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Abstract

We synthesize evidence from 176 experimental estimates of
11 interventions intended to combat misinformation in the
Global North and Global South, which we classify as infor-
mational, educational, sociopsychological, or institutional.
Among these, we find the most consistent positive evidence
for two informational interventions in both Global North and
Global South contexts: inoculation/prebunking and debunk-
ing. In a complementary survey of 138 misinformation
scholars and practitioners, we find that experts tend to be
most optimistic about interventions that have been least
widely studied or that have been shown to be mostly inef-
fective. We provide a searchable database of misinformation
randomized controlled trials and suggest avenues for future
research to close the gap between expert opinion and aca-
demic research.
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Introduction

Research on misinformation and interventions designed
to combat it has proliferated in recent years.! Numerous
literature reviews have already been published, but
these focus almost exclusively on research from the
Global North [2—8]. By contrast, the literature in the
Global South remains limited, despite the pervasiveness
and severity of misinformation there.” This evidence
gap is especially important because interventions that
effectively reduce misinformation in the Global North
may perform differently in the Global South due to
differences in factors such as news consumption, media
literacy, state capacity, etc.

In this article, we synthesize evidence from 176 exper-
imental estimates of the effects of interventions inten-
ded to combat misinformation that were conducted in
both the Global North and Global South. These esti-
mates are drawn from 155 unique randomized controlled
trials (RCTS) identified in our literature review.

Specifically, we evaluate 11 prominent interventions,
which we classify into four categories. Interventions in
the first three categories aim to reduce consumers’
propensity to believe or share misinformation, including
the following: wnformational interventions, which provide
corrective information to counter specific pieces of
misinformation; educational interventions, which seek to
impart skills that will make consumers less susceptible
to misinformation more generally; and sociopsychological
interventions, which use priming or appeals to social
identity and social costs to discourage the spread of
misinformation. Interventions in the fourth category,
wstitutional interventions, instead seek to change the
behavior of the producers and distributors of misinfor-
mation, including platforms, politicians, andjournalists.‘z'

Because of the lack of evidence from the Global South
on the effectiveness of many of these interventions, we

! Misinformation is defined as purportedly factual claims that are either demon-
strably false or widely contradicted by existing evidence and expert opinion, though
definitional challenges remain [1].

2 We use the term “Global South” to refer to developing countries in East Asia, Latin
America, the Middle East and North Africa, South Asia, and Sub-Saharan Africa.

3 See the Online Appendix for detailed definitions of each intervention.
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complement our literature review with an original
survey of 138 experts, including scholars, policymakers,
and practitioners with expertise on misinformation and/
or governance in the Global North, Global South, or
both. This survey allows us to elicit expert opinion on
the interventions that are most and least likely to be
effective in the Global South.

We make several contributions. First, we identify two
informational  interventions—inoculation/prebunking
and debunking—that effectively reduce belief in
misinformation in both the Global North and Global
South. Experts, however, are most enthusiastic about
platform alterations, media literacy, and journalist
training—institutional interventions that have been the
least widely studied or for which the (limited) evidence
base is decidedly mixed (e.g., media literacy). We sug-
gest several avenues for future research to reconcile the
mismatch between expert opinion and academic
research. Finally, we provide readers with a separate,
more detailed literature review [9] and a searchable
database of the studies we considered.” The database
can be filtered using characteristics of each study and
the context in which it was conducted.

Scope and methodology

Our synthesis of the evidence began with a search for
literature reviews and meta-analyses, which we used to
formulate key search terms, identify specific in-
terventions, and sort those interventions into broader
categories. Using the key search terms, we then compiled
a comprehensive list of relevant studies from Google
Scholar and Elicit, restricting the scope of the analysis to
RCTs. To account for recent literature reviews and meta-
analyses of the most heavily studied interventions, we
imposed year restrictions for select searches. (See the
Online Appendix for more details on our methodology.)

Table 1 summarizes the evidence base for 11 of the most
prominent interventions grouped by intervention type
and region. Notably, our assessments of these studies are
not based on a formal (quantitative) meta-analysis of the
literature but instead are qualitative judgments made by
the authors.”

Findings

Literature review

As shown in Table 1, available evidence on combating
misinformation is heavily tilted toward the Global
North. Of the 155 studies included in this review, over
80% were conducted in one or more Global North
countries. This imbalance highlights the challenges of

* Database: https://www.democratic-erosion.com/briefs/misinformation-intervention-
database/.

5 As noted carlier, data on the studies we identified are available online in a
searchable format that allows filtering by study- or context-specific indicators: https://
www.democratic-erosion.com/briefs/misinformation-intervention-database/.

drawing conclusions about effective strategies for
countering misinformation in the Global South from
existing research. Likewise, there is substantial variation
in the strength of the evidence base across leading in-
terventions. Some interventions have been relatively
well studied—for example, 56 of the 155 unique studies
we reviewed test the effectiveness of debunking. But
other potentially promising interventions such as so-
ciopsychological “frictions” are relatively understudied.
Institutional interventions, which arguably hold the
greatest promise because they aim to reduce the supply
of misinformation, have been studied the least, with no
studies on politician messaging or journalist training in
Global South countries to date. We summarize the
findings for each intervention in the following and in
"Table 2. (See our report for a more detailed review of the
findings for each intervention [9].

Among informational interventions, there is strong evi-
dence that inoculation/prebunking and debunking are
generally effective at countering misinformation in both
Global North and Global South countries [10—20].
Together, these two informational interventions are the
most widely studied among all treatments included in this
review. In direct comparisons, debunking is more effective
than inoculation/prebunking, and inoculation/prebunking
appears to be more effective than credibility labels,
although relatively few direct comparisons have been
conducted to date [21—25]. These effects are strongest in
the short term, however, and are typically measured only
among people who are exposed to the debunking or
inoculation/prebunking treatment (thus abstracting away
from dissemination challenges in the real world).

The sole educational intervention we consider is media
literacy, one of the most popular strategies for combating
misinformation.® The evidence on its effectiveness is
mixed. Though there are relatively few studies, many
are of especially high quality, including eight studies
conducted in five Global South countries. The majority
of studies on media literacy in the Global North find no
effect on misinformation beliefs [26—28]. Findings in
the Global South are mixed, with some evidence that
media literacy works but only among populations with
high baseline literacy and education levels [29—31].

Sociopsychological interventions that alter social norms
around misinformation have potential, although more
evidence is needed. Both accuracy prompts and friction
interventions tend to increase discernment between
true and false information [32—39]. There is compelling
evidence from the Global North that social norms in-
terventions, which typically use messaging from in-
group members to change perceived norms around
sharing or believing misinformation, are generally

¢ As we discuss in the Online Appendix, technique inoculation can also be viewed as
an educational intervention in many cases.
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Table 1

Summary of intervention types.

Category Intervention Studies cited Global North Gilobal South
Informational Inoculation/prebunking 25 18 7
Informational Debunking 56 49 9
Informational Credibility labels/tags 24 23 1
Informational Contextual labels/tags 8 7 1
Educational Media literacy 16 9 8
Sociopsychological Accuracy prompts 13 11 3
Sociopsychological Frictions 3 3 0
Sociopsychological Social norms 14 11 3
Institutional Platform alterations 10 8 2
Institutional Politician messaging 4 4 0
Institutional Journalist training 3 3 0

Note: The “Global North” and “Global South” columns do not always sum to the “Studies cited” column because some studies contain evidence from both

regions.

effective at reducing both misinformed beliefs and
sharing intentions [40—43]. While the Global South
literature on social norms interventions is still small and
has found mixed results [44], these interventions
represent a promising avenue for future research
because of the relative strength of community ties in
many Global South contexts.

Institutional interventions, which instead target the
supply of misinformation, have been the least studied,
with few Global North and no Global South studies to
date on politician messaging or journalist training. In-
terventions that aim to alter the supply of misinformation
by platforms, politicians, or journalists can be harder to
implement and evaluate than those discussed earlier
because they often require behavioral change by high-
level actors who might lack the will or ability to reduce
misinformation supply. The small number of existing
Global North studies nevertheless suggests that in-
terventions involving deplatforming [45], deactivating
from platforms [46], warning politicians their messages
will be fact-checked [47—49], and training or incentiv-
izing journalists to fact-check [50] are promising (though
evidence is mixed). There remains an urgent need to
improve the evidence base on these interventions for the
Global South.

While all intervention types aim to reduce belief in or
sharing of misinformation, outcomes are not always
measured in the same way, limiting the extent to which
we can make direct comparisons. Table 3 presents the
frequency of outcomes measured across intervention
types, with at least ten country studies cach.’ Accuracy
prompt studies typically measure the sharing of misin-
formation, whereas debunking and media literacy usu-
ally measure beliefs.

’ "This cross-tabulation was constructed using this data set: https://www.democratic-

erosion.com/briefs/misinformation-intervention-database/.

But even among studies that measure beliefs, there is
another important distinction: some measure belief in
true or false content, while others measure ability to
discern between true and false content. We see some
patterns across outcome measures: debunking and
social norms studies more often measure belief in false
content, whereas the majority of accuracy prompt,
credibility tag, and inoculation/prebunking studies
measure discernment. Given this correlation between
interventions and outcome measures, we caution
readers when making direct comparisons of effective-
ness across intervention types. More helpfully, Table 3
highlights how different interventions may be better
suited to address different parts of the misinformation
problem. For instance, we may not expect that a simple
accuracy prompt would change long-lasting beliefs, but
it should reduce the impulse to share dubious content.

This review was motivated in part by a concern that
interventions designed to combat misinformation are
likely to work differently across contexts. For instance,
populations in the Global South have, on average, lower
levels of digital and media literacy, which could make
them more vulnerable to misinformation but which
could also potentially increase the impact of in-
terventions to promote digital and media literacy. The
information environment is also different: Global South
consumers are more likely to use WhatsApp than
Twitter (X) or Facebook. The capacity of media outlets
and journalists is also lower, with important implications
for the feasibility of interventions. To allow readers to
make their own judgments about these issues, we pro-
vide an interactive database of the studies considered in
this review that can be filtered by study- and country-
level characteristics: https://www.democratic-crosion.
com/briefs/misinformation-intervention-database/

In addition to assessing the efficacy of interventions in
combating information, policymakers and practitioners
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Table 2

Summary of intervention effects for Global North and Global South.

Category

Intervention

Global North findings

Global South findings

Informational

Informational

Informational

Informational

Educational

Sociopsychological

Sociopsychological

Sociopsychological

Institutional

Institutional

Institutional

Inoculation/prebunking

Debunking

Credibility labels/tags

Contextual labels/tags

Media literacy

Accuracy prompts

Friction

Social norms

Platform alterations

Politician messaging

Journalist training

Generally effective in the short term,
although evidence is mixed regarding
technique inoculation. Inoculation
games may be less effective than first
thought.

Generally effective at reducing
misinformed beliefs but effects may
vary depending on credibility of or trust
in the correction source.

Most effective when labels/tags
provide justification for their presence,
provide clear true or false ratings, and
reference expert fact-checkers.

Mixed effects on belief and sharing
intentions; more evidence needed.

Limited evidence of effectiveness and
substantial variation in durability.

Generally effective at increasing
discernment, though effect sizes vary.

May increase truth discernment and
reduce sharing intentions for false
news; more evidence needed.
Generally effective, although effects
may vary by ideology.

Generally positive, though most
evidence gathered from simulating
platforms as opposed to actual
platform change.

Shows initial promise at reducing
misinformation supply; more evidence
needed.

Shows initial promise for combating
misinformation; more evidence
needed.

Tends to be most successful when
implemented over long stretches of
time in partnership with local news
entities.

More effective when delivered or
endorsed by a trusted or in-group
source; mixed evidence regarding
effect on behavioral intentions.

One study shows the potential for
labels to decrease individual sharing of
misinformation; more evidence
needed.

One study shows reduced perceived
credibility of misinformation; more
evidence needed.

Mixed evidence of effectiveness
despite intensive nature of some
interventions.

Sometimes effective in increasing
discernment and reducing sharing but
effects are small.

No evidence; studies needed.

Broadly effective; more evidence
needed to determine contextual
variation.

Experimental evidence needed.

No evidence; studies needed.

No evidence; studies needed.

may wish to consider other dimensions when selecting
and designing interventions, including feasibility (how
easily an intervention can be implemented), scalability
(how easily an intervention can be expanded to reach a
large number of people), and durabiliry (how long effects
persist beyond the immediate postintervention period).
Few interventions score well on all four dimensions, so
deciding which intervention type to implement will
likely involve trade-offs along these dimensions. For
instance, both debunking and accuracy prompts have
shown evidence of impact in the Global North and the
Global South, but the effects of debunking tend to be
larger and more durable. Debunking messages, however,
only tends to reduce beliefs in the false claim that they
target and are more feasible in contexts with relatively
high levels of media capacity and legitimacy to identify
and refute misinformation. By contrast, accuracy

prompts are more easily scaled because they can affect
beliefs on a wide range of topics and are more feasible in
places with weaker media infrastructure.

Expert survey

Given the paucity of evidence from Global South
countries, we complemented our literature review
with an expert survey conducted from March 21—April
26, 2023, of 138 academics, policymakers, and practi-
tioners with expertise on governance and/or misinfor-
mation in the Global North, Global South, or both.
The goal of the expert survey was to measure beliefs
about which interventions would be most effective in
the Global South.

We presented respondents with the following hypo-
thetical allocation exercise: “imagine USAID has funds

Current Opinion in Psychology 2024, 55:101732
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Table 3

Outcome measures by intervention type.

Accuracy prompt Credibility tags Debunking Inoculation/prebunking Media literacy Social norms
What is measured?
Beliefs 2 11 62 20 16 8
Sharing 27 1 1 4
Both 0 3 7 9 1 5
Other 0 2 1 1 0
Total 29 24 73 26 17 17
How measured?
False content 1 3 54 8 5 11
True content 0 3 1 3 2 0
Discernment 28 18 18 15 10 6
Total 29 24 73 26 17 17

to allocate to programs aimed at combating misinfor-
mation in developing countries. Given this goal, how
would you advise USAID to divide up [100 units of
funding] across the 12 intervention types described
below?”®

Figure 1 displays the average amounts that respondents
chose to allocate to each of the intervention types
disaggregated by role and region of expertise.

Notably, respondents of all types and areas of regional
expertise systematically preferred institutional and
educational interventions over informational or socio-
psychological ones. This finding is especially striking,
given that the evidence base is much stronger for the
latter than for the former in both the Global North and
Global South. In addition, where there is a reasonably
sized evidence base for these interventions in the Global
South, as in the case of media literacy, the evidence of
their effectiveness is quite limited. Experts also tended
to be most optimistic about interventions that are most
difficult to study experimentally (e.g., platform alter-
ations and journalist training).

Some differences across experts emerged, however. As
Figure 1a shows, researchers were most optimistic about
platform alterations, while practitioners were most opti-
mistic about journalist training and media interventions.
As per Figure 1b, respondents with expertise on the
Global North (mainly researchers) were also most opti-
mistic about platform alterations, whereas respondents
with expertise on the Global South were most optimistic
about media literacy, followed closely by journalist
training and platform alterations.

Finally, as we show in Figure 2, the three most popular
interventions among experts—media literacy, journalist

8 In the expert survey, we listed “technique rebuttal” as a separate intervention
type, but we subsequently decided to classify it as a form of either debunking or
inoculation/prebunking.

training, and platform alterations—are also among the
least studied (29 studies in total).

"This total is roughly equivalent to the number of unique
studies on inoculation/prebunking (25) or credibility
labels (24) alone and is less than half the number of
unique studies on debunking (56).

Promising areas for future research

We conclude by suggesting some promising directions
for future research. Given the current evidence gap, one
strategy is to assess whether interventions are effective
in both the Global North and Global South. The most
rigorous (but also challenging and costly) way to do this
is to test the same intervention in multiple countries
simultaneously. Some researchers have already begun to
take this approach, demonstrating its promise and
feasibility [29,15,20,37].

Given that the characteristics of misinformation can
differ by context, it is important to determine whether
some types of misinformation are more or less suscep-
tible to correction than others. However, most studies
focus on a particular topic or type of misinformation.
More researchers should consider incorporating multi-
ple types of misinformation into their designs [51].

Third, scholars should consider how social norms
and identities could contribute to curbing misinfor-
mation in their context of interest. For example, state
weakness in many countries in the Global South
leads to greater reliance on social institutions, such as
ethnic or religious groups, whose leaders function as
intermediaries between the state and its citizens.
These institutions and intermediaries could be valu-
able partners in interventions to combat misinforma-
tion; for example, consumers may be more likely to
believe information they receive from sources with
whom they share political, racial, ethnic, or religious
ties [52,53].

www.sciencedirect.com
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Figure 1

(a) Practitioners and policymakers versus researchers

Allocations by respondent role
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Social/descriptive norms
Technique rebuttal
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o
[9)]
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(b) Global North experts versus Global South experts/other

Allocations by respondent region of expertise

Platform alterations

Media literacy

Journalist training
Inoculation

Debunking

Politician messaging
Friction/reflection
Social/descriptive norms
Technique rebuttal
Contextual labels

Global South
= expert, Other

Global North
expert

Accuracy prompts
Credibility labels

o
(8]

10 15 20 25
Mean allocation

Current Opinion in Psychology

Mean allocations to each intervention type by respondent characteristics. Expert survey of 138 practitioners, policymakers, and academic researchers.

Finally, some interventions have been much more intervention types. Most notably, the three most pop-
extensively studied than others. Not only is the balance  ular interventions among experts—media literacy, jour-
of the evidence skewed more toward the Global North,  nalist training, and platform alterations—are also among
but also little evidence exists about some important  the least studied.
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Figure 2
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Comparing expert evaluations with quantity of evidence. Expert survey of 138 practitioners, policymakers, and academic researchers.

This finding highlights the fact that interventions  durability—two features of interventions that policy-
that are the most feasible to rigorously study may not = makers and practitioners value. Focusing on in-
be the most promising in terms of scalability or  terventions for which the evidence base is weak but
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expected effectiveness is high in terms of impact, scale,
feasibility, and durability strikes us as an especially
important direction for future research.
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