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Social media fatigue a factor in
sharing of misinformation: Stud

It creates information overload that hinders
users’ ability to critically analyse content

Anjali Raguraman
Correspondent

Those who say they are tired or
overwhelmed by social media are
likelier to believe in misinforma-
tion and share it online — and “nar-
cissistic” individuals are more like-
ly to do so.

These findings were published by
Nanyang Technological University
(NTU) in the journal Scientific Re-
ports in September.

The study surveyed more than
8,000 people from eight countries
- Singapore, the United States, Ma-
laysia, China, Thailand, Vietnam,
Indonesia and the Philippines.

“Social media fatigue creates an
information overload that hampers
the cognitive judgment of social
media users,” said Assistant Profes-
sor Saifuddin Ahmed from NTU’s
Wee Kim Wee School of Communi-
cation and Information.

He led the study in collaboration
with PhD student Muhammad
Ehab Rasul from the University of
California, Davis.

In such circumstances, individu-
als become overwhelmed and
struggle to critically evaluate the
misinformation they encounter, be

it on Covid-19 or other topics, added
Prof Saifuddin. Fake news on the
Covid-19 pandemic was used as an
example of misinformation in the
study.

Algorithms on social media plat-
forms that prioritise controversial,
sensational and  emotionally
charged content are another expla-
nation for social media fatigue, not-
ed Prof Saifuddin.

“(Hence), being exposed repeat-
edly to such content may cause in-
dividuals to perceive it as accurate,”
he said.

The surveys were conducted in
June 2022, with 8,070 responses
collected; 1,008 were from Singa-
pore.

Survey participants were first as-
sessed on their social media fatigue
by rating the extent to which they
agreed to five statements on their
social media use, such as whether
they felt mentally exhausted or too
tired to perform other tasks due to
social media use.

Participants were then asked to
rate the accuracy of a series of false
claims about Covid-19, presented in
amock social media post style, and
their likelihood of sharing these
claims.

One such post read: “Coconut is

effective in reducing Covid-19
symptoms”, while another read:
“Covid-19 vaccinations are danger-
ous and ineffective against Omi-
cron variants”.

Cognitive skills determine an in-
dividual’s ability to analyse infor-
mation critically.

Participants were assessed for
cognitive ability through a 10-item
vocabulary test that is strongly as-
sociated with general measures of
intelligence. It is used frequently in
scientific research as a proxy to ex-
amine intelligence, NTU said.

The participants were also eval-
uated for behavioural traits that
suggest narcissism through a per-
sonality inventory test.

Narcissism is characterised by an
increased desire for attention, ad-
miration and feelings of unique-
ness.

According to the study, narcis-
sism was singled out as a personal-
ity trait to be tested, as earlier liter-
ature has suggested that those with
the “dark triad” of personality traits
- narcissism, psychopathy and Ma-
chiavellianism - are more likely to
share false information on social
media.

The results found that survey
participants from all eight coun-
tries who experience social media
fatigue are more likely to fall for
misinformation.

But the findings suggest that peo-
ple in Singapore are more discern-
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This tendency to share misinformation is
particularly relevant for misinformation
that is often characterised by
sensational and controversial content
eliciting strong emotional reactions

from the audience.
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ing. Whether someone from Singa-
pore with social media fatigue
shares misinformation depends on
whether he thinks the misinforma-
tion is accurate.

In the other seven countries,
however, those who experience
higher levels of social media fatigue
can share misinformation, regard-
less of perceptions of accuracy.

The researchers further investi-
gated how cognitive and narcissis-
tic traits affected the relationship
between social media fatigue and
sharing misinformation, and found
that individuals with higher narcis-
sistic tendencies are more likely to
perceive the misinformation as ac-
curate and share it on social media

when fatigued.

Across all eight countries, re-
spondents who scored high on nar-
cissism and low on cognitive ability
were the most likely to share misin-
formation due to social media fa-
tigue.

Prof Saifuddin said: “With high
levels of fatigue, these individuals
could be sharing misinformation as
they may be trying to seek atten-
tion and gain social influence with-
out applying critical thinking.

“This tendency to share misinfor-
mation is particularly relevant for
misinformation that is often char-
acterised by sensational and con-
troversial content eliciting strong
emotional reactions from the au-

dience”

Prof Saifuddin noted that exces-
sive fatigue may also amplify im-
pulsivity - or the tendency to act
without thinking - among narcis-
sists with low cognitive ability.

He said: “Narcissists prefer im-
mediate rewards and satisfaction
rather than delayed gratification.
Thus, it is likely that when accom-
panied by high fatigue and limited
cognitive ability, narcissists do not
make sound judgments about mis-
information and share them due to
their impulsive nature.”

With millions of users relying on
social media as a source of news
and entertainment and as a mode
of communication, addressing so-
cial media fatigue and its conse-
quences is imperative, said the re-
searchers.

“It is essential to study cognitive
ability and narcissism in conjunc-
tion, as they can offer important in-
sights into the psychology of misin-
formation belief and sharing, al-
lowing academics and policymak-
ers to propose strategies to
minimise the harmful impact of
misinformation,” the study said.

The findings that individuals
with particular personality and
cognitive traits are more suscepti-
ble to misinformation propagation
than others suggest the need for in-
terventions tailored to specific
groups rather than one-size-fits-all
approaches, the researchers added.

They also recommend that be-
sides regulations to restrict the
spread of misinformation and rais-
ing digital literacy, policymakers
and social media companies should
also adopt interventions aimed at
reducing social media fatigue.

This will not only directly address
the issue of fatigue but may also
limit misinformation propagation
because of the fatigue, they said.
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