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Introduction

Paying close attention to mis- and disinformation has become, in the last seven years,
an important undertaking for journalists and governments alike. It is possible to
manipulate election results, as well as the policies of entire countries, by influencing
the mechanisms citizens use to obtain information. After uncovering the role that the
social media algorithms play to lock users in closed circles, or information bubbles,
and incite them to keep firm positions in order to achieve considerable financial profits,
different parties have been seeking to address a situation that is conducive to the
spread of disinformation. In fact, results show that those who believe in misleading
media narratives, conspiracy theories, and fake news are more likely to support illiberal
policies and autocratic leaders to the point of risking the pure and simple suppression of
personal and public freedoms.

Should the focus then be on fact-checking initiatives? Or maybe on promoting media
literacy in schools? Should stakeholders engage in negotiations with social media
networks to modify their algorithms and adjust their economic model?

To answer these questions, it is important to properly understand the social, cultural,
educational, economic, and political factors that make it easier for a person to fall in
the trap of disinformation. Understanding this can help deal appropriately with the
reality of each country, and even more, each segment of society. What is suitable for a
community closely linked to modern means of communication in an open society could
be unsuccessful in an environment with challenging economic conditions and repressive
authorities.

In Lebanon, there has not been to date a study on citizens’ behavior vis-a-vis misleading
news reports.Humanrights defenders, freedom of expression advocates,and government
agencies need to be properly aware of the influence of misleading information with regard
to the views on freedom of opinion and expression, as well as local and international
political and economic developments in general. Without an acute understanding of
these dynamics, local and regional authoritarian forces, security services, and non-state
armed actors will be more likely to fill the knowledge gap with more misleading media
narratives.



Methodology

With this report, the Samir Kassir Foundation aims to analyse how Lebanese people deal
with mis- and disinformation according to an opinion poll that included 1,000 citizens.
The research — conducted by Information International - is intended to understand the
following:

B The extent to which a citizen distinguishes between accurate news reports
andthose filled with misleading information and conspiracy theories;

I The extent to which citizens are prone to sharing mis- and disinformation;

I (1 the citizens are aware of the truth or falsity of a news piece, would it affect their
willingness to share it?

The 1,000 respondents were divided into two groups — A and B. Group A participants
were shown ten fake news (most of which were not published in the mentioned media
outlets) and five accurate stories. They were asked whether they would share such
articles, what reasons would incite them to share these news items or prevent them
from doing so, and which social media platforms they would use. The same stories were
presented to group B participants, asking them whether they think such articles are fake
or accurate. They were then asked about their willingness to share such stories, the
reasons behind that, and the platforms they would use, just like group A participants.
The only difference between groups A and B is that group B participants were first asked
whether they believe the articles to be true or not.




Sample Description

The opinion poll took place from July 1 to 14, 2022. It included 1,000 respondents aged
18 to 64. They were distributed proportionally across the Lebanese districts according to
the number of residents (Ministry of Public Health, 2020 Statistical Bulletin), as detailed
in the table below.

Table 1: Distribution of respondents according to districts

R R TN
(district)

Beirut 93 9.3
Jbeil 21 2.1
Kesrwan 37 3.7
Metn 10,7
CEELE 10.8
Shouf 41 4.1
Aley 31 3.1
Akkar 75 7.5
Tripoli 68 6.8
Minieh-Dennieh 34 3.4
Batroun 10 1.0
Koura 13 1.3
Zgharta 15 1.5
Besharri 6 0.6
Zahleh 40 4.0
West Begaa 20 2.0
Rashaya 9 0.9
Baalbeck 62 6.2
Hermel 15 1.5
Sidon 56 5.6
Jezzine ) 0.6
Tyre 55 5.5
Bint Jbeil 23 2.3
Marjayoun 18 1.8
Hasbaya 7 0.7
N ELEN! 30 3.0
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The sample was distributed equally between males and females (500 participants
each). Also, the sample was equally divided between groups A and B. The same questions
were asked to the respondents within the two groups, with an additional introductory
guestion to the respondents in group B about the truth or falsity of the news. Thus, group
B can be considered a guided group because the question makes the respondent aware
of the “key word” of the study, while in group A, the respondents were not given any hint
on whether the news is false or true.

The respondents were distributed by age as follows:

Table 2: Distribution of respondents according to the age group

Age group Number Percentage

Total 1,000 100.0

As for the religious distribution of respondents, it included 29.5% of Sunnis, 29.3% of
Shiites, 19.4% of Maronites, and 6.7% of Orthodox. Table 3 shows the religious distribution
of respondents.

Table 3: Distribution of respondents according to religious sects

Religious sect Number Percentage
Maronite
Orthodox

Catholic

Armenian Orthodox/
Armenian Catholic

Sunni
Shiite
Druze

Alawi

Christian minorities

Total 1,000 100.0




The highest proportion of respondents had university level education (36.9%), compared
to 24.5% who had completed secondary education, and 21.4% who had completed the
intermediate stage (Table 4).

Table 4: Distribution of respondents according to the level of education

Level of education Number Percentage
Primary and below

Intermediate

Secondary

University

Postgraduate

Vocational education

Total 1,000 100.0

115 respondents (11.5%) refused to participate in the opinion poll for several reasons -
mostly lack of interest in news and social media, as well as lack of time.




Executive Summary

Identifying accurate news: Group B respondents were, in majority, able to identify three
out of five accurate news — two local and one regional:

» The activist who assaulted the Lebanese Energy Minister turns himself in
o Syria: 2,389 Palestinians detained by the regime
» The Lebanese security forces raid the house of Central Bank Governor

Identifying fake news: Group B respondents were able to identify seven out of ten fake
news — five regional and two local:

» Erdogan: We will interfere in Lebanese affairs to save the Lebanese people if the economic
situationdoes notimprove

» Hezbollah threatens to use its weapons internally if the new government is not formed
according to its demands

* Armed men affiliated with the Lebanese Forces carry out an attack against the Shiyah
neighbourhood after election results were announced

» Macron threatens Poutine to use nuclear weapons if he attacks Finland and Sweden

» The response of the axis of resistance to Soleimani’s death led to the withdrawal of
American troops from Iraq

» According to witnesses, the operation carried out to capture bin Laden in Pakistan in
2011 is staged and nothing proves he was there

» Mogtada Al-Sadr: The legalisation of same-sex marriage led to the spread of the Covid-19
pandemic

Not knowing if the news is accurate or fake: The respondents were not able to know if
the following five news items (three regional and two local) were accurate or fake:

e Nasrallah admits losing parliamentary majority in Lebanon

e The Arab States allow China to get away with its repression of Uyghurs

* Documents prove that embassies paid expatriates to elect reformist candidates

* Radar images show American planes fly over Lebanon following the Beirut explosion

e The European Union is trying to destroy the lives of the Syrian population by imposing
new sanctions

Believing v. sharing the news: Asking the respondents whether they think the news is
fake or accurate did not have a significant impact on their willingness to share the news
or not. The percentages of respondents who wanted to share the news and those who did
not were pretty similar within groups A and B.




Sharing the news: The majority of the two groups’ respondents refused to share the news
mentioned in the study, except for two local news where the percentage of respondents
willing to share the news was higher than those who refused to do so:

* Radarimages show American planes fly over Lebanon following the Beirut explosion
— fake local information that the majority of the group B respondents misidentified
as accurate.

» The Lebanese security forces raid the house of Central Bank Governor — accurate
information that the majority of the group B respondents identified as true.

Reasons for sharing the news: The news being important or interesting ranked first
among the reasons mentioned for sharing the news. The second reason is thinking the
news is true or trusting the author/source of the statement, followed by the interest in
the news content. Several other reasons were cited for sharing news that was deemed
as fake, including disagreeing with the content but sharing it with a comment stating its
falsity to expose the media outlet.

Reasons for not sharing the news: The reasons for not sharing the news ranked from
considering it fake, lack of interest in the news, not wanting to share political news and,
to a lesser extent, not trusting the author/source of the statement or the media outlet or
even incompatibility of the news with the respondents’ own beliefs and affiliation.

Social media platforms: Facebook topped the list of social media platforms that
respondents are willing to share news on, followed by WhatsApp, Twitter, Instagram,
and Telegram - a very small proportion for the latter. Facebook ranked first among
respondents of both genders and different age groupsin general,and among respondents
from the majority of sects and residential areas.

General comparison:

¢ Thinking about the truth or falsity of the news does not have a significant impact on
the willingness of respondents to share it or not. The sharing rate only drops from
28.7% to 27.4% as a general average, after asking the respondents whether the news
is accurate or fake.

¢ Men have a relatively higher tendency, albeit slightly, to share news, at a rate of
29.7%, compared to 26.5% among women.

e The age group most inclined to share news on social media is 35-44.

¢ The number 1 reason for sharing content is the importance of the news for the
citizen, while the number 1 reason for not sharing the news is the respondents’
belief that it is not accurate or their lack of interest in its content. There is also a
general tendency for respondents not to share political news, regardless of their
authenticity.

* Only 13.5% of the respondents are willing to share international news, while the
number rises to 21.7% for regional news, and 38.9% for local news.

¢ Respondents were able to correctly identify whether the news is accurate or fake
at a 58.7% rate, and their answers were more accurate with regard to regional news
(64.2%), followed by local news (56.2%) and finally international news (55.4%).
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