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Abstract 
 
This thesis explores what makes people believe (and share) news about politics. Two 
independent variables play a particular role throughout the four papers: The congruence 
of information with people’s attitudes or ideology, and the credibility of sources. In 
Chapter 1, a first study with a German sample tests how congruence with pre-existing 
attitudes and the type of source (real versus fake) affect believing news reports. Contrary 
to predictions, credible sources cannot mitigate the tendency for assimilation bias, i.e. the 
tendency to give more credit to congruent information. A second study confirms this 
finding for sharing intentions. Chapter 2 presents a study from Germany that explores 
drivers of source credibility. As predicted, subjects are more likely to believe a source that 
has previously—i.e. through experimental manipulation—provided congruent information. 
Machine learning methods reveal that people with low media trust and voters of the 
populist right are most susceptible to this effect. The last two chapters shift the focus to 
the US, and to asymmetries in information processing between liberals and 
conservatives. Chapter 3 examines three previous peer-reviewed studies that test which 
side is more prone to assimilation bias and is more able to tell true from false. Various 
robustness checks show that results of these studies do not survive variations in the 
selection of informational stimuli. This points to the need to ensure externally valid 
representation of a clearly defined target population of information. Chapter 4 tries to 
meet this requirement by, firstly, collecting a large set of real-world news items (both true 
and false), and by secondly randomly sampling stimuli from this collection. In a 
subsequent survey, liberals turn out to be more truth-discerning, but also more biased 
than conservatives. These asymmetries can be partly attributed to the real-world news 
supply, partly to psychological differences per se. 
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