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Research Article

The presumed influence of election misinformation on
others reduces our own satisfaction with democracy

Pervasive political misinformation threatens the integrity of American electoral democracy but not in the
manner most commonly examined. We argue the presumed influence of misinformation (PIM) may be just
as pernicious, and widespread, as any direct influence that political misinformation may have on voters.
Our online survey of 2,474 respondents in the United States shows that greater attention to political news
heightens PIM on others as opposed to oneself, especially among Democrats and Independents. In turn,
PIM on others reduces satisfaction with American electoral democracy, eroding the “virtuous circle”
between news and democracy, and possibly commitment to democracy in the long-term.
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Research questions
e How is attention to political news and information associated with the presumed influence of
misinformation on other voters?
e How is the presumed influence of misinformation on others, relative to oneself, associated with
satisfaction with American electoral democracy?
e Do these relationships vary by partisan identification?

Essay summary

e We conducted an online survey in March 2020 during the Democratic primaries with 2,474
respondents recruited to match the American population based on age, gender, race, and
education.

e Respondents reported how much attention they paid to the 2020 election and politics in general,
their political self-identification, presumed influence of misinformation (PIM) on themselves and
others, and their satisfaction with American electoral democracy. Respondents, regardless of
political identification, were significantly less satisfied with American democracy the more they
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believed misinformation influenced others relative to themselves. Moreover, PIM on others
increased significantly among Democrats and Independents, though not Republicans, the more
they paid attention to electoral and political news.

e Our findings highlight how the indirect effect of political misinformation through PIM on others
goes beyond direct impacts of misinformation on attitudes and behaviors. Additionally, the
increased amount of interest garnered by misinformation in political and media discourse may
indirectly erode satisfaction in democracy among Democrats and Independents who pay a great
deal of attention to political news by increasing their PIM on others.

e As democratic satisfaction is key to sustaining citizen participation, perceived legitimacy of
electoral outcomes, and democratic commitment, high levels of PIM on others threaten the
fundamentals of American democratic governance.

Implications

The news media have long been recognized as playing essential roles in reinforcing citizens’ participation
and satisfaction with processes of participatory democracy within the context of a “virtuous circle”
(Norris, 2000). Unfortunately, this virtuous circle has been polluted by an increase in false or misleading
information in media and political discourse (i.e., misinformation) (Kelly et al., 2017). Contrary to the
popular consensus that misinformation has major impacts on political attitudes and behavior, the
scholarship on its direct effects has been mixed. Some studies show limited or no direct impact from
misinformation, whilst others indicate significant impacts on political behavior (e.g., Bail et al., 2020;
Gunther et al., 2019; Zimmerman & Kohring, 2020).

We propose to close this gap between public concern about misinformation and the evidence for its
direct effects by asserting that the proliferation of misinformation in American discourse may have a
subtle, pernicious, indirect effect through the concept of influence of presumed influence (IPl) (Gunther &
Storey, 2003; Tal-Or et al., 2020). IPI refers to how much people perceive media as influencing others’
attitudes or actions, and how their reaction to this perceived influence affects their own attitudes or
behaviors. A related concept is the “third-person effect” that refers to the tendency of individuals to
overestimate the presumed influence of harmful media on others as compared with themselves (McLeod
et al., 2001).

The concepts of presumed influence, and possible third-person effects of misinformation, are highly
relevant to misinformation research, because they explain why the threat of misinformation is so salient
for Americans. A 2019 Pew Research survey, for instance, found that half of Americans believe
misinformation is a “very big problem” (Mitchell et al., 2019, p. 3). On the same survey, more than two-
thirds of respondents (67%) reported that misinformation “creates a great deal of confusion” about the
basic facts of current issues and events.

This concern about the presumed influence of misinformation (PIM) on others is driven by the
ballooning salience of misinformation in everyday political discourse and news since the 2016 election.
For example, between 2015 and 2019, the number of American TV news stories mentioning
“misinformation” increased 323%, from 1,875 in 2015 to 6,071 in 2019, based on search results from the
Internet TV news archive (www.archive.org). As a consequence, our study shows that greater attention
to political news and information increases PIM on others, primarily among Democrats and Independents,
most likely as it increases exposure to news and information about misinformation’s spread and potential
impacts.

The PIM on others has been shown to increase public support for its censorship and regulation,
consistent with previous research on the presumed influence of misinformation (e.g., Baek et al., 2019;
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Cheng & Chen, 2020; Ho et al., 2020). However, we posit that the human tendency to overestimate PIM
on others has consequences that go beyond influencing attitudes about its regulation or censorship. We
assert that regardless of whether or not people believe political misinformation they actually encounter
or hear about, PIM on other voters erodes satisfaction with electoral democracy generally.

The reason why PIM on others erodes satisfaction with electoral democracy is based on the concept
of procedural justice (Lind & Tyler, 1988). People are more satisfied with, and committed to, the “rules of
the game” and decision outcomes, even when they are counter to their interests or desires, when they
perceive that these decision processes are free, fair, just, and in which they feel they have a voice (Lind &
Tyler, 1988; Lind et al., 1990). In turn, when people feel that the procedures used to make decisions are
not fair or just and/or they do not have a sufficient voice in the outcome, then they are dissatisfied and
lose commitment to the rules as a whole.

Electoral democracy is fundamentally a set of rules and procedures by which political leaders are
selected and political decisions are made. When people’s preferred candidate or party may lose an
election, they accept the loss and remain satisfied and committed to electoral democracy as long as they
view that the procedures that determined the outcome were free and fair. On the other hand, when
citizens feel that democracy’s procedures have been manipulated or tainted in some way, for example,
due to the influence of misinformation, they are in turn less satisfied with it (Erlingsson et al., 2014;
Magalhdes, 2016; Norris, 2019; Tyler et al., 1985).

In this sense, PIM reduces satisfaction with electoral democracy when people believe that others have
been unduly influenced or manipulated by misinformation, and thus they are less likely to view electoral
processes and outcomes as fair and just (Cho & Kim, 2016). Our findings support this hypothesis, as PIM
on others, controlling for PIM on self and other factors, significantly decreased satisfaction with electoral
democracy in our analysis.

Returning to the “virtuous circle” between media and electoral democracy, we argue that this
increased salience of misinformation and its presumed influence on others in everyday political discourse
creates an indirect pathway, harming the virtuous circle. Though our findings show that attention to
political news and information increases satisfaction with electoral democracy, consistent with the
virtuous circle, at the same time attention to political news indirectly reduces satisfaction with electoral
democracy by heightening the presumed influence of misinformation on others among Democrats and
Independents.

This erosion of satisfaction with democratic processes due to PIM may have long-term effects on
people’s commitment to those processes and to democratic politics as a whole (Erlingsson et al., 2014;
Magalhdes, 2016; Norris, 2019). Erosion of democratic satisfaction and commitment may lead to (1)
decreased voter engagement, (2) placing greater impact on electoral outcomes rather than democratic
processes, (3) winning candidates enjoying less legitimacy, and (4) increased political polarization. In these
ways, we assert that misinformation substantially harms democracy regardless of how many people
actually believe or endorse it.

Addressing the problem of PIM eroding satisfaction with electoral democracy is challenging. Similar
to foreign terrorism (Mueller, 2006), its prevalence is not only a problem, but itis also an issue that creates
an exaggerated fear amongst the public, sometimes driven by sensationalist reporting without sufficient
context. Media organizations and reporters need to take the lead in reporting on, and fact-checking,
misinformation in more nuanced and measured ways that do not overly exaggerate its impact on others.
Journalism education could also contribute by providing journalists a deeper scientific understanding of
the nature and extent of its influence on people. Media literacy campaigns and education, one of the most
commonly cited solutions for decreasing vulnerability to misinformation (e.g., Guess et al., 2020; Vraga &
Tully, 2019), could also help address this problem by including in their curriculum information that allows
people to better assess the magnitude of threat from misinformation and to manage fears.
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Findings

Our findings detail the mechanism, and the indirect effect, by which misinformation negatively impacts
satisfaction with electoral democracy through its presumed influence on other voters, especially among
Democrats and Independents.

Finding 1: For Democrats and Independents, the more attention they pay to news and information about
the 2020 election and politics, the higher they rate the influence of misinformation on other voters. The
pattern is unobservable for Republicans.

Greater attention to news and information about American politics and the 2020 election is associated
with greater PIM on other voters among self-identified Democrats (b =.13, p <.001) and Independents (b
= .07, p < .001) (see Appendix A in Supplementary Materials). In contrast, there is no significant
relationship between attention to political news and information and presumed influence of
misinformation on other voters among Republicans. Figure 1 graphs the marginal mean of PIM on other
voters at low, mean, and high levels of attention separately for self-identified Democrats, Independents,
and Republicans. Among those who pay higher attention to news about politics and the 2020 election,
Democrat respondents on average rate the presumed influence on other voters about 6.8% higher than
Republican survey respondents after controlling for all other variables in the analysis.
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Figure 1. Predicted presumed influence of misinformation on other voters at low (one standard deviation below the mean),
mean, and high (one standard deviation above the mean) levels of attention to political and election 2020 news. (See
Supplementary Materials for full OLS regression model of results.)

Finding 2: Presumed influence of political misinformation on other voters decreases satisfaction with
American electoral democracy regardless of political party identification.
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In turn, PIM on other voters erodes the virtuous circle of political news and American democracy. We
tested the association between attention to political and 2020 election news and PIM on other voters
controlling for several covariates including PIM on oneself. The significant associations presented in Figure
2 (see Supplementary Materials for full OLS regression model). On average, greater attention to political
and 2020 election news is associated with greater satisfaction with electoral democracy, a key component
of the virtuous circle (b = .12, p < .001). On the other hand, presumed influence of misinformation on
other voters is associated with significantly less satisfaction with electoral democracy (b =—.22, p <.001),
accounting for nearly five percent (4.7%) of the unique variance in satisfaction with democracy. These
results hold true equally for Democrats, Independents, and Republicans alike, as the analysis showed no
significant variation in either set of relationships by political partisanship.
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Figure 2. Significant predictors of satisfaction with electoral democracy (standardized regression coefficients reported; see
Supplementary Materials for full OLS regression model of results).

Finding 3: Attention to political news indirectly reduces democratic satisfaction among Democrats and
Independents through the presumed influence of misinformation.

Though attention to news and information is directly associated with greater democratic satisfaction
among Americans of all political stripes, we tested its indirect relationship with democratic satisfaction
through PIM on others. Our analysis of indirect effects showed that greater attention to news about the
2020 election and politics significantly reduces democratic satisfaction among Democrats (b = -.08, p <
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.001, LLCI = -.12, ULCI = -.04) and Independents (b = -.04, p < .001, LLCI = -.08, ULCI = -.01), but not
Republicans, by increasing PIM on others among these segments of the American body politic.

In sum, though attention to news and information about American politics and the election is
associated with greater satisfaction with electoral democracy consistent with the virtual circle hypothesis,
our findings highlight how political misinformation may simultaneously harm this process. Political
misinformation pollutes American political news and discourse as attention to news heightens its
presumed influence on other voters, especially among Democrats and Independents. In turn, this PIM on
other voters, regardless of one’s partisan identity, is significantly associated with less democratic
satisfaction.

Methods

Survey data was collected using a commercial, online, opt-in survey panel with 2,474 respondents (after
omitting incomplete responses, final analyses were conducted on all 2,423 respondents) between March
6 and March 19, 2020, during the Democratic Party Presidential primaries. Quota samples were used to
match sample demographics to the U.S. general population based on gender, age, race, ethnicity, and
educational attainment to ensure sample heterogeneity (see Appendix A for sample demographic
information and comparison with the general population). Only respondents who successfully passed
several cognitive attention checks embedded within the survey instrument were included in the final
sample.

Beyond socio-demographic and control variables, four focal independent variables were measured
for our analysis (see Appendix A in Supplementary Materials for detailed question wording and
measurement details). Political partisanship was assessed by a standard scale asking party identification.
Attention to news and information about politics and the 2020 election was measured by combining two
separate survey items asking respondents how closely they follow news about a) politics in general and
the b) 2020 election.

The presumed influence of political misinformation was assessed by asking respondents their level of
agreement with two parallel batteries of five Likert survey statements about the influence of false or
misleading news stories on a) themselves and b) other voters. Statements were crafted based on previous
work measuring presumed influence of misinformation and media more generally (Rojas et al., 1996; Baek
et al., 2019). To increase generalizability of the measure we employed a version of stimulus sampling (see
Wells & Windschitl, 1999) where respondents were randomly assigned to one of five different question
wordings asking them to assess the presumed influence of misinformation on themselves and other voters
from either: a) domestic sources b) foreign sources, c) liberal sources, d) conservative sources, e) no
source given. Dummy codes indicating which version of the question wording respondents received were
entered into all analyses with the no-source-given wording as the reference category. An analysis of
variance (ANOVA) revealed no significant variance in electoral democratic satisfaction across question
wording. Respondents’ agreement with the statements was averaged to create two scales of presumed
influence of misinformation on oneself and others.

Previous research on assessing democratic satisfaction has defined the concept as comprising two
components, an evaluation of how democratic a country’s politics is and an individual’s level of
satisfaction with how democracy works in the country more generally (Mattes & Bratton, 2007).
Therefore, our outcome variable, satisfaction with American electoral democracy, was created by
averaging three survey items asking respondents how democratic or undemocratic politics is in the United
States today, their satisfaction with the 2020 electoral process, and their satisfaction with the way
democracy is working in the United States today.
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We evaluated our hypotheses employing PROCESS, a SPSS mini-program developed to test for
moderation and mediation using serial ordinary least square (OLS) regressions that test the statistical
association between our predictor and outcome variables controlling for other observable variables that
we measured on the survey (Hayes, 2018). PROCESS allows us to estimate the relationship between
attention to news about the 2020 election and politics and the presumed influence of misinformation at
differing levels of political partisanship. It also allows us to estimate the direct and indirect effect of news
attention and the direct effect of presumed influence on other voters on satisfaction with electoral
democracy. Our analysis allows us to describe and estimate the strength of relationships between our
predictor and outcome variables, but we are not able to make strong claims on causal direction.

We hypothesized that attention to news and information about politics and the 2020 election would
increase the presumed influence of misinformation on other voters, controlling for the presumed
influence on oneself. This hypothesis was partially supported, as attention to politics and the 2020
election was positively associated with the presumed influence on voters among Democrats and
independents, but not Republicans. Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between attention to news about
politics and the 2020 election and PIM on other voters at differing levels of partisanship. The full
estimation results can be found in Table B1 in Supplementary Materials Appendix B.

We also hypothesized that presumed influence of misinformation on other voters would be
significantly associated with less satisfaction with electoral democracy. This hypothesis was supported.
Figure 2 presents the coefficients for the model predicting satisfaction with electoral democracy including
several control variables. The full estimation results can be found in Table B2 in Supplementary Materials
Appendix B.

Our last hypothesis was that although attention to news and information about politics and the
election may directly increase satisfaction with electoral democracy, it may indirectly decrease electoral
satisfaction with democracy by increasing the PIM on other voters. Our hypothesis was partially
supported. Attention to news and information about the 2020 election and politics was directly associated
with increased democratic satisfaction and indirectly associated with decreased democratic
dissatisfaction among Democrats and Independents. The full estimation results can be found in Table B2
in Supplementary Materials Appendix B.

Limitations

There are three major limitations to our methodological approach. The cross-sectional design of our study
could not fully test the causal process by which attention to electoral and political news and presumed
influence of misinformation influence respondent satisfaction with electoral democracy. Additional
longitudinal or experimental work is needed to confirm our results. The sample used for our study, while
it did approximate the demographics of the U.S. general population, is based on panels managed by the
firm Qualtrics. Respondents, therefore, choose to take part in the panel and may have characteristics
different from the U.S. population as a whole. Though we make the argument that PIM on others may
hurt satisfaction with electoral democracy in democracies in general, we test our argument only in a single
country case study. However, we believe the same psychological processes outlined in this study are
generalizable across democratic contexts where there is a high level of concern about the influence of
misinformation as there is in many democracies globally (CIGI-Ipsos, 2019; Lloyd’s Register Foundation,
2020).
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Appendix A: Question wording and descriptive statistics for

respondents

Table Al. Question wording and scales of variables.

Variable

Question Wording

Voted in 2016

Political Ideology

Income

Self-identified Evangelical

Christian
Education

Male
Age
White

In the 2016 US Presidential election, did you vote for Donald
Trump/vote for Hillary Clinton/vote for another candidate/did
not or were unable to vote (1 = Voted for Trump or Clinton, 0 =
Did not vote for Trump or Clinton)?

1) Now when thinking about economic issues, how would you

best describe your political views; 2) Now when thinking about
social issues, how would you best describe your political views
(1 = Very Liberal, 7 = Very Conservative)?

Which of the following income ranges best describes your total
household income in 2013 before taxes from all sources (1 =
Less than $10,000, 2 = $10,000 to under $20,000, 3 = $20, 000
to under $30,000, 4 = $30,000 to under $40,000, 5 = $S40,000 to
under $50,000, 6 = $50,000 to under $75,000, 7 = $75,000 to
under $100,000, 8 = $100,000 to under $150,000, 9 = $150,000
or more)?

Would you describe yourself as a "born-again" or evangelical
Christian (1 = Yes, 0 = No)?

What is the highest level of education that you have completed
(1 = Some high school and below, 2 = Completed high school, 3
= Completed some college but no degree, 4 = Completed two
years or more of college/university or associate degree, 5 =
Completed four years or more of university/college, 6 =
MA/MS/MBA/ID Graduate degree, 7 = Doctoral degree)?

What is your gender (0 = Female, 1 = Male)?

What is your age?

When describing your race, would you best describe yourself as
White, European American or Caucasian/Black or African
American/Asian, Asian American or Pacific Islander/Native
American or Eskimo/else (1 = White/European American or
Caucasian, 0 = Others)?
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(Continued)

Latino

Attention to Political and
Election News

Party Identification

Presumed Influence of
Political Misinformation
on Oneself/Other Voters

Satisfaction with
Electoral Democracy

Are you of Hispanic or Latino origin or descent (1 =
Hispanic/Latino, 0 = No)?

How closely you follow news and information about the
following topics or issues?

1) Politics in general; 2) 2020 election (1 = Not at all closely, 5 =
Extremely closely)

Generally speaking, when it comes to political parties in the
United States, how would you best describe yourself (1 = A
strong Democrat, 7 = A strong Republican)?

How much do you agree with each of the following statements
about the impact of false or misleading political news stories in
the 2020 election on you/other voters in general?

False or misleading news stories from American political groups
and organizations (n = 509) /foreign governments (n = 491)
/conservative political groups and organizations (n = 494)
/liberal political groups and organizations (n = 491) /False or
misleading news stories (n = 496) (one of the above five
descriptions was randomly displayed) ...

Presumed Influence on Oneself: 1) Often attract my attention;
2) Influence my opinion about candidates in the 2020 election;
3) Influence my voting preferences in the 2020 election; 4)
Influence my opinion about issues in the 2020 election; 5) Do
not impact my opinions at all (reverse-coded) (1 = Strongly
disagree, 5 = Strongly agree).

Presumed Influence on Other Voters: 1) Often attract the
attention of voters; 2) Influence the opinions of voters about
candidates in the 2020 election; 3) Influence the preferences of
voters in the 2020 election; 4) Influence my opinion of voters
about issues in the 2020 election; 5) Do not impact the opinions
of voters at all (reverse-coded) (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 =
Strongly agree).

1) What is your overall satisfaction with the electoral process in
the 2020 Presidential election so far (0 = Extremely Dissatisfied,
10 = Extremely Satisfied)? 2) How democratic or undemocratic
are politics in the United States today (0 = Extremely
Undemocratic, 10 = Extremely Democratic)? 3) How satisfied or
dissatisfied are you with the way democracy is working in the
United States today (0 = Extremely Dissatisfied, 10 = Extremely
Satisfied)?
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Table A2. Frequency table of categorical variables.

Variable Yes No
Self-identified Evangelical Christian 819 2151
Male 1166 1308
White 1790 684
Latino 306 2168

Table A3. Descriptive statistics of variables.

Variable N Mean SD Min Max a/r
Control Variables

Voted in 2016 2474 0.68 0.47 0 1 -
Political Ideology 2472 3.93 1.70 1 7 0.87
Income 2471 5.04 2.31 1 9 -
Education 2474 3.75 1.49 1 7 -
Age 2474  46.09 17.85 18 89 -
Focal Variables

Attention to Political and Election 2468 341 1.22 1 5 0.83
News

Party Identification 2441 3.69 2.20 1 7 -
Presumed Influence of Political 2470 2.61 1.03 1 5 *
Misinformation on Oneself

Presumed Influence of Political 2471 3.85 0.83 1 5 *
Misinformation on Other Voters

Satisfaction with Electoral 2472 6.02 2.25 1 11 0.74
Democracy

*Cronbach’s alpha scores are shown in Table A3.

Table A4. Reliability of presumed influence of misinformation on oneself/other voters.

Variable Domestic Foreign Conservative Liberal General
Sources  Sources Sources Sources Sources

Presumed Influence on Oneself 0.84 0.84 0.85 0.85 0.85

Presumed Influence on Voters 0.84 0.86 0.90 0.86 0.83

Note: Calculated separately based on five subgroups of participants assigned to one of the question wordings in terms of
political misinformation.
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Table A5. Comparison of selected sample characteristics to US general population.

e % Study % of General Adult
Sample Characteristic )
Sample Population
Sex
Male 47.1 48.7
Female 52.9 51.3
Race
White 72.4 72.0
Black or African American 13.7 12.8
Asian 9.6 5.7
Other Race 4.3 8.6
Hispanic or Latino 12.2 18.4
Educational Attainment
High School 24.0 26.9
Some college/Associates degree 39.3 28.9
Bachelors degree 23.3 20.3
Graduate or professional degree 10.1 12.8
Age Distribution
18-24yrs old 13.7 12.2
25-34yrs old 19.2 17.9
35-44yrs old 16.4 16.3
45-54yrs old 14.6 16.7
55-59yrs old 7.4 8.6
60-64yrs old 7.4 8.0
65yrs and older 21.3 20.2

Source: Study survey data; US Census Bureau American Community Survey.
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Appendix B: OLS regression results

Table B1. OLS regression for Figure 1.

Presumed Influence of
Misinformation on

Other Voters

Source of Misinformation?

Domestic Source -0.01

Foreign Source -0.10%**

Conservative Source -0.13%**

Liberal Source -0.11%**
Voted in 2016 -0.03
Political Ideology -0.01
Income 0.03
Evangelical Christian -0.02
Education 0.02
Male -0.00
White 0.05**
Age -0.02
Latino -0.06**
Attention to Political and Election News 0.22%**
Party ID 0.15%*
Attention to News X Party ID -0.23**
Presumed Influence of Misinformation on Oneself 0.18***
RZ 0.27***
N 2423

Note: Standardized coefficients are reported. *p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
1 Four dummy codes of Source of Misinformation are created to indicate different question wordings regarding political
misinformation. The reference group are participants whose question does not specify any source of misinformation.
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Table B2. OLS regression for Figure 2.

Satisfaction with

Democracy

Source of Misinformation?

Domestic Source 0.02

Foreign Source 0.00

Conservative Source -0.01

Liberal Source -0.01
Voted in 2016 0.08%**
Political Ideology 0.12%**
Income 0.09***
Evangelical Christian 0.07***
Education 0.01
Male 0.06**
White 0.01
Age -0.06**
Latino 0.03*
Attention to Political and Election News 0.12%**
Party ID -0.02
Presumed Influence of Misinformation on Oneself 0.19***
Presumed Influence of Misinformation on Other Voters -0.22%**
R? 0.37***
N 2423

Note: Standardized coefficients are reported. *p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
1 Four dummy codes of Source of Misinformation are created to indicate different question wordings regarding political
misinformation. The reference group are participants whose question does not specify any source of misinformation.
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