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Misinformation - Dominant Framing

—Misinformation is widely framed as a major
threat to democratic systems

—Strong presence in political, media, and policy
debates (for example: WEF, EU)

—Growing public concern across many Western
democracies

—Question: Does empirical evidence support this
sometimes «alarmist» narrative?
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Research Questions

—How extensive is the actual exposure to
misinformation?

—How does perceived threat compare to

measured «reality»?
—Are we focusing on the most consequential /

societal information problem?
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Perception Studies:
High Levels of Concern

—Survey research shows widespread perception
of a major misinformation problem (vogleretal,
2021;Van der Meer & Hameleers, 2024)

—Social media are identified as the primary
Source (vogleretal., 2021)

—Misinformation is widely perceived as having
serious consequences, for example for trustin

democratic institutions
(McKay & Tenove, 2021; Hameleers et al., 2020)

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 %

Social Media 61,7 %
Alternative Media 39,0 %

Video Portals (YouTube) 36,2 %

Messaging Apps 27,7 %

Online Newspapers 20,0 %

Television 12,9 %

Printed Newspapers 10,7 %

Podcasts 7,4 %

Radio 5.4 %

Figure 3: Channels of Misinformation

Source: Vogler, Eiseneggeretal., 2021
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Tracking Studies - Show a More Differentiated Picture

— Tracking studies estimate misinformation exposure ysa 1% to 6% of users’ online news exposure comes from
by tracking users’ online behavior and measuring misinformation (Amieretal., 2025 ; Acerbi et. al, 2022; Grinberg et al.,

. o . 2019; Guess et al., 2020; Osmundsen et al., 2021)
exposure to misinformation sources

USA 0.2% of users’ online overall media exposure comes

—Empirical tracking data indicates relatively low e ormatio N,

exposure to misinformation
USA 6% of users’ news exposure on Facebook comes from

misinformation sources; (Amieretal,, 2025)

> Discrepancy between perC?'Yed prevglence and France 5% of users’ online news exposure comes from
measurable exposure to misinformation misinformation (Acerbi et al., 2022)

Germany 1% of users’ online news exposure comes from
misinformation (Acerbi et al., 2022)
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Concentration of Exposure

— Exposure to misinformation is highly uneven:
a small minority of users accounts for most

exXposure (Budak etal., 2024; Christner et al., 2025; Grinberg et al,,
2019; Guess at al., 2020)

—A minority accounts for a disproportionate share of

interaction with misinformation (christner et al., 2025;
Guess et al., 2020)

Misinformation 5G
Misinformation Biological weapon  “5G antennas promote the
“COVID-19 was developed spread of the
asa biological weapon” COVID-19 virus”

0.3% of users reacted 1.9% of users reacted

—> Inthe Swiss digital public sphere, responses to misinformation
were very limited and often corrective (i.e., debunking)

Source: Rauchfleisch et al., 2020
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Exposure Does Not Equal Persuasion

—Encountering misinformation does not
automatically imply belief or persuasion (Guess atal.,
2020)

—lgnorance, scepticism or debunking are common
responses to misinformation (Rauchfleisch et al., 2020)

— Effects are conditional on existing attitutes and
motivations (Osmundsen et al., 2021; Petersen etal., 2018)

— Caution against premature causal interpretations:
Alarmism can have downstream effects, for
example can decrease dissatisfaction with
democracy (Jungherr & Rauchfleisch, 2024)
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Individual-Level Vulnerabilities
... to believe and disseminate misinformation

— Motivated reasoning and confirmation bias (zeng
Brennen, 2023; Schmitt, 2024)

— Political dissatifaction and institutional distrust
(Osmundsen et al., 2021; Zeng & Brennen, 2023)

—ldeological extremism and populist attitudes (pahike
& Hancock, 2025; Guess et al., 2020; Osmundsen et al., 2021; TOrnberg et
al.,2025)

—Harming perceived «enemies», opponents
(Petersenetal.,2018)
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Societal-Level Vulnerabilities
... €.g., how much misinformation is circulating

— Degree of societal polarization (Humprecht et al., 2020;
Osmundsen et al. 2021)

—Media system quality and public trust in journalism
(Humprechtet al., 2020; Frischlich & Humprecht, 2021)

—Societal crises and heightened uncertainty (adam etal,
2025; Loomba et al., 2021)

—Influence of political elites and high-reach mediain

the amplification and diffusion of misinformation
(Budak et al.,2024)

Cross-country differences in societal resilience to misinformation

Resilience Factors

Polarization High
Media trust Low
Reach Public Service Average
Media

Reach Social Media in Average

Relation to News

Populism High

(Humprechtet al., 2020)
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Risks of Al

— Al lowers barriers to the creation of deepfakes;
increasing difficulty in recognizing them (karaboga et
al.,2024)

—Al enables large-scale, automated, and adaptive
dissemination via coordinated agents (“Al swarms”)
(Schroeder et al., 2025)

—Al can increase the persuasive potential of

misinformation and propaganda (coldstein etal., 2024;
Hackenberg & Margetts, 2024)

University of Zurich | Prof. Dr. Mark Eisenegger - Beyond Misinformation: Perception, Reality, Al, and the Challenge of News Deprivation



Potential of Al

—Al can support fact-checking and verification (sietal,
2024)

— Al can assist with debunking and corrections in

“conversational” settings with chatbots (Lee &Fussell,
2025)
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Beyond Misinformation: The Concept of
News Deprivation

— Difficulty in distinguishing between the
“misinformed” and the “uninformed” - both reflect
a lack of knowled g€ (Scheufele & Krause, 2019)

—Increasing levels of news deprivation, i.e., little or
NO News consumption (Eisenegger et al., 2026)

—In many Western countries exposure to professional

news journalism is declining (skovsgaard & Andersen, 2020;
Toffetal., 2023)
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Democratic Implications of News
Deprivation in Switzerland

— Lower political knowledge
—Reduced democratic participation
— Lower trust in politics and established news media

— Lower democratic sense of community (Eisenegger
et al., 2025)

» Lack of exposure to reliable news, may be more
harmful to the information environment than
exposure to misinformation (Acerbi et al., 2022)
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News deprived -
Traditionalists -

(Eisenegger et al., 2025)

Quality-oriented

Digital-oriented

Heavy users -
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Key Takeaways

— Misinformation is a relevant but sometimes overstated phenomenon
— A gap exists between perceived threat and the empirically measured exposure

— Al may amplify the scale and sophistication of misinformation, potentially
increasing future risks

—News deprivation represents an additional and significant risk to the
information environment

—Increasing exposure to reliable information (i.e. journalistic quality news) may
improve the information environment more than anti-misinformation
interventions alone (acerbietal., 2022)
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