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Belief in fake news may lead to a variety of adverse consequences such as lack of trust in mainstream media, vaccine hesitancy, polarization, and the formation of inaccurate beliefs. Thus, it is crucial to understand what drives people’s ability to recognize misinformation and what may affect its perceived credibility. This study examines two factors that, according to the existing research, play a role in the way the audience evaluates the news: (1) alignment of the news with prior attitudes and beliefs (confirmation bias); (2) media literacy skills. To test how these factors affect fake news perception, we conducted an online experiment comparing two groups of respondents: average social media users and professionals working in media. 

A range of studies showed that media literacy interventions as well as knowledge of news production are positively associated with the accuracy of fake news detection [1, 2, 3, 4]. In this study, we hypothesize that people professionally working with information have a higher level of media competence and, thus, are better at fake news recognition. We also expect that this effect will be moderated by the level of professional experience and involvement in news production. 

Confirmation bias, as another factor influencing trust in information, can be generally understood as interpreting evidence in ways that are partial to existing beliefs and expectations [5]. This cognitive bias has been proven to affect trust in fake news whereby misinformation aligned with one’s beliefs is perceived as more credible [6]. Similarly, we assume that respondents will be more likely to accept information if it is attitudinally consistent. However, we expect this effect to be less significant among professional media employees due to their media literacy skills than among average news consumers.   

Respondents (N=1946) were recruited using two strategies: 1) advertising on Facebook which was used for average social media users and partially for media employees; 2) snowball sampling which was used for media employees as a hard-to-reach population. The latter included reaching out to professional journalists and posting information about the experiment in professional resources (such as Facebook groups, Telegram channels, etc.). The final sample includes 1455 average social media users, 319 current media employees, and 172 former media employees.     

Participants accessed an experimental application on the stand-alone website (https://jour.fakenewsproject.org/jour/fb/). They were exposed to 12 fake and true news on three controversial topics: LGBT, abortions, and the death penalty. We expected that these issues, often generating polarized opinions, will better allow us to trace the attitudinal effect. All news items varied by their valence in regard to the described issue (positive/negative) and were demonstrated in the form of a social media post. After evaluating news credibility, participants were asked about their attitudes towards the discussed issues and completed a survey with questions concerning demographics, news consumption, political attitudes, and — for media employees — professional experience. 

The obtained data is analyzed from the perspective of signal detection theory (SDT), which is often used in psychological experiments where participants need to discriminate between two types of stimulus. SDT allows separating the response bias (tendency to respond in a particular way) from sensitivity (accuracy in the discernment of the stimulus). In our study, these parameters correspond to confirmation bias and accuracy in fake and true news recognition. 

Based on the preliminary analysis, we indicate two major findings. First, the results show a moderate difference in accuracy between the current media employees and average news consumers. However, counterintuitively, we did not observe the effect of professional media experience, such as involvement in news production. Interestingly, former media employees performed significantly better than the rest of the participants, which requires further investigation. 

Second, we see a significant effect of confirmation bias on perceived credibility. This holds for all respondent groups regardless of their experience in media and regardless of the news veracity. Confirmation bias is also observed across all three topics. 

This study contributes to the research on fake news in several ways. First, to our knowledge, this is the first study that tests the ability to recognize fake news among professional media employees, thus, showing how people professionally working with information distinguish between true and false facts online. Second, we examine the confirmation bias effect in relation to media literacy skills demonstrating that people are susceptible to this bias regardless of their media competence. Finally, this experiment employs SDT, which, so far, has rarely been used for fake news recognition tasks, thus, providing new methodological implications for this field of research. 
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