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Fake News: Why We Fall For It and
What To Do About It

Why do people believe and share misinformation, including entirely fabricated news
headlines (“fake news”) and biased or misleading coverage of actual events ("hyper-
partisan" content)? The dominant narrative in the media and among academics is that
we believe misinformation because we want to — that is, we engage in motivated
reasoning, using our cognitive capacities to convince ourselves of the truth of
statements that align with our political ideology rather than to undercover the truth. In a
series of survey experiments using American participants, we challenge this account.
We consistently find that subjects who perform better on the Cognitive Reflection Test
are better able to identify false or biased headlines - even for headlines that align with
individuals’ political ideology. We also find that when examining actual Twitter behavior,
more reflective individuals share information from higher quality news. These findings
suggest that susceptibility to misinformation is driven more by laziness and lack of
reasoning than it is by partisan bias or motivated reasoning. We then build on this
observation to examine interventions to fight the spread of misinformation. Our results
suggest that reasoning is not held hostage by partisan bias, but that instead our
participants do have the ability to tell fake or inaccurate from real - if they bother to pay
attention. Our findings also suggest simple, cost-effective behavioral interventions to
fight the spread of misinformation.
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