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Editorial

Fake news in the age of COVID-19:
Evolutional and psychobiological considerations
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The COVID-19 outbreak has been accompanied by a massive infodemic: an overabundance of information, some accurate and
some not. At this pandemic we have seen a large scale of fake news and misinformation, leading to anti-vaccine, anti-mask and
anti-5G protests.! Fake news is intentionally misleading and deceptive news that is written and published with the intent to
damage an entity or a person. They may contain false, misleading, imposter, manipulated or fabricated content. Much of the
discourse on fake news conflates three notions, named “information disorders”: (a) Misinformation: false information someone
shares without knowing it’s untrue, (b) Disinformation: false information that’s shared with the intention to harm or mislead, and
(c) Malinformation: true information that’s used to harm others.?

False beliefs generally arise through the same mechanisms that establish accurate beliefs. People appear to encode all new
information as if it were true and later tag the information as being either true or false. Different cognitive, social and affective
factors lead people to form or endorse misinformed views. The emotional content of the information shared also affects false-be-
lief formation. An angry mood can boost misinformation sharing, while social exclusion, which is likely to induce a negative
mood, can increase susceptibility to conspiratorial content.® As shown by the lllusory Truth Effect, repeated exposure to an article,
whether real or fake, increases people’s perceptions of its accuracy. In social media, falsehood seems to diffuse significantly far-
ther, faster, deeper and more broadly than the truth in all categories of information, while the effects are more pronounced for
false political news than for false news about terrorism, natural disasters and science. Moreover, although prior knowledge of a
statement leads people to confirm the statement the next time they see it (confirmation bias), novelty facilitates decision making
since it updates our understanding of the world.*

The fitness value of accurate information seems so obvious, while self-deception seems to threaten such hard-won informa-
tional gains. Then, why has not it selected out? The American evolutionary biologist and sociobiologist Robert Trivers® suggested
that although our senses have evolved to give us an exquisitely detailed perception of the outside world, as soon as that informa-
tion hits our brains, it often becomes biased and distorted, usually without conscious effort. Why should this be so? For Trivers,
the evolutionary origins of the human propensity for self-deception lie in the adaptive benefits of deceiving others. An animal be-
comes a better liar when it believes its own lies, or we deceive ourselves the better to deceive others. Deception in animals is the
transmission of misinformation by one animal to another and natural selection favors deceptive signaling when aggression either
confers a great benefit to signalers or imposes a great cost to receivers.® In humans, self-deception process may have a protective
role against depression, while depression on its own may reduce mechanisms of self-deception.”?

Humans are biased information-seekers that prefer to receive information that confirms their values and worldviews. Maybe, this is
why myths and conspiracy theories around COVID-19 and vaccines exist. We may suggest that underlined neuropsychological pro-
cesses, probably based on biologically determined self- or other-deceptive mechanisms, may serve in the development, and even
the conservation, of at least some of the social behaviors related to the fake news phenomenon. These mechanisms may support the
human tendency for biased information-seeking and even the evolutionary persistence of the fake news phenomenon.’

However, in cases such as of COVID-19 pandemic, the native urge to deceive ourselves and others is not without risk. Beliefs in
COVID-19-related conspiracy narratives and fake news are negatively associated with vaccination willingness and infection-pre-
ventive behavior.! The COVID-19 pandemic and associated infodemic have magnified the underlying problem of trust. The vac-
cine hesitancy is primarily a trust issue rather than an informational problem. Fake news, rumors and conspiracy theories about
COVID-19 and vaccines should not be understood only as false beliefs, but also as indicators of popular anxieties and fears. Stress
inoculation treatment can help people prepare for subsequent misinformation exposure and to increase misinformation detec-
tion.' Finally, policymakers are advised to build information literacy skills for different levels and environments and to move away
from polarization attitudes and behaviors.
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