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This paper presents a between-subjects design experiment with 478 people in India to investigate how rural
and urban social media users perceive credible and fake posts, and how different types of sources impact their
perceptions of information credibility and sharing behaviors. Our findings reveal that: (1) rural social media
users were less adept in differentiating between credible and fake posts than their urban counterparts, and (2)
source effects on trust and sharing intent manifested differently for urban and rural users. For example, fake
posts from family members garnered greater trust among urban users but were trusted the least by rural users.
In case of sharing Facebook posts, urban users were more willing to share fake posts from family, whereas,
rural users were more inclined to share fake posts from journalists. Drawing on these findings, we propose
design interventions to counteract fake news in low-resource environments of the Global South.
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1

INTRODUCTION

Fake news on social media has caused serious harm to communities worldwide. Take the case
of coronavirus-related misinformation in India which led people to eat poisonous seeds to build
immunity [90], villagers to jump into a river to avoid vaccination [59], and Muslim minorities to
be brutally beaten [70]. The risks of fake news are particularly high for millions of new social
media users in low-income communities in the Global South who are more likely to believe any
information they see online and who may lack the awareness and skills to verify information [98].
In this environment, fake news has led to devastating events, including lynchings [108], civil
unrest [91], and hundreds of deaths [51].
A large body of prior work has examined prevalence of fake news [44, 106], its diffusion [24,
38, 97, 109], and people’s perceptions and interactions with it [40, 44, 114]. In particular, several
scholars have identified the critical role that source (who posted the content) plays in impacting
people’s perceptions of credibility and sharing behavior [37, 53, 102]. However, most research to
date has focused on fake news in the West, leaving a paucity of research on the drivers of fake news
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in the Global South, particularly neglecting the viewpoints of social media users in rural regions
who lag behind their urban counterparts in digital skills, literacy, and social media adoption.
Our study focuses on examining source effects on perceptions of fake news in India, the fastest
growing market for social media corporations with over 250 million Facebook users and 400
million WhatsApp users, many of those are new users in rural regions. We especially focus on
examining how differently source effects manifest between urban social media users and their
rural counterparts who are relatively new to murky online information environments, and often
lag behind in social media adoption and digital skills [93]. In particular, we sought to answer the
following research questions:
RQ1: Do social media users in rural and urban areas perceive credible and fake posts differently?
RQ2: How do source effects impact their trust in credible and fake posts?
RQ3: How do source effects impact their attitude towards sharing credible and fake posts?
To answer our research questions, we focused on fake news propagating in India during the
COVID-19 pandemic. We conducted a between-subjects design experiment with 159 rural residents
and 319 urban residents who were randomly assigned to one of the seven source conditions: No
source (baseline), Strangers, Friends, Family, Celebrity, Journalist, and News Media. We selected
COVID-related Facebook posts considering the timeliness and familiarity of the topic both in urban
and rural areas. During the experiment, we showed our participants a set of credible and fake posts
coming from the assigned source and asked them to indicate how much they trusted the content in
the post, would they like to share the post on Facebook, and if so, with whom.
Our analysis revealed several important findings. In response to RQ1, we found that rural social
media users were more susceptible to fake news than urban social media users. Rural participants
could hardly discern fake posts from credible ones and wanted to share both types of posts equally. In
contrast, urban participants trusted credible posts more and wanted to share them more frequently
and more widely than the fake posts. In response to RQ2, we found that rural participants trusted
fake posts the most when shared by Journalists, whereas, urban participants trusted fake posts
the most when shared by their Family, suggesting that source effect on one’s perceptions of trust
manifests differently for urban and rural users. In response to RQ3, we found that rural participants
were more willing to share fake posts from public sources, e.g., Journalists and News Media. In
contrast, urban residents were more willing to share fake posts from Family and credible posts
from public sources. Taken together, our findings indicate that the spread of credible and fake posts
from different sources are likely to follow different trajectories in urban and rural areas.
We synthesize key takeaways for HCI and CSCW researchers interested in combating the spread
of fake news within low-resource communities. Drawing on our findings, we discuss potential
remedies to address people’s gullibility to detect fake news as well as their varying susceptibility to
source effects. In summary, our contributions include:
(1) The first study that systematically examines how rural social media users in India perceive
and interact with fake news, revealing key differences between them and urban users.
(2) A quantitative examination of source effects on how urban and rural social media users
trust and share social media posts, showing that fake news from different sources propagate
differently within urban and rural areas.
2

BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORK

The widespread prevalence of fake news has led to an explosion of research from HCI and CSCW
scholars who have examined people’s motivations to share fake news [25, 26, 112] along with its
prevalence and diffusion patterns [24, 44, 106]. A large body of scholarly work has examined the
role socio-psychological factors [58, 62, 83], socioculural beliefs [86], and personality traits [25]
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play in shaping people’s perceptions of information credibility. For example, scholars have found
that social media routinely exposes people to posts that align with their beliefs, resulting in filter
bubbles and echo chambers [9, 80]. Users thus often share content based on homogeneity that
reinforces confirmation bias, segregation, and polarization [30]. In addition, post content along
with perceived reliability of information source as well as sender’s profile and follower-base have
been shown to influence how people engage with online news [22, 28, 37, 40, 102]. Scholars have
shown that interpersonal trust in other users often makes people accept low-credibility posts
at face value without any investigation [40]. In addition, affective and motivational factors as
well as personality [25] and demographic traits (e.g., age [44]) have been shown to influence the
engagement with fake news.
Despite these rich research advances, much remains unknown about the factors that impact
information credibility and sharing behaviors of emerging social media users in the Global South.
This is because most of the work to date focuses on social media users and fake news in the West
(particularly the US and Europe). Drawing on prior work in HCI that advocates cross-validating
principles and measures with different populations [105], our work contributes to the nascent, but
growing body of research that examines the perceptions and dynamics of fake news in the Global
South, which we discuss next.
2.1

Fake News in the Global South

Several HCI and CSCW scholars have examined the prevalence, nature, and diffusion of fake
news in the Global South [10, 57], particularly focusing on political misinformation propagating
during elections [35, 69, 88]. For example, Garimella and Eckles [39] studied a large collection of
politically-oriented WhatsApp groups in India and found that images were either photoshopped
or used out of context to spread fake news during the election. Scholars have also examined the
challenges to counteract fake news in the Global South. Haque et al. [46] found that most social
media users in Bangladesh expected news media agencies to assess the credibility of the news.
However, journalists often skirted away from fact-checking online information and voluntary
fact-checkers lacked sufficient infrastructural support. Similarly, Lu et al. [66] found that most
social media users in China were less aware of the current fact-checking features and failed to
distinguish astroturfers from ordinary users.
A growing body of work is focusing on the nature and consequences of health-related fake
news in the Global South. For example, Chen et al. [24] examined the nature and diffusion of
gynecologic cancer-related fake news on Weibo and observed that prevention-related fake news
diffused more widely and rapidly than credible information in China. Besides, Leong et al. [63]
found that YouTube videos containing fake information related to diabetes were very popular
among the masses in India. Such widespread acceptance of fake news among the masses often
result in dire consequences. For example, Vinck et al. [110] found that low institutional trust and
high belief in fake news increased the chances of people declining vaccines during the Ebola
outbreak in Congo. Similarly, Bahk et al. [8] observed that anti-vaccine conversations around
Polio persisted longer than pro-vaccine reactions in Pakistan. During the COVID-19 pandemic,
proliferation of misleading information and fake news has led to an infodemic of unprecedented
scale [92]. Lu et al. [67] observed that Chinese WeChat users prioritized valence over veracity while
seeking COVID-19 related information. Apart from various rumors on prevention and treatment of
COVID-19 [36] and anti-vaccine propaganda [89], fake news also ignited racial hatred [68] and
communal prejudices [6, 13].
Dynamics and ramifications of fake news manifest differently for rural social media users who
lag behind their urban counterparts in literacy and digital skills [12, 29, 96]. Fake news has led
to devastating consequences in rural areas, in the form of targeted physical violence and mob
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lynchings causing the loss of lives of hundreds of people [43, 77]. However, all the research advances
described thus far either solely focuses on social media users in urban locations [110] or doesn’t
investigate the differences between rural and urban social media users in how they perceive and
propagate fake news. To the best of our knowledge, ours is the first study that fills this urgent gap
by examining: (1) how rural users perceive credible and fake news compared to urban users in
India, and (2) how source effects impact the perceptions of information credibility and sharing
behavior of rural and urban residents. We now situate our research in the body of related work
examining source effects in online news evaluation.
2.2

Source Effects in News Evaluation

Many HCI and CSCW scholars have noted the importance of information source in shaping
people’s perceptions of information credibility [37, 102], which is defined as the extent to which
users perceive information to be believable [73]. Perceived credibility also affects the engagement
and amount of attention that a post receives [75, 103].
Scholars have investigated people’s perceptions of trust in online news source. For example,
Flintham et al. [37] and Sterrett et al. [102] found that people perceived the posts as credible when
shared by trusted news media. In contrast, Messing and Westwood found that people trusted the
person, who either posted or shared an article, more than the news media source of the article. In
line with these findings, some studies report that authority of the news sources hardly matters
when it comes to sharing the news [17, 27]. For example, Jakesch et al. [53] and Spezzano et al. [100]
found weak effects of news media source on political news evaluation. Instead, they observed
significant effect of political alignment on how people perceived political news on social media.
Scholars have also examined the impact of sender of the post on perceptions of information
credibility. For example, Stewart [104] and Wagner et al. [111] found that people relied on their
friends and personal contacts on social media to assess information credibility. Besides, Buchanan
and Benson [18] observed that people perceived a post as more credible when it came from a
trustworthy friend. Even seeing more friends on social media sharing a news increased people’s
trust in the content [33]. Given the influence one’s inner circles and peers exert on their perception
of online contents, it is concerning that people often take their trusted poster’s content at face
value and do not even try to assess the credibility of the content [40].
All of the work described thus far examines source effects in Western settings. By comparison,
only a small number of studies have investigated source effects on social media news credibility
in the Global South. For example, Lu et al. [65] found that people in China considered health
professionals, academic institutions, and government agencies as trusted information sources and
were willing to share posts on the COVID-19 pandemic from these sources to raise awareness
and promote disease prevention. Besides, Ejaz and Ittefaq [34] explored how Pakistani millennials
responded to COVID-19 related information and found that they trusted information from scientists
the most and the least when it came from politicians. In addition, Bowles et al. [16] studied public
responses to COVID-19 information in Zimbabwe and found that exposure to credible messages
from the WhatsApp accounts of trusted organizations increased knowledge and reduced potentially
harmful behavior. On the contrary, a digital literacy program arranged by FactShala in India reported
that people usually relied on the content aligning with their beliefs and personal biases to decide
whether to trust a post instead of questioning source credibility or authority [50].
Not only prior work is divided in how source effects manifest in online news evaluation, but
also lacks the granularity about how the effect of different sources might vary. Furthermore,
none of the prior work has yet analyzed : (1) how source effects manifest for rural social media
users and, (2) whether the effects vary between urban users and their rural counterparts who lag
behind in social media adoption, digital skills, and literacy. Acting on the call of cross-validating
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principles and measures with different populations [105] to design for socially and culturally diverse
user populations [19, 64], we conduct controlled field experiments with urban and rural social
media users in India to examine how different sources might influence the perceptions of fake
news differently. In doing so, we make important contributions to HCI and CSCW scholarship on
misinformation by showing that: (1) rural and urban users differ in their attitudes towards fake
news and (2) source effects manifest differently among rural and urban users in how they perceive
and share content on social media. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to explore
the varying effects of different sources both within rural and urban populations.
3

METHODS

We conducted a between-subjects design experiment with urban and rural social media users in
India to answer our three research questions.
3.1

Experimental Setup

We launched the experiment as an online survey on Qualtrics with 319 urban residents and 159 rural
residents. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the seven source conditions: No source
(baseline), Strangers, Friends, Family, Celebrity, Journalist, and News Media. In each experimental
arm, participants were asked to review a set of Facebook posts shared by other users in the past
six months (e.g., from friends, celebrities, or news media) based on the assigned source condition.
In reality, these posts were chosen from a list of COVID-related credible and fake Facebook posts
curated by us (more details in Section 3.2). The seven source conditions were as follows:
• No source: In our baseline condition, we displayed Facebook posts with redacted username and
profile photo. Participants could only see the posts without any indication of who posted them.
• Stranger: We created six fake Facebook profiles, representing three male and three female users,
by using random stock profile pictures of Indians and names of Indian origin. We showed the
contents to be posted by three of these six Facebook profiles selected at random.
• Friends: We asked participants to provide Facebook profile links of their three friends. Using
a JavaScript program, we retrieved the publicly available names and profile picture URLs from
the links in real-time. We then added profile picture and name to the post content to make
participants believe that the content was posted by their friends.
• Family: Similar to the Friends condition, we asked participants to provide Facebook profile links
of their three family members. Using the same JavaScript program, we retrieved the publicly
available profile name and profile picture URL from these links. We then displayed the posts as if
they were posted from the Facebook accounts of their family members.
• Celebrity: We curated a list of top 20 Indian celebrities based on their number of followers on
Facebook [99]. We included celebrities from different fields, e.g., actors, musicians, authors, and
athletes to cover diverse interests of the participants. Even though politicians and religious gurus
in India have large follower base on social media, we excluded them because prior work has
shown extreme biases towards specific political parties or ideologies [101], especially in the
context of fake news [6]. We asked our participants to select three celebrities they either like or
follow from our given list. We then presented the posts as if they were posted from the Facebook
profiles of the selected celebrities.
• Journalist: We curated a list of eight popular Indian journalists based on their follower base on
Facebook and asked the participants to choose three journalists they either know or follow. Then
we showed them the posts as if they came from the Facebook profiles of their selected journalists.
• News Media: We curated a list of 19 Indian news media outlets based on their readership,
TRP [11], and follower base on Facebook. We asked the participants to choose three news media
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Fig. 1. A post displayed to participants in Celebrity (left) and News Media (right) source conditions based on
the celebrities and news media they like or follow respectively. Priyanka Chopra is a popular Indian actor
with over 50 million Facebook followers. Times Now is India’s leading English news channel with over six
million Facebook followers.

they follow from the list. We then presented the posts as if they were posted from the Facebook
pages of their chosen news media. Appendix A provides the lists of celebrities, journalists, and
media outlets used in the study.
At the beginning of the survey, we informed our participants that they would review screenshots
of recent Facebook posts on the COVID-19 pandemic. We took several measures, like using the
same font and formatting to mimic the layout of Facebook posts. Participants in all conditions saw
the same fake and credible posts, albeit in a random order and shown to be posted by a different
source. For example, Figure 1 shows how the same post was presented to be coming from different
sources: from Priyanka Chopra to a participant in Celebrity source condition and from Times Now
to another participant in News Media source condition. For each post, participants answered three
questions:
• How much do they trust the post on a five-point Likert scale: from “Not at all” to “Entirely”?
• Would they like to share the post on Facebook: “Yes” or “No”?
– If they chose “Yes” to previous question, we asked with whom they would like to share the
post? For this, we used four Facebook privacy settings: Public, Friends, Friends except. . . ,
and Specific friends.
– If they chose “No”, we asked whether they would like to share the post on other social
media platforms.
Once participants reviewed all posts, we asked them a set of demographic questions, like age,
location, gender identity, years of formal education, among others. All participants received a
compensation of USD 1.50 for participating in our study.
3.2

Selecting Credible and Fake Facebook Posts

We curated a list of credible and fake Facebook posts on COVID-19 pandemic in India. To select
fake posts, the authors together reviewed 110 posts from a public database [107] containing verified
fake posts from IFCN-certified fact-checkers like Alt.News and BOOM [84]. We discarded 80 posts
that were either not related to the COVID-19 pandemic or were deemed inappropriate, for example,
for being too graphic, too lengthy, or hurting religious sentiments. We also curated a list of ten
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posts from the Facebook pages of trusted Indian news media and independently verified them to
be credible. Our initial set thus had 30 fake posts and ten credible posts.
We then conducted a pre-test with 40 MTurk workers and asked them to rate the credibility of
ten posts selected randomly from our initial set (30 fake and 10 credible). On average, each post was
rated by ten MTurk workers. For the final experiment, we selected six credible posts that received
greater trust rating from the majority of the respondents and three fake posts whose credibility the
majority of the respondents felt unsure about. Table 1 lists the six credible and three fake posts
that we used in our main experiment.
3.3

Data Collection and Analysis

Experiment with Urban Residents. In order to recruit urban residents from different geographic
locations in India, we conducted our experiment with MTurk workers who were social media users
living in urban regions. We collected location metadata (e.g., longitude and latitude) from Qualtrics
to verify the locations reported by MTurk participants. We conducted the survey from August to
September 2020 when COVID-19 infections were rapidly increasing in India. Urban participants
reviewed nine posts in English in randomized order along with an attention check question at
the end. Since MTurk workers are geographically spread across India, we opted to use English,
the language of MTurk website, instead of Hindi because only 26% of Indians are reported to be
native Hindi speaker [47]. For each post, we gave participants 90 seconds to answer three questions,
so that they don’t get enough time to verify the posts online. We also disabled right click, text
selection, image download, and copy functions for the same reason.
In total, 461 participants completed the study. We discarded the data from 142 participants who
either were not from an urban region, failed the attention check, or provided the same Facebook
profile links for multiple Facebook connections in Friends or Family source conditions. Our final
set contained data from 319 urban participants.
Experiment with Rural Residents. Our field experiment took place from August to October
2020 in partnership with Nehru Yuva Sangthan-Tisi [94], a grassroots organization focusing on
rural development, community health, and primary education. As part of these programs, they
frequently work with rural communities in different villages in Uttar Pradesh, India. To recruit
participants, an organization staff member reached out to their primary contacts in the villages
and through snowball sampling recruited more rural residents, many of whom never worked with
the organization in the past. Our field coordinator explained them the purpose of the study (i.e.,
requesting feedback on Facebook posts), and then gave us the contact information of those who
were willing to participate. With the help of the staff member, we sent an online survey to interested
people. All our interactions and communications with the field coordinator and rural residents
took place online, primarily via phone calls or WhatsApp to comply with social distancing and
ensure other health related safeguards due to the pandemic.
Before launching the survey, we requested NYST staff members to provide feedback, based on
which we made minor changes. First, we transcribed the posts and survey prompts in Hindi given
low English literacy rates in rural regions. Second, we added more news media outlets in News
Media source condition that cater to Hindi-speaking audience. Third, we removed three posts (C3,
C6, and F2 in Table 1) because they were deemed insensitive or irrelevant for rural residents in
our study region. For example, C3 reports the death of a priest and our partner organization was
worried that it might cause religious tension between Hindus and Muslims [95]. Similarly, C6
mentions Donald Trump and the organization felt that most people in rural areas would not know
him. For F2, it was difficult to recreate the image of hand-written English prescription in Hindi. In
total, 159 rural participants completed the study.
Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 6, No. CSCW1, Article 89. Publication date: April 2022.

89:8

Table 1. Set of credible (C1–C6) and fake posts (F1–F3).

ID

Text Content

Accompanied Image

C1 Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal has said that the
number of coronavirus-related deaths has declined.
C2 Actor Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, earlier in home quarantine for coronavirus, admitted to Mumbai hospital.
C3 Former chief priest of the Tirumala Tirupati Balaji temple
in Andhra Pradesh died this morning due to coronavirusrelated complications.
C4 Singapore scientists develop coronavirus testing that
yields results in 36 minutes.
C5 Global death count from the coronavirus pandemic
passed 650,000 on Monday.
C6 President Donald Trump’s administration is urging an investigation into the origins of the coronavirus pandemic,
saying it doesn’t rule out that it came from a laboratory
researching bats in Wuhan, China.
F1

Omkar Alta Monte building in Malad, on Western Express
Highway discovered 169 positive cases yesterday.

F2

A guideline for General people by Ganga Ram Hospital..

F3

Just In | Congress MP Rahul Gandhi talks to Nobel laureate Professor Abhijit Banerjee about the #economic
impact of #COVID19. The real problem in the short run is
that the weak UPA policies were embraced by the current
govt: Professor Abhijit Banerjee.

Analysis. Since urban and rural participants rated nine and six posts, respectively, we removed
urban participants’ responses to posts C3, C6, and F2 to be consistent with rural participants. We
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Table 2. Demographics of the participants.
Gender

Participants

Male Female
Urban
Rural

224
109

94
48

Age (years)
Other

Range

1
2

19-62
18-60

Mean SD
30.4
34.6

6
10.4

No
3

Primary
school
6

Education (%)
Middle High
Bachelors
school school
0.6
3.5
71
14
14
42

Masters
25
21

performed different statistical analyses on our collected data and performed non-parametric tests as
our data did not follow normal distribution. To control false discovery rate for multiple hypothesis
testing, we applied Benjamini-Hochberg error correction [72] on all results.
3.4

Demographics

Urban participants came from 51 cities in 11 states in India. About 98% of them were from cities
with population over 100,000 and 75% were from cities with over one million population. In
contrast, rural participants came from 41 small, hard-to-reach villages in Uttar Pradesh, India
with the average population of around 2,500. Table 2 shows the demographics of the participants
who chose to answer the optional demographic questions. We did not find significant differences
in the age and gender distribution of both groups of participants. However, a Chi-square test
revealed significant differences between educational background of rural and urban participants
(𝜒 2 (5, 𝑁 = 471) = 96.08, 𝑝 < 0.0001) as well as years of social media use. For instance, 96% of
urban residents at least earned their bachelor’s degree compared to 64% of rural residents. Nearly
30% of rural residents had less than ten years of formal education in contrast to 0.6% of urban
residents. Similarly, urban participants used social media platforms significantly longer than rural
participants. We conducted a regression analysis to see whether participants’ demographics have
any impact on their trust and sharing tendency of Facebook posts apart from the sources. However,
we did not find a significant effect of the demographic factors on participants’ perceived trust rating
and sharing attitude. We also did not find any significant interaction effect between participants’
demographic and the sources of the posts.
3.5

Ethical and Privacy Considerations

Our study protocol was approved by Institutional Review Board at the principal investigator’s
institution. We took several additional measures to conduct our experiment ethically and responsibly.
For example, after participants finished the study, we debriefed them that the motivation of the
study was to examine how source effects impact participants’ perceptions and interactions with
credible and fake Facebook posts. We also disclosed that some posts they reviewed during the
experiment were fake and none of them were posted by the Facebook profiles they saw during the
experiment.
We also made several adjustments in our study protocol to conduct research responsibly during
the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, our initial plan was to conduct in-person surveys in rural
areas along with follow-up interviews. However, for ours and our participants’ safety, we decided
to conduct our study virtually, which added layers of challenges in recruiting and supporting rural
participants, most of whom were living in hard-to-reach areas and were participating in a research
study for the first time. Moreover, we avoided adding descriptive questions in our survey as our
partner organization reported that the rural residents would find it difficult to write descriptive
responses on their mobile devices.
Finally, we were also respectful of our participants’ privacy. For example, in Friends and Family
source conditions, we only collected publicly accessible profile names and profile picture URLs of
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Table 3. Average responses of the participants.
Participants Median trust rating Sharing tendency
Rural
Urban

3
4

35%
64%

Public Friends
7%
25%
32%
18%

Sharing audience
Friends except Specific friends
1%
0.7%
3%
2%

participants’ friends and family members. We did not collect any personally identifiable information,
e.g., Facebook profile links of the participants, limiting our ability to verify whether the Facebook
profile links they shared of their friends and family members were indeed accurate. This was also
done in part to comply with MTurk’s policy that prevents collection of any personally identifiable
information of workers.
4

FINDINGS

In the study, 478 participants (159 rural, 319 urban) responded to 1,912 instances of credible and 956
instances of fake posts. Through an in-depth analysis of participants’ responses to these posts, we
answer our research questions. We begin by examining the differences in how participants in rural
and urban India perceive credible and fake posts (Section 4.1). Next, we investigate how source
effects impact their trust in credible and fake posts (Section 4.2). Finally, we analyze how source
effects impact their willingness to share credible and fake posts (Section 4.3).
4.1

Differences in Perceptions of Credible and Fake Posts (RQ1)

As a first step in our analysis, we explored the differences in perceptions of credible and fake
posts among rural and urban participants. Specifically, we wanted to know if participants in rural
and urban areas can differentiate between credible and fake posts? Which posts they want to
share and with whom? We examined participants’ responses to credible and fake posts along three
dimensions: belief (reported trust rating), sharing tendency (willingness to share), and sharing
audience (with whom they want to share).
Table 3 gives an overview of the responses from rural and urban participants. Each participant
responded to six posts (four credible and two fake posts); a participant who correctly identified
the credible and fake posts would have a median trust rating of four or higher. On average, urban
participants rated posts with a median trust rating of four, they were willing to share 64% posts,
and their sharing audience was largely public (32%), followed by friends (18%). In contrast, rural
participants reported uncertainty in believing posts (median trust rating of three out of five), they
were willing to share fewer posts (35%), and their sharing audience was largely friends (25%). These
indicate that rural and urban participants differ in their responses to Facebook posts. We further
analyze these differences below.
Trust Ratings. The median trust ratings of all the posts from urban and rural residents were four
and three, respectively. A Mann-Whitney’s U test revealed small effect of participant’s group on the
trust ratings of all the posts (𝑈 = 29673, 𝑍 = −3.2592, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.15). To determine how well
urban and rural participants could distinguish between credible posts and fake posts, we compared
their trust ratings for both types of posts separately.
Figure 2a shows the distribution of trust ratings from urban and rural participants. The median
trust rating for fake posts from both group of participants is three, suggesting that neither group
successfully identified fake posts. Instead, they reported a neutral score (three out of five) indicating
doubt in discrediting a fake post. For credible posts, we observed similar uncertainty among rural
participants, which suggests that they could not distinguish between credible and fake posts. In
contrast, urban participants rated credible posts significantly higher on the trust scale than the
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Fig. 2. Differences in participants’ responses to actual credible and fake posts. Grouped bar charts show
distribution of participants’ responses both for credible and fake posts.

fake posts. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated significant difference between the trust ratings
of credible posts and fake posts from urban participants (𝑊 = 14370, 𝑍 = 5.91, 𝑝 < 0.0001, 𝑟 = 0.33).
This indicates that, compared to rural participants, urban participants responded to credible posts
more favorably than to the fake ones. This suggests that urban participants were better equipped
than their rural counterparts in distinguishing between credible and fake posts.
Sharing Tendency. Do people only share posts they believe to be credible? Can we use sharing
tendency as a proxy for belief in posts, as it has been done in prior HCI studies (e.g., [114])? We
examined the relationship between participants’ belief in a post (i.e., their perceived trust rating)
and their sharing tendency (i.e., willingness to share). For both groups of participants, we observed
significant medium size correlations (Kendall rank correlation coefficient, 𝜏 = 0.33 − 0.42, 𝑝 < 0.001)
between their trust ratings and sharing tendencies for both credible and fake posts. This implies
that participants were willing to share any post that they perceived as trustworthy. From Figure
3a, we can see that both urban (81%) and rural participants (63%) were more willing to share the
posts they perceived as credible, i.e., rated higher (> 3) on the trust scale compared to the ones
they perceived as fake (< 3).
However, we also found that even when participants did not find a post trustworthy, they
expressed some willingness to share it (see Figure 3a). Some urban participants reported they
“Barely” (38%) or “Somewhat” (55.5%) trusted certain posts, but they still wanted to share those
posts on Facebook. Some rural participants expressed similar sharing tendency, and more so for
posts they reported as “Not at all” trustworthy (16.7%). This indicates that even though willingness
to share might correlate with perceived trust rating, sharing does not necessarily imply one’s trust
in the post. This echoes prior work where participants reported that they knowingly shared fake
posts to obtain other’s opinions as well as to express their opinions [25].
We also found that the willingness to share posts across different trust ratings significantly
differed by participants’ demographic group (𝜒 2 (4, 𝑁 = 2016) = 443.73, 𝑝 < 0.0001). For instance,
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Fig. 3. Participants’ sharing behavior for posts with different perceived trust ratings. Figure (a) shows the
percentage of participants who opted to share the posts for varying levels of perceived credibility. Figure (b)
shows with whom these participants wanted to share the posts.

urban participants were more enthusiastic than the rural people to share any post irrespective of
the trust rating they attributed to it (except for “Not at all") (see Figure 3a).
Sharing Audience. Misinformation spreads when people share fake posts. To understand sharing
behavior, it is important to examine not only whether participants want to share posts but also
with whom, i.e., their sharing audience. We found significant small size correlations (Kendall rank
correlation coefficient, 𝜏 = 0.12 − 0.16, 𝑝 < 0.01) between urban participants’ trust ratings and
sharing audiences for both credible and fake posts. Urban participants were willing to share posts
that they found trustworthy with a broader audience (see Figure 3b). Besides, their sharing audiences
for credible and fake posts differed significantly (see Figure 2b). However, no such correlation
or difference was observed for the rural participants. In fact, we found significant differences
( 𝜒 2 (3, 𝑁 = 1755) = 183.2, 𝑝 < 0.0001) while comparing sharing audiences of rural and urban
participants for all posts. Urban participants were more willing to share posts publicly irrespective
of their trust in the post, whereas, rural participants opted to share posts with their Facebook
friends (see Figure 3b). This tendency to keep accounts private among rural social media users was
also observed in a prior study [42].
To sum up, our findings indicate that rural and urban participants differ in how they perceive
credible and fake posts, and in their sharing tendency and sharing audiences as well. Unlike urban
participants, rural participants could not discern between credible and fake posts, which makes
them more susceptible to the risks and harms of fake news. But rural participants expressed a lower
tendency to share and also with a smaller audience, which suggests that they would contribute less
to the propagation of fake news compared to their fellow urban social media users.
Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 6, No. CSCW1, Article 89. Publication date: April 2022.

Examining Source Effects on Perceptions of Fake News in Rural India

4.2

89:13

Source Effect on the Perceptions of Trust in Credible and Fake Posts (RQ2)

In the previous section, we showed how urban participants performed better in differentiating
between credible and fake posts compared to rural participants. Here, we ask: "Does a participant’s
ability to differentiate between credible and fake posts depend on the source of the post, i.e., ‘who’
posted it on Facebook? We analyze the effect of source on participants’ perceived trust ratings for
credible and fake posts through two conditions: same-source and same-post. In the same-source
condition, we compared between participants’ responses to credible and fake posts from the same
source, whereas, in the same-post condition, we compared among participants’ responses to the
same post (either credible or fake) from different sources.
Differences in Perceptions of Trust for Same-Source Conditions. We found that urban participants’ ability to distinguish between credible and fake posts varied by source. In the baseline
condition (i.e., No source), they rated credible posts significantly higher on the trust scale compared
to the fake posts, i.e., they were good at differentiating credible posts from fake ones. However, for
other sources, the difference in the trust ratings of credible and fake posts decreased (in descending
order of effect): News Media, Celebrity, Friends, and Journalists. For Stranger and Family, urban
participants did not do well in differentiating between credible and fake posts. Table 7 in Appendix B
reports significant results from Wilcoxon signed-rank test for various source conditions.
As shown in Figure 4, majority of the urban participants rated both credible and fake posts from
Strangers as somewhat trustworthy (median trust rating three), suggesting that they were reluctant
to trust any post from strangers. For posts shared by Family, even though urban participants showed
a small-significant difference in their trust ratings of credible and fake posts (𝑊 = 277.5, 𝑍 =
1.20, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.17), their median trust rating for both types of posts was four. This indicates
that urban participants – who, on average, performed well in distinguishing between credible and
fake posts – did poorly when the fake posts came from the Facebook profiles of their family. Even
we observed that they trusted fake posts from Family (median trust rating of four) more than that
coming from any other source (median trust rating of three for fake posts from all other sources).
This is inline with some prior studies that reported social media users often accept trusted posters’
content at face value without probing further [40].
On the contrary, we found no significant difference between the rural participants’ trust ratings
of credible and fake posts for any source condition, as shown in Figure 5. This implies that they
could not differentiate between credible and fake posts irrespective of the source of the post. On
average, rural participants rated most of the posts with a median trust score of three (out of five)
across different source conditions. However, as shown in Figure 5, their responses to posts from
Family, Friends, and Journalists are worth noting. For posts from Family, rural participants showed
a greater trust for credible posts (median trust rating of four) than the fake posts (median rating
of three), but the difference was not significant. For posts from Friends, rural participants seemed
skeptical to trust any posts (reflected in the greater distribution of both credible and fake posts
that were somewhat trusted compared to posts from other sources). And finally, for posts from
Journalists, their median trust ratings for both credible and fake posts are on par and high (median
trust rating of four) implying that they trusted content from journalists irrespective of the actual
credibility of the shared content.
Differences in Perceptions of Trust for Same-Post Conditions. For each type of post in our
study, we investigated how rural and urban participants’ perceived trust in that post varied by
source. Do participants trust a post (irrespective of whether it is credible or fake) if it is posted by,
for example, their family member, friends, or a journalist? By understanding how different sources
might potentially impact perceived trust in a post, we can design interventions that might help
people reconsider their perception of a post.
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Fig. 4. Differences in urban participants’ perceived trust ratings for actual credible and fake posts by source.
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Fig. 5. Differences in rural participants’ perceived trust ratings for actual credible and fake posts by source.

For each credible post, we compared among participants’ trust rating for all seven sources. We
did not find any significant difference in their trust ratings for different sources. Urban participants
rated credible posts from all source conditions (except Stranger) with a median trust rating of
four. Rural participants gave a median trust rating of four to credible posts from Journalists and
Family, and a median trust rating of three to posts from other sources, but these differences were
not statistically significant.
Even for fake posts, we did not observe any significant difference among their trust ratings for
different sources. Urban participants rated fake posts from all source conditions (except Family)
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Fig. 7. Differences between the sharing tendency for actual credible and fake posts among our participants in
different source conditions. Statistically significant differences are reported at 𝑝 < 0.01(∗∗) and 𝑝 < 0.05(∗).

with a median trust rating of three. Similarly, rural residents rated fake posts from all source
conditions (except Journalists) with a median trust rating of three. Our findings about source effects
on perceptions of trust surface three key takeaways.
(1) Within same-source conditions, urban participants trusted credible and fake posts differently,
suggesting that the source shaped their perceptions of credibility. We found significant
differences for urban participants, but not for rural participants.
(2) For both groups of participants, we did not find any significant difference in their trust ratings
among different source conditions. However, we observed some interesting trend emerging.
For example, while urban participants trusted fake posts from family members more than
other sources, rural participants trusted fake posts from journalists the most.
(3) Finally, rural and urban participants significantly differed from each other in terms of what
posts they perceived to be credible or fake for each source condition (see Figure 6), suggesting
that source effect manifests differently in rural and urban areas.
4.3

Source Effects on Sharing Behavior of Credible and Fake Posts

Sharing behaviors impact the diffusion and propagation of fake news. In this section, we examine
the effects of source on participants’ willingness to share a post as well as their sharing audience
(e.g., Public, Friends). Similar to the analysis in Section 4.2, we examine participants sharing behavior
for two conditions: same-source and same-post.
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Differences in Willingness to Share for Same-Source Conditions. Figure 7 and 8 show participants’ willingness to share actual and perceived credible and fake posts respectively for different
source conditions. One thing worth noticing here is that irrespective of source, urban participants’
willingness to share actual credible and fake posts are very high (at least > 50%). However, when
we considered perceived credible and fake posts, we found that urban participants were very willing
(> 68% cases) to share perceived credible posts and much less willing ( < 25% cases) to share
the posts they perceived as fake. Significant differences emerged between the sharing tendency
of perceived credible and fake posts when the posts came from (in decreasing order of effect):
Celebrity, Stranger, Friend, News Media, No source, Family, Journalist; see Table 8 in Appendix B for
significant test results. We can see that most urban participants were willing to share fake posts
when it was posted by their Family (70% for actual fake and 24% for perceived fake), suggesting
their susceptibility to fake posts when shared by family members (see Figure 7a and 8a). On the
contrary, they were the least willing to share fake posts when it came from the Facebook profiles
of Strangers (51% for actual fake and 9% for perceived fake) – again confirming urban participants’
reluctance to engage with the Facebook posts from Strangers. These findings show that source
effect prevails and significantly shapes urban participants’ willingness to share credible and fake
posts.
On the other hand, rural participants were overall less willing to share posts, as shown in
Figure 7b and 8b. We did not observe any significant difference between their sharing tendency
of actual credible and fake posts (see Figure 7b). Compared to urban participants, they were less
willing to share posts from their Family. This might be because a majority (54%) of them did not
perceive those posts as credible (see Figure 6). Instead, they were significantly more willing to share
the posts they perceived as credible compared to the ones they considered fake, when the posts
came from (in decreasing order of effect): Journalist, Stranger, Celebrity, and No source (see Table 8).
A majority of them (52%) also opted to share actual fake posts from Journalists followed by that of
News Media (see Figure 7b). About 20% of them were willing to share posts they perceived as fake,
particularly when the posts came from News Media and Celebrity (see Figure 8b). These findings
indicate that even though rural participants were less inclined to share posts at large, they shared
fake posts originating from public sources, such as Journalists, News Media, and Celebrities, even
when they perceived the posts to contain fake information.
To summarize, our findings show that sources significantly influence the sharing tendency of
credible and fake posts both among urban and rural residents. Besides, Chi-square tests with Yates’
continuity correction revealed that the willingness to share posts significantly differed between rural
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and urban participants for all source conditions, except for Journalists (see Table 9 in Appendix B).
Both groups were equally willing to share posts from Journalists, implying the broader impact and
reach of Facebook posts from journalistic sources in both rural and urban regions.
Differences in Willingness to Share for Same-Post Conditions. Next, we examined if sources
can influence one’s tendency towards sharing a particular type of post, be it credible or fake.
For urban participants, we did not observe any significant difference in their sharing tendency of
posts (either credible or fake) across all source conditions, likely because irrespective of source they
were overall more willing to share posts. However, we did observe significant differences among
rural participants’ sharing tendencies. Rural participants were more willing to share credible posts
from (in decreasing order of effect) Journalists, Stranger, News Media, and No source compared to
posts from Family (see Figure 9a and Table 10). They were also significantly more willing to share
credible posts from Journalists than from Friends. We also observed significant differences for fake
posts: rural participants were significantly more willing to share fake posts from Journalists, News
Media, and No source than that from Family and Friends (see Figure 9b and Table 10 in Appendix B).
Taken together, these findings indicate that rural participants were more willing to share a post
if it was from a journalist or a news channel than a friend or a family. This might be tied to their
skepticism for posts from Friend and Family. Around 77% and 54% rural participants reported posts
from friends and family, respectively, as non-credible (see Figure 6). However, their inclination to
share posts (even fake posts) from journalists and news media puts greater responsibility on these
sources to share authentic information on social media and reduce biased reporting.
Sharing Audience for Same-Source and Same-Post Conditions. Next, we examined source
effect on participants’ choice of sharing audience – Facebook group (Public, Friends, Friends except,
or Specific Friends) with whom they wanted to share posts. We investigated if sources might
introduce differences in the sharing audiences of credible and fake posts to understand the reach
of such content when shared from a particular source. In the same-source conditions, we did not
observe any significant difference between the sharing audiences for credible and fake posts among
the rural participants. On average, irrespective of source, they were more willing to share posts
with their Facebook friends, implying that they might not feel comfortable sharing posts publicly.
On the other hand, urban participants were willing to share credible posts with a significantly
broader audience compared to fake posts when the posts came from Celebrity (𝑊 = 87, 𝑍 = 3.09, 𝑝 <
0.01, 𝑟 = 0.55), Friend (𝑊 = 161.5, 𝑍 = 2.67, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.43), Journalist (𝑊 = 63, 𝑍 = 2.32, 𝑝 <
0.01, 𝑟 = 0.43), and News Media (𝑊 = 108.5, 𝑍 = 1.81, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.34) (see Figure 10). Aside from
source effects, there may be other factors that contribute to this sharing behavior. For example,
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individual privacy preferences (if participants are more open in their privacy management [14]
they may share widely) or the visibility of posts when they are shared (if posts are already public
participants may choose to post them publicly). Besides, in case of same-post condition, urban
participants shared credible posts from Celebrity with a broader audience compared to credible posts
from Family (𝑈 = 824, 𝑍 = 2.89, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.35), perhaps because they felt more comfortable in
sharing posts publicly from public figures instead of the posts from their family members.
5

DISCUSSION

Our work systematically examines how belief (i.e., perception of trust) and sharing behavior (i.e.,
willingness to share and sharing audience) towards credible and fake posts vary among social
media users in rural and urban India. Our findings show that rural residents struggled to distinguish
between credible and fake posts, had similar sharing preferences for both types of posts, and wanted
to share posts mostly with their inner circles. On the contrary, urban participants could distinguish
between credible and fake posts, and they shared credible posts more often and more widely than
the fake posts. These results demonstrate that rural residents engage with credible and fake posts
on social media differently than urban residents, suggesting the need to go beyond "one-size-fits-all"
approaches to combat fake news on social media.
Our analysis revealed how different sources influence one’s perception of and engagement with
credible and fake posts. We found that responses for posts from one’s close social network (Family
and Friends) manifest differently both in urban and rural areas. For example, urban participants
trusted fake posts from their Family and were willing to share these posts the most but not with a
broader audience (e.g., publicly). In contrast, rural participants were skeptical of the credibility of
posts shared by Friends and Family, and were the least willing to share these posts.
Patterns also emerged for public sources (Journalists, News Media, and Celebrity). Overall, urban
participants were willing to share credible posts from these sources publicly. On the other hand,
many rural participants were willing to share fake posts from Journalists and News Media, even
when they doubted the credibility of the posts. Thus, we show that sources influence people’s
attitude towards credible and fake posts along three dimensions (i.e., trust, sharing tendency,
and sharing audience), suggesting that there might not be a single uniform measure to reliably
counteract the diverse effects of sources on one’s attitude towards fake news. Based on our findings,
we now discuss design implications to combat fake news in rural areas along with measures to
mitigate source effects in social media news evaluation.
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Design Interventions to Combat Fake News in Rural Areas

Our findings on how social media users from rural India perceive and respond to fake news are
alarming. The observed differences between urban and rural residents might have emerged due to
their potential differences in technological know-how, educational background, digital literacy [56],
usage and access to smartphone devices [85].
So, how can designers and builders enable new social media users in rural communities to
discover and verify fake posts? What tools and approaches can be used to prevent rural users
from the emerging risks and threats of fake news? One approach could be to rely on automated
tools to detect fake news along with credibility indicators on trending posts that might help them
navigate social media platforms safely and reliably. Since fact-checking by human moderators
often lag behind the rapidly propagating fake news [115], many researchers have developed
computational models to detect fake news using linguistic features and various metadata from
posts and users’ interaction [41, 45, 55]. Taking advantage of advances in AI, several AI-driven
fact-checking organizations have also emerged in India recently [7, 20]. However, there are several
practical barriers in fully realizing automated methods to detect and combat fake news in lowresource environments. As an example, most of India’s 122 major languages are unsupported by
advancements in natural language processing, making it very difficult to automate the analysis
of social media posts that are often multilingual, code-mixed, and multimodal. Instead, a semiautomated, crowd-powered approach to fact-checking by trained locals has more promise. However,
prior research [15] shows that crowd demographic and political leaning influence their fact-checking
performance. For this approach to be viable, demographic filtering and training both are required
to facilitate high-quality, large-scale credibility assessment [15].
With the growth of automated and semi-automated AI tools that attempt to predict credibility of
posts [21, 48, 87], it is important to examine ways to explain the underlying features that guide AI
to make predictions [76]. This is particularly important for new users of technology who often
have inaccurate mental models of digital threats [23] and lack knowledge of AI, often placing
more trust in its capabilities and believing it to be more knowledgeable than them [79]. For new
social media users, developing and operating on incorrect mental models about how AI predictions
work under the hood could have serious implications, e.g., if they propagate fake news that AI
incorrectly predicts as credible. Thus, it is critical that designers and builders of AI-based fake
news prediction tools make the AI explainable and its decisions interpretable, so that users are
more informed especially when the decisions by AI are in contrast with their political and religious
biases. Prior work in HCI [114] shows that among different types of credibility indicators, AI-based
indicators are the least effective in deterring users from sharing fake news. However, adding
human-style explanations [60, 74] to AI-based credibility indicators that fill causal gaps in users’
mental models [32] might make them more impactful in reducing the spread of fake news. Future
work should explore ways to design such AI-based credibility indicators that are trustworthy,
transparent, and explainable to new social media users with limited digital skills and low literacy.
Another promising approach could be to build capacity of new social media users to discover and
verify fake news. Recently Google, FactShala, and Alt.News have organized training programs for
journalists, fact-checkers, and social media users in India [4, 49, 50]. With the support of grassroots
organizations with stronghold in rural communities, such initiatives could be extended to rural
regions to equip new social media users with necessary skills to assess news credibility. However,
more work is needed to examine ways to make training programs accessible to users with limited
technology skills and literacy, and to appropriate current fact-checking tools and techniques to
meet rural needs. Even despite training, users will fact-check posts only when they are aware of
emergent risks. Thus, it would be also critical to explore ways to form accurate mental models
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around threats of misinformation that nudges users to interact with information on social media
cautiously.
5.2

Design Interventions to Address Source Effects in News Evaluation

Apart from rural residents’ poor capability to discern between credible and fake posts, they were
inclined to trust and share fake posts from Journalists. Even though overall rural residents preferred
to share less, their tendency to share fake contents from public sources, such as Journalists and
News Media, might at best, contribute more to the spread of fake news and, at worst, cause serious
harm to people in their communities. In fact, several scholarly and media reports describe the
damaging consequences of fake news in rural areas [61], including mob and sectarian violence
resulting in hundreds of deaths and displacement of thousands of people [43, 81]. Although urban
users trusted credible posts more than fake posts, even they opted to share posts from these public
sources with a broader audience (i.e., publicly). Hence, social media platforms should carefully
design interventions considering the broader impact of public sources both in urban and rural
areas. For example, social media platforms could remind people to cautiously approach posts from
verified accounts. Another approach is to remind people that the shared content might represent
the views of the post creators (e.g., journalists and celebrities) and might be tied to their political
and religious leanings. Fact-checking organizations may prioritize posts from social media profiles
of hyper-partisan news media and journalists, considering that many Indian news media agencies
and journalists have been reported not only to be politically or religiously biased but have also
been accused of purposefully misreporting news [31].
In addition, rural residents tended to perceive majority of the posts (44%) from News Media as
fake, but they were still willing (22% cases) to share these perceived fake posts the most. Social
media platforms are taking several steps to deter people from sharing misinformation, for example,
by decreasing the visibility of their posts, suspending them, and removing fake accounts [1–3].
Law enforcement agencies in many countries—including India, Indonesia, and Bangladesh—have
also arrested people for propagating fake news [5]. Despite the enforcement of such penalties and
harsh measures, misinformation continues to spread wildly. Future work should explore a range of
light-weight penalties and harsh measures that social media platforms can enforce on users who
knowingly share fake news, e.g., even when the post is accompanied by a label describing that it is
fake, misleading, or partly false.
In our study, posts from people’s inner circle (i.e., family and friends) inspired different reactions
both among urban and rural participants. Even though prior studies point that people relied on
their personal contacts to consider the veracity of social media posts [104, 111], in our study, only
urban participants exhibited the behavior. In contrast, rural participants were reluctant to trust
and share posts from their personal contacts. What is more concerning is that urban participants
tended to trust and share fake posts from their family members the most. To address such biases,
social media platforms could also nudge people with questions about their trust in posts, asking
them to tag or provide reasons behind their perceived trust or distrust in a post when they try to
interact with contents from their social networks. Prior work from Jahanbakhsh et al. [52] show
that such lightweight interventions reduce the sharing of fake news and make people reconsider
their decision as they often tend to take posts from their personal contacts at face value [40].
Another approach to reduce source bias could be to add additional valid sources for the content in
the post; for example, if an individual is posting news that was first reported by a journalist, the
platform could append the journalist’s name to the post. Given how prevalent sharing was among
urban participants and how number of shares on posts have been shown to influence perceptions
of credibility [54], social media platforms could also remind users, for viral fake news, that number
of shares are a bad predictor of post’s credibility.
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Several scholars have examined how various types of credibility indicators impact perceptions
and diffusion of fake posts differently [78, 82, 113, 114]. However, a detailed understanding of the
effectiveness of different credibility indicators on various demographic groups is still missing and
more so in the context of the Global South. Our findings on source effect reveal that rural people
tended to trust posts from Journalists the most (56%) among all other source conditions. Hence,
rural residents might find credibility indicators citing journalistic sources more reliable. On the
other hand, urban residents exhibited more trust in their personal contacts. Therefore, this group
might benefit more from community-sourced approaches to predict post credibility, like Twitter’s
Birdwatch, that mention how many of their personal contacts identified the post as credible or fake
along with notes that provide informative context.
6

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK

Our work has a few limitations. The between-subjects design experiment revealed how different
sources influenced participants’ trust and sharing behavior, but it lacks descriptive insights on why
participants perceived posts differently. Although we planned to conduct follow-up interviews
to qualitatively examine the factors that influence participants’ perceptions of and interactions
with fake posts, we had to alter these plans for participants’ safety during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Future research should provide qualitative insight into participants’ mental models around how
they choose to respond to online news coming from different sources and what factors shape how
they perceive and interact with posts from varying sources.
Our study focused only on mainstream news instead of local or regional news for which source
effects might manifest differently in rural communities. Future work should explore how different
sources mediate people’s perceptions of mainstream as well as local news. Our study focused
on health information in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Even though some posts featured politicians (C1 and C6), celebrity (C2), and religious personality (C3), future work should
systematically explore if source effect manifests differently for religious, political, or other kinds of
misinformation. In addition, expertise of sources on the presented information could also influence
people’s perceptions about the information. For example, people might trust political news from the
politicians more than other sources. Moreover, individual beliefs along with religious and political
alignments [71] and prior exposure [83] might influence one’s perceptions of online news. Future
work should tease apart several of these factors to examine how source effects impact new social
media users in diverse geographies and cultures in the Global South.
7

CONCLUSION

We conducted a between-subjects design experiment to quantitatively examine how rural and
urban social media users in India perceive credible and fake posts on social media and how different
sources impact their perceptions of trust and sharing behavior. Our analysis revealed key findings,
that paints a concerning picture of how the dynamics and diffusion of fake news vary among rural
and urban populations. We found that rural users struggled to distinguish credible posts from fake
ones compared to their urban counterparts. They trusted and expressed willingness to propagate
fake posts from Journalists in contrast to urban users who trusted fake posts from Family and
were eager to share them the most. Drawing on our findings on how source effects vary across
urban and rural users, we synthesized key takeaways for HCI and CSCW researchers focusing on
examining drivers of fake news and made design recommendations to enable new social media
users to contend with the risks and harms of fake news. This work fills a critical gap in research
on fake news that has so far neglected the experiences and viewpoints of rural communities in
developing regions.
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A

LIST OF CELEBRITIES, NEWS MEDIA, AND JOURNALISTS
Table 4. List of 20 Indian celebrities.

Actors
Priyanka Chopra
Salman Khan
Deepika Padukone
Amitabh Bachchan
Shah Rukh Khan

Sportsmen
Virat Kohli
Sachin Tendulkar
MS Dhoni
Yuvraj Singh
Virender Sehwag

Musicians
Shreya Ghoshal
A. R. Rahman
Sonu Nigam
Arijit Singh
Sunidhi Chauhan

Authors
Arundhati Roy
Chetan Bhagat
Salman Rushdie
Jhumpa Lahiri
Amish Tripathi

Table 5. List of 19 Indian news media.

Zee News
Aaj Tak
Republic
NDTV
TIMES NOW News 18
Jagaran
Dainik Bhaskar

India Today
The Times of India Navbharat Times
Indian Express Hindustan Times
Punjab Kesari
The Hindu
The Wire Hindi
Divya Himachal
Patrika
Amar Ujala

For the celebrity source condition, we curated a list of 20 Indian celebrities (Table 4) based on
their follower base on Facebook. For urban participants, we compiled a list of top 19 Indian news
media based on their TRP and number of followers (Table 5) in their official Facebook page. For
rural participants, we added Hindi TV news channels and popular Hindi dailies selected based
on their readership. For the Journalist source condition, we curated a list of eight popular Indian
journalists based on their follower base on Facebook (Table 6).
Table 6. List of 8 Indian journalists.

Sudhir Chaudhary
Rajat Sharma

B

Ravish Kumar
Rajdeep Sardesai
Arnab Goswami Barkha Dutt

Harsha Bhogle
Sagarika Ghose

STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT TEST RESULTS REPORTED IN FINDINGS
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Table 7. Wilcoxon signed-rank test results (Benjamini-Hochberg corrected) for differences between urban
participants’ responses to credible and fake posts for same-source conditions.
Source
No source
Stranger
Friend
Family
Celebrity
Journalist
Media

Willingness to share
(for actual credible and fake posts)
= 497, 𝑍 = 3.92, 𝑝 < 0.0001, 𝑟 = 0.55 𝑊 = 231, 𝑍 = 1.66, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.23
𝑊 = 321, 𝑍 = 2.22, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.33
= 278, 𝑍 = 2.20, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.32
𝑊 = 224.5, 𝑍 = 1.63, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.24
= 277.5, 𝑍 = 1.20, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.17
= 291, 𝑍 = 2.21, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.35
𝑊 = 215.5, 𝑍 = 1.92, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.30
= 159, 𝑍 = 1.62, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.24
𝑊 = 294.5, 𝑍 = 2.75, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.41
= 404.5, 𝑍 = 2.51, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.37 𝑊 = 263.5, 𝑍 = 2.38, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.35
Perceived trust

𝑊
𝑊
𝑊
𝑊
𝑊
𝑊

Table 8. Wilcoxon signed-rank test results (Benjamini-Hochberg corrected) for differences between the
sharing tendency of perceived credible and fake posts of the participants.

Source
No source
Stranger
Friend
Family
Celebrity
Journalist
Media

𝑊
𝑊
𝑊
𝑊
𝑊
𝑊
𝑊

Urban participants
= 649.5, 𝑍 = 5.33, 𝑝 < 0.0001, 𝑟 = 0.75
= 739.5, 𝑍 = 5.66, 𝑝 < 0.0001, 𝑟 = 0.85
= 606, 𝑍 = 5.28, 𝑝 < 0.0001, 𝑟 = 0.78
= 581, 𝑍 = 4.94, 𝑝 < 0.0001, 𝑟 = 0.70
= 561, 𝑍 = 5.44, 𝑝 < 0.0001, 𝑟 = 0.86
= 661, 𝑍 = 4.50, 𝑝 < 0.0001, 𝑟 = 0.68
= 604, 𝑍 = 5.20, 𝑝 < 0.0001, 𝑟 = 0.78

Rural participants
𝑊 = 76, 𝑍 = 2.09, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.42
𝑊 = 78, 𝑍 = 3.42, 𝑝 < 0.001, 𝑟 = 0.71
𝑊 = 44, 𝑍 = 2.46, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.53
𝑊 = 120, 𝑍 = 3.84, 𝑝 < 0.001, 𝑟 = 0.75
-

Table 9. Chi-square test results for differences between rural and urban participants’ sharing tendency of
posts.

Source
No source
Stranger
Friend
Family
Celebrity
Journalist
Media

Sharing tendency
𝜒 2 (1, 𝑁 = 568) = 28.32, 𝑝 < 0.0001
𝜒 2 (1, 𝑁 = 497) = 11.76, 𝑝 < 0.001
𝜒 2 (1, 𝑁 = 512) = 86.50, 𝑝 < 0.0001
𝜒 2 (1, 𝑁 = 548) = 140.79, 𝑝 < 0.0001
𝜒 2 (1, 𝑁 = 464) = 31.28, 𝑝 < 0.0001
𝜒 2 (1, 𝑁 = 481) = 14.68, 𝑝 < 0.001
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Table 10. Mann-Whitney’s U test results (Benjamini-Hochberg corrected) for inter-source differences in rural
participants’ willingness to share posts.

Post
Credible
Credible
Credible
Credible
Credible
Fake
Fake
Fake
Fake
Fake
Fake
Fake

Source conditions
Journalist > Family
Stranger > Family
News Media > Family
No Source > Family
Journalist > Friend
Journalist > Family
News Media > Family
No Source > Family
Journalist > Friend
News Media > Friend
No source > Friend
Strangers > Friend

Willingness to share
𝑈 = 396, 𝑍 = 2.95, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.43
𝑈 = 343, 𝑍 = 2.68, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.40
𝑈 = 307.5, 𝑍 = 2.51, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.39
𝑈 = 359, 𝑍 = 2.42, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.36
𝑈 = 358, 𝑍 = 2.40, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.35
𝑈 = 394.5, 𝑍 = 3.01, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.44
𝑈 = 313.5, 𝑍 = 2.74, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.42
𝑈 = 356, 𝑍 = 2.43, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.36
𝑈 = 381, 𝑍 = 3.14, 𝑝 < 0.001, 𝑟 = 0.46
𝑈 = 304, 𝑍 = 2.91, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.45
𝑈 = 347, 𝑍 = 2.64, 𝑝 < 0.01, 𝑟 = 0.39
𝑈 = 304, 𝑍 = 2.28, 𝑝 < 0.05, 𝑟 = 0.35
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