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Research Note 

 

Misinformation perceived as a bigger informational threat 

than negativity: A cross-country survey on challenges of the 

news environment 
 

This study integrates research on negativity bias and misinformation, as a comparison of how systematic 

(negativity) and incidental (misinformation) challenges to the news are perceived differently by audiences. 

Through a cross-country survey, we found that both challenges are perceived as highly salient and 

disruptive. Despite negativity bias in the news possibly being a more widespread phenomenon, 

respondents across the surveyed countries perceive misinformation as a relatively bigger threat, even in 

countries where negativity is estimated to be more prevalent. In conclusion, the optimism of recent 

research about people's limited misinformation exposure does not seem to be reflected in audiences’ 
threat perceptions. 
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Research questions  
• RQ1: How salient do people perceive negativity and misinformation to be in the news 

environment? 

• RQ2: How do people perceive the severity of the threat of negativity and misinformation in the 

news on society and audiences’ worldview? 

• RQ3: To what extent are the salience and threat of negativity and misinformation in the news 

perceived differently across countries? 

 

Research note summary  
• A cross-country survey across diverse democracies (the United States, the United Kingdom, the 

Netherlands, Germany, France, Poland, and India) was conducted to offer a comprehensive 

overview of how news audiences perceive the quality of their news environment with respect to 

the prevalence and impact of misinformation and negativity bias.  

 

 
1 A publication of the Shorenstein Center on Media, Politics and Public Policy at Harvard University, John F. Kennedy School of 

Government. 
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• The findings indicate an overall cynical perception of the news: Both negativity and 

misinformation are on average perceived to prevail in more than half of all news and associated 

with a disruptive impact on society. 

• While the negativity bias is arguably a more systematic and widespread phenomenon in the news, 

it is primarily misinformation that alarms audiences across the surveyed countries. Even when 

negativity is estimated to be more salient, misinformation is seen as the most disruptive threat.  

• While misinformation is seen as more threatening than negative news in the majority of countries, 

we found different perceptional gaps regarding their estimated salience across the countries. 

These gaps correspond to contextual differences in misinformation resilience.  

• We suggest stakeholders should focus their interventions on cultivating more accurate and 

optimistic perceptions about news and news production to re-establish trust in the news media, 

rather than constantly warning audiences of the potential for deception. 

 

Implications  
 
How audiences evaluate their news environment is essential for their access to perceived quality 

information and, more generally, for a well-informed citizenry (Van Aelst et al., 2017). This study brings 

together two intertwined challenges that can undermine the (perceived) quality and trustworthiness of 

news, namely perceptions of negativity—i.e., focus on negative rather than positive events—and 

misinformation—i.e., information that is false or deceptive—in the news. First, the disproportionate focus 

on negativity is an engrained systematic bias of journalistic processes and is linked to distorted worldviews 

(Soroka & McAdams, 2015). Second, misinformation is currently viewed as an omnipresent societal threat, 

disrupting audiences’ news diets (Pennycook et al., 2021). Given their attention-grabbing, conflict-

oriented, and persuasive nature (Trussler & Soroka, 2014; Tsfati et al., 2020), both negativity and 

misinformation can mislead audiences and challenge credibility ratings of news (Soroka et al., 2019).  

Despite their inherent link with today’s news ecology and trends toward declining media trust, little 
research has attempted to simultaneously study negativity bias and misinformation. The main 

contribution of this study lies in understanding audiences’ perceptions of two key informational threats 

within an overly complex news environment characterized by a multitude of challenges regarding how to 

inform oneself to come to an accurate worldview. Because media bias and misinformation are sometimes 

converged into a single phenomenon by audiences (Kyriakidou et al., 2023; Osman et al., 2022), exploring 

whether people perceive a difference in the salience and threat levels of both challenges when addressed 

separately will provide a novel and comprehensive understanding of how media users make sense of the 

quality of today’s news environment. Even more so, given that extant research on perceptions of 

misinformation has mainly looked at the perceived salience or dimensions of the threat (Newman et al., 

2023), the explicit distinction between perceived prevalence and impact made in this paper enables us to 

better understand how to reconcile the discrepancy between the estimated threats of problematic 

information versus the low amount of misinformation and related informational disorders found in recent 

studies (e.g., Acerbi et al., 2022).  

An extensive body of literature has documented how news media are characterized by systematic 

biases in terms of disproportionate attention to negativity (e.g., Esser et al., 2016; Soroka & McAdams, 

2015; van der Meer et al., 2019). This negativity bias has been associated with a core news value and 

journalistic tools like dramatizing or sensationalizing used to garnish attention in a competitive attention 

economy (Harcup & O’Neill, 2017). This systematic bias is not without consequences, as it can present an 

overly negative media reality which creates worldviews amongst audiences that do not accurately reflect 
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reality (Jacobs et al., 2018; van der Meer et al., 2019). Accordingly, this negativity bias tends to be 

associated with lower news quality. 

In this paper, we define misinformation as an overarching term to denote information that is false, 

inaccurate, deceptive, or not based on relevant expert knowledge (Vraga et al., 2020). Here, we 

acknowledge that false information can both be driven by honest mistakes and intentional or planned 

deception (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017). Despite the potential far-reaching consequences of 

misinformation, recent research has shown how the amount of misinformation in audiences’ media diets 

is relatively little, often even below one percent (Acerbi et al., 2022; Grinberg et al., 2019; Guess et al., 

2020; Osmundsen et al., 2021). Yet, the constant attention to this phenomenon, both in media and public 

debate, can distort people’s evaluations of their overall news environment (van der Meer et al., 2023). 

Despite its low prevalence, audiences may perceive that misinformation affects the quality of their news 

environment and significantly threatens societies. 

Although both challenges indicate a low evaluation of news quality, the negativity bias could be 

understood as a more systematic threat to the news ecology, while misinformation is a more incidental 

risk. On the one hand, literature has documented a long history of negativity being a consistent and 

systematic bias in news production and news effects (Soroka, 2006; van der Meer et al., 2019). On the 

other hand, misinformation has more recently raised ample concern of more incidental spread of 

falsehoods that, for example, are (accidentally) picked up by news outlets (Tsfati et al., 2020). For that 

reason, it could be argued that the level of negativity should be more a structural disruptive issue for news 

quality than incidental misinformation exposure. However, as risk assessments are generally not based 

on systematic and rational reasoning (Rittichainuwat et al., 2018), it is important to explore how audiences 

perceive these distinct yet interlinked challenges to news. 

In line with a growing body of literature that has approached the perceptual components of 

information disorders (Knuutila et al., 2022), this paper looks at the perceived salience—i.e., audiences’ 
estimation of the prevalence of the informational threats in the news environment—as well as threat 

perceptions—i.e., audiences’ perceived risk for society of the informational threats—of negativity and 

misinformation. Measuring both concepts together will provide a novel and detailed account of 

audiences’ overall assessment of their information climate. For example, although media users may 
perceive that negativity or misinformation is prevalent, they may not always consider their impact to be 

both harmful and disruptive. Negativity, as a more systematic news bias (Soroka & McAdams, 2015), could 

be perceived as more salient compared to misinformation, which makes up only a small part of audiences’ 
news exposure (Acerbi et al., 2022), while misinformation is still seen as a more substantial threat to 

societies.  

This study relies on data from multiple countries (i.e., the United States, the United Kingdom, the 

Netherlands, Germany, France, Poland, and India). Arguably, the question of whether concerns about 

negative news and misinformation are proportionate to the threat is context-dependent. Differences in 

country-level factors such as the strength of democracy, press freedom, or type of media system 

(Humprecht et al., 2020; Knuutila et al., 2022) can potentially play an important role. For example, in cases 

where press freedom is low and polarization high (e.g., India), concerns about misinformation and 

negativity may be more valid than in cases where the press can act independently from any external 

pressures while polarization is relatively low (e.g., the Netherlands). Countries’ varying levels of 

vulnerability to misinformation are also stressed in the resilience framework to misinformation 

(Humprecht et al., 2020). Specifically, in more polarized and distrusting contexts, such as the United States 

and India, news users may perceive the threat of misinformation to be more severe than in countries 

where the media is trusted most of the time (i.e., Germany and the Netherlands).  

Our survey results provide insights into how misinformation is understood by audiences in comparison 

to negativity as another challenge to the information climate. Even though negativity in the news could 

be seen as a more structural bias, misinformation is estimated to be similarly present. On average, both 
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negativity and misinformation are estimated to be prevailing in more than half of all news. These high 

levels of perceived salience indicate an overall cynical evaluation that people hold of the news. When 

looking at the individual countries, negativity is estimated as relatively more prevalent in the Western 

European countries, while in the United States and India misinformation is estimated to be more salient. 

Citizens from countries faced with political divides and challenges regarding press freedom consider 

misinformation more engrained in the news than a negativity bias. This finding corresponds with the lower 

level of resilience to misinformation in contexts of high media distrust, strong polarization, and low press 

freedom (Humprecht et al., 2020). In India and the United States, a high degree of polarization and low 

trust in established media (e.g., Newman et al., 2023) should offer a more vulnerable context for 

misinformation—which corresponds with the higher perceived prevalence of this issue in these countries. 

As attacks on the free press and journalism are prevalent in the United States and India, the weaponization 

of mis- and disinformation may also correspond with a higher perceived threat of misinformation 

(Egelhofer & Lecheler, 2019).  

Yet, when we look at the perceived disruptive potential, misinformation is considered more 

threatening to the news environment than negativity. So even though negativity is, for some countries, 

estimated to be more salient in the news, misinformation is still seen as a bigger threat. In all countries 

but India, people are substantially more alarmed by the disruptive character of misinformation than of 

negativity, even in those countries that estimated negativity as more salient in the news. While recent 

research is more optimistic about how much people get exposed to misinformation (Acerbi et al., 2022), 

this does not seem to resonate with people’s threat perceptions. Potentially, the prominent discourse on 

misinformation amongst elites (Van Duyn & Collier, 2019), well-intended alarming messages about the 

disruptive potential of misinformation (van der Meer et al., 2023), and several high-profile cases that 

highlighted the potential threat of misinformation (e.g., the storming of the U.S. Capitol in 2021), make 

people more concerned with misinformation, even to disproportionate levels. Hence, the constant 

references to “flooding” amounts of misinformation by media and political actors might misinform risk 

perceptions in public opinion, potentially even resulting in moral panics surrounding misinformation 

(Jungherr & Schroeder, 2021). These findings might indicate that deception rather than truth is the default 

route of information processing. The truth-default theory states that individuals, by default, are more 

likely to accept new information’s honesty than to doubt its truth value (Levine, 2014). Yet, similar to 

other recent empirical findings (Luo et al., 2022; van der Meer et al., 2023), respondents in our surveys 

seem to be aware of the threat of being exposed to a distorted media reality rather than perceiving most 

news as inherently honest.  

Our findings have different real-world implications for citizens, journalists and media practice, as well 

as policymakers. While negativity might be a more structural and prevalent phenomenon, interventions 

should focus on increasing news users’ understanding of news production and how it can show biased 

reality (van der Meer & Hameleers, 2022). At the same time, media can explore the usage of constructive 

journalism to highlight more thematic trends and societal progression (Hermans & Gyldensted, 2019). 

Since heightened misinformation perceptions might not reflect actual exposure, information literacy 

programs should focus on improving the accuracy of risk perceptions (Acerbi et al., 2022). In line with 

Acerbi et al. (2022), we argue that policymakers and educators should dedicate their interventions to 

increasing trust in reliable news sources rather than reiterating the potential threats to the news 

environment, a threat we observed to be already well-known to audiences. In designing such 

interventions, inspiration can be taken from existing interventions, e.g., Pennycook et al., 2021; Tully et 

al., 2020. Furthermore, it may be important to differentiate between lower- and higher-risk contexts of 

misinformation and negativity to ensure that audiences can arrive at more accurate perceptions of threats 

in their national news environment (see also Knuutila et al., 2022). 

 



 

 

 
 van der Meer; Hameleers  5 

 

 

   

Findings  
 

Finding 1: High perceived prevalence and threat of negativity and misinformation in news. 

 

Answering RQ1, the findings from the survey indicate that respondents across different countries estimate 

that a high percentage of the news is negative (M = 53.24, SD = 24.85) and contains misinformation (M = 

53.29, SD = 21.11), indicating that respondents estimate that the majority of news is negative and contains 

misinformation. A paired-samples t-test (mean difference = .02, df = 2643, t = 0.03, ns) showed no 

difference in mean estimation between negativity and misinformation.  

RQ2 asked about the perceived threat of negativity and misinformation in the news. Comparable to 

the estimation of salience, the perceived threat of negativity (M = 4.67, SD = 1.38) and misinformation (M 

= 5.33, SD = 1.36) were estimated to be on the higher end of the 7-point scale. Yet, a paired-samples t-

test (mean difference = .67, df = 2628, t = 22.39, p < .001) showed that respondents estimated the threat 

of misinformation significantly higher than that of negativity.  

 

Finding 2: News users in the majority of the included countries perceive misinformation as a bigger threat 

than negativity, while the perceptions of their salience vary across the countries. 

 

 
Figure 1. Estimated percentages of negativity and misinformation in the news across countries. 

 
For RQ3, we explore country differences. Figure 1 presents the estimated percentages of negativity and 

misinformation in the news across the seven countries in the survey. A pattern of similarities can be found 

for the Western European countries (the Netherlands, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom). Here, 

negativity (ranging from 56.3% to 63.3%) is estimated to be significantly more prevalent than 

misinformation (ranging from 45.9% to 52.2%). In contrast, in the United States and India, misinformation 
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(59.6%; 65.5%) is estimated to make up a more significant proportion of the news than negativity (36.1%; 

51.1%). Finally, in Poland, no significant difference was observed between the estimation of both. In line 

with the theoretical expectation that some more polarized and populist settings offer stronger discursive 

opportunities for disinformation (Humprecht et al., 2020), we observe that perceived misinformation 

levels are highest in polarized contexts such as the United States and India. Comparable to other research 

exemplifying the large issues with mis- and disinformation on social media in India (Neyazi et al., 2021), 

we see that respondents from India are most concerned with the salience of misinformation. In the most 

resilient contexts included in our study—the Netherlands, France, and Germany—misinformation 

perceptions are relatively lower but still above 45%.  

A different picture arises in Figure 2 that depicts the perceived threat of negativity and 

misinformation. Except for India, respondents from all countries in the survey perceived misinformation 

as a significantly larger threat than negativity. For these countries, misinformation was perceived as highly 

threatening (scores from 5.2 to 5.6 on a 7-point scale). The threat of negativity was significantly lower but 

also scored above the mid-point in all countries (4.4 to 4.8).  

 

 
Figure 2. Perceived threat of negativity and misinformation in the news across countries. 

 

Methods  
 

A cross-country survey (N = 2,979) was fielded in seven countries: the United States (545), the United 

Kingdom (411), the Netherlands (393), Germany (394), France (389), Poland (408), and India (439). The 

main rationale for focusing on these different countries was based on research indicating that the 

misinformation perceptions depend on the national context (e.g., Newman et al., 2023). Based on various 

country-level factors, such as press freedom, polarization, the resonance of populist ideology, and the 
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delegitimization of the press (Humprecht et al., 2020), it can be expected that concerns related to 

negativity and misinformation are more pronounced in some countries than others. As an example, 

people in the Netherlands are not extremely concerned about their ability to discern true from fake news 

(30%). Concerns are substantially more salient in other countries included in our survey, such as the 

United States (64%), the United Kingdom (58%), and France (62%). With our comparative survey, we aim 

to explore whether perceptions of misinformation and negativity across a diverse set of European 

countries and polarized countries outside of Europe (India and the United States) are in line with country-

level factors that should make the dissemination of actual disinformation and negative news more likely 

(see Humprecht et al., 2020). For example, are people in polarized settings such as the United States more 

likely to perceive the risks of negativity and misinformation?  

The survey was distributed by a panel company in all countries and a professional service translated 

the questionnaire to the respective languages (except the survey in India, which was presented in English). 

Speeding respondents were excluded from the data analysis. The average age was 48.31 (SD = 17.00), 55% 

identified as female, 44% as male, and 1% as other; the distribution across education was 31% low, 38% 

medium, and 31% high.  

The primary survey items relevant to this study relate to the salience and threat of negativity and 

misinformation in the news. First, for salience of negativity, we asked respondents to estimate what 

percentage of all the news is about negative or positive events or topics (range: 0–100). Second, after 

defining misinformation as false or deceptive information, respondents were asked to estimate the 

percentage of all news, both in social and established media, that consists of misinformation (range: 0–
100). To measure the perceived risk of the informational threats distinguished in this paper, we 

formulated specific items to measure potential societal consequences that are specifically related to 

either negativity (e.g., inaccurate worldview, pessimism towards societal progress) or misinformation 

(e.g., undermining of democracy or increase of polarization) based on previous literature (e.g., Hameleers 

& van der Meer, 2020; Thesen, 2018; Van Aelst et al., 2017; van der Meer et al., 2019; Wardle & 

Derakhshan, 2017). Third, the perceived threat of negative news was evaluated based on three items on 

a 7-point Likert scale ( = .85), asking, for example, how negativity in the news creates an inaccurate view 

of the world and makes it difficult for audiences to make well-informed decisions. Fourth, the threat of 

misinformation was measured with four 7-point Likert items ( = .92), asking how misinformation can, for 

example, undermine democracy or distort the truth. The items for negativity in the news were asked in a 

different part of the survey than those regarding misinformation, to avoid overlap in ways of answering 

the questions. Appendix A includes all the survey items. 
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Appendix: Questionnaire items 
 

Age 

What is your age in years? 

 

Gender 

With which gender do you most identify? 

1. Female 

2. Male 

3. Other 

4. Prefer not to say 

 

Education 

Which is the highest degree you have finished (so far)? 

1. Did not finish high school; or high school diploma or equivalent, no further schooling; or 

technical or vocational school after high school. 

2. Some college, no degree; or Associate's or two-year college degree; or four-year college degree. 

3. Graduate or professional school after college, no degree; or Graduate or professional degree; 

PhD or equivalent. 

 

Negativity salience 

Overall, in your experience, what percentage of all the news is about negative or positive events or 

topics? 0–100 

 

Negativity threat 

Next, we would like to ask you a few questions about your views on negativity in the news. Please 

indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements: 

[1. Completely disagree... 7. Completely agree] 

1. The amount of negativity in the news does not show an accurate view of the world. 

2. The amount of negativity in the news makes people overly pessimistic regarding societal 

progress. 

3. The amount of negativity in the news makes it difficult for audiences to make well-informed 

decisions. 

 

Misinformation salience 

Can you make an estimation of how much—in terms of percentages—the information available today 

consists of misinformation, also known as false or deceptive information or fake news, both for 

established news media and social media? 0–100 

 

Misinformation threat  

Could you indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements about the impact of 

misinformation on society? [1. Completely disagree... 7. Completely agree] 

1. The dissemination of misinformation undermines democracy. 

2. The dissemination of misinformation increases societal polarization. 

3. The dissemination of misinformation distorts the truth. 

4. The dissemination of misinformation results in misperceptions that endanger rational decision 

making. 
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