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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: This study investigates the underlying motives for online fake news sharing during the COVID-19 pandemic, an
Fak‘? news sharing unprecedented time that witnessed a spike in the spread of false content. Motives were identified based on a fake
Motives news sharing model developed using the SocioCultural-Psychological-Technology (SCulPT) model, Uses and
f\ﬁ;ﬁznllg Gratification (U&G) theory and Self-Determination Theory (SDT), and further extended using fake news pre-
Ignorance dictors/gratifications from past studies. A self-administered survey resulted in 869 online Malaysian respondents
Entertainment aged between 18 and 59 years old (Mean = 22.6, Standard deviation = 6.13). Structured equation modelling

revealed the fake news sharing model to collectively account for 49.2 % of the variance, with Altruism (f =
0.333; p < 0.001), Ignorance (p = 0.165; p < 0.001) and Entertainment (f = 0.139; p < 0.001) significantly
predicting the behaviour. Conversely, Availability/Effort, Pass Time and Fear of Missing Out were found to be
insignificant. Our findings indicate that fake news sharing behavior is determined by different motives, hence

these need to be understood in order to develop better solutions to mitigate this problem.

1. Introduction

Fake news, defined as concocted content that copycat legitimate
news, presented subtly to lure the public into believing it is legitimate
[1] has become a major burden worldwide due to the popularity of so-
cial media and instant messaging applications which permit instant
interaction and diffusion of new ideas globally at the touch of a button.
Although fake news is often found on malicious websites, platforms such
as Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, Telegram etc. are popular avenues for
the rapid dissemination of unverified content. The spread of fake news
has been reported to have significantly influenced political elections
worldwide (e.g. Donald Trump’s election to his Presidency) and caused
problems in public health as well [2,3]. In fact, fake news proliferation
has intensified on social media during the COVID-19 pandemic which
many experts believe is contributing to the spread of the outbreak by
drowning out the voice of official public health releases online [4].

COVID-19 garnered and generated false content at an alarming rate
since last year. As people struggled with the constantly changing, un-
familiar circumstances and uncertainties due to restricted movements,
social media became their prime source of information. The pandemic
therefore brought upon an onslaught of information (both real and fake)
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being shared and spread with audience around the world in a matter of
seconds. Therefore, while fake news is not new, the speed and magni-
tude of its spread in the era of the COVID-19 pandemic reached a new
level. A Google trend analysis on “misinformation” and “disinformation”
spread over the last three years (2018-2020) illustrates the dramatic
increase in global fake news dissemination in 2020 (see Fig. 1). Thus,
2020 was a breakout year for online information warfare, with COVID-
19 related fake news to be the most common problem around the world.
For instance, almost half (46 %) of the United Kingdom population were
found to be exposed to COVID-19 related fake news [5] whilst more than
25 % of the most watched YouTube videos on COVID-19 contained false
or misleading information, reaching over 62 million views worldwide
[6].

The phenomenon has been observed in Malaysia as well, with at least
270 fake news related investigations since January 2020 with 35 being
charged in court. The local government has taken a few new initiatives
to curb this issue due to the pandemic, namely, by setting up a Rapid
Response Troop to counter fake news pertaining to the Movement
Control Order, Welfare Department aid and other COVID-19 related
topics [7]. Other government attempts include public information
campaigns with catchy slogans such as “tak pasti, jangan kongsi” (“not
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sure, don’t share”) and “pastikan sahih” (“ensure it is verified”), and also
the encouragement and promotion of the fact-checking website, www.se
benarnya.my, a government-operated one-stop centre for debunking
false information. Additionally, the National Security Council periodi-
cally sends text messages reminding the public not to spread fake news
due to the potential threat to the national security.

A search of the relevant literature revealed a vast majority of fake
news studies to be related to detection mechanisms based on social
media feed (Twitter, Facebook, online news portals) and platform fea-
tures (users, content and network etc.) using machine learning algo-
rithms [8-10]. Conversely, empirical studies on fake news were found to
be mostly based on content analysis of social media communications
[11,12] whilst others focused on linguistic features and writing style,
sharing history of the identified fake news, examination of root content
and information in the form of comments and articles, among others
[13,14]. Other technological attempts to detect fake news include the
use of fact-checking websites such as Snopes.com, PolitiFact.com, Fact
Check.Org and sebenarnya.my.

Despite the spread of fake news and its deleterious effects, motives
behind this harmful behavior are largely unknown and under-
researched. Talwar and colleagues [15] examined WhatsApp commu-
nications with results indicating online trust, self-disclosure, fear of
missing out (FOMO) and social media fatigue to be positively related to
intentionally sharing fake news. The authors however, found online
trust to have a negative association with authenticating news before
sharing. Interestingly, a search of the literature revealed a growing
number of studies and publications focusing on fake news dissemination
during the COVID-19 pandemic, and thus lending support to the bur-
geoning issue under-study. For example, authors in Ref. [16] found so-
cialization, information sharing, information seeking and pass time to be
the main motives for sharing fake news among a Nigerian sample whilst
Islam et al. [17] observed entertainment and self-promotion to drive the
spread of unverified information among Bangladesh young adults.

Studies related to fake news are lacking in Malaysia - empirical,
theoretical and practical. In fact, a literature search revealed only pub-
lished opinions on fake news, its potential effects and regulations [18,
19] although news media reports and statistics indicate proliferation of
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fake news in the country. According to the Malaysian Communications
and Multimedia Commission (MCMC) Internet Users Survey 2017,
approximately 83 % of Malaysians trusted online health-related infor-
mation, irrespective of the source. Malaysians were also reported to be
confused and unable to differentiate real news from fake news [20].
Local media reports indicate the spread of fake news have intensified
during the COVID-19 pandemic [7], hence it is considered crucial and
also timely to investigate the underlying motives behind this harmful
behavior. Further, there is also a lack of theoretical framework on un-
derstanding the motives behind fake news sharing (accomplished with
and/or without malicious intents). Thus, this study was undertaken to
bridge these gaps by developing a fake news sharing model comprising
predictors adopted from existing models and evidences, namely, Tech-
nology, Entertainment, Ignorance, Altruism, Pass Time and FoMO in
order to identify the significant motives influencing fake news sharing
behavior among Malaysians.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 pre-
sents the background and theories behind fake news sharing, followed
by the methodology in Section 3. The results and discussions are pro-
vided next, before the paper is finally concluded in Section 6.

2. Background
2.1. Fake news

The term fake news is often widely used to describe information
disorder, and can be categorized as [21]:

i. Misinformation: False information created without any harmful
intention,
ii. Disinformation: False information deliberately created to harm
an entity (person, social group, organization or country),
iii. Malinformation: Information that is based on reality and used to
inflict harm on an entity (person, social group, organization or
country).

According to Ref. [22], fake news are “news articles that are

(a) Global misinformation spread between January 1, 2018 and January 1, 2021

(b) Global disinformation spread between January 1, 2018 and January 1, 2021

Fig. 1. Global trends for the spread of fake news between 2018 and 2021.
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intentionally written to mislead or misinform readers but can be verified
as false by means of other sources”. The authors further identified three
main aspects of fake news, namely, (i) its form as news article, (ii) its
deceptive intent (satirical or malicious) and (iii) the verifiability of its
content as completely or partially false. Others viewed fake news as any
untrue information which includes rumors, myths, hoaxes and con-
spiracy theories that are distributed intentionally or unintentionally
[23]. The Malaysian Parliament defines it as “any news, information,
data and reports which is or are wholly or partly false, whether in the
form of features, visuals or audio recordings or in any other form capable
of suggesting words or ideas” [24]. The present study redefines fake
news as “misleading or incorrect information in any forms, disseminated
intentionally or unintentionally”. In other words, fake news is deemed to
encompass misinformation, disinformation and malinformation, spread
with or without any intention to inflict harm on another entity.

The rapid spread of fake news during the COVID-19 pandemic fueled
unnecessary public panic regarding the outbreak, prompting govern-
ments and authorities to urge citizens to confirm the genuineness of
news before circulating them [4]. Literature and news articles around
the globe show a flurry of false or fabricated COVID-19 information
spread through social media, such as those urging people to drink salty
or warm water, and bleach as a remedy against the deadly virus [25].
Closer to home, some sample fake news that have been debunked by the
relevant authorities include a report urging Malaysians not to consume
Mandarin oranges from China deemed to be contaminated with
COVID-19 virus and news indicating that the Kuala Lumpur hospital was
seeking public contributions in forms of funds and essentials. Such false
information may confuse people and cause them to overreact (e.g., un-
necessary anxiety, hoarding groceries and other essential items), un-
derreact (e.g., engaging in risky behavior such as not adhering to the
Standard Operating Procedures) or adopt harmful remedies (e.g., bleach
consumption). Therefore, it is pertinent to investigate the underlying
motives contributing to fake news sharing behavior so that more stra-
tegic interventions can be designed and developed to increase the
quality of information people share online.

2.2. Theoretical underpinnings

Fake news articles are mostly found on malicious websites, specif-
ically created to spread misinformation which are often shared on social
media platforms by authors, malicious users or social media bots, as well
as general public who do not bother to verify the article before
dissemination. As sharing/spreading fake news involves the use of
technology (particularly social media) with negative consequences, it is
deemed appropriate to base our research on existing models focusing on
technology/social media and harmful behaviors. Further, the present
study also focuses on the psychological aspect of the human with regard
to their fake news sharing behavior (i.e., individual differences)
including negative attitudes, entertainment or simply to pass their time,
among others.

The SocioCultural-Psychology-Technology (SCulPT) model was
introduced in Ref. [26] to determine cyberbullying predictors. As the
name implies, the model comprised three main motives, namely, So-
cioCultural (i.e., Social Influence and Social Acceptability), Psychology
(i.e., Entertainment, Attitude and Empowerment) and Technology (i.e.,
Ease of Use, Coverage, Anonymity, Availability and Trust), all of which
were collectively found to significantly predict cyberbullying intention
(predictive power of 83 %). SocioCultural had the strongest impact,
particularly Social Influence (friends and family) and Social Accept-
ability (embedded as part of one’s environment/society). Furthermore,
Availability and Ease of Use for Technology were also found to signifi-
cantly impact cyberbullying intention along with engaging in the hei-
nous act for Entertainment reasons (Psychology). The remaining
sub-factors were found to be insignificant. Akin to cyberbullying, fake
news sharing is also deemed to be a harmful behavior that mostly takes
place online, particularly social media and mobile messaging
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applications [15-17], hence Technology and Psychology factors are
deemed suitable to investigate the underlying motives for fake news
sharing. For instance, the availability of various technological platforms
and mechanisms including social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter),
messaging applications (e.g., WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger), web-
sites, click-baits (i.e., text or link designed to entice users to follow the
link and read, view, with a defining characteristic of being deceptive),
forums etc. may appear to be attractive to false content creators.
Conversely, this also means that online users are very much exposed to
false content, hence the higher the chances for fake news to be
disseminated (knowingly or unknowingly). Interestingly, availability is
also closely related to coverage (i.e., a wider audience), and thus a
misleading information found on Facebook for example, can be effort-
lessly shared with hundreds of “friends” who may then share the same
content with their respective networks, hence inadvertently broadcast
false content online. Therefore, although SCulPT was developed to
examine cyberbullying behavior, the model can be suitably adapted to
investigate fake news sharing as well.

A popular theory often used to examine (social) media gratifications
is the Uses and Gratifications (U&G) theory [27], a theory that implies
individuals use technologies which gratify social and psychological
needs. In short, the theory argues what people do with media rather than
what media does to people. Though initially designed and used to un-
derstand reasons behind users’ choice of media, the theory was even-
tually used as an extension of needs and motivation theory [28]. The
U&G theory can be divided into mainly four categories, namely, social
(social influences and social ties), process (pleasure gained from the
engagement in a given experience), content (the exposure/knowledge a
person gets to find the relevant information), and technology (gratifi-
cations predicted by using different types of technologies) gratifications.

The utilization of U&G theory in the fake news sharing context is
deemed appropriate considering the theoretical framework has been
widely used and tested in understanding the underlying motives behind
engaging with various technological platforms targeting various con-
texts and domains. For instance, it has been used widely to examine the
underlying motives in several technology adoption studies such as food
delivery apps [29], mobile shopping [30], social media [31,32] and
those examining [fake] news and knowledge sharing behavior [16,33,
34]. For example, authors in Ref. [34] found status-seeking and
information-seeking gratification to be associated with news sharing
behavior whereas authors in Ref. [16] investigated the motives behind
fake news sharing during the COVID-19 pandemic and found the ma-
jority of the Nigerian student participants to engage in the said behavior
to pass their time whereas entertainment emerged to be insignificant,
and thus reaffirming the generalizability of U&G theory across context,
countries, and culture as well. Therefore, we contend that process
gratifications gained probably lead to fake news sharing (knowingly or
unknowingly) among individuals.

On the other hand, the Self Determination Theory (SDT) assesses
human motivation and personality, and postulates that individuals have
innate psychological needs (i.e., autonomy, competence and related-
ness) to fulfill [35]. When these basic needs are fulfilled, the individuals
experience growth, wellbeing and integrity; however, unfulfilled needs
may result in psychological harm. According to Ref. [36], SDT helps to
explain the manifestation of fear of missing out, or popularly known
among the millennials as FOMO, fueled by the need for relatedness and
sense of belonging. Additionally, it also includes apprehension of
missing rewarding and pleasurable experiences [37]. Evidences exist
linking FoMO with problematic behaviors such as Internet overuse [38,
39], gaming addiction [38,40], social media addiction [41] and fake
news sharing [15]. In the fake news sharing context, authors focusing on
social media found FoMO and self-disclosure to be positively associated
with intentionally sharing fake news [15]. In another social media study,
it was suggested that deficits in psychological needs may increase peo-
ple’s sensitivity to fear missing out on things, which in turn may drive
them towards social media [37] as the platform is deemed as an effective
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self-regulation tool to satisfy one’s psychological needs. In line with this,
it is posited an individual may be driven to engage in fake news sharing
activities in order to fulfil his/her psychological needs, especially among
the young adults who are confined indoor during the prolonged
nationwide lockdowns in the country.

Thus, taking also into consideration the spike in the spread of fake
news during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the relatively scarce theo-
retically driven empirical research in this context, it is pertinent to
examine this harmful behavior. The present study draws inspiration
from SCulPT, U&G and SDT and existing studies on fake news sharing
and proposes a fake news sharing model to help identify significant
underlying motives behind this harmful behavior. The specific motives
adopted and adapted are discussed elaborately in the subsequent
section.

3. Method

This section presents the fake news sharing model, along with the
elaboration of each of the motives. The materials and measures used are
also provided, followed by study respondents and statistical analyses
used.

3.1. Fake news sharing model

Fig. 2 illustrates the research model adopted in this study, with six
independent variables and one dependent variable (all reflective), along
with their respective operationalization and hypotheses.

Technology, Internet and particularly social media have shaped our
daily lives in multitudinous ways, more so during the COVID-19
pandemic where a vast majority of people were forced to work and
study from home. This resulted in a high(er) uptake of Internet tech-
nologies with reports indicating a spike in Internet and social media use
[42-44], a phenomenon that has been linked with negative behaviors as
well [38,39]. Similarly, the availability of diverse social media platforms
was found to be a significant predictor for cyberbullying, suggesting that
individuals are able to engage in a negative behavior as they are not
limited to a single source [26]. In the context of fake news sharing, they
are often spread through social media (Facebook, Twitter) [16,42,45]
and mobile messaging applications such as WhatsApp [15,17,46].
Further, characteristics of social media platforms support the dissemi-
nation of fake news as well, for instance, one is able to forward contents
effortlessly and efficiently to reach a mass audience. Anonymity which
allows one to engage in a negative behavior [26] can be deemed as a
potential motive in fake news sharing as well, considering tracking the
original source of fake news creators is tedious and the act can be easily
accomplished using fake or anonymous profiles. Consistent with these
findings, we postulate that Technology has a positive impact on fake

Technology

The influence of technological factors (i.e., Hi
platform) on the spread of fake news (e.g.,
anonymity, availability, broadcast and ease of use)
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news sharing.

H1. Technology positively affects fake news sharing

Entertainment is basically a manner for individuals to engage in
certain activities as a form of emotional release, escapism and anxiety
relief [17]. In technological studies for example, entertainment refers to
the use of technologies simply for the fun of it or for escapism. Numerous
studies in technology adoption such as Internet, mobile phone and social
media etc. have found entertainment to be one of the main motives in
using the said technologies [47,48], however the same has been re-
ported by those examining the dark aspect of social media too. For
instance Ref. [26], found entertainment to be one of the predictors for
cyberbullying perpetration with results indicating bullies engage in the
harmful behavior just because they find it thrilling, satisfying and
entertaining. In the context of fake news sharing, empirical evidences
show mixed results, for instance Refs. [17,33], found people tend to
share false content to entertain themselves as well as for fun whereas
[16] found no significant impact of entertainment on fake news sharing
during COVID-19, regardless of having engaged in the said behavior
with or without malicious intentions. As the present study solicited re-
sponses during the COVID-19 pandemic which saw many individuals in
lockdowns, we posit a higher social media/website use to seek news/-
information pertaining to the virus, hence an increased tendency to
share unverified information (knowingly and/or unknowingly) as a
form of entertainment during what is considered a trying time for many.
We hypothesize that:

H2. Entertainment positively affects fake news sharing

Attitude refers to individual characteristics that portraits either
positive or negative behavior and reflection of feeling and knowledge to
a certain concept or subject [49]. Attitude has been well studied in
technology adoption studies [50,51], with results often indicating a
positive attitude promotes good behavior, and vice-versa. In connection
with fake news sharing, studies have shown that people who lack in-
formation verification skill and self-regulation, and lazy have a higher
tendency to share unverified information [17,43,52]. This is especially
true during the COVID-19 pandemic when a plethora of
pandemic-related news were shared through social media resulting in
information and cognitive overload, hence individuals tend to forgo
their regulatory behavior and share unverified news unknowingly. In
fact, studies have showed that people tend to share fake news without
any malicious intentions, suggesting that they often do not know that
they are spreading false information [43]. Taking aspects such as lack of
awareness or verification skill, and other lackadaisical attitude
including laziness or the tendency to trust “certain” sources, we adapt
Attitude from SCulPT and relabel it as Ignorance to better reflect all the
behaviors related to a negative attitude, and hypothesize that it will
have a positive impact on fake news sharing:

Ha Altruism

Acting for what is believed to be for a
benevolent reason

Entertainment Ha

Acting for purely entertainment purpose or for the
intrinsic gratification (e.g. satisfying, thrilling, funny)

Fake news sharing Hs

(Dissemination of fake news
performed regardless
knowingly or unknowingly)

Fear of Missing Out

The fear of being excluded and others
being more rewarded than oneself

Ignorance

Referring to one’s complacent attitude (e.g. lazy,
not bothered, lack of awareness etc.)

Hs

Pass time

Engaging in an activity as an act of
He passing time

Fig. 2. Fake news sharing model.
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H3. Ignorance positively affects fake news sharing

Altruism is the act of giving/doing something without expecting any
favor/reward in return. In the context of fake news sharing, it can be
defined as the act of distributing false content without expecting a
reward, and thus may result in the person to share news with no other
expectation other than as a benevolent act of sharing and with no
consideration for the veracity of the news [1,53]. A recent fake news
study related to COVID-19 pandemic found altruism to be the most
significant factor predicting fake news sharing [16]. Consistent with
these studies, we posit that highly altruistic individuals are more likely
to share fake news with the intention to help others. Hypothesis four is
therefore, formulated as:

H4. Altruism positively affects fake news sharing

FoMO can be seen as a psychological reaction that individuals
experience due to social exclusion, hence they have a higher tendency to
seek popularity and sense of belongingness [36]. According to Ref. [37],
FoMO can also be described as a suspicion among social media users that
others might have much more rewarding experience than them. FoMO
has been found to exacerbate undesirable behavior (e.g., decrease or
lack of self-regulation) [54], and thus leading to an increased sharing of
fake news. Authors in Ref. [15] for example, found mixed results
whereby FoMO was found to positively affect fake news sharing, how-
ever there was no correlation between FoMO and authenticating the
news prior to sharing. We believe that FoMO will increase an in-
dividual’s undesirable behavior leading to an increased sharing of fake
news, and hence hypothesis five is formulated as follows:

H5. Fear of missing out positively affects fake news sharing

Previous studies on the mis(use) of social media have revealed that
people tend to use the platforms simply to pass their time [32,55].
Interestingly, studies pertaining to time pass and fake news sharing have
produced mixed results, hence warranting further investigation in terms
of this motive. For instance Refs. [16,56], found a correlation between
sharing false content and pass time whilst others such as [34] found
otherwise. The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in several lockdowns in
Malaysia forcing people to stay indoors, and thus we expect an increased
boredom level among the public. The present study therefore proposes a
positive relationship between pass time and fake news sharing, hence
hypothesis six is formulated as follows:

H6. Pass time positively affects fake news sharing

Table 1 provides the list of motives identified and their respective
models/theories/studies.

3.2. Materials and measures

A self-administered questionnaire survey was developed in English
and piloted among 42 students. The questionnaire was deemed to be

Table 1
Summary of theories/models adopted/adapted.
Motives Theory/ Topic References
model
Technology SCulPT Cyberbullying [26]
Entertainment SCulPT Cyberbullying, Fake news, Social [26]
U&G media, Internet, mobile phone use [16]
etc. [33]
Ignorance SCulPT, Cyberbullying [26]
[15]
[17,43]
Altruism - Fake news [16]
Fear of Missing SDT Social media use Fake news [26]
Out [36]
[37]
Pass time U&G Fake news, Social media, Internet, [16]
mobile phone use etc. [34]

[56]

Technology in Society 66 (2021) 101676

simple and easy to understand; hence no further modifications were
made. There were three main sections in the survey, as follows:

Section A: Respondents demographic details were solicited through
ten questions in this section, namely, age (continuous), gender
(dichotomous), status (i.e., tertiary students, working, others), fre-
quency of using online news portals, mobile phone and social media in a
day (i.e., less than an hour, 1-5 h, and more than 5 h) and preferred
source of information, among others.

Section B: The fake news definition (Section 2.1) begins Section B,
followed by an instruction to answer the questions based on the re-
spondents’ personal experiences since January 2020 (i.e., coincides with
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic). This section measures
statements related to the dependent variable, that is, fake news sharing
(see Fig. 2 for its definition). There were five items in total, adapted from
previous fake news sharing studies [15,16,52], with a Cronbach’s Alpha
(CA) a = 0.823 indicating the measures were reliable. All the five items
were intended to measure if the respondents have engaged in fake news
sharing behaviour (knowingly and unknowingly) and the medium used
to do so. A four-point Likert scale was used to measure the agree-
ment/disagreement levels (1 — strongly disagree; 4 — strongly agree). No
neutral point was provided. It is to note that although it is a common
practice to use a five-point Likert scale (i.e., with a neutral point), the
present study adopted the forced-choice scale by excluding the
mid-point. This was done to eliminate the possibility that respondents
will misuse the midpoint, which is a common issue in self-reporting
questionnaires as shown by numerous studies comparing the
five-point and four-point Likert scales [57,58].

Section C: The final section contains all the statements pertaining to
the motives, comprising 20 statements encompassing the six indepen-
dent variables. The instructions in Section B were repeated in this sec-
tion, with an added statement requesting the respondents to provide
their agreement/disagreement levels at the time of sharing fake news
(with and/or without any malicious intentions). Items measuring mo-
tives related to Technology were adapted from Ref. [26], Pass Time and
Entertainment from Refs. [16,34], Altruism from Ref. [16], FOMO from
Ref. [15] and Ignorance from Refs. [17,26,43]. The specific number of
items and CA for each of the motives are: Technology (N = 5; a = 0.906),
Entertainment (N = 4; o = 0.908), Ignorance (N = 3; a = 0.863),
Altruism (N = 3; a = 0.935), Fear of Missing Out (N = 2; o = 0.863) and
Pass Time (N = 3, a = 0.928). The complete list of items can be found in
Table 2 (Section 4). It is to note that the entire premise of the present
study is based on the assumption that fake news is shared knowingly
(malicious and non-malicious intentions) or unknowingly (non-mali-
cious intention) (provided as part of survey instruction as stated above),
and therefore all the measures encompass both these behaviors, except
for Entertainment which assumes the respondents are aware of the ve-
racity of the news.

The survey questionnaire was used as part of the project assessment
for students undertaking the Probability and Statistics course. Forty-two
undergraduate students assisted with the data collection by dissemi-
nating the Google Form link through social media platforms including
Facebook and WhatsApp. A timeline of ten days was given to the stu-
dents and they earned credit points for the data collection exercise. All
the participation was kept anonymous, voluntary and confidential.

3.3. Study respondents

A total of 869 valid responses was collected based on two criteria:
respondents to be Malaysians above 18 (inclusive). The demographic
profiles of the respondents are provided in Section 4.
3.4. Statistical analysis

Two main software were used to analyze the data and the proposed

hypotheses. Specifically, the Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS) 26 was utilized to describe the data using mean, standard
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Table 2

Reliability and convergent validity for fake news sharing model.

Motive

CA

CR

AVE

Items

Factor
loading

Availability/
Effort

Entertainment

Ignorance

Pass Time

Altruism

FoMO

Fake News
Sharing

0.906

0.908

0.863

0.928

0.935

0.863

0.770

0.907

0.908

0.859

0.928

0.935

0.863

0.770

0.765

0.713

0.507

0.811

0.827

0.760

0.538

The tools/medium
allow users to be
anonymous - Removed
Fake news can be
broadcast to a large
audience fast - Removed
There are various tools/
medium available (e.g.,
social media, chat,
phone, website)

The tools/medium are
available easily (e.g.,
social media)

The tools/medium are
easy to use

It is a satisfying
experience to spread
fake news

It is funny to see others
believing the fake news
Spreading fake news
makes me popular

It is exciting/thrilling to
spread fake news

I am lazy to verify news
received - Removed

I tend to trust source of
fake news (e.g., from a
superior, lecturer,
someone I look up to)

I am not aware of the
consequences of sharing
fake news

I shared fake news as I
had nothing much to do
I'shared fake news out of
habit (tendency to
forward/share
information)

I shared fake news out of
boredom (i.e., just to
pass time)

I shared fake news as I
thought I was offering
information to others

I shared fake news as I
thought I was helping
others

I shared fake news as I
thought I was
motivating/inspiring
others

I fear I will be excluded
from my social circle if I
do not share fake news
I fear my friends/peers
will have more
rewarding experience
than me by sharing fake
news

I shared/spread fake
news through chats (IM,
Skype etc.) - Removed

I have shared/spread
fake news before
knowingly

I have shared/spread
fake news before
unknowingly

I shared/spread fake
news through
messaging services
(WhatsApp, SMS etc.)

0.533

0.622

0.839

0.860

0.924

0.770

0.784

0.903

0.910

0.622

0.716

0.865

0.878

0.910

0.913

0.855

0.908

0.963

0.863

0.880

0.648

0.703

0.711

0.734
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Table 2 (continued)

Motive CA CR AVE Items Factor
loading
I shared/spread fake 0.741

news through social
media (Facebook,
Twitter etc.)

*Removed - indicates items removed due to a low factor loading (i.e., <0.7).

deviations (SD), frequency etc., and to perform some preliminary anal-
ysis including Common Method Bias (CMB), communalities and co-
variances between the items. The CMB was checked using the Harmon’s
single-factor analysis, with results indicating a variance of 28.7 % (i.e.,
less than 50 %), whereas the communalities were all more than 0.5.
Finally, the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) was between 1.10 and 3.86
(i.e., less than 5) [59]. Based on these evaluations, no issues were found
for CMB and multicollinearity.

On the other hand, the Partial Least Squares - Structural Equation
Modelling (PLS-SEM) (Smart PLS 3.2.9) [60] was used to identify the
significant underlying motives for fake news sharing (H1 — H6). As per
[59]’s recommendation, both the measurement and structural model
were estimated. In the measurement model estimation, several analyses
were administered to determine the reliability and validity. Specifically,
Cronbach Alpha (CA) and Composite Reliability (CR) (both more than
0.7) were used to assess the internal consistency reliability. Convergent
validity was established using the average variance-extracted (AVE)
scores (i.e., more than 0.5) whilst cross-loadings (i.e., more than 0.7)
and the Fornell and Larcker criterion were used to confirm the
discriminant validity [61].

Table 2 depicts the results of the measurement model estimation,
indicating reliability and convergent validity were established. It is to
note that items related to anonymity and coverage in Technology were
removed due to a low factor loading (i.e., less than 0.7), hence Tech-
nology was renamed to Availability/Effort to reflect the motive better.
On the other hand, Table 3 establishes the discriminant validity (i.e.,
each motive’s AVE’s square roots surpassed their correlations with other
motives — bolded diagonal scores). Further, a check of the Heterotrait-
Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) revealed all the values to be lesser than 0.9,
hence discriminant validity is confirmed [62].

As for the structural model estimation, Consistent PLS was used to
determine the path coefficients (i.e., the closer the estimated coefficient
to 1, the stronger its effect, and vice versa), followed by Consistent
Bootstrapping (5000 resampling) to perform the significance test [59]. A
path coefficient is deemed to be significant if its t-value is more than
1.95 (i.e., p < 0.05). All the significancy in this study was set at p < 0.05,
unless otherwise stated. Additionally, we also assessed the coefficient of
determination (R%) and predictive relevance (Qz) of the fake news
sharing model. The Q2 was determined using Stone-Geisser’s Q2 [63,64]
test, achieved through the blindfolding procedure, specifically examined
using the cross validated redundancy (CVR) prediction technique. Ac-
cording to this test, if Q2> 0, then the dependent variable is deemed to
have a predictive relevance in the model [59]. Finally, the effect sizes
() (i.e., the magnitude of an effect that is independent of sample size) of
the significant motives were examined using Cohen’s (1988) [65]
criteria (i.e., 2 >0.35 - large; f2>0.15- medium; 2 > 0.02— small).

4. Results
4.1. Socio-demographic profiles of the respondents

Table 4 depicts the socio-demographic profiles of the 869 re-
spondents. It can be observed that a vast majority of the respondents
were females (59.7 % versus 40.3 %), with an average age of 22.7 years
old for the overall sample, probably due to the majority of them being
tertiary students (80.6 %). Although most of the respondents spent more
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Table 3
Discriminant validity.
Motives Altruism Ignorance Entertainment FoMO Pass Time Availability/Effort
Altruism 0.910
Ignorance 0.388 1.00
Entertainment 0.464 0.363 0.844
FoMO 0.621 0.457 0.524 0.872
Pass Time 0.673 0.572 0.615 0.776 0.900
Availability/Effort 0.029 0.07 0.068 0.017 0.159 0.875
4.2. Fake news sharing motives
Table 4
Socio-demographic profiles of the respondents (N = 869). Fig. 3 illustrates the fake news sharing model, along with the hy-
Demographic variables Categories N % potheses, path coefficients and path significance.
Gender Male 350  40.3 Results indicate three motives to significantly and positively predict
Female 519 597 fake news sharing behavior among the sample, namely, Altruism (f =
Status Working 150 173 0.333; p < 0.001), Ignorance (p = 0.165; p < 0.001) and Entertainment
?;;ii:ts zgo 2?2'6 (p =0.139; p < 0.001), hence supporting H2, H3 and H4. Looking at the
Daily Access to Online News Portals <1 368 423 path coefficients (f values) of the significant motives, it can be
(Hours) 1-5 382 44.0 concluded that Altruism had the strongest impact on fake news sharing
>5 119 137 behavior, followed by Ignorance and Entertainment. A further exami-
Daily Access to Social Media (Hours) <1 61 7.0 nation of the effect sizes (f2) supports these findings, in which Altruism
1-5 399 459 . > . 5
-5 400 471 was found to have a medium effect (f* = 0.265) along with Ignorance (f
Daily use of mobile phone (Hours) <1 21 2.4 = 0.173) whereas Entertainment (f2 = 0.037) had a small effect on fake
1-5 237 27.3 news sharing (see Table 5). Contrarily, Availability/Effort, Pass Time
. . . >5 . 611 70.3 and FoMO were found to be insignificant (i.e., p > 0.05).
Main source of information SD?C;:IIE::: ?zg Zi; The overall R% was found to be 49.2 % whilst the Q2 value of 0.097 (i.
Tridmonal (printed) 8 9 e., more than zero) indicates that the predictive relevance of the model is
Traditional (Radio, TV) 19 2.2 acceptable. As empirical studies exploring the underlying motives of
Family/friends 34 39 fake news sharing are scarce, an adjusted R? of 49.2 % is deemed to be
Frequency of sharing news (real/fake) ~ Never 101 116 excellent [61,66]. Further, the value is also in line with the recom-
Seldom 482  55.5 . 2 .
Occasionally 206 237 mendation of [67] who argued that R® of 0.20 or more is adequate to
Frequently 80 9.2 judge variance for studies related to consumer and user behavior.
Definition of fake news? Yes 772 88.8
No 6 0.7 5. Discussion
Unsure 91 10.5
Does it matter to be reading real news?  Yes 770  88.6
No 40 4.6 The underlying motives predicting fake news sharing behavior dur-
Don’t care 59 6.8 ing the COVID-19 pandemic were investigated using a fake news sharing
Can identify fake news while reading? ~ Yes 337 388 model, mainly based on SCulPT, U&G and SDT models/theories
gzsure 12(2) ‘11;'; comprising six independent variables, namely, Altruism, Ignorance,
Action taken on suspicious news Ignore 283 32.6 Entertainment, Availability/Effort, Pass Time and Fear of Missing Out
Share/Forward 19 2.2 (FoMO). Structured equation modelling revealed these motives to
immediately collectively explain 49.2 % of fake news sharing behavior. This is lower
Fact checking website 245 282 than the 79.1 % of adjusted R? value reported in a similar study focusing
1?:,?1?11; /‘f]:iz:;:non f(l)z f;; on fake news sharing during COVID-19 in Nigeria [16], however the
verification motives investigated differ except for Pass Time, Altruism and Enter-
Aware of fact checking website in Yes 364 419 tainment. Conversely, our variance score is considerably higher than the
Malaysia? No 505 58.1 36 % reported in a fake news sharing study among 1022 Pakistani stu-

than 5 h daily on social media (47.1 %) and mobile phones (70.3 %),
only 13 % reported to access online news portals for the same amount of
time daily. However, 382 (44 %) of them reported to spend between 1-
and 5-h checking news portals, followed by those who spent less than an
hour daily doing so (42.3 %). The emergence of social media (71.7 %) as
the main source of information is in accordance with the daily usage of
social media. Most of the respondents in our sample actively shared
news (88.4 %) compared to those who never do so (11.6 %). The ma-
jority of the respondents (88.8 %) claimed to know what fake news is,
followed by those who were unsure (10.5 %). Unfortunately, close to 50
% of them were not sure about their abilities to identify fake news.
Finally, although more than half the sample (58.1 %) were not aware of
the existence of a local fact-checking website, the majority (65.2 %)
claimed to perform some form of verification, particularly online (i.e.,
fact-checking websites and Google).

dents [15]. This suggests that there are other potential motives for fake
news sharing behavior that warrant further investigation, such as in-
formation seeking and sharing [16,34,68], exposure to comments/news
[33] and self-disclose, online trust and social media fatigue [15], among
others.

Altruism, Ignorance and Entertainment were found to significantly
and positively affect fake news sharing behavior whilst Availability/
Effort, Pass Time and FoMO were insignificant. The emergence of
Altruism as the strongest motive predicting fake news sharing behavior
is in accordance with [16] who found the motive to be significant among
their Nigerian sample. Though not absolute, Asians (particularly South
East Asians) are deemed to be collective (emphasizes on group goals,
personal relationships with ones extended network) based compared to
the Westerners who are more individualistic (focuses on individual
goals) [69]. This probably explains the respondent’s tendency to share
fake news in the name of helping or assisting others. The COVID-19
pandemic is a whole-new experience for all of us, and as the majority
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Ha

0.025 0.333**
l ! H
Hz Fake news sharing °
Entertainment —_—> Fear of Missing Out
0.139%* (Adjusted R? = 49.2%) 0.050
" )
0.165**
0.035
Ignorance | Pass time
Hs He
** - significant at p < 0.05
Fig. 3. SEM for fake news sharing model.
bl commonly reported in other social media studies such as cyberbullying
Table 5 . . [26,72] and smartphone addictions [73,74]. One of the items used to
Fake news sharing modelling outcomes. . . - . . .
measure Entertainment is popularity, hence it is disheartening to find
Hypothesis  Relationships p t- p- Hypothesis that the majority of the respondents who are considerably young to
value  value engage in fake news sharing behavior for an easy fame, a pattern that
HI AE — FNS 0.025  1.045 0.082 Not was observed among Pakistani students as well [15]. Further, sharing
) supported fake news simply because it is funny when others fall for it, or because it
H2 Entertainment — 0.139 2.177 0.000* Supported . a11s . . .
NS is a thrilling experience shows a level of immaturity among the re-
H3 Ignorance — FNS 0.165 3.416  0.000+  Supported spondents. As observed, a vast majority of the respondents are in their
H4 Altruism — FNS 0.333 5516  0.000*  Supported 20s, and thus this probably explains their lack of tack in sharing
H5 FoMO — FNS 0.050 0687 0277  Not unverified information. The issue is also probably made worse by their
supported lack of awareness of the negative consequences of sharing fake news (as
H6 Pass Time — FNS 0.035 0570  0.246 Not o . ; .
supported indicated by Ignorance). This is especially true during the COVID-19

AE: Availability/Effort; FNS: Fake news sharing; * - significant at p < 0.05.

of the respondents are digital natives, they probably engage in sharing
(mis)information about the outbreak with others who are not
well-versed with the disease/virus or those who are not
technology-savvy such as parents, elderlies etc. Our results in Table 4
further supports this notion whereby the majority of the respondents
were found to actively share news, regardless of its veracity (88.4 %) —a
less desirable (and perhaps deadly) activity accomplished as a benevo-
lent act during a trying time for many, if not all.

An individual’s Ignorance was also found to play a significant role in
his/her fake news sharing behavior as measured by the tendency to trust
a superior source and being unaware of the consequences of sharing fake
news. A superior source in this study refers to someone an individual
respects or looks up to with regards to their age, experience, education,
position etc. such as educators, older adults or highly educated people.
Therefore, perhaps there is a tendency for people to trust the informa-
tion received from such sources, resulting in them not to doubt its ve-
racity and further sharing the said material with others. Additionally,
being unaware of the consequences of fake news also propels the re-
spondents to share fake news, a similar pattern reported in other tech-
nological studies that found lack of awareness to be negatively affecting
a positive behavior [70]. This notion can be associated with Altruism as
well, since the respondents could be engaging in fake news sharing with
other unsuspecting individuals as a form of assistance, without realizing
the damaging effect(s) of their behavior. As a matter of fact, others have
echoed this sentiment whereby people have been found to share fake
news without any malicious intentions [43,70].

Entertainment emerged to be a significant motive in fake news
sharing albeit with a weak effect, a finding that was reflected in Refs.
[17,33], though in contrary with [16]. In fact, this motive seems to be

pandemic whereby the Internet and social media were abuzz with fake
news, including eccentric ones such as those urging people to drink salty
or warm water to Kill the virus. These young individuals (who may know
that this is not true) may disseminate such “funny” news with others
who are less suspecting for a quick (and rather cheap) thrill. Alterna-
tively, they could have also shared the eccentric/funny fake news to
affirm the level of absurdity a fake news is with their contacts.

On the flip side, although characteristics of technology (mobile
phone, social media etc.) have been shown to contribute to online anti-
social behavior [26], the motive was not found to be significant in
predicting fake news sharing. Our respondents mainly belong to Gen Z
(below 23 years old) and Y (millennials) — generations that are
extremely tech-savvy and known to consume technology differently
compared to previous generations [75]. Therefore, this probably ex-
plains why Availability/Effort was not deemed to be important in
influencing their fake news sharing behavior. Similarly, Pass Time was
found to be insignificant as well, in accordance with [34] but in contrast
with [16]. This is surprising considering the respondents who were
mainly young adults were forced to stay at home due to the nationwide
lockdown in the country for almost 4-6 months, hence they were
assumed to more likely engage in sharing fake news simply to counter
their boredom. Finally, unlike [15], the study found FoMO to be insig-
nificant in predicting fake news behavior as well, suggesting that the
majority of the respondents did not feel threatened by being excluded if
one does not engage in such a behavior.

6. Conclusion, implications and limitations
Fake news is a global issue, and its impact is widespread. Therefore,

identifying the underlying motives predicting this negative and harmful
behavior is pertinent, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic when
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facts and figures indicate a dramatic increase in its dissemination.

Building on the SCulPT, U&G and SDT theories, the present study
demonstrated motives predicting fake news sharing among Malaysians.
Our findings indicate the fake news sharing model had an excellent
predictive relevance, with all six motives accounting for 49.2 % of the
phenomenon. Findings also indicate that Altruism, Ignorance and
Entertainment to significantly predict fake news sharing whereas Pass
Time, Availability/Effort and FoMO did not.

6.1. Implications

The findings of the present study provide a substantial contribution
to the existing body of knowledge regarding an empirically under-
investigated phenomenon, specifically related to a developing country.
In fact, the study and its findings are deemed timely and crucial
considering a significant spike in fake news dissemination in the midst of
the pandemic, globally and locally as well. The fake news sharing model
proposed and validated in this study is considered novel in the sense that
it is based on three existing theories, namely SCulPT, U&G and SDT.
Further, as our findings revealed the inclusion of Altruism in the model
resulted in the motive significantly predicting the fake news sharing
behaviour. The model, therefore, may serve as a fundamental or base
ground for other scholars to further extend and investigate this
phenomenon.

In general, all the significant motives found relate to one’s psy-
chology matter, hence we strongly suggest campaigns focusing on
awareness and media literacy or specifically fake news literacy to be
implemented. Media should play a more positive and active role in
continuously and consistently promote awareness to fake news issue,
and its potential repercussions. Educational institutions including
schools and higher education institutes should play their parts in
creating awareness to this phenomenon, and potentially introduce
programmes or conduct simple workshops/seminars to educate students
on media or content creation (to improve their skill in recognizing false
content in the forms of text or image) and to improve their analytical
skill. The latter is deemed important so that people do not mindlessly
accept a content at its face value. News media literacy should therefore
be prioritized and formalized in the education system.

A synergistic partnership between governments, the media and the
technology industry may also pave the way to a comprehensive
approach towards raising awareness about fake news, as well as
combating fake news at its source through technological tools that
simultaneously detect fake news and improve online accountability
[76]. Global level initiatives are also necessary to combat fake news. The
public health risks brought about by recent false content on COVID-19
vaccines for instance is a case in point. The harm caused by the global
reach of such news is colossal and this is where international bodies such
as the World Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations (UN)
should play their roles in helping the global audience with accurate and
updated information in an efficient manner. Garnering the trust of the
global audience must be a priority of these international bodies that the
public rely on for accurate information on health and safety.

6.2. Recommendations

This section lists the general recommendations deemed beneficial to
relevant authorities including decision-makers, digital technology pro-
viders and policymakers, among others.

e Emphasize on media or fake news literacy — media, educational in-
stitutes and government bodies should play their roles in responsible
content creation and management, for example, regularity author-
ities such as the Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Com-
mission that is solely responsible for monitoring digital content in the
country,
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e Improve public awareness on fake news and its harmful consequences —
local authorities for example, should promote fact-checking websites
more as many are still unaware of its existence or use. Other than
public campaigns and advertisements, other interesting avenues
should be explored such as gaming applications. For example, a local
version of the Go Viral game (goviralgame.com) — a UK and WHO
collaboration effort in which players learn to resist manipulation
techniques used to spread misinformation about COVID-19 can be
developed to target various demographics (children vs adults),

e A toll-free helpline that acts as a one-stop center to help verify dubious

news akin to the one set up to help address psychological issues due

to the pandemic.

Improve fact-checking website — Instead of manual verifications, fact-

checking websites should be improved with AI technologies to

rapidly detect false content and alert authorities sooner, so that any
attempt to spread unverified news to the general public can be
thwarted efficiently. This recommendation also supports the concept
on pre-bunking — a premise that once an individual is exposed to fake
news it would be difficult to change his/her conceived opinion [77].

6.3. Limitations

The study, however, has a few limitations. As the data collection was
done completely online, Malaysians from remote or rural areas were
naturally excluded. It can be argued that people from such areas often do
not have a stable (or no Internet at all), hence they may not be actively
engaging in fake news sharing unlike the urbanites. However, the
dissemination of fake news is not limited to social media or data-
dependent platforms like WhatsApp or Telegram as traditional Short
Messaging Service (SMS) is vulnerable as well. According to a recent
report by MCMC, an increased mobile-cellular penetration rate was
observed in Q4 2020 (133.6 %) compared to Q3 2020 (132.8 %) in
Malaysia [78]. Moreover, approximately 511 million SMSs were
exchanged by Malaysians in 2020, and thus the rapid dissemination of
fake news via trusted networks is still achievable. Therefore, future
studies should explore this phenomenon through other means of data
collection approach to ensure a wider coverage of respondents. Further,
the data were collected by a group of students, hence this probably ex-
plains as to why most of the respondents in this study are students. Fake
news sharing behavior has been found to be prevalent among the el-
derlies [79], a cohort that may lack the skill to spot manipulated con-
tent. Future studies could replicate the study by targeting respondents of
various age groups and demography. Therefore, the findings of the
present study can be generalized to other Asian countries sharing similar
traits and culture, however caution is advised involving other regions
and nations.

Although the total variance explained by the motives investigated is
substantial, the score could be further improved with a larger sample,
preferably encompassing respondents from all the social and economy
strata. Additionally, examining other fake news sharing motives could
improve the score too. For instance, the dissemination of fake news
probably takes place due to social influence (i.e., peer pressure), a
pattern that is more profound among the younger generations who have
a high tendency to follow social media influencers who not only provide
updates on current issues, but who may also (unknowingly) disseminate
false content or voice their opinions on critical matters based on their
inherent prejudices or social biases. This can be a very risky behavior
considering the increasing proliferation of COVID-19 related false in-
formation at the time of this write up. Other possible motives include
attention seeking, social media fatigue, online trust and confirmation
bias, among others. Therefore, future studies could further extend the
fake news sharing framework by incorporating these motives. In addi-
tion, fellow researchers could also investigate the moderating effects of
socio-demographic variables such as education levels, age, technology
skill etc. for a better understanding of the phenomenon.

The present study also did not differentiate between engaging in fake
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news sharing knowingly (with and/or without malicious intent) and
unknowingly (non-malicious intent). Although the setup is similar to
previous studies [16,17], a more profound insight may be unraveled if
these two contexts were delineated and examined, as this would allow
one to understand the motives behind a deliberate dissemination of false
content (i.e., psychological aspect) compared to doing so unawares (i.e.,
behavioral aspect).

Finally, ours is a cross-sectional study, and thus is prone to meth-
odological biases including the difficulty to determine causality behind a
behavior/action [15]. Therefore, future studies could examine the mo-
tives in a more robust manner through longitudinal and experimental
studies. Findings could also be improved by examining the correlations
between certain human characteristics (e.g., individual personality
traits such as narcissism, extraversion etc.) and specific platform char-
acteristics (e.g., number of shares/retweets, number of likes etc.) to
better understand fake news sharing behavior among individuals.
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