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In the age of Artificial Intelligence, misinformation is widely perceived as
a major threat to democracies. However, empirical evidence paints a more
nuanced picture: it is not only the spread of misinformation, but above all
the sharp decline in the consumption of reliable news that deserves greater
attention.
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Misinformation is currently discussed in politics, media, and international
organizations as one of the central threats to democratic systems. In the
Global Risks Report of the World Economic Forum, misinformation is identified
as one of the greatest risks to stability. Public discourse is often shaped
by a strongly problem-oriented perspective.

This raises the question of to what extent this perception is supported by
empirical evidence, and whether misinformation truly represents the central
challenge for democratic public spheres. Without downplaying the problem of
misinformation, this article argues that a more differentiated perspective is
required and that another structural phenomenon deserves greater attention:
news deprivation, i.e. the growing lack of exposure to news.

Perception studies: Misinformation as a major problem

Representative surveys show that misinformation is perceived by the public as
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widespread and socially consequential. In Switzerland, studies indicate a
high level of problem awareness, particularly in the context of social
platforms (Vogler et al., 2021). Comparable findings are observed in other
Western democracies (Van der Meer & Hameleers, 2024). At the same time,
misinformation is associated with significant consequences for democratic
processes and institutions, for instance with regard to trust and legitimacy
(McKay & Tenove, 2021). Perception studies thus point to a high subjective
relevance of the phenomenon.

Tracking studies: Limited exposure to misinformation

Studies based on more robust measurement approaches paint a considerably more
nuanced picture. Behavioral tracking studies consistently show that the share
of content from sources classified as unreliable in the digital information
environment is comparatively low. Depending on the approach, these studies
measure either exposure to such sources — 1i.e. content users could
potentially see in their feeds — or actual usage, such as clicks or visits to
misinformation websites.

For the United States, estimates within the news domain are in the low
single-digit percentage range and vary depending on the measurement approach
and platform studied (e.g. Twitter, Facebook), typically between one and six
percent (Grinberg et al., 2019; Guess et al., 2020; Acerbi et al., 2022).
When expanding the perspective beyond news to total media consumption, the
share is substantially smaller: the use of misinformation websites accounts
for only about 0.15 percent of daily media use (Allen et al., 2020).

Tracking data for European countries show similarly low levels. In France,
roughly four to six percent of visits to news websites are directed to
misinformation sources, depending on the period studied, while in Germany the
share is just under one percent (Altay et al., 2022). Comparable data for
Switzerland are currently lacking.

Distribution and effects: Concentration and contextual dependence

Overall, a clear discrepancy emerges between the perceived ubiquity of
misinformation and its empirically measured prevalence in tracking studies.
Exposure to misinformation is also highly unevenly distributed and
concentrated. A relatively small group of users accounts for a large share of
contacts and interactions with such content (Budak et al., 2024; Christner et
al., 2025).

This pattern is also evident in our own study on interactions with
misinformation during the COVID-19 pandemic: only 0.3 and 1.9 percent of
observed Twitter users interacted with misinformation content, with
corrective responses (debunking) to misinformation being more frequent than
supportive ones (Rauchfleisch et al., 2020).

It is also often implicitly assumed that exposure to misinformation
necessarily leads to attitudinal or even behavioral change. However,
empirical evidence does not support this assumption. Reactions to such
content are frequently characterized by indifference or skepticism
(Rauchfleisch et al., 2020). This is partly due to the relatively high level



of distrust toward digital platforms — where misinformation is more prevalent
— which tends to increase further in the age of AI (Camila et al., 2022).

Vulnerability: Individual and societal factors

Although the overall prevalence and impact of misinformation are often
overestimated, this does not mean that the phenomenon is unproblematic. Its
relevance is highly context-dependent and increases particularly where
specific individual or societal vulnerabilities exist.

At the individual level, motivated reasoning — the tendency to interpret
information in line with existing beliefs — plays a key role (Zeng & Brennen,
2023; Osmundsen et al., 2021). When misinformation aligns with prior
attitudes, it is more likely to be believed or shared. Empirical studies also
show increased vulnerability among groups with extremist political
orientations (Tdornberg & Chueri, 2025). Moreover, misinformation is not
always shared out of conviction but is sometimes used strategically to harm
political opponents (Petersen et al., 2018).

At the societal level, vulnerability is shaped by structural conditions.
These include polarization, low trust in news media, fragmented media use, a
high reliance on social media as a news source, and — crucially — the
presence of established elites who spread misinformation. Based on these
factors, countries differ significantly in their resilience to
misinformation. While Switzerland appears comparatively resilient, other
countries such as the United States are considerably more vulnerable
(Humprecht et al., 2020).

Artificial intelligence: Ambivalent effects

As shown, misinformation is less widespread than often assumed. It is a
phenomenon concentrated among specific groups and varies across national
contexts. However, generative artificial intelligence is changing the
conditions of information production and dissemination.

On the one hand, it lowers the costs and technical barriers for creating
manipulative content, for example in the form of deepfakes (Karaboga et al.,
2024). It also enables new forms of coordinated and scalable dissemination of
misinformation (Schroeder et al., 2026). Experimental studies further suggest
that AI-generated content can be persuasive and thus has the potential to
influence opinions (Goldstein et al., 2024).

On the other hand, AI also offers opportunities for countermeasures, for
example in automated fact-checking or dialog-based correction of
misinformation (Lee & Fussell, 2025).

A bigger problem? News deprivation

Misinformation should not be considered in isolation but rather in the
context of broader changes in information use. In this regard, another issue
stands out: in many Western democracies, news consumption has declined
significantly (Toff et al., 2023; Skovsgaard & Andersen, 2020).



Globally, around 40 percent of the population now belong to so-called “news
avoiders” (Newman et al., 2025). In Switzerland, as many as 46 percent are
already considered “news deprived,” meaning they are persistently
underexposed to news (Eisenegger et al., 2025). The consequences for
democratic societies are substantial: low exposure to journalistic content is
associated with lower political knowledge, reduced democratic participation,
and weaker identification with democratic systems (Eisenegger et al., 2025).

Against this backdrop, it appears plausible that for many democracies, the
greatest risk lies not primarily in exposure to false information, but in the
declining consumption of reliable information provided by professional news
media.

Conclusion: A stronger focus on news deprivation is needed

Downplaying misinformation is just as dysfunctional as adopting an overly
alarmist perspective. Unwarranted dramatization can itself reduce
satisfaction with democracy (Jungherr & Rauchfleisch, 2024).

Misinformation is undoubtedly a relevant issue whose importance may increase
further with technological developments such as artificial intelligence. At
the same time, there are clear differences across countries and platforms:
certain contexts are particularly vulnerable, and some platforms expose users
more strongly to problematic content. Moreover, misinformation is a
temporally dynamic phenomenon that intensifies particularly in times of
crisis (Christner et al., 2025).

In this context, a differentiated perspective is essential. Alongside efforts
to address misinformation, another issue—potentially even more significant
for many Western democracies—should receive greater attention: news
deprivation. To improve the quality of information environments, it appears
more important in many countries to strengthen exposure to reliable
journalistic content and thereby enhance societal resilience than to focus
solely on combating misinformation (Altay, 2026; Acerbi et al., 2022).

Note: This article is based on the presentation “Beyond Misinformation: Perception, Reality, AI, and
the Challenge of News Deprivation”, delivered by Mark Eisenegger at the Aarau Democracy Days, 12-13
March 2026.
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