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ABSTRACT

This chapter examines the buzzword “Fake News.” In recent years, politicians, media, and members of 
the public have used and misused the term, fake news, in a variety of contexts. This chapter focuses on 
the impact of fake news as it is linked to political participation through internet activism. An essential 
part of understanding what constitutes fake news is to appreciate the different characteristics and la-
bels—Alternative Truth, Post Truth, Propaganda, Satire, and more—which leads readers vulnerable to 
the impact of fake news on a platform that requires little accountability for the facts or the harm it inflicts. 
The barriers to presenting a journalistic outlet as nothing less than a reputable news agency are only a 
few clicks away. In an era dominated by social media platforms, there is evidence that these networks 
inadvertently facilitated the propagation of fake news and their clickbait-driven profits.

INTRODUCTION

There have been overwhelming concerns about the impact of fake news since the beginning of 2016, 
especially in the aftermath of several surprise results in the UK Brexit Referendum and the USA Presi-
dential elections of 2016. These concerns have been replicated across the globe, from the French Presi-
dential elections of 2017, the Brazilian Presidential elections of 2018, the Arab Spring Revolution of 
2011, and the Bolivian protests of 2019. Examples are mounting of fake news repeatedly meddling in 
national and local politics; so much so that some argue the term “fake news” has become synonymous 
with the “weaponisation” of news by foreign powers.

Berghel’s (2017) research shows that political fake news has the tendency to be reposted, shared, and 
propagated at a much faster rate than truthful news. Indeed, by the time a rebuke arrives, the fake news 
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would have spread and the damage would no longer be containable. Rubin, Chen and Conroy (2015) 
confirmed that there is a strong correlation between a person’s prior beliefs and resistance to changing 
that belief following a fact-checking rebuke. There is a rewarding aspect to being part of a new phe-
nomenon linked to social media attention that is truly hypnotic. This reward mechanism is that linked to 
notifications alters things, such as milestone celebrations associated with the number of followers and 
likes, which is said to be addictive, regardless of whether the material is factual or otherwise (Mejias, 
2017). Being the first to share an outrageous piece of news that aligns with one’s beliefs, then to see it 
being shared, validated, and praised, adds to the excitement and rewarding experience. At the top of the 
chain of the fake news content are the creators. These fake news creators are mostly driven by financial 
rewards but, on occasion, have political or religious motives.

There is a form of pyramid scheme, which is demonstrated in Figure 1.

In this pyramid scheme, and at the top of the chain, are the content creators who reap much of the 
financial and political rewards. Despite this, they are likely to be the least noticed. The first and second 
layers can be considered as major and minor influencers, respectively. Depending on their role, one may 
find individual influencers referred to as a “YouTube Star, Twitter Personality, or Gamesters.” At the 
same level, one would find popular newsgroups, media, special interest, and advocate pages, but these 
are most likely to be well-established celebrities and politicians with social media accounts. The third 
and fourth layers can be linked to individuals and groups, such as social media activists and promoters. 
One may argue that users in layers three and four aspire to move up to influencer status. Finally, there 
are the major and minor social media users occupying the fifth and sixth layers. These are individuals 
with various stages of social media development and may include occasional users who are only active 
when interesting events take place. Cyberbot armies, automated fake accounts designed to share, repost, 
and move up hashtag trends are said to infest layers five and six ahead of a given democratic events. 
The content creators may use a top-down or bottom-up approach in pushing their content. Ultimately, 
content creators’ success depends on their news being picked up by a top tier group or by individual 

Figure 1. Social media pyramid and ladder for success
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