
Anti-Social Media?
Why some negative stories about social media are 

exaggerated - and which are real dangers

Radu Umbreș  



The spooks of social media

• Increases misinformation

• Produces polarisation

• Fuels aggressivity 
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Haunting assumptions 

“People are gullible” 
“People use online information only
to form beliefs”
“Social media is fundamentally 
different (and worse) than other 
forms of interaction/communication”
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People are not gullible 

If anything, they are stubborn and skeptical. 

Epistemic vigilance: beliefs change only by 
persuasive information

Trustworthy sources: benevolence & 
competence

But we are also me-biased: seeking evidence to 
support our prior beliefs. 
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Much ado about very little

Only a very small proportion of online information 
is false (around 1% or less) 
Only a small minority of people consumes and 
shares false information. 
During the pandemic, people turned towards 
more trustworthy sources of information. 
People avoid sharing fake information because it 
harms their reputation (Altay 2022) 
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Beyond truth
False information can be ”catchy”: 
interesting-if-true, negativity bias, 
disgust, sexual nature, funny, etc. 
Phatic communication: not to inform 
but to maintain social relationships, to 
entertain, etc. 
Like & Share =/= believing! 
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Real danger!
Misinformation may decreases trust 

in ALL sources = increased skepticism. 
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Case studies: manipulation/propaganda 
does not work (how you think)

• State propaganda does not persuade - but it signals the capacity of 
a regime to control information = domination not trust (e.g. pro-
Russian propaganda in Donbas, Roozenbeck 2022)

• Micro-targeted Facebook electoral advertisements have very weak 
effects in US (Haenschen 2022) - but campaign contact and 
advertising in general have null effects as well! (Kalla and 
Broockman 2017) 

• Then why do they exist?
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People use information 
without believing it

Non-epistemic uses of information
Signalling & coordination with people 

having similar beliefs (values, coalitional 
belonging, etc) 

Ammunition for public justification of 
beliefs 

Spreaders of misinformation / fake news are not 
ignorant - they are politically motivated! 
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”Social media 
brought us trolls”

No! People who are hostile online are also 
hostile offline (Petersen et al 2021) 

”Need for chaos” attitude and status-seeking 
behaviour + coordination (see above) 
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Real danger!

Online hostility may drive 
nice people off social media  

& 
Overperception of social 
toxicity & polarisation  



Why do people believe social 
media is ”broken”?

Mistrust towards new technologies 

Seeking simple solutions to complex problems

The perception that others (but not self) are 

vulnerable to misinformation. 

Altay and Acerbi 2022
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Take home points

Social media may reflect real problems without being the problem 
itself. Instead of asking if and why social media is broken, look at the 
broader social picture: polarisation, hostility, status-seeking behaviour. 

Seek real solutions: transparency, fact-checking, attractivity of true and 
relevant information, public access to social media algorithms. 
Control/censorship is not a solution and will increase social distrust. 

People are neither gullible nor irrational - but do not assume they will 
always seek truth or social harmony! 
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