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INTRODUCTION

The emergence of fake news in the 

modern political discourse has deeply 

affected the outcome of that very 

system. While everyone is entitled to 

their own opinion, some people are more 

likely to believe fake news. In this era of 

fake news and general distrust towards 

institutions, where do people get their 

information, what do they trust and 

distrust when it comes to news, and what 

role does Facebook play in the news 

ecosystem? What are the different 

attitudes that can be detected here? 

What does it say about our Western 

democracies? And what could be done to 

improve the situation?

The factors that influence likeliness to 

believe in fake news are central to this 

study. In theory, we expect that socio-

economic characteristics play a great role 

in this determination. Thus, we explored 

the links between socio-economic 

characteristics, social networks and 

democracy. Our research leverages 

declarative and passive data collected in 

the UK, France and Germany, to track 

both the impact of social media on 

democratic societies and to assess the 

impact of democratic disruptions on the 

reputation of social media platforms.



METHODOLOGY

We ran a survey (n=1 500) with our 

tracked panelists in France, Germany and 

in the UK. They had all agreed to share 

their data with us. Depending on the 

device they use, we collected app usage, 

URLs and duration. One wave was 

conducted before the 2019 European 

elections – the 26th of May – another 

wave after the elections – between the 1st

and 15th of June 2019.

By fusing the declarative data with both 

the web navigation and passive data 

which were collected via the app they 

had installed; we subsequently made a 

segmentation analysis (K-mean). For each 

segment we obtained, we analysed their 

web behaviour and especially the types 

of websites they used to obtain 

information.
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DECLARATIVE DATA

Extensive perception towards life, 
institutions, media outlets, social networks.

N=500 in each GER, UK, FR
LOI = 20 min

Media consumption
On which media outlets?
For how long?
About which topics?

PASSIVE DATA
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The segmentation is based on two axes:

1. Do they believe in fake news or not? 

To obtain this information, we used a 

Likert scale. We presented a list of 

well-known fake news (e.g. Lady 

Diana was assassinated, or the 

Mossad organized the 9/11 terrorist 

attacks) and asked them how likely 

the statement was true.

2. Which type of news provider do they 

trust? 

We used four categories of news 

outlets; from the mainstream ones to 

user generated content and social 

media, namely: mainstream media 

which are not internet-only 

(newspapers, TV sites), internet-only 

media (free or paid internet 

journalism), opiniated blogs and 

alternative outlets (people or 

organizations promoting a specific 

take on world events) and user 

generated content (forums, posts on 

social media, YouTube videos, etc.)

By measuring the likeliness to believe 

“fake news” and the type of news’ source 

used, four clusters were created. 

The four different clusters have been 

defined by using K-means segmentation. 

The groups are dispersed and offer a 

realist view of the different belief and 

voting behaviors. The four types detected 

are the following: Bourgeois, Sceptics, 

Fakists and Gullibles.  
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CLUSTERISATION: SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHICS
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The Bourgeois

This is the biggest cluster - they 

represent around 38% of our whole 

sample. Rather older (46 years on 

average) and wealthier (53% of CSP+ in 

France for instance), they usually support 

the current government, and more 

generally speaking, are quite at ease with 

the time they are living in. They are quite 

happy overall, support globalization, and 

are  balanced in the values they defend. 

Being rather politically correct, they 

promote gender equality and value 

immigration. In terms of news, they do 

find traditional media outlets reliable and 

are perfectly able to distinguish true 

news from fake news. Both their internet 

consumption and usage of social media 

is the lowest among all the clusters. The 

sources of information they trust are 

major newspapers, for example Le 

Monde or Spiegel.

The Sceptics

Still on the left side of our graph, we find 

the “Sceptics” (21% of the sample). The 

Bourgeois convey the doxa, the Sceptics 

distance themselves from it, when they 

judge it necessary. They are a bit younger 

(44 years on average), rather low or 

middle class. Overall, they are less happy 

with their lives, and in general with the 

current times: it is within this group that 

we find the biggest share – 20% of 

Mélenchon supporters in France for 

instance - of supporters of extreme left-

wing parties. They criticize the 

consequences of the globalization and 

support immigration. They are not fooled 

by the fake news we presented in our 

questionnaire, but neither do they trust 

the “official” news outlets. They are also 

the ones who seem to “research” the 

most, to look for alternative sources of 

news. Specifically, they are the heaviest 

internet users in our sample, and those 

who navigate the most on news websites. 

They appreciate the Guardian, for 

example.

CLUSTERISATION: SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHICS
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The Fakists

The Fakists represent 20% of our sample. 

For them, the truth is out there. They do 

not support the official speeches and the 

doxa. But the expression of this criticism 

is different; it is more about fear and 

anger (vs the Sceptics who seem more 

rational). They question everything which 

stands for the doxa, they are against 

globalization, and #metoo is part of the 

doxa/political correctness for them, they 

do not support gender equality - even if it 

is the most feminine cluster! 55% of the 

Fakists are women, vs 50% overall. They 

are the youngest cluster (41,7 years), with 

a low educational background, they do 

believe in most of the conspiracy theories 

we tested. They neither use the 

institutional media outlets, nor trust them. 

They are heavy Facebook users and trust  

RT (Russia Today) and Sputniknews far 

more than other clusters.

The Gullibles

Like the Fakists, the Gullibles (20% of the 

sample) are more likely to believe that 

conspiracy theories are actual facts. But 

the Gullibles also believe in what is said 

by mass media, and especially TV 

channels. They do have a rather narrow 

perspective on expectation towards 

media outlets. Real time, instantaneity, 

are the key factors which define “good 

news” for them. They are young (42,7 

years, a little older than the previous 

cluster), more masculine, low educated, 

and rather right-wing oriented. They are 

also heavy Facebook users. The source 

of information they trust the most is the 

major TV channels (BBC, TF1, etc.).
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All four segments are located at different 

places on the vector of media source and 

trust. What do these clusters translate to 

and what does that mean for the research 

question? Fakists and Bourgeois are – to 

some extent – opposed in their opinions 

and beliefs, while Sceptics and Gullibles

often appear more tempered and 

doubtful. 

In contrast to the Bourgeois, the other 

groups of people are more dispersed into 

the middle class. Fakists and Gullibles are 

on the right side of the political spectrum 

and are drawn to far-right and 

conservative parties such as RN in 

France, AFD in Germany or The Brexit 

Party in the UK. Sceptics and Bourgeois 

are increasingly situated on the left side 

of the political spectrum. Sceptics have :  

an affiliation with socialist and far-left 

parties  (La France Insoumise, Libdems, ...) 

whilst the Bourgeois appeal  to the 

mainstream and liberal, highly dependent 

on the national status quo. Having 

national implication at its core, Bourgeois 

have a more flexible outline.

In May 2019, the ecologist wave quickly 

spread across the world and directly 

impacted the European election that 

same month, giving an international 

outcome. Thus, in all three countries, 

green parties figured as a mainstream 

movement, appealing to everyone, 

except for the Fakists; more critical of 

green movements.

Insofar as international status quo goes, 

Gullibles and Skeptics are far more 

susceptible to follow it than Fakists, who 

remain impermeable. In other words, 

Fakists will place themselves wherever 

Bourgeois – the embodiment of the 

status quo – are not. It could be argued 

that whatever characterizes this 

alternative group is not their 

credulousness but their spirit of 

contradiction. 
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In terms of political convictions, half of 

the Fakist sample think globalization is 

bad or “rather worse than good”. This is in 

opposition to their high appreciation of 

tech giants. Once again, Fakists stand 

apart while the rest is not as opinionated 

and remain dispersed between good and 

bad, with a penchant for judging 

globalization as being good within the 

more traditional Bourgeois. 

Regarding gender equality, 1 in 4 

Gullibles agree this subject remains far 

too important in the political debate. 

Similarly, 30% of Fakists agree with this 

reasoning. 

Finally, the impact of immigration on the 

country is seen as mainly good by the 

Sceptics and Bourgeois whose line of 

thought remains similar. Immigration is 

seen as bad for the respective nation by 

the Fakists, and to a lesser extent by the 

Gullibles.

Again, the anti-mainstream faction should 

not be assigned to a sexist or anti-

progressist etiquette, but rather a desire 

to counter the political agenda.

Such a contradiction is, however, based 

and legitimized by a set of beliefs and not 

unaccounted for.

6

THEIR DIFFERENCES IN POLITICAL OPINIONS
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Essentially, the Fakist is a consumer: he 

trusts big companies, has confidence in 

GAFA and finds tech giants reliable.

Moreover, Gullibles are very appreciative 

of Facebook, and think of social media as 

having a positive impact on democracy. 

They are the most connected to social 

networks, and use websites such as 

Sputnik, Russia Today, and Infowars. The 

Gullibles are the closest to Fakists, as 

such Fakists and Gullibles find more 

reliability in user generated content, 

where debates and discussions are 

encouraged, and diverse opinions are 

prevalent.

The Sceptic still uses traditional sources 

of information but tends to rely on 

alternative channels and newspapers like 

Le Canard Enchainé in France. However, 

respondents from the Sceptic cluster are 

no strangers to social media with a 

significant percentage of 29,7% trusting 

what they read online. On the other side, 

the Bourgeois stick to traditional sources 

of information, still read newspapers and 

listen to the radio.
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The more privileged (income/ 

educational background) clusters (on the 

left part of the chart), are those who 

encouraged the development of this new 

forms of digital democracy. But they are 

those who believe the most, that it has 

maybe gone too far: the influence of fake 

news on political opinions and the 

dangers linked to an uncontrolled usage 

of personal data. The least privileged 

clusters are, in a sense, victims of these 

phenomena, without being fully aware of 

it. Hence, those who need to be the most 

aware of the potential negative 

consequences of social networks, are 

those who feel the necessity to do so the

least. 

Overall, this research reveals three 

paradoxes of the digital democracy:

1. Those who supported, and who 

benefited from the digital revolution 

the most are those who trust the GAFAs 

the less, and think they now need to be 

controlled. 

The need for regulation is a consensus 

among the elite, which primarily appeals 

to those who might fear the 

consequences of disinformation rather 

than to those who might fall prey to 

disinformation. 

2. Those who trust democratic 

institutions the least are those who 

believe in Facebook’s political virtues 

the most. 

Simultaneously, they emphasize the 

democratic components of Facebook 

(freedom of speech, ideas exchange), 

and they criticize the democratic 

institutions. For them, Facebook supports 

more democracy than political parties, or 

European parliament for instance. 

Facebook is not just a new way to discuss 

politics, it is a challenger to traditional 

political legitimacy. 

3. To believe in fake news is less a 

cognitive matter than a political 

statement. 

The figures are clear on this, no one 

genuinely believes  Neil Armstrong never 

walked on the moon. However to doubt 

the official version of the exploration of 

the moon is a statement. Indulging in fake 

news is social protest made easy. 
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CONCLUSION
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