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Background

The ‘Fake news epidemic’ 



Background

Ø Some nations seem to be disproportionally
affected by misinformation (e.g., Romania &
Bulgaria).

Ø This is reflected in the COVID-19 vaccination
rates.



(Boytchev, 2021)

Background



Background

Ø Conspiracy theories are more appealing to people who
rely on social media platforms (Enders et al, 2021; Stecula
& Pickup, 2021).

Ø+relationship between social media use & COVID-19
conspiracy beliefs and a -relationship with health
protective measures (Allington et al., 2020).

Ø Generic beliefs in conspiracy theories are negative
predictors of intentions to be vaccinated against COVID-
19 (Enea et al., 2022).



Background

ØButuroiu et al. (2021) - the role of media on
COVID-19 conspiracy theory development in
Romania.

ØStrong relationship between media consumption,
exposure to fake news, and Covid-19 related
conspiracy beliefs.



Aims

Ø To determine whether the following factors
represent antecedents of vaccine scepticism,
which in turn would affect intensions to
vaccinate:

• Receptivity to fake news
• Political trust
• Trust in science
• Conspiracy beliefs
• Bullshit propensity



Hypotheses

• We expected that all these factors would predict 
vaccine scepticism, which in turn predict 
intentions to vaccinate (mediation). 



Method

Ø online Qualtrics survey:
üAustralia (N=412; low infection risk & high

vaccine uptake)
üRomania (N= 435; high infection risk & low

vaccine uptake).



Key Measures/Predictors

Ø Fake news receptivity (Pennycook & Rand, 2020)

Ø Trust in authorities (Abrams & Travaglino, 2018; Boukes &
Boomgaarden, 2016).

Ø Trust in science - Science credibility Scale (Hartman et
al., 2017).

Ø Conspiracy beliefs - Vaccine Conspiracy Belief Scale
(Jolley & Douglas, 2014).

Ø Bullshitting Frequency Scale (Littrell et al., 2021).
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Fake news (Covid related - AUS)



Fake news (Covid related - ROM)



Fake news (neutral - AUS)



Fake news (neutral - ROM)



Outcome and Mediator Measures

ØVaccine scepticism - Scepticism Scale, not covid 
specific (Lewandowsky, Gignac, & Oberauer, 2013); 

Ø Intention to vaccinate against COVID-19



Theoretical model

Duncan, L. E. (2018). The Psychology of Collective actions 



Descriptive Statistics

Path plot

Path plot

Variables AUS: M(SD) ROM: M(SD)

Political Mistrust (1-7) 3.30 (1.21) 3.46 (0.74)

Science Mistrust (1-7) 3.34 (1.42) 3.17 (1.22)

Conspiracy Beliefs (1-5) 1.95 (0.92) 1.81 (0.93)

Fake News - Covid 11.72 (2.79) 10.27 (3.41)

Fake News - Neutral 10.81 (2.47) 10.27 (2.86)

Real News - Covid 13.87 (2.53) 12.94 (2.73)

Real News - Neutral 12.70 (2.38) 12.44 (2.53)

Bullshitting (1-7) 3.57 (1.21) 3.30 (1.15)

Political Engagement (1-7) 3.87 (1.59) 3.13 (1.50)

Vaccine Scepticism (1-7) 2.815 (1.32) 3.07 (1.36)

Vaccination Intentions (1-5) 4.33 (1.13) 3.481 (1.34)

Note. Numbers in parentheses next to measured variables in headings column indicate the measurement 
scale. Fake news receptivity measures were calculated as raw scores. 
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Direct effects on Vaccine Scepticism (AUS)  

Path plot

Path plot

Predictors Estimate SE 95% CI p

LL UL

Political Trust -.059 .031 -.120 .003 .061

Science Mistrust .263 .039 .187 .340 < .001

Conspiracy Beliefs .816 .060 .698 .934 < .001

Fake News - Covid .055 .016 .024 .087 < .001

Fake News - Neutral -.024 .016 -.055 .008 .141

Bullshitting .034 .031 -.055 -.027 .274

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.
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Direct effects on Vaccination Intentions (AUS)  

Path plot

Path plot

Predictors Estimate SE 95% CI p

LL UL

Political Trust .077 .028 .023 .132 .006

Science Mistrust .017 .034 -.058 .084 .662

Conspiracy Beliefs -.351 .061 -.496 -.219 < .001

Fake News - Covid
-.034 .014 -.074

2.723×10-

4 .017

Fake News -
Neutral .053 .015

.020
.091 < .001

Bullshitting -.012 .028 -.067 .042 .661

Note.CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.
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Mediation effects - AUS 

Path plot

Path plot

Vaccine skepticism is a mediator for all relationships except for 
Bullshitting àVaccination Intention

Path plot

Path plot



Direct effects to Vaccine Scepticism (ROM)  

Path plot

Path plot

Note.CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.

Predictors Estimate SE 95% CI p

LL UL

Political Trust -.072 .059 -.189 .044 .224

Science Mistrust .418 .047 .327 .510 7.711×10-18

Conspiracy Beliefs .608 .061 .488 .727 3.594×10-21

Fake News - Covid .060 .017 .027 .093 3.809×10-4

Fake News - Neutral -.041 .019 -.079 -.003 .046

Bullshitting -.038 .038 -.112 .037 .319
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Direct effects to Vaccination Intentions (ROM)  

Path plot

Path plot

Note.CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.

Predictors Estimate SE 95% CI p

LL UL

Political Trust .133 .061 .009 .258 .029

Science Mistrust -.069 .052 -.153 .004 .187

Conspiracy Beliefs -.344 .070 -.503 -.185 8.195×10-7

Fake News - Covid -.024 .018 -.058 .010 .169

Fake News - Neutral .016 .020 -.024 .051 .436

Bullshitting .018 .039 -.056 .103 .650
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Mediation effects - ROM 

Path plot

Path plot

Vaccine skepticism is a mediator for all relationships except for Bullshitting 
àVaccination Intention and Political Trust àVaccination Intention

Path plot

Path plot

Path plot



Discussion 

Path plot

Path plot

Ø Samples in both countries are relatively similar
(except for Vaccine Skepticism and Vaccination
Intentions).

Ø Vaccine skepticism is (+) predicted by Science
mistrust, conspiracy beliefs & belief in covid-related
fake-news in both samples.

Ø Mediation is also similar (only diff is that Vaccine
Skepticism does not mediate the relations between
Political Trust and Vaccination Intentions in the
Romanian sample).



Discussion 
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ØHowever, there are some different patterns of 
relationships: 

üVaccination Intentions are predicted by (+)
political trust and (-) by conspiracy beliefs & belief
in covid-related fake-news in AUS, but only by (+)
political trust & (-) by conspiracy beliefs in ROM.
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