion
monthly active users) [32] and its prevalence across all age groups [33]. Moreover, 67%
of internet users mentioned that they encountered fake news on Facebook [34].

The questionnaire assessed both participants’ own attitudes towards being chal-
lenged when posting misinformation, which we refer to as “self-report” and their per-
ceptions of others’ attitudes towards being challenged when posting misinformation,
which we refer to as “perceived”.

2.1 Recruitment and Data Collection

The questionnaire for this study was designed using Qualtrics™ (https://www.qual-
trics.com), a web-based survey platform. Participants were recruited through Prolific™
(www.prolific.co), an established platform for online recruitment for research studies,
to participate in an online survey exploring attitudes to and perceptions of challenging
misinformation on social media. Inclusion criteria included being aged 18+ years, flu-
ent in English, UK-based, using Facebook with an authentic identity, and having en-
countered misinformation on Facebook. Eligible participants received £4 for their time.

Participants who met the inclusion criteria were given the link to the questionnaire
after reading the participant information sheet and giving consent and informed of their
right to withdraw from the survey at any stage. The survey included three attention
checks to ensure the integrity of responses. Participants who did not pass at least two
checks were excluded from the analysis. The study received approval from Bourne-
mouth University Research Ethics Committee, UK. The final dataset comprised 250
participants (age 18-77; 143 female, 104 male, 3 non-binary).

2.2 Measures

Demographic Measures. Participants provided their gender, age and educational level.
Fake news presented. The content presented featured an article about an asteroid po-
tentially hitting Earth, which had been previously circulated on CNN's iReport news
hub in 2014, We made it clear that the news provided was false as the study objective
was not to assess ability to detect misinformation but to gain insights regarding chal-
lenging false content and participate in user correction. We avoided political or social
issues, which could influence participants’ responses [35]. To enhance the scenario’s
authenticity and avoid participant perception of anonymity, we deliberately disclosed
the name and photo of the Facebook user sharing the content. We selected the gender-
neutral name Alex to minimise gender confounding. We instructed participants to an-
swer as if they were participating in social media and user correction using their real
identity, to control for the online disinhibition effect.

thttps://shorturl.at/ZJqiX
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Likelihood to challenge. Likelihood to challenge was measured using a single self-re-
port question “Think about a specific time when you saw misinformation on your Fa-
cebook feed, shared by an acquaintance in your Facebook network. How likely were
you to challenge the misinformation in a way that others can see?” on a 7-point scale
from “extremely unlikely” to “extremely likely” [5, 34]. In later analysis, we dichoto-
mized the scores as unlikely to challenge, scored 1-3 on the likelihood question
(n=147), and at least neutral, scored 4-7 on the likelihood of challenging question
(n=103) as in previous research utilizing a similar approach [5].

Relationship consequences. We adapted the items from the scale of Perceived Rela-
tionship Costs [29-30]. Sample items include “It would offend me (them)” and “The
relationship between us will deteriorate”. Internal reliability was high for both actual,
i.e., how the participants think regarding being challenged (o = 0.92) and perceived,
i.e., how they believe others think (a = 0.92).

Negative impact on the person being challenged. Based on previous research [4, 36-
37], actual negative impact and perceived negative impact were assessed with two items
(a=10.82 and a = 0.77 respectively) on a 7-point Likert scale from Strongly Disagree
to Strongly Agree. The items are ““I (they) would feel embarrassed’ and ‘I (they) would
feel that I (they) will be viewed as untrustworthy by other social contacts”.

Futility of the act of challenging. Actual and perceived futility were assessed with two
items (o = 0.68 and o = 0.66 respectively) on a 7-point Likert scale from “strongly dis-
agree” to “strongly agree,” adapted from Milliken et al.’s study on employee silence
[37]. Ttems include “Challenging would change my (their) mind that the information |
(they) shared is true” and “Challenging would make me (them) delete the post”.
Injunctive norms. Two items assessed perceptions of others’ attitudes regarding the
acceptability of challenging misinformation: “How do you find challenging others on
Facebook when they share misinformation?” and “How would a typical person from
your Facebook network find challenging others when they share misinformation?” on
a 7-point scale from (1) very unacceptable to (7) very acceptable.

2.3 Data Analysis

Paired-samples t-tests evaluated within-participant discrepancy and compared personal
reactions towards being challenged and perceived reactions of others when they are
challenged. Chi-square tests assessed differences between nominal variables, and
Spearman’s correlation associations between continuous variables. Misperception
score was computed for each participant by subtracting the self-report mean from the
participants’ perception (them score). A positive misperception score was interpreted
as an overestimation, while a negative score an underestimation of the attitudes. Further
details on the method are presented elsewhere [38]. Ordinal logistic regression evalu-
ated the impact of the predictor variables on the ordinal dependent variable. Analysis
was conducted in SPSS, Version 28. The study design and data associated with this
paper are available on the Open Science Framework (OSF) at https://osf.io/uny7g/



3. RESULTS

3.1 Descriptive Statistics

Overall, 250 participants completed the survey, of which 57.2% (143) identified as
female, 41.6% (104) male, and 1.2% (3) non-binary. Regarding age, 17.8% (44) were
aged 18-24 years, 37.2% (92) 25-34, 26.7% (66) 35-44, and 18.2% (45) over 45. Most
(62.8%, 157) had at least a university degree, 22.8% (57) a college degree, and 14.4%
(36) had completed secondary education.

3.2 Own attitudes and perceptions of others’ attitudes vs. likelihood to
challenge.

A Spearman’s rank-order correlation analysis investigated whether likelihood to chal-
lenge is related to self-reported attitude and perceived attitude of others. Likelihood to
challenge was negatively correlated with self-reported relationship consequences
rs(248) = -.214, p < .01, self-reported negative impact rs(248) = -.185, p < .01 and per-
ceived negative impact ry(248) = -.147 p < .05. There was also a statistically signifi-
cant, positive correlation between self-reported injunctive norms and likelihood to chal-
lenge rs(248) = .347, p <.01 and perceived injunctive norms and likelihood to challenge
r{(248) = .167, p < .01. Respondents who report fewer negative consequences were
more willing to challenge, and individuals who think that challenging is socially ac-
ceptable are also more willing to challenge misinformation (See Table 1).

Table 1. Correlations between likelihood to challenge and self-reported attitudes and percep-
tions of others

Self- Per-

; Per-
repo_rted Self- Self- Self- celvgd ) ceived Perceived
relation- d reported reported relation-  Perceived L -
ship con- rep.o_rte negative injunctive ship futility nega- Injunctive
futility - tiveim-  norms
se- impact norms conse- act
quences quences P
Likeli-
hood to - - - - - -
chal- -214 0.010 -.185 .347 0.120 0.034 147" 167
lenge

*p <.05, **p < .01;

After examining the correlation between the variables, two ordinal logistic regres-
sion analyses were performed to further explore their relationship. In the first model we
analysed whether people's self-reported attitudes impact likelihood to challenge misin-
formation controlling for age. The assumption of proportional odds was not met, as
assessed by a full likelihood ratio test comparing the fit of the proportional odds model
to a model with varying location parameters, ¥2(25) = 54.081, p < .001. Therefore, an
examination of the assumption of proportional odds has undertaken by running separate
binomial logistic regressions on cumulative dichotomous dependent variables. This ex-
amination showed that for most variables the assumption of proportional odds appears



tenable. The deviance goodness-of-fit test indicated that the model was a good fit to the
observed data, y2(1489) = 866.955, p = 1, but most cells were sparse with zero frequen-
cies in 85.7% of cells. However, the final model statistically significantly predicted the
dependent variable over and above the intercept-only model, ¥2(5) = 53.819, p <.001.
In terms of the individual predictor variables, injunctive norms and age had a significant
positive effect on likelihood to challenge (odds ratio of 1.570 (95% Cl, 1.315 to 1.873)
p <.001 and odds ratio of 1.036 (95% CI, 1.015 to 1.058) p < .001 respectively). Over-
all, the results suggest that self-reported injunctive norms and age were significant pre-
dictors of likelihood to challenge misinformation (See Table 2).

In the second model we analysed whether people's perceptions of others impacts
their likelihood to challenge misinformation, controlling for age. The assumption of
proportional odds was not met, as assessed by a full likelihood ratio test comparing the
fit of the proportional odds model to a model with varying location parameters, x2(25)
= 42.759, p < .05. Therefore, an examination of the assumption of proportional odds
was undertaken by running separate binomial logistic regressions on cumulative dichot-
omous dependent variables. This examination showed that for most of the variables the
assumption of proportional odds appears tenable. The deviance goodness-of-fit test in-
dicated that the model was a good fit to the observed data, ¥?(1483) = 891.180, p = 1,
but most cells were sparse with zero frequencies in 85.7% of cells. However, the final
model statistically significantly predicted the dependent variable over and above the
intercept-only model, ¥3(5) = 26.821, p < .001. Regarding the independent variables,
“age”, “perceived injunctive norms” and “perceived negative impact on others” signif-
icantly predicted likelihood to challenge. An increase in age was associated with an
increase in the odds of likelihood to challenge with an odds ratio of 1.038 (95% ClI,
1.017 to 1.060), p < .001 and an increase in perceived injunctive norms was associated
with an increase in the odds of likelihood to challenge with an odds ratio of 1.255 (95%
Cl, 1.055 to 1.493), p < .05. A decrease in perceived negative impact on others was
associated with an increase in the odds of likelihood to challenge, with an odds ratio of
0.749 (95% ClI, 0.591 to 0.949), p <.05. Perceived futility is marginally significant with
the odds ratio of 1.228 (95% CI, 0.998 to 1.510), p = .052. Overall, the results suggest
likelihood to challenge misinformation is influenced by age, perceived injunctive
norms, and perceived negative impact on others (See Table 2).

Table 2. Ordinal logistic regression results for predicting the likelihood to challenge

95.0% CI
. Odds Lower Upper
Model Predictors B SE Ratio Bound Bound
Age 0.036 0.011 1.036** 1.015 1.058
1 Relationship - 0.098 0.878 0.723 1.065
consequences 0.130
Self-
reported . -
Futility 0.089 0.963 0.824 1.171

0.037



Negative )
impact on 015 0.098 0.850 0.808 1.149
oneself '
Injunctive 0451  0.901 1.570%* 1.315 1.873
norms
Age 0038 0011 1.038%* 1.017 1.060
Relationship 0034 0115 1.035 0.825 1.297
consequences
) Futility 0205  0.106 1.228 0.998 1.510
Per- Negative i
ceived impact on 0.289 0.121 0.749* 0.591 0.949
others
Injunctive 0227  0.089 1.255% 1.055 1.493
norms

*p < .05, **p < .001

3.3 Overestimating others’ negative attitudes (misperception) vs. likelihood
to challenge

A Spearman’s rank-order correlation analysis was conducted to investigate whether
likelihood to challenge is related to the amount of discrepancy between self-reported
attitude and perceived attitude of others. As seen in Table 3, the analysis showed that
there was a statistically significant, negative correlation between the misperception of
negative impact and likelihood to challenge rs(248) = -.147, p < .05 and. The greater
the participants perceive the difference between self and others regarding negative im-
pact, the lower the likelihood to challenge. There was also a statistically significant,
positive correlation between misperception of injunctive norms and likelihood to chal-
lenge rs(248) = .167, p < .01. The more the respondents perceived a discrepancy be-
tween self and others regarding the acceptability of the behaviour, the greater their in-
tention to challenge misinformation.

Table 3. Correlations between likelihood to challenge and misperceptions

Misperception  Misperception  Misperception Misperception of

of relationship  of futility of negative injunctive norms
consequences impact
Likelihood -0.120 0.034 -.147" 167

to challenge

*p<.05, **p<.01.
As the correlation provided us with the relationship between the differences (misper-
ception) and likelihood to challenge, we further explored the differences by forming a
hypothesis of overestimation. Misperception can include both overestimation and un-
derestimation. According to our hypothesis, individuals’ likelihood to challenge may
be influenced by their tendency to overestimate negative reactions of others or to



perceive that others find challenging misinformation acceptable. Therefore, prior to re-
gression analysis, we operationalised misperception data as overestimation. To do this,
we computed a “misperception score” for each participant by subtracting perception of
the group attitude (“them” score) from the actual mean of the group’s responses to the
attitude questions (average of all ““‘me’’ scores). Norm misperception scores ranged
from -3.95 to 3.54. Positive norm misperception scores (actual attitude of participants
< perceived attitude of others) indicated a tendency to overestimate others’ negative
attitude when challenged whereas negative misperception scores (actual attitude of par-
ticipants > perceived attitude of others) or zero score (actual attitude of participants =
perceived attitude of others) were classified as having no overestimation. This approach
enabled grouping of participants based on whether they overestimated or not.

A cumulative odds ordinal logistic regression with proportional odds was run to de-
termine the effect of overestimating relationship costs, overestimating futility, overes-
timating negative impact, and overestimating injunctive norms controlling for age on
the likelihood to challenge, while controlling for age (See Table 4). The assumption of
proportional odds was not met, as assessed by a full likelihood ratio test comparing the
fit of the proportional odds model to a model with varying location parameters, x2(25)
=119.451, p < .001. Therefore, an examination of the assumption of proportional odds
has undertaken by running separate binomial logistic regressions on cumulative dichot-
omous dependent variables. This examination showed that for most of the variables the
assumption of proportional odds appears tenable. The deviance goodness-of-fit test in-
dicated that the model was a good fit to the observed data, ¥?(1081) = 750.234, p =1,
but most cells were sparse with zero frequencies in 81.9% of cells. However, the final
model statistically significantly predicted the dependent variable over and above the
intercept-only model, %(5) = 16.808, p < .01. Regarding the independent variables,
“age” and overestimating “injunctive norms” significantly predicted likelihood to chal-
lenge (odds ratio of 1.034 (95% CI, 1.013 to 1.056) p < .01 and odds ratio of 0.613
(95% ClI, 0.390 to 0.963), p < .05. respectively).

Table 4. Ordinal logistic regression results for predicting the likelihood to challenge with pre-
dictors including age, overestimating negative consequences and injunctive norms

95.0% ClI
Predictors Odds Lower Upper Bound
B SE Ratio Bound

Age 0.034 0.010 1.034* 1.013 1.056
Overestimating
Relationship -0.193 0.274 1.213 0.709 2.076
Consequences
Overestimating
Futility 0.165 0.261 0.848 0.508 1.415
Overestimating
Negative Impact -0.258 0.240 1.295 0.809 2.072

on Themselves



10

Overestimating
Injunctive
Norms

0.489

0.230

0.613* 0.390 0.963

Findings related to the factors influencing the likelihood to challenge misinformation
are summarized in Table 5, highlighting how various attitudes, perceptions, and mis-
perceptions impact individuals' likelihood to challenge misinformation.

Table 5. Key relationships and findings for each factor related to likelihood to challenge mis-

information.

Factor Impact on Key Findings

Likelihood to

Challenge Mis-

information
Self-Reported Re-  Negative People are less likely to challenge misinformation
lationship Conse-  Impact if they believe it will harm their relationships.
quences
Self-Reported Negative People are less likely to challenge misinformation
Negative Impact Impact if they think it will have a negative impact on them-

on Themselves

selves.

Self-Reported In-
junctive Norms

Positive Impact

People are more likely to challenge misinformation
if they believe it is socially acceptable to do so.

Perceived
Negative Impact
(on others)

Negative
Impact

People are less likely to challenge misinformation
if they perceive it will negatively impact others.

Perceived
Injunctive Norms

Positive Impact

People are more likely to challenge misinformation
if they believe others find it socially acceptable to
do so.

Misperception:
Negative Impact

Negative Impact

Overestimating the harm of challenging misinfor-
mation decreases the likelihood of challenging it.

Misperception:
Injunctive Norms

Positive Impact
(Paradoxical)

Overestimating others’ disapproval paradoxically
increases the likelihood of challenging misinfor-
mation.

Self-reported Pre-
dictors

Positive Impact

Belief in injunctive norms (social acceptability) is
the strongest predictor; age also positively predicts
likelihood to challenge misinformation.

Perceived
Predictors

Positive Impact

Perceived injunctive norms and lower perceived
negative impact on others significantly increase
likelihood to challenge.

Overestimation of
Others’
Disapproval

Positive Impact

People who overestimate others' disapproval of
challenging are more likely to challenge misinfor-
mation.




4. Discussion

We aimed to determine the extent to which people’s attitudes, perceptions of others’
attitudes and misperceptions of relationship consequences, negative impact, futility and
injunctive norms influence likelihood of challenging misinformation. This is an essen-
tial step towards the development of socio-technical countermeasures that help mitigate
barriers to challenging misinformation and facilitate users’ ability to critically analyse
and express their opinions about misinformation. ldentifying users’ barriers, needs and
motivations to challenging misinformation is a crucial starting point for a user-centred
approach to design communication systems to ensure that technology meets the users’
needs [39]. Such design approaches encounter numerous challenges, including under-
standing the users’ interaction with technology across contexts, gathering and analysing
user requirements, and translating those requirements into practical designs [40]. To
overcome these challenges, we examined users’ assumptions and decision-making pro-
cesses when interacting with others on social media. This enhanced understanding of
users’ behaviours and preferences regarding confronting in the digital sphere.

One key finding is that there is indeed pluralistic ignorance regarding negative con-
sequences (relationship consequences and futility) and injunctive norms in terms of
challenging misinformation on social media, in line with prior research findings that
individuals overestimate others’ negative reactions [29]. Our results show people both
overestimate the damage corrections will cause to their relationships and believe that
correcting others is more futile than it is. This pluralistic ignorance may act as a barrier
to challenging misinformation and in turn lead to the propagation of misinformation.

Likelihood to challenge misinformation is influenced by perceptions of the potential
negative impact on others (e.g., causing embarrassment), as well as perceptions of
whether challenging the misinformation is socially acceptable. Results suggests that
people avoid challenging misinformation due to altruistic concerns, such as prioritising
others” well-being and happiness over their own personal gain or benefits [41]. Reasons
for these altruistic intentions might be to help others [41], enhance social status [42] or
avoid punishment [43]. If someone anticipates that challenging someone may cause
harm or distress to the other person, they may choose to avoid conflict to protect the
other person from negative consequences. In this way, the decision not to challenge
misinformation is driven by a concern for the other person’s well-being, rather than fear
of negative consequences for themselves. One potential explanation for prioritising oth-
ers’ image over challenging misinformation is that individuals might be unsure or
poorly informed about the topic and thus feel it is more important to protect others’
reputations rather than potentially cause embarrassment or harm by challenging misin-
formation. People’s likelihood to challenge is also influenced by their opinions about
how acceptable challenging is in the online environment, in line with research that sug-
gests people are more inclined to adopt a behaviour if they perceive it to be commonly
accepted by others [12].

Likelihood to challenge was associated with the discrepancy between the self and
others’ beliefs regarding negative impact and injunctive norms. Our results suggest that
people’s misperceptions about social norms predicted likelihood to challenge. Specifi-
cally, when people think challenging misinformation is more acceptable for others, they
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are more likely to challenge misinformation themselves, in line with findings that obli-
gation is a cognitive reference point for evaluating the appropriateness of behaviour
[44]. As individuals internalise their sense of obligation, they develop a greater sense
of responsibility for correcting misinformation, ultimately contributing to a normative
culture of correcting misinformation.

These results highlight the importance of promoting positive norms around speaking
out against misinformation to encourage more people to challenge it. Effectively pro-
moting norms is primarily reliant on how one's behaviour is perceived by other mem-
bers of the pertinent group, in a way that leads them to alter their normative expecta-
tions. People might experience discomfort when challenging misinformation, as they
perceive it to be against the injunctive norm, in line with the argument that people ex-
perience dissonance when they disagree with each other. In one study, participants who
held extreme opinions on certain issues were asked to discuss those opinions with peo-
ple who had opposing views. Before the discussion, participants reported negative emo-
tions (e.g., discomfort, tension), indicating cognitive dissonance [45].

Cognitive dissonance arising from nonconformity can lead to a decrease in misin-
formation being challenged. This issue could be addressed by decreasing stigma around
conflict. While stigma is not necessarily attached to challenging others, there are social
norms around correcting others’ mistakes. Social norms around conflict avoidance can
make it difficult for people to speak out against vaccine misinformation due to concerns
about risking relationships with friends and family [3]. However, conflicts can be re-
solved by engaging in conversations that aim to understand the issue better and finding
a common ground, known as “deliberate discourse” [46], and can lead to growth and
positive change. To that end, fostering a culture that prioritises openness and critical
thinking could encourage people to challenge misinformation.

Although there are various interventions for dealing with misinformation online, in-
cluding corrections and debunking, transparency measures and visibility reduction [47],
limited research has focused on user-centric social media designs that encourage users
to challenge misinformation [48]. Promoting critical thinking, constructive argumenta-
tion, and deliberate discourse by providing features on social media can facilitate the
process of challenging misinformation. Taking a user-centric approach to change their
attitudes and behaviours can be more effective as it considers their perspectives. In fact,
giving users who will ultimately benefit from the design a central role in the develop-
ment of ideas, concepts and designs can improve the chances of meeting their needs
and expectations [49]. In that sense, co-design where the end users participate directly
and proactively in the design development process has much to offer [49].

This study has some limitations. It was conducted with 250 UK-based social media
users and may not represent attitudes and behaviours of other cultures. Open commu-
nication and confrontation are perceived as more socially acceptable in Western socie-
ties [50]. Additionally, the reliance on self-reports may introduce recall error [51] or
social desirability bias [52], highlighting the need for observational and experimental
designs to assess challenging misinformation. While this research provides a prelimi-
nary understanding of perceptions and norms surrounding challenging misinformation,
future studies should explore cross-cultural differences, and platform-specific influ-
ences to develop a more comprehensive understanding.



5. Conclusion

This paper assessed the extent to which individuals’ attitudes, perceptions of others’
attitudes and misperception of relationship consequences, negative impact, futility and
injunctive norms influence likelihood to challenge misinformation on social media. It
also confirms previous findings that social media users anticipate more negative con-
sequences from challenging misinformation than is the case. People are more likely to
challenge misinformation not only if they believe it is socially acceptable to do so, but
also if they believe others think it is socially acceptable to do so. Our study is novel in
showing that the misperception of these consequences plays a significant role in dis-
couraging users from acting. It also highlights how addressing these misperceptions can
create opportunities to shift user behavior towards more proactive engagement with
misinformation. These findings highlight the importance of developing positive norms
regarding speaking out against misinformation. Designing social media in a way that
facilitates the challenging of misinformation, supported by user-centric designs, is
needed to change attitudes and behaviours around correcting misinformation.
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