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Abstract

s the online spread of misinformation increases, policymakers are

finding it more difficult to ensure that the public is only exposed to the

evidence they share and that their evidence is believed. Policymakers
find they must now combat misinformation spread by a variety of entities. This
dissertation explored thematic concepts regarding information in existing
literature information as a thing, information as a public good, information as
propaganda, information use by elected officials, and information on social
media. This dissertation exposed participants to conservative and liberal
misinformation and corrective information to determine how they processed
policy information. This study explored if the political nature of a resource, a
person's political ideology, and political party can influence participants' trust of
resources and the believability of policy information. It repeatedly measured
participants' policy support levels to identify if exposure to misinformation and
corrective information has a significant impact on their support of a policy. The
experiments measured these effects regarding climate change, immigration, and
transgendered individuals serving in the military policy. This dissertation
revealed misinformation and corrective information does not have a significant
influence on person's support of a policy. This study also confirmed that the
political leaning of a source, political ideology, and political party values, in
some cases, can sway if a person trusts a resource or if they believe policy
information. This study determined that people are more likely to believe
misinformation in conservative resources and conservatives are more likely to
not trust corrective.
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Background to the Study

This dissertation was written during a public health pandemic as the presidential
administration attempted to undermine the Executive Branch's infectious disease expert by
spreading false rumours (Navarro, 2020). Additionally, there has been no national directive to
wear a mask as a preventative measure despite the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) recommending the wearing of masks to prevent the spread of COVID-19 as
misinformation about the wearing of masks causing carbon monoxide poisoning and oxygen
deprivation spread across social media (Centers for Disease Control & Prevention, 2020;
Goodman & Carmichael, 2020). The disconnect between the administration and public health
officials during the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrates how the spread of misinformation and
disinformation can derail public policy. It is not just the act of misinformation spreading
online that derails public policy, but more pointedly, it is how the public is exposed to policy
misinformation and their processing of this false information that can derail a policy. While it
is important to understand how misinformation and disinformation are shared with the public
online, it is also important to understand how the public processes the information they are
exposed to in an online environment.

This dissertation investigated how exposing Americans to policy misinformation can create
disconnection between policymakers and the public. Particularly, this dissertation focused on
how misinformation affects the public's acceptance of policy misinformation and corrective
information when presented by different policy sources. This research examined the effects of
subsequent exposure to misinformation and corrected information, the political leanings of an
information source, and a person's political ideology on an individual's likelihood to believe
evidence supporting a policy. Each survey experiment measured these effects on climate
change, immigration, and transgendered individuals serving in the military policy. Though the
measurement of these effects on public health policy would have been timely, it was
purposefully avoided to prevent exposing participants to misinformation that could actually
impact their health in a pandemic. Misinformation and disinformation are not tools used only
by foreign entities to disrupt American elections (Allyn, 2020). Policy creators and public
administrators are now forced to combat misinformation and disinformation spread by a
variety of entities — journalists, elected officials, online social media, foreign entities, and the
American public. The American public is particularly guilty of participating in
misinformation and disinformation campaigns when they interpret information as having
meaning due to subjective connection to the data (Bardach & Patashnik, 2016).

It is a truth universally acknowledged within the public administration field that policymakers
in charge of crafting a policy must be in want of supportive evidence (Royse, Thyer & Padgett,
2016). Evidence-based policy is a popular term and a frequent practice in public
administration because public administrators utilize evidence to infer precise outcomes for
their proposed policies (Furner, 2004). When developing an evidence-based approach,
evidence must be believed in order for the public to support proposed solutions (Royse, Thyer
& Padgett, 2016). Yet, the spread of misinformation and disinformation on social media has
made the American public trust particular resources and mistrust others (Keymolen, Prins,
and Raab, 2012). There has been little study on understanding how the public's trust of
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information sources, belief of information, and exposure to information impacts their
processing of information. In addition to understanding how evidence impacts support for
policies, it is equally important to understand affected by misinformation. It is hoped that this
dissertation will give public administrators more insight into how the public processes
supportive evidence and this insight will assist with the development of methods to combat the
spread of policy misinformation. This research is part of the progression public administrators
must undertake to combat policy misinformation and disinformation being shared with the
American public by many entities.

Literature Review

The spread of fake news on social media in 2016 has made the American public question what is
real, politicians to question the reliability of information sources, and academics to question
the digital literacy of the common public (Haigh et al., 2019). Fake news is a popular term used
interchangeably for misinformation and disinformation (Cooke, 2017). The use of these
concepts in public discourse is not new as hoaxes, satire, and propaganda have made use of
false information to support or injure people, causes, or institutions for centuries (Cooke,
2017). It is the ability to rapidly spread fake news online that makes the current information
crisis in public life different than previous lifetimes. The 2016 election and subsequent
presidential administration has brought the concepts of using false or inaccurate information
to garner support for particular causes, policy, and people into the mainstream. Some
academics have referred to it as the Trump Phenomenon, the Trump Effect, and the Trump
Carnival (Swire et al, 2017; Brady, Kelly & Stein, 2017; Gaufman, 2018). Yet, it is misleading to
attribute the use of false information in public discourse to a single person or political
administration. Misinformation and disinformation are considered by some as
interchangeable, while others have made important distinctions between the two concepts.
Both concepts have the same three same important features— use of deception, the
consequences of sharing the deceptive information, and the intent of those disseminating the
information. It is the intention of those that disseminates the deceptive information that is the
driving difference between misinformation and disinformation. This literature review focuses
on how the unintentional spread of misinformation and the intentional spread of
disinformation has had similar, but distinctive effects on public discourse (Hinson, 2010).
More clarifying definitions of misinformation and disinformation as well as other important
terms for this study are defined within the following pages.

Other social science fields, like communication and information science, have explored how
information is received and transmits knowledge to the public, that is when information
becomes informative, to determine the best methods for sharing information with people to
ensure their understanding of the information (Buckland, 1991). Some public administration
academics have focused on how social media companies and journalists can combat the
spread of false information or how to increase the information literacy of the general public
(Batchelor, 2017; Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). Some have focused on exploring how
information is a public good and how to create open access to information in the age of the
internet (Stienstra, Watzke & Birch, 2007; Zardo & Collie, 2015). Other academics have
focused on how the United States can increase the media literacy of its citizens to combat
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disinformation and how politicians sharing information on social media can affect public
opinion (Barton, 2019; Boudreau, 2014). Several have explored the emotional information
behavior of the public and found that people were more likely to seek out information that
validates their pre-formed opinions over seeking out correct information (Hart et al., 2009).
Another explored how the spread of misinformation and disinformation through artificial
intelligence campaigns on social media has impacted the ethics of public policy (Landon-
Murray etal., 2019).

Misinformation and disinformation affect all aspects of American public life and the
American public life is not solely constructed by policy, but is rather a mixture of
communication, information, politics, and many other social constructs. So, it makes sense
that the following literature review examined how misinformation and disinformation have
affected the American public across many social science fields, including political science,
policy studies, library science, information science, communication, psychology, and
journalism as well as public administration and public policy. Overall, five themes emerged
and are discussed in the following order: information as a thing; information as a public good;
information as propaganda; information and elected officials; and the diffusion of
information on social media.

Problem Statement

This research explored how exposure to misinformation can affect Americans' acceptance of
policy information and their acceptance of corrective information when presented by
different policy sources. This research examined the effects of misinformation, the political
leanings of an information source, and corrected information on an individual's likelihood to
believe evidence supporting a particular policy. Each experiment measured these effects on
different policy topics including climate change, immigration, and transgendered individuals
serving in the military. In the current political and policy environments, policymakers and
policy practitioners have been forced to combat misinformation and disinformation spread by
a variety of persons — including journalists, elected officials, online social media, foreign
entities, and American citizens themselves. Eugene Bardach and Eric Patashnik's (2016) study
found that information only has meaning to the public when they make a subjective
connection to the data. They argued this subjective connection to information directly affects
how people understand proposed policies to mitigate public problems. Evidence is essential to
evidence-based policies because it assists public administrators in inferring accurate outcomes
for their proposed solutions to public problems. Evidence should support policy and assist
administrators in garnering public support for their proposed solutions, yet the spread of
misinformation and disinformation, especially on social media, has made the American
public trust particular information resources and mistrust others. There has been little study,
as this literature review will show, on understanding how the public processes information,
how evidence used to support proposed policies, or how the relationship between the public
and policy information is affected by misinformation. It is hoped that the research completed
for this dissertation will give public administrators more insight into how the public processes
supportive evidence for their policy and develop effective methods to combat the spread of
deceptive policy information. The nature of how misinformation and disinformation are used
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to discredit public policy can be understood by identifying how people connect with deceptive
information, the policy consequences of their exposure and sharing of the information, and
the intent of those disseminating the deceptive information. This research's attempt to
understand how people connect with deceptive information is the first step in a long process
public administrator must undertake to combat policy misinformation and disinformation
being shared with the American public.

Key Terms

Disinformation

For their discussion on disinformation within political communications, Freelon and Wells
(2020) chose to use the simple definition of disinformation presented within the European
Commission report on a multi-dimensional approach to disinformation. Specifically, the
author of the report, The European Commission's Directorate-General for Communication
Networks, Content, and Technology defined disinformation as “all forms of false, inaccurate,
or misleading information designed, presented, and promoted to intentionally cause public
harm” (2018, p. 5). This dissertation uses this definition to convey that any information that is
false, inaccurate, or incorrect that is intentionally disseminated by those who know the
information is not true should be considered disinformation. As Freelon and Wells (2020)
noted, this definition unites three important features of disinformation — deception, harmful
consequences, and the intent of those circulating the information.

Misinformation

Misinformation and disinformation are discussed interchangeably in many of the resources
discussed within this chapter, while others have highlighted the differences between the two
concepts. This dissertation defines misinformation as “information that is incomplete, but it
can also be categorized as information that is uncertain, vague, or ambiguous” (Cooke, 2017,
p.213). Cooke (2017) also notes that misinformation may still be true if the context of the
information is taken into consideration. This dissertation makes the distinction between
misinformation and disinformation because it is important to highlight that the experiment
performed for this study exposed people to misinformation to mislead participants, yet there
was no harmful intent or consequences. Similar to the definition of disinformation, it is
important tonote that this definition of misinformation highlights the same three important
features — deception, the consequences of sharing the information, and the intent of those
propagating the information.

Propaganda

Of the several resources referenced within this dissertation, none of them clearly defined the
term propaganda. The second definition of the term from the Merriam-Webster dictionary is
the most applicable to the various discussions of propaganda highlighted throughout this
dissertation. Specifically, the chosen definition states that propaganda is “the spreading of
ideas, information, or rumor for the purpose of helping or injuring an institution, a cause, or a
person” (Merriam-Webster, 2020, para. 2). This definition is also most applicable to this
discussion because it does not indicate that information presented in propaganda must be false
and this makes propaganda distinct from misinformation and disinformation.

IJISRPAOP |p.138



Misinformation and disinformation, as discussed later in this chapter, can become
propaganda when false information is shared to help or damage a cause, institution, or
persons, yet not all propaganda needs to be false.

Information-as-Thing

Buckland (1991) coined the term information-as-thing to express how information is
attributed to objects, including data and documents. This concept is meant to describe when
those objects become informative because they have given knowledge or communicated
information. Specifically, Buckland described information-as-thing as when documents, data,
and other objects “have the quality of imparting knowledge or communicating information, or
are instructive” (1991, p.351). For this dissertation, information-as-thing is the process of a
person subjectively relating to an informative object. The object is not informative until the
reader or purveyor relates to information expressed by the object on a personal level.

Public Good

Public good is a material concept that is discussed throughout public administration literature,
yet it is important to be specific about what it means when the argument is made that
information can be a public good. Public goods are “nonexclusive and nonrivalrous” and “no
one can be excluded from their consumption, and one person's consumption does not
diminish that of others” (Nye, 2017, p.552). In the discussion later in the chapter on how
information can be a public good, it is meant that institutions and producers of information
cannot prevent specific people from accessing the information and a single person's use of the
information does not reduce the ability of others to use the same information.

Themes in Existing Literature

The literature review found five common topics among existing academic literature regarding
information and public administration — information as a thing, information as a public good,
information as propaganda, information use by elected officials, and diffusion of information
to the public on social media. The following section have five thematic parts that each will
discuss the existing literature that explores the specific theme and link how this dissertation
will also explore the theme and fulfill gaps in knowledge on the theme. It will then conclude
with a summary of how these themes are important to public administrators' use of
information and how this dissertation's experiment will contribute to the study of how
misinformation sharing can impact engaging the public's support of policy.

Research Method

Research Question

This dissertation explored how misinformation and disinformation have affected the
American public's understanding of policy information and their trust in different policy
information resources. In the current political and policy environments, policymakers and
policy practitioners have been forced to combat misinformation and disinformation spread by
a variety of persons — including journalists, online social media, elected officials, foreign
entities, and American citizens. This research examined the effects of misinformation, the
political leanings of an information source, and the effects of corrected information on an
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individual's likelihood to believe evidence supporting a particular policy. Each experiment
measured these effects on different policies issues including climate change, immigration, and
transgendered individuals serving in the military. This dissertation's findings revealed how the
public subjectively processes policy information resources, how misinformation and
disinformation has influenced proposed policies, and if the government can successfully
counter misinformation and disinformation with evidence-based information.

More detailed definitions for misinformation and disinformation were embedded in the
previous chapter, however, it is important to again highlight what exactly is meant by
disinformation and misinformation in this experiment. This dissertation defines
disinformation as “all forms of false, inaccurate, or misleading information designed,
presented, and promoted to intentionally cause public harm” (Directorate-General for
Communication Networks, Content and Technology, 2018, p.5). This dissertation used this
definition to convey that any information that is false, inaccurate, or incorrect that is
intentionally circulated by those who know the information is not true should be considered
disinformation. Misinformation is defined as “information that is incomplete, but it can also
be categorized as information that is uncertain, vague, or ambiguous” (Cooke, 2017, p.213).
These definitions highlight three important features of disinformation and misinformation —
the information is deceptive, the distribution of the information is likely to have harmful
consequences, and the intent of those disseminating the information determines if is it
misinformation or disinformation.

Bardach and Patashnik (2016) argued that information only has meaning to the public when
they make a subjective connection to the material. This experiment hypothesized that this
subjective connection to information directly affects how people understand proposed
policies. Information is often used as evidence to support evidence-based policies because it
supports the expected outcomes for proposed solutions to public problems. Evidence should
also support policy and support administrators in garnering public backing for their proposed
solutions, yet the spread of misinformation and disinformation online has made the public
trust particular resources and mistrust others. Thorson's (2016) study used a deceptive element
to measure if misinformation still had an impact on political attitudes after misinformation
had been discredited by corrective information. This experiment similarly used a deceptive
element to determine if misinformation and corrective information affected an individual's
support of a specific policy. This study focused on understanding how the public processes
evidence used to support proposed policies and how the subjective relationship between the
public and policy information is affected by misinformation.

This chapter will first discuss the specific research questions that this experiment is seeking to
answer. Then, the hypotheses will be clearly identified. Next, the concepts that this experiment
measured will be explained. Measurements that were designed to measure the defined
concepts will be identified and then the detailed design for the three experiments will be
highlighted. The sampling strategy and the degree to which the measurements accurately
represent reality, the validity, will be reviewed. Then, the expected consistency and reliability
of each survey will be assessed. And finally, the chapter will conclude with a discussion on the
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chosen methods of analysis to determine the findings and their appropriateness will be
discussed in this chapter.

Experimental Design
The specific research questions this experiment asked were:
1. Does exposure to misinformation and corrected information affect the likelihood an
individual will support a policy?
ii. Does the political leaning of a policy information source containing misinformation
affect the likelihood an individual will trust the information source?
iii. Does the political leaning of a policy information source containing corrected
information affect the likelihood an individual will trust the information source?
iv. Does the political leaning of a policy information source containing misinformation
affect the likelihood an individual will believe the presented information?
v. Does the political leaning of a policy information source containing corrective
information affect the likelihood an individual will believe the presented information?

In brief, three experiments were deployed, and each experiment focused on participants'
attitudinal position on a different policy. The first experiment focused on participants'
attitudinal position on immigration, the second experiment focused on participants'
attitudinal position on climate change policy, and the third experiment focused on
participants' attitudinal position on policies regarding transgender individuals serving in the
military. In each experiment, a pre-test of each participant's attitudinal position on the chosen
policy topic was measured. Participants were then randomly presented with either a pro-
policy or anti-policy explainer that deliberately contains incorrect policy information. Then
the participant's trust of the presented information and their attitudinal position on the policy
topic were again measured. Each participant was then randomly exposed to various
conditions, including exposure to corrected information from a source that aligned with their
values or exposure to corrected information from an opposing policy position resource. Then,
participants' belief of the corrected information source was measured. A post-test attitudinal
position on the policy topic was then conducted to determine the impact of the discredited
misinformation and corrected policy information on participants' attitudinal positions.

These three experiments sought to prove the following major hypotheses:

1. Individuals' exposure to misinformation and corrected policy information is likely to
affect their support of policy.

ii. Individuals are more likely to trust information sources containing misinformation
that are congruent with their political ideology.

iii. Individuals are more likely to trust information sources containing corrected
information congruent with their political ideology.

iv. Individuals are more likely to believe misinformation presented in a policy
information source congruent with their political ideology.

v. Individuals are more likely to believe corrected information presented in a policy
information source that is congruent with their political ideology.
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Concepts

The public can both be misinformed and disinformed at the same time and encounter both
types of information online within the same resource. Misinformation is information
presented as factual, and often believed to be true by those diffusing the information, that is
determined to be untrue. Disinformation is information presented as factual that is known to
be false by those diffusing the information (Thorson, 2016). In practice, it is difficult to clearly
separate a population into distinct groups of misinformed and disinformed. As such, this mixed
methods study reviewed what can be known about how purposeful exposure to
misinformation and disinformation is subjectively understood on the individual level by
examining the overall concept of how people process policy information. To examine this
overall notion, a few different concepts were explored within the experiment including the
trust of an information source, the belief of policy information, and the impact of
misinformation and corrected information on opinion of policy.

Processing of Misinformation and Disinformation. For this experimental research design, it
is important to recall the most significant similarity between misinformation and
disinformation — it is information that is incorrect. The spread of disinformation often is
purposeful, and misinformation may be spread in error. As Thorson (2016) noted, false
information, whether spread on purpose or mistakenly, can lead to false beliefs and create
vexing issues for policymakers. For this experiment, the information presented in the first
policy information source can be treated as both misinformation and disinformation, because
the source was manipulated on purpose to contain false information, but it was not shared
with the intent to permanently deceive participants. This study did not attempt to make a
distinction between the misinformed and the disinformed, but rather create an information
source that could be considered disinformation on first glance at an individual level, and
becomes misinformation when the participant is told the first resource contained false
information in the second policy resource. This experiment hoped to understand how
incorrect and corrected information are processed on an individual level by asking for several
different responses. First, the experiment pre-tested each participant's opinion on a policy, and
then post-tested their same opinion after they were exposed to misinformation and again post-
tested after they were exposed to corrective information to determine if their processing of
deceptive information affected their attitudinal position on the policy. This concept was also
measured by asking each participant if they trusted the policy resource itself and if they
believed the policy information presented within the resource after reading first the
misinformation policy explainer and then the corrective policy explainer. Calculating each
participant's trust in different policy resources that may be congruent or incompatible with
their values is another means to measure their processing of misinformation and
disinformation. Finally, this experiment asked their level of belief in both the policy resource
that contained misinformation and the policy resource that expressed corrective information
to measure how people process misinformation and disinformation.

Research Question and Summary

This dissertation examined if the public's support of policy, belief in policy information, and
trust in information resources were impacted by the political leaning of the source, their own
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political ideology, and the political party to which they belonged. This experiment was
designed to explore the Buckland (1991) idea that people understand informative items
through a subjective relationship defined by their personal values, including their political
ideals. Information is also recognized as a propaganda tool of the government and this
experiment specifically used policy information sources that acted as if they were propaganda
that either supported or disavowed the presented policy to measure how much people trust or
believe propaganda materials. This experiment also related to the academic theory that
information is used by elected officials to sway the public on policy, including false or
misinformation, by including elected officials' statements regarding the policy, including false
or manipulated statements, in the information sources to which participants were exposed.
Also, this experiment limited participation to those who participated in social media to utilize
a pool of the public would be routinely exposed to policy information on social media as they
were more likely to perceive online information as accurate, reliable, and trustworthy.

This experiment was designed to measure and answer the following research questions:

1. Does exposure to misinformation and corrected information affect the likelihood an
individual will support a policy?

ii.  Does the political leaning of a policy information source containing misinformation
affect the likelihood an individual will trust the information source?

iii.  Does the political leaning of a policy information source containing corrected
information affect the likelihood an individual will trust the information source?

iv.  Does the political leaning of a policy information source containing misinformation
affect the likelihood an individual will believe the presented information?

Limitations

Different Instrumentation

This experiment was purposefully designed to use different instruments to measure policy
support, trust of the information sources, and belief of the policy information. The purpose
was to make a distinction between the aspects of support, trust, and belief, all of which are
characteristics of the subjective relationship people can form with information. It was thought
that if the same instrument was used, participants may confuse the questions easily and think
they were being asked the same question repeatedly. The use of different instruments also
made it obvious to participants that they were being asked about their support of the same
policy at different intervals as well as being asked about their trust of the source, rather than
policy, and if they believed the presented information, rather than if they believed in the policy.

However, this purposeful delimitation of using different instruments also was an
unintentional limitation. The use of the 0-100 scale to collect repeated measurements of
policy support turned out to be rather sensitive and gave participants too much choice in their
response. This is indicated in that the median policy support response remained in the upper
90s, indicating that there was very little lack of support amongst participants than there might
have been if a more limited scale with fewer options was chosen, such as a Likert scale.
Additionally, the use of identical and limited instrumentation on the questions about policy
support, trust of the source, and belief of the information may have been helpful to find similar
patterns about factors that influence these characteristics of processing policy information.
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Online Survey

Asmentioned earlier, this experiment was conducted when there was an ongoing public health
event affecting the nation and conducting a field experiment with physical surveys and follow-
up interviews was not possible as most states imposed stay-at-home orders during this period.
The recruitment of online participants that were paid to take the experimental surveys was
more practical given that most people were now encouraged to remain at home and the survey
was focusing on online exposure to misinformation. The limitation of using an online survey
was that the exposure to misinformation and corrective information was immediate and in a
rapid sequence. This is not often how people are exposed to policy misinformation in reality.
Often, it involves people reading information from different sources online, without realizing
that it contains misinformation, and a period of time passes before another resource reveals
that their original exposure to policy information had misinformed them. This inability to
allow time between exposures to misinformation and corrective information limited the
experiment's ability to determine what factors most influence their support of the policy, their
trust of particular sources, or their disbelief of specific information.

Political Distribution of Participants

Hundreds of published papers have utilized the AMT service to recruit participants for their
experiments and it is a common practice within social science research (Chandler & Shapiro,
2016). Characteristics of the sample populations recruited on AMT can be easily monitored
and tracked if the researcher requests the service to recruit specific demographics for
participation in their efforts and there is a diverse range of populations from which to recruit.
(Cheung, Burns, Sinclair, & Sliter, 2017). However, this dissertation did not request any
specific demographic of the available population to be recruited and rather allowed users to
randomly self-select their participation in the surveys at the time of their release. There were
limitations on who could participate such as those who had taken one of the other surveys was
not able to take any of the other surveys used in this experiment and users who could self-select
had to be U.S. residents with a social media account. However, this random self-selection from
the MTurks user population resulted in three sample populations that heavily skewed towards
liberals and Democrats. This meant that the randomized exposure to the four conditions of
each survey meant there was a greater chance that a liberal user would be exposed to the two
liberal information sources than a conservative user being exposure to the two conservative
information sources. This skewed population meant that the hypothesis people would trust
sources and believe information congruent with their political ideology and political party was
not evenly tested amongst liberals and conservatives.

Future Research

Misinformation Asymmetry

Information asymmetry has been discussed as when one group has more access to
information than others and the disparities in power that can be a result in this difference of
access (Hagen etal., 2013). The spread of misinformation online does not appear to be slowing
and the study of how this can be disrupted continues; however, future research could focus on
misinformation asymmetry to determine if there are particular groups in the public who have
more access to misinformation than others. Research on how this increased exposure to

IJSRPAOP | p.144



misinformation of others affects these groups' political power, decision making, and methods
for sharing information could reveal who within the population is the most vulnerable at being
impacted by misinformation.

Misinformation Impact During Public Health Emergencies

The spread of misinformation about COVID-19 and how it hindered public health policies
and efforts to combat the virus are not yet fully apparent as the pandemic has not yet
concluded. The study of the impact of misinformation hindering pandemic policies has
already begun (Motta et al., 2020; Tasnim et al., 2020). Yet, this does not mean that future
research can't focus on the differences between those populations that had a more successful
response at suppressing the COVID-19 virus and those that were unsuccessful to see how
much misinformation prevented health agencies from implementing public health policies.
Studies on how misinformation have affected public health policy during a pandemic will need
to utilize larger sample sizes to accurately capture how different demographics were affected.
Future studies may also focus on what types of resources were particularly responsible for the
spread of COVID-19 misinformation to formulate if there is a method for public health
experts to use these same resources to share accurate pandemic information with their public.

Racial Asymmetry and Misinformation

Freelon et al.'s (2020) review of existing social science research on disinformation,
misinformation, and propaganda found that racial asymmetry is a phenomenon that deserves
further study. Freelon's (2020) study found that racial impersonation was a method often
utilized by Russian disinformation campaigns to rapidly spread false information online.
Given that 2020 was a year that also multiple active campaigns calling for social justice and
realignment of public policies to address racial disparity in the United States, it would be a
benefit to public administrators if social research continued to focus on racial asymmetry and
misinformation. If those advocating for the realignment of policy to address racial disparity
were able to understand how racial tensions and sensitivity was being used to derail their
activism, it may help them combat misinformation about their policies and campaigns spread
by nefarious parties seeking to inflame tensions in American society. Future research also
might want to consider what other explanatory variables that might explain information
asymmetry and how misinformation exacerbates this gap of those who have access to correct
information and those who are more frequently exposed to misinformation.

Conclusion

The year 2020 has been ripe with examples of how misinformation affects public health policy
during the COVID-19 pandemic and these examples stress the importance of understanding
how the public processes policy information, including misinformation and corrective
information. Public administrators have long advocated that evidence-based policy is one of
the best approaches for developing policy. Yet, now the very information that administrators
rely on as evidence to support their policy can be challenged by propaganda shared by elected
officials and the public are challenged to determine what is real. Information is a thing. It
conveys knowledge when people make a subjective connection to the information and these
connections can be influenced by their personal values. Public administrators would do well to
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understand how the public processes information, how they decide if they trust particular
resources over others, and how they decide which information to believe.

This dissertation revealed that even if the public makes a subjective connection with policy
information that may or may not be congruent with their political ideology, it does not
influence them to level of support of a policy. Yet policy support is not the only measure for
understanding how people process information. It is important to also understand how they
decide to trust particular resources or determine if they believe the information they
encounter. This study verified that the political nature of information sources, a person's
political ideology, and political party values influence if a person trusts a resource and if they
believe policy information. This study determined that people are more likely to believe
misinformation in conservative resources and conservatives are more likely to not trust
corrective information, no matter the political nature of the source. This may mean that
people who utilize conservative sources are more susceptible to believing misinformation and
not trusting sources that seek correct and counter misinformation with correction. Public
administration literature has long argued that it is important to more widely inform the un-
informed public to garner support; however, the spread of online misinformation has resulted
in a public that is no longer unaware of policy, but a public that is confidently misinformed,
believes false information, and does not trust efforts to counter misinformation. Developing
an understanding of how the public trusts information sources and chooses to believe or
disbelieve information is important, even if it is not proven to directly affects public support,
as having the public's trust and faith in government policy information is essential to
developing successful policies to resolve public problems.
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