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Abstract

Research on political misperceptions is flourishing across
disciplines. Literature on misinformation susceptibility and po-
litical group meta-perceptions have arisen independently, both
seeking to understand how inaccurate social beliefs of the first
and second order respectively contribute to political polariza-
tion. Here we review these literatures and argue for greater
integration. We highlight four domains where these two
literatures intersect: how inaccurate group meta-perceptions
may increase misinformation susceptibility, how misinformation
may itself convey inaccurate second-order information, how
second-order perceptions of misinformation belief may in-
crease misinformation susceptibility, and how reputational
concerns may affect misinformation engagement. Our hope is
to illuminate fruitful avenues of future research and inspire
scholars of political misperceptions to pursue unified theoret-
ical models of how misperceptions drive negative political
outcomes.
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Introduction

Psychological scholars are increasingly focused on the
problem of political polarization [1]. Two nascent
literatures have emerged from this that share a core
theoretical interest in how inaccurate social beliefs drive
polarization. The first is work on group meta-
perceptions/false polarization, inaccurate second-order
beliefs about out-group preferences, and attitudes

toward the in-group [2—4], which developed from tra-
ditions in social and political psychology studying
intergroup conflict, stereotypes/misperception, and
dehumanization. The second is work on misinformation
susceptibility [5—7], which developed from traditions in
cognitive and social psychology studying conspiracy
beliefs, news/social media, and cognitive effort.

We argue the literature on group meta-perception and
misinformation susceptibility should seek stronger
integration. Doing so will progress the field toward a
unified theoretical framework for understanding the
causes of political misperceptions, across domains and
contexts, and how misperceptions drive negative polit-
ical outcomes. The former is especially important as
most scholarship on political misperceptions tends to
focus on outcomes and interventions while neglecting
their causes and antecedents. Below we provide a
roadmap of four fruitful avenues of research where these
literatures intersect (see Table 1 for overview). The first
explores the effect misinformation may have on negative
group meta-perceptions, and the second discusses how
inaccurate group meta-perceptions may contribute to
misinformation susceptibility. The third focuses on
second-order perceptions of misinformation belief, and
the fourth considers meta-perceptive concerns related
to misinformation engagement. Our goal is to inspire the
next generation of scholarship on political mis-
perceptions and interventions designed to reduce them
and the negative political outcomes they cause.

Misinformation’s effects of group meta-perception
Misinformation research in psychology has endeavored to
make generalizable inferences across myriad instances of
misinformation [8], yet this has led to a lack of attention
to how the specific content of the misinformation affects
belief and subsequent appraisals of both in- and out-
groups. If misinformation contains second-order infor-
mation about the beliefs and behaviors of partisans, then
belief in that misinformation could negatively affect
partisans’ group meta-perceptions.

Partisanship strongly impacts how individuals evaluate
misinformation itself [9,10], and the sources of (mis)
information [11]. But work isolating the features of
misinformation, and how they impact evaluation and
downstream attitudes, is sparse. Misused evidence is
seen as less false than full fabrication, and narrative-
based information is seen as less false than statistical-
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Table 1

Overview of areas of fruitful future research.

Intersection of
Misinformation & Meta-
perception

Relevant Existing Literature & Phenomena

Example Research Questions

Misinformation’s effects of
group meta-perception

Group meta-perception’s
effects on misinformation
belief

Second-order perceptions
of misinformation belief

Misinformation content; leadership and
source effects; threat perceptions;
perceived norms; prior attitudes

Pluralistic ignorance; third-person effect
and naive realism; reputation and
impression management concerns;

How prevalent is misinformation
containing second-order information? Is it
mostly about the in—or out-group? Is it
more effective than misinformation
containing only first-order information?

Do threat perceptions increase
misinformation susceptibility? Is
misinformation more believable if it
confirms negative meta-perceptions?
Does false polarization make partisans
more likely to believe misinformation?

Do partisans overestimate the prevalence
of misinformation support in the in- and
out-group? Do third-person effects

conformity

Meta-perceptive concerns
around misinformation
engagement

generalize to the in-group? What are
people’s lay beliefs about how
misinformation spreads and why people
believe it?

Do partisans feel conformity pressures to
accept/share misinformation? Do
partisans underestimate in-group
backlash to misinformation engagement?
Could pluralistic ignorance prevent
partisans from challenging in-group
misinformation?

based information [12]. Conspiracy articles use more
emotional and threat-based information and contain
more counter-argumentation than do non-conspiracy
articles [13]. Fake news with policy relevance is more
attractive to partisans than fake news that denigrates
specific outgroup members [14]. Intergroup conflict,
relative to cooperation, is one cause of overly negative
group meta-perceptions [15,16], suggesting that
misinformation invoking a sense of out-group threat
could exacerbate false polarization biases. Yet to do so
misinformation must be about the out-group specif-
ically, and misinformation literature across disciplines
have not sought to systematically understand how spe-
cific content related to in-groups and out-groups may
affect appraisals of misinformation. Moreover, group
meta-perceptions can be highly domain-specific and
may arise from distinct mechanisms [17,18], suggesting
that their interaction with misinformation content is
also domain-specific.

Misinformation often contains specific, false claims
about the actions and attitudes of the out-group. For
example, conservative Congressional Representatives
James Comer and Jim Jordan published an opinion piece
on Fox News in October 2020 titled “Democrats want to
use mail-in ballots to steal election and deny Trump
second term” [19]. This presents false second-order

information about Democrats’ intent to commit elec-
tion fraud against Republicans. Believing the out-group
holds anti-democratic attitudes and is willing to subvert
elections is associated with holding those sentiments
oneself [20,21], and the authors of both these papers
speculate that misinformation forecasting Democratic
attempts to subvert a Trump victory in the 2020 Elec-
tion contributed to Republicans’ inaccurate group meta-
perceptions and own anti-democratic attitudes. If this is
true, it would be evidence for group meta-perception
being the mediating causal factor between election-
related misinformation and anti-democratic sentiment.
Future work on misinformation should focus more on if
and how content impacts downstream attitudes, spe-
cifically how that content conveys second-order infor-
mation about the out-groups’ behavior, attitudes, or
intent, and serve to increase conflict through negative
group meta-perceptions.

Group meta-perception’s effects on misinformation
belief

While misinformation can induce second-order beliefs,
it is also plausible that baseline second-order beliefs
about the in- and out-group make one more susceptible
to misinformation aligned with those beliefs. As
mentioned above, Braley et al. [20] and Pasek et al. [21]
speculate that election-related misinformation may
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have caused the negative group meta-perceptions about
out-group willingness to subvert democracy. However,
the reverse could also be true. Partisans may have held
such negative second-order beliefs about the out-group
(as false polarization predates the Trump era [22,23])
that the “Big Lie” and other forms of anti-democratic
misinformation merely confirmed and cemented prior
beliefs rather than having inculcated partisans with
novel (mis)perceptions. These dynamics could be un-
derstood as a norm perception effect: partisans infer
(false) conflict norms from highly negative group meta-
perceptions they already hold, which in turn makes in-
dividuals more susceptible to misinformation suggesting
the out-group engaged in the putatively normative
behavior [24]. More broadly, this process could function
through first-order mechanisms, which have indepen-
dent effects on intergroup perceptions in addition to
second-order beliefs [25]. For example, group meta-
perceptions causally drive affective polarization
[15,26] and negative first-order beliefs more broadly
[27,28], and affective polarization impacts partisan bias
effects on misinformation belief, specifically through
more attention to in-group information [29].

Intergroup threat perceptions also likely play a medi-
ating role in the relationship between second-order
beliefs and misinformation susceptibility. While no
empirical work has tackled the links between meta-
perceptions, threat, and misinformation, there is evi-
dence suggesting this connection exists. Identity threat
can increase political misperceptions [30], and in un-
certain informational settings threat perceptions in-
crease, leading to higher acceptance of COVID
conspiracy theories [31]. Threatening information (e.g.,
terrorism) is attended to significantly more than non-
threatening information, indicating that threat affects
informational preference [32]. Additionally, misinfor-
mation is perceived as threatening because people
believe out-group members are easily susceptible to it
[33]. Thus, if negative group meta-perceptions induce
feelings of threat, then they will plausibly increase
preferences for belief-consistent information.

Second-order perceptions of misinformation belief

Beyond possible causal relationships between general
second-order beliefs and misinformation susceptibility,
individuals also have second-order beliefs about belief in
misinformation. In the context of one’s in-group, per-
ceptions of in-group belief in misinformation could
induce norm effects. Individuals may become more
susceptible to misinformation because they believe it’s
widely endorsed by the in-group. For example, the
motive to share news with political allies makes in-
dividuals less accurate at identifying fake news,
suggesting in-group affiliation motives interfere with
the ability to detect fake news [34]. Similarly, believing
that misinformation is widely endorsed by the out-group
will plausibly lead to negative intergroup attitudes,
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along with feelings of threat [33]. Both of these hypo-
thetical processes would be exacerbated by a phenom-
enon identified in the Communication literature as the
Third Person Effect (TPE) [35]. The TPE, akin to
Naive Realism in the psychological literature [36], is a
bias whereby individuals believe mass media messages,
independent of truthfulness, are more impactful to
(distant) others than oneself or close others [37,38].
The TPE generalizes to the context of misinformation,
as individuals believe out-group members are more
susceptible to misinformation [39] and less able to
detect it [38] relative to in-group members. This sug-
gests that not only might the TPE increase one’s ten-
dency to assume belief in misinformation is prevalent,
especially among conservatives who believe mainstream
news knowingly shares false information at a high rate
[40], have more homogenous social networks [41,42],
and to whom most misinformation caters [43], it may
make people overconfident in their ability to detect and
reject misinformation [44]. However, to our knowledge,
there is no research on how aware individuals are of the
amount of misinformation they are exposed to, so any
possible relationship between the TPE and misinfor-
mation prevalence perceptions is speculative.

While the TPE literature provides an understanding
that individuals see others as more susceptible, it fo-
cuses only on general others, instead of identified
groups, and has yet to explore any experimental ap-
proaches to mitigating the effects. Chen and Fu [37]
found evidence that the TPE increased behavioral
intent to engage in corrective action (debunking com-
ments, reporting the misinformation for removal) to
online misinformation, but this work does not provide
evidence of actual corrective behavior. Overall, future
work should examine the second-order beliefs in-
dividuals hold about in- and out-group endorsement of
misinformation, whether these second-order percep-
tions are accurate, and how they affect individuals’ own
susceptibility to misinformation.

Meta-perceptive concerns around misinformation
engagement

There are many reasons why individuals may, or may not,
engage with and share misinformation that are unrelated
to perceptions of veracity. Individuals who choose to
circulate (mis)information online primarily do so
because of its ideological alignment [45] and dislike of
the out-group [46], though Ceylan, Anderson, and Wood
[47] suggest simple positive reinforcement (higher
engagement on posts) creates habits of sharing (mis)
information. Sharing behavior on social media may also
have positive reputational benefits from in-group
members [48], but does come with the risk of reputa-
tion loss if the information is known to be false [49].
Chadwick, Vaccari, and O’Loughlin [50] find that the
motive to inform/persuade others via social media
posting is independent from the motive to please (or
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upset) others, providing further evidence for a reputa-
tional mechanism, namely the meta-perceptive belief
that sharing something will garner one positive
social regard.

Perhaps the most pertinent question related to such
reputational concerns surrounding misinformation
engagement is whether or not they are accurate. If
partisans overestimate positive in-group regard from
sharing in-group aligned information (or fail to antici-
pate pushback from in-group members challenging the
misinformation), such inaccurate meta-perceptions
might drive misinformation sharing. Yet sharing misin-
formation can engender perceptions of trustworthiness
from the in-group [51], and it’s plausible that partisans
might accurately anticipate this trustworthiness boost,
providing a social incentive to share misinformation.
Similarly, individuals might (in)correctly expect repu-
tational harms from challenging misinformation
espoused by in-group members, leading to a pluralistic
ignorance effect and the spiral of silence [52]. Future
work should seek to establish the weight allotted to
meta-perceptions when engaging with misinformation,
and the extent to which discrete reputational meta-
perceptions are accurate or biased.

Conclusion

The integration of the misinformation and group meta-
perception literature presents considerable opportu-
nities to expand understanding of the effects political
misperceptions have on the political outcomes.
Research on both the causes and consequences of po-
litical misperceptions is crucial to developing unified
theories and scalable interventions. The sections
presented here provide a detailed, though non-
exclusive, discussion of research avenues that would
provide important steps in such theory development.
Lastly, we encourage psychological researchers to seek
interdisciplinary collaborations, as a sizable portion of
research evaluating political misperceptions and misin-
formation is done by disciplines such as Political Sci-
ence, Communications, and Media Studies.
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