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CONFIRMATION BIAS IN DIGITAL COMMUNICATION: THE
TENDENCY OF CONSUMERS TO FAVOR INFORMATION
THAT CONFIRMS THEIR PRE-EXISTING BELIEFS!

Summary: Certain members of society, who are characterized by overconfidence, a relati-
vely low level of knowledge, and a high level of misinformation or incomplete information, tend
to selectively choose information from real life or the digital environment, in order to confirm
their earlier incorrect beliefs. This phenomenon, known as “confirmation bias”, is widely reco-
gnized in every society and mainly occurs in political discussions (by self-proclaimed “political
analysts”), but also in discussions on the topic of global conspiracy theories. This kind of phe-
nomenon is increasingly present in digital communication among consumers. Such individuals
unfoundedly influence their followers (via electronic word of mouth or writing inaccurate re-
views) by favoring one product or service over competing ones with baseless, truncated infor-
mation or misinformation. Spreading misinformation in the digital environment can have very
dangerous consequences. There are a large number of practical examples in which the spread of
misinformation led to riots in the streets and violent behavior that even caused deaths.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Humans are selective information consumers that interpret information differently ba-
sed on how it corresponds to their preexisting ideas.? In today’s society, societal expectations
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and norms may cause people to act in a conformist manner in an effort to avoid social exclu-
sion.” Customers are prone to evaluate new information in terms of how logically it fits with
their existing views. Confirmation bias is a psychological phenomena that helps explain why
people often take information at face value that supports their prior conceptions and ignore
evidence that contradicts those beliefs.*

People will almost certainly select only those factors that support their desired thoughts
and will not take into consideration other (actual) facts, since they are unable to fully com-
prehend the complexity of a problem. When it happens, the psychological phenomenon
known as dissonance can make a person feel extremely uncomfortable.” People who are
characterized by overconfidence are difficult to dissuade from their unargued beliefs, even
when faced with indisputable facts, out of a simple need to defend their confidence, but also
because they are generally completely unaware of their ignorance.® Overconfidence brought
on by the confirmation bias process could cause someone to believe something that is more
likely to be false than true.” In order to feel more confident about their biased viewpoints, pe-
ople frequently look for social media sites that reflect their attitudes and ideas.® Social media
platforms are used to spread rumors, false information, and other types of misinformation,
all of which not only alarm the public and endanger their physical and mental health, but
also pose serious problems for governance and the stability of social order.’

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Our own experiences shape how we perceive the world, as a result, we seek out evidence
that supports our beliefs and interpret events and information in a way that supports those
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beliefs."” Confirmation biases can be intentional or unintentional, but typically they indicate
a less overt, less conscious approach to developing biased arguments. It mainly refers to
unintentional bias in the collection and application of evidence."' By the methods they use,
confirmation bias studies can be divided into five groups: those that look at self-reported
bias, ideological bias, party bias, news bias, and content bias.”> One can avoid using their
own cognitive resources (such checking the accuracy of the information they forward) by
imitating the habits of role models and like-minded others. Evidence suggests that under
time constraints, its use intensifies."

People’s perception of and belief in incorrect information is influenced by individual-le-
vel cognitive and socio-psychological aspects, according to a psychological perspective.'
Confirmation bias is caused by one’s memory and desire to recollect information when pur-
suing a desired goal.”” Individuals frequently give in to their own prejudices while processing
information they come across, as opposed to doing it in a logical, unbiased, and objective
manner. People consequently have a propensity to instinctively and unquestioningly seek
out information that supports their preexisting view while dismissing contrary information,
regardless of its veracity.'® In the face of contradictory data, people are compelled to stand
by their ideas in order to maintain group identity and membership. This contributes to the
understanding of why certain people are more likely than others to accept erroneous infor-
mation."” The bias is regarded to be not only epistemically problematic, but also a pervasive
and built-in aspect of the mind, present in both every day and abstract thinking tasks regar-
dless of people’s IQ, cognitive ability, or willingness to avoid it."®

Failure to properly evaluate data, issues, opportunities, and viable strategies leads to
confirmation bias. Groupthink arises when members of extremely cohesive groups are un-
der pressure to accept decisions made by the group without inquiry and to do so without
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exercising critical thought. A kind of groupthink outside the group is confirmation bias."
Confirmation bias develops whenever there is a discrepancy in people’s behavior or atti-
tudes. People attempt to alter the behavior or attitude of others or, occasionally, accept an
existing conviction about something in order to remove the dissonance. The problem with
this occurrence is that these views didn’t have a solid basis.” Confirmation bias will be less
pronounced when people lose certainty and become more unsure about their initial ideas.
This is because they will feel less psychological pain when confronted with contradictory
evidence.”

Internet users frequently use heuristics when faced with an abundance of informati-
on on social media, in part because they lack the tools to digest the information overload
completely and objectively.” According to 68% of people, sharing content on social media
helps others get to know them and their interests. The majority of individuals (almost 80%)
share content, though, since it keeps them socially linked. When people respond favorably
to what they share on social media, 62% of respondents claim that they feel better about
themselves.”” When deciding which products to buy, consumers frequently consult online
reviews to evaluate various product characteristics. 89% of consumers worldwide check pro-
duct reviews before making a purchase.** According to a recent survey, 65.4% of respondents
use social networks to promote products and services.> It comes as no surprise that some
vendors try to generate false reviews, and it has been demonstrated that these biased reviews
have an impact on consumer choice.*

Not all online recommendations have the same impact. The persuasiveness of product
recommendations varies depending on where they are published and whether the website
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is affiliated with businesses or manufacturers or not. Even though recommendations from
independent consumers were found to be the most effective, however, the study found that
these were viewed as less reliable than those from human expertise.”” Consumers may be su-
bject to pre-decision conformation bias, which occurs when they skew information in favor
of the products they ultimately intend to select.” In a digital context, lower consensus makes
consumers less certain of their initial beliefs and less confidence in the reliability of average
ratings. As a result, when the product’s rating dispersion is greater it is reasonable to antici-
pate that confirmation bias will be lessened.” Through publishing, re-sharing, commenting,
tagging, and re-tweeting, social media allows for individuals and organizations to play a role
(influencers) in the distribution of information.*

Micro and macro influencers are common on social media today, or at least those
who identify as such. Their primary duty is to represent and recommend brands to their
followers, so influencing customer perceptions and consumers’ purchasing decisions.’ The
disadvantage of this type of sanctioned information exchange is that customers are exposed
to ‘filtered’ information.*? This exposure raises the possibility of false information spreading
on the social media site.”

Misinformation manifests itself in the context of social interaction. It typically refers to
information that is disseminated widely without a factual basis, validation, or clarification,
whether on purpose or accidentally.* Internet users have the ability to flood social media
sites with thousands of critical comments, post unfavorable reviews, make embarrassing
memes, and engage in forum discussions. This form of communication can quickly spiral
out of hand and spread like wildfire.” Social media’s false content has given rise to extreme
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circumstances. For instance, when information about Covid-19 and the effects of vaccinati-
on was shared online, some people chose not to get the shot, which stoked fears of another
Covid-19 variant and slowed the spread of vaccination.”® In some other cases, fake content
on social media has led to riots, violence, and even deaths.”” Sometimes misinformation in
the digital environment can be reposted countless times by users, thus creating a viral effect.
Viral effect is the rapid spread of messages throughout the online world. In this manner, a
lot of users might receive the message in just a short period of time.*® Findings imply that
the online message’s high virality metrics had an impact on the effectiveness of its persuasive
effects.”

Because anonymous users and communication are made possible by the Internet, peo-
ple are compelled to be more hostile than they otherwise would be. This cyber-psychological
phenomenon is built on a perception of immunity and freedom from social norms, both of
which drive online speakers to act out their worst impulses.*’ This behavior was also previo-
usly observed in the Stanford prison experiment, undertaken by Philip Zimbardo, demon-
strated how secrecy in groups can result in increasing hostility and even cruel behavior.*!
Social media encourages the appearance of large numbers, such as the quantity of “likes,”
“shares,” and “retweets” a post has received. This increases the possibility of confirmation
bias by encouraging users to overestimate the number of people who share their viewpoint.
On the other hand, a large number of digital content sharing helps individuals to make a
decision to engage in the reposting of that content (whether it is accurate or not), because a
large number means for them that such information is supported by the majority, and that
they will not be confronted with social condemnation. Therefore, the decision to leave di-
gital anonymity is made only due to the certainty that their activity will be characterized as
justified by the society.

According to the Bandwagon effect, people tend to act in ways that are popular with the
majority of people in order to get attention or win praise.” Furthermore, according to the
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theory of reasoned action, a person’s behavior will be influenced if they think that most peo-
ple are in favor of a particular behavior.* For some people, being silent because of opposing
opinions is an escape mode from the communication process to avoid conflict and reduce
tension.” According to the “spiral of silence” theory, people want to escape the social reje-
ction they think will come from speaking out against the majority. People attempt to gauge
popular sentiment and form a “quasi-statistical sense” of the prevailing consensus, but this
perception mainly depends on media signals.*

People publish information in the expectation of receiving favorable feedback in order
to increase self-esteem and experience a sense of belonging in their social circles. Anxiety
and melancholy can be brought on by missed opportunities. When people find out they
aren’t included in an activity online, it might damage their emotions, feelings, and even
their physical health. According to research, the relationship between the mind and the gut
can cause melancholy and anxiety to manifest as nausea, headaches, tense muscles, and tre-
mors.*® Additionally, social media encourages a culture of social comparison, where people
assess their own online presence in relation to that of others. If people believe that others are
more successful, well-liked, or attractive than they are, it might have an effect on how they
view themselves and cause them to feel inadequate or inferior.”

3. CONCLUSION

Confirmation bias, as an effect that occurs when people want to confirm their prior
beliefs, which are usually incorrect, occurs in both real and digital environments. With the
development of information and communication technologies, the possibility of simple and
faster communication was given, which made this phenomenon appear more and more of-
ten (or became more obvious). Confirmation bias stems from an imposed social expectati-
on, where the individual is forced to conformist behavior, so as not to be characterized as a
dissenter, an intruder, and as such ostracized from a group that has built its identity with the
help of misinformation. This effect spilled over into digital communication in a virtual en-
vironment among consumers. By tendentiously writing inaccurate reviews, electronic word
of mouth, or reposting misinformation about products and/or services, consumers engage
in communication that helps them not feel melancholy and anxious about possible social
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ostracism. When an individual is unsure of the outcome of expressing his views, he decides
to be silent, because according to the “spiral silence” theory, he avoids the feeling of tension
and the possibility of conflict in this way. If the digital content, whether it is relevant or not, is
supported by the majority (a large number of likes or repeated posts) it is a positive signal to
the individual that he can come out of digital anonymity and join the group. Unfortunately,
it is difficult to convince people that they are wrong in their beliefs, even when faced with the
facts. In general, the consequences of this spread of misinformation negatively affect society
and its security, while in a business sense, it harms the business of companies whose brands
are desecrated by malicious and distorted information spread by consumers without a high
level of credibility in the specific field.
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PRISTRASNOST POTVRDIVANJA U DIGITALNOJ
KOMUNIKACIJI: SKLONOST POTROSACA DA FAVORIZUJU
INFORMACIJE KOJE POTVRDPUJU NJIHOVA VEC POSTOJECA
UVERENJA

Sazetak: Pojedini pripadnici drustva, za koje je karakteristicno da imaju preterano samopouz-
danje, relativno nizak nivo znanja, a raspolazu visokim nivoom dezinformacija ili nepotpunih
informacija, imaju tendenciju da selektivno biraju informacije iz realnog Zivota ili digitalnog
okruzenja, kako bi potvrdili svoja ranija netacna ubedenja. Ova pojava, poznata kao ,,Pristra-
snost potvrdivanja’; je Siroko prepoznata u svakom drustvu i uglavnom se javlja u politickim
diskusijama (samoproklamovanih ,,politickih analiticara®), ali i u raspravama na temu global-
nih teorija zavere. Sve cesce je ovakva pojava prisutna i u digitalnoj komunikaciji medu potro-
$acima. Ovakve individue neosnovano, okrnjenim informacijama ili dezinformacijama uticu
na svoje pratioce (elektronskom usmenom predajom ili pisanjem netacnih recenzija) favori-
zovanjem jednog proizvoda ili usluge u odnosu na konkurentske. Faktor koji pojacava efekat
pristrasnosti potvrdivanja je uticaj drustva, gde je pojedinac prinuden da prihvati ovakve ideje
i da se ukljuci u ovakvu komunikaciju, kako ne bi bio izopsten iz grupe. Sirenje dezinformacija
u digitalnom okruzenju moZe imati veoma opasne posledice. Veliki je broj primera iz prakse u
kojima je Sirenje dezinformacija dovelo do nemira na ulicama i nasilnickog ponasanja koje je
cak prouzrokovalo smrtne slucajeve.

Kljucne reci: Pristrasnost potvrdivanja, Potrosaci, Digitalno okruZenje.
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