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Abstract

As state-sponsored disinformation is increasingly recognised as a threat to democratic
societies, academic research has intensified efforts to explain individual-level susceptibility to
disinformation and the effectiveness of countermeasures. This study contributes to this
research by applying Psychological Reactance Theory to the study of how individuals react to
Russian state-sponsored disinformation. Specifically, it examines whether trait reactance

moderates the effect of source information on susceptibility to disinformation.

A between-subject experimental survey study was conducted among Swedish-speaking
participants over 18 years old. Participants read a news article from a Russian-controlled news
site targeting European audiences. Participants were assigned to one of three groups, which
received different information about the source prior to reading the article (no source
information, neutral information about the source, or source information combined with a
general recommendation from the Swedish Agency for Psychological Defence). Trait
reactance was hypothesised to moderate the effect of different types of source information on

susceptibility.

No support is found for the hypothesised interaction effects. An unexpected finding is
however a robust and statistically significant positive correlation between trait reactance and
susceptibility to state-sponsored disinformation. This correlation is present for several aspects
of susceptibility and is consistent across the three groups (i.e., did not depend on the type of
source information). These findings indicate a potential avenue for further research on trait
reactance as an explanatory factor in individual-level differences in susceptibility to

disinformation.
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1. Introduction

State-sponsored disinformation is increasingly acknowledged as a threat to democratic
societies. The revolution in information and communication technologies (ICT) has
dramatically restructured media landscapes which now offer states great opportunities to
spread disinformation across borders as a means to weaken adversaries (Splidsboel Hansen
2017; Adamsky 2018; Jonsson 2019). State actors, particularly Russia and China, are
spending considerable resources to craft and disseminate disinformation for strategic purposes
(Wardle & Derakhshan 2017). In the Russian case, this is part of a broader strategy of hybrid

warfare, designed to weaken Western democracies (Jonsson 2019; Hellman 2024).

While information warfare and propaganda is not a new phenomenon and was already part of
Soviet strategy, current research demonstrates how information warfare has become a key
aspect of Russian strategy with the revolution in ICT in the last decades (Splidsboel Hansen
2017; Adamsky 2018, pp. 40-41; Jonsson 2019). The central idea is to control perception, the
basis on which actors make decisions. By managing the perception of a strategic competitor
and its public, it is possible to influence how they act - and thus achieving strategic goals -
without resorting to military means (Adamsky 2018; Jonsson 2019). Central Russian strategic
theorists have identified the information space as a key arena for strategic competition with
the West, putting non-military and military means on an equal footing and thus “blurring the
lines between war and peace” (ibid. pp. 94-96). Hellman (2024) furthermore argues that
Russian use of disinformation should be seen as an “everyday practice” with the long-term
objective “in which the stability of a society is shaken, its constitutional pillars are torn down

and its legitimacy weakened.” (p. 2).

While countering the circulation of false information has always been essential to the
functioning of public debates within democracies, it has thus, with the rise of state-sponsored
disinformation, become an increasingly pressing question for national security. Since 2015,
the EU has launched several initiatives seeking to counter the threat of state-sponsored
disinformation, including the East Stratcom Taskforce, the Joint Framework on countering
hybrid threats and a code of practice for online platforms (EU Commission 2025). In Sweden,
the Agency for Psychological Defence (MPF) was established in 2022 with the specific

purpose of increasing resilience to state-sponsored disinformation (MPF 2025a).



As governments are investing resources in developing countermeasures to state-sponsored
disinformation, it is crucial that we gain knowledge about why and how people respond to and
engage with disinformation, and which countermeasures may work. One set of
countermeasures against state-sponsored disinformation has focused on the technological
aspects of the threat, for example how to counter troll farms and fake accounts on social
media platforms (Nisbet & Kamenchuk 2019). In March 2022, in the context of the Russian
full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the EU banned the Russian news sites Russia Today (RT) and
Sputnik, judging that these were used by Russia as an “operational tool in its assault on
Ukraine” (Borell 2022, quoted in Hellman 2024, p.1-2) There are also countermeasures which
focus on debunking fake news and fact-checking, for example the European External Action
Service’s Communication Task Force and their website EUvsDisinfo, which posts daily

corrections to invalid claims of Russian state-sponsored disinformation (EUvsDisinfo 2023).

The increasing circulation of false information on the internet has also sparked academic
interest in why people believe dis- and misinformation and how to increase individuals’
resilience to it. The dominant explanatory frameworks in this literature focus on information
processing (classical reasoning account) or on biases driven by identity and prior beliefs
(motivated reasoning account) (Ziemer and Rothmund 2019). The former explains
susceptibility to dis/misinformation as a problem of information processing - whether people
actively reason about information or are relying on cognitive shortcuts and heuristics
(Pennycook & Rand 2021; Erlich, Garner, Pennycook & Rand 2023). The latter framework
focuses on identity and beliefs - arguing that people believe false information which confirms
their worldviews (Nyhan & Reifler 2019). While these accounts have produced useful
knowledge about why some people tend to believe false information, they ignore an important
aspect of disinformation, with potentially important implications for understanding
susceptibility and the effectiveness of countermeasures. This is that disinformation - the
deliberate use of false or misleading information (Bennett & Livingston 2020, p. 1) - is a

deliberate attempt at persuasion.

This is important, since the literature on persuasion and persuasive messaging has shown that
people - and certain individuals more than others - reject information which they see as
seeking to manipulate or influence their decision-making. While an influential idea within this
literature through the Psychological Reactance Theory (PRT; Brehm, J. W. 1966; Brehm, S.

S. & Brehm 1981), this concept of reactance has not been explored in the context of



susceptibility to disinformation. In the reactance literature, there is also strong support for the
conceptualization of reactance as a personality trait - in other words, that some individuals are
more likely to experience reactance than others (Hong & Page 1989; Burgoon, Alvaro,
Grandpre & Voulodakis 2002). The main idea of this thesis is thus that PRT can help explain

individual-level differences in susceptibility to disinformation.

The application of PRT to disinformation is relevant to study for several reasons.

First, PRT could provide a theoretically underpinned psychological explanation for
individual-level differences in susceptibility to disinformation that is not fully captured by the
accounts of classical or motivated reasoning. This is particularly relevant since experimental
interventions to decrease susceptibility to disinformation often lack psychological
underpinnings (Ziemer and Rothmund 2019). Second, if true that resistance to perceived
attempts at influence is relevant in the context of susceptibility to disinformation, this could

be leveraged in countermeasures against state-sponsored disinformation.

The aim of the study is thus twofold. First, it seeks to contribute to the discussion of how
people react to state-sponsored disinformation, and particularly, individual-level differences
in susceptibility to disinformation. Second, it explores how people react to countermeasures
and tests the effectiveness of government recommendations in relation to the defence against
state-sponsored disinformation. The theoretical argument which is developed rests on the idea
that if the persuasive intent of the source of the disinformation is explicated in a neutral way,
this will stimulate reactance and decrease susceptibility to disinformation. Moreover, a
countermeasure in the form of a warning or recommendation from a government agency may
itself be perceived as a persuasion attempt, and cause reactance (producing an inadvertent
“boomerang effect” (ibid. p. 9)). In essence, the theoretical argument is that depending on the
type of source information, reactance will influence susceptibility to disinformation

differently. This leads to the following research question:

How does the psychological personality trait of reactance influence susceptibility to

disinformation when individuals are exposed to different types of source information?



1.1 Disposition
First, the literature review will briefly discuss the different ways to define disinformation
before reviewing the literature on experimental interventions against disinformation and on
what theoretical grounds these have been motivated. This will provide the reader with a more
thorough justification of why PRT is relevant for the study on susceptibility to disinformation.
The theory section outlines the core tenets of PRT, the mechanisms that are particularly
relevant for this study, as well as what hypotheses can be derived from the theory in relation
to the research question. The subsequent section on research design presents the experimental
survey method used in this study, as well as discusses and justifies the different
methodological choices. The results from the survey and regressions are then presented, with
a following discussion to make sense of the findings, evaluate the potential of PRT in the

study of state-sponsored disinformation, and outline possible avenues for future research.



2. Literature Review

In this section, I will provide a brief overview over the academic literature on disinformation
and concepts related to it, as well as the current research on how individuals respond to
disinformation and the efficacy of different types of countermeasures. The discussion of the
psychological underpinnings of this research will motivate the use of PRT as a theoretical

framework for this thesis.

2.1 The study and conceptualisation of disinformation
The last decade’s increased attention on the intentional use of false or distorted information
has sparked a wave of research in both academic and policy circles. There is however a lack
of an agreed-upon label for these practices, and definitions of central concepts remain
disputed (Szostek 2020; Wagnsson 2020). Central to this discussion is the term
disinformation - defined by Bennett & Livingston (2020) as “intentional falsehoods or
distortions, often spread as news, to advance political goals such as discrediting opponents,
disrupting policy debates, influencing voters, inflaming existing social conflicts, or creating a
general backdrop of confusion and informational paralysis” (p.1). This definition emphasises
both the strategic intent and political objectives of disinformation. The intentionality of harm
is a central aspect of disinformation, distinguishing it from misinformation (unintentional
spreading of false or misleading information) and the term fake news, which is used
inconsistently and is often employed as a rhetorical device in political debates (Hellman 2024,

p. 12-13; Wagnsson 2020).

There are however ambiguities to the definition proposed by Bennett and Livingston (2020).
For example, disinformation can refer both to domestic and international projection of
harmful information. This aspect is captured by the term Foreign Information Manipulation
and Interference (FIMI), which is often used in policy circles and specifically in EU contexts.
According to Proto, Lamoso-Gonzalez & Garcia (2025), this term emerged within EU
institutions to highlight disinformation as an external threat, emanating specifically from
Russia. The study of the use of information as a strategic lever by competing states in the
fields of strategic studies and international relations has also seen the application of military
labels, such as informational or psychological warfare. (Wagnsson 2020, p. 398; Jonsson
2019). These labels emphasise the use of information as a tool for states in strategic

competition.



This overview is intended to demonstrate the use of different labels to analyse and discuss the
use of false or misleading information. Given the multidisciplinary approaches to this topic, I
will use different terms in the literature review depending on what the authors use. For the
purposes of this thesis and the experiment, I will draw on the definition of disinformation
provided by Bennett and Livingstone (2020), while adding the term state-sponsored
disinformation, as has been done by Nisbet and Kamenchuk (2019). This avoids the
politically charged labels of FIMI or fake news while remaining analytically precise, notably
by emphasising the international projection of disinformation. For readability and practical
reasons, I will after the literature review use the terms disinformation and state-sponsored

disinformation interchangeably.

2.2 Experimental interventions against dis- and misinformation
The rise of dis- and misinformation and fake news has stimulated research on how to increase
resilience in individuals against it. To the extent that such interventions are grounded in
psychological theory, they are usually motivated by theories of why people believe in
disinformation. There are two dominant psychological explanations for this. First, there is the
classical reasoning account, which argues that susceptibility to disinformation and other false
information is caused by inattention or “lazy thinking” (Pennycook & Rand 2019, 2021;
Erlich et al. 2023). In essence, individuals believe fake news because they are not actively
reasoning and instead are relying on heuristics and cognitive shortcuts to process information.
Individuals with higher reasoning capabilities are therefore less prone to believe in
disinformation (Erlich et al. 2023, p. 3). In line with the classical reasoning account,
experimental interventions where individuals are prompted to actively reason, given more
information about specific topics, or received media literacy training have proved to decrease
susceptibility to disinformation and fake news (Pennycook & Rand 2019). One example
relevant to this thesis is interventions that disclose or highlight the source of the
narrative/disinformation. Research on such interventions has produced mixed results, but
several have found that when the source is disclosed or highlighted, people are less prone to
believe the disinformation (Kim & Dennis 2019). This can be explained by the classical
reasoning account: when people receive more information, they have a better possibility to
reason about credibility, which results in higher resistance to disinformation. I will later
expand on the argument that there is a competing explanation for this effect, namely that
source information explicates the persuasive nature of the information, causing people to

experience reactance and thus reject the message.



Second, there is the motivated reasoning account, which claims information processing is
“non-truth convergent” and biased (Ziemer & Rothmund 2022, p. 5-6). In other words, people
do not process information with the aim to reach “truth”, but to confirm their established
opinions and values (Nyhan & Reifler 2019). People thus tend to believe disinformation
which confirms their values and views. The extent to which the disinformation aligns with
your opinions and values is thus a more important determining factor than reasoning
capabilities. This has prompted “identity-management” interventions, where individuals’
sense of self-worth is strengthened (ibid.; Saucier, Calabrese & Walter 2025). The logic is that
when people feel secure in their identity and values, they will be less prone to believe in false
or biased information that confirms their views, and more comfortable in rejecting false
information even if it aligns with their views. While there is empirical support also for these
types of interventions, there are not many identity-management studies to date (Ziemer &

Rothmund 2022).

Other interventions are based on psychological theories that rather focus on how to increase
resilience against persuasive messages. The most influential of these is grounded in
inoculation theory. The theory is based on an analogy to medical vaccines. Inoculation works
by communicating to participants that their held beliefs or opinions will be challenged
(establishing a threat) and then providing “refutational preemption” (Van Der Linden et al.
2021). Participants are exposed to weaker forms of persuasive messages along with
counterarguments, before being exposed to more persuasive messages. In doing this,
counterarguing will be initiated in participants, making them more resistant to the following
persuasive attempts (Banas & Rains 2010; Compton, Jackson & Dimmock 2016). Inoculation
interventions have produced promising results in decreasing susceptibility to disinformation

and fake news (Ziemer & Rothmund 2022).

To summarise, despite the growing number of experimental interventions against
disinformation, most are grounded in theories of reasoning and information processing rather
than persuasion resistance. As Ziemer and Rothmund (2022) note, few studies explicitly
consider the psychological mechanisms that may explain how people respond to
disinformation and countermeasures against it. While inoculation theory has offered important
insights into pre-emptive resistance, other well-established theories of persuasion resistance

remain largely unexamined in the context of disinformation. This is striking, since, as noted,
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state-sponsored disinformation can be conceptualized as a persuasion attempt, in that it seeks
to change the perception and behaviours of target audiences (Adamsky 2018, pp. 40-41). One
such framework is Psychological Reactance Theory (PRT), originally developed to explain
why individuals resist persuasive messages in public health campaigns. In short, PRT holds
that individuals have a sense of personal freedom in making choices, and that persuasive
attempts that may threaten this freedom can cause reactance - an emotional and cognitive
response leading the individual to reject the persuasive message (Brehm 1966). While
sometimes mentioned in the literature on disinformation countermeasures in relation to
corrective messages (e.g., Nisbet & Kamenchuk 2019, p.77), PRT has not been applied to
research on disinformation. A study by Miller et al. (2013) sought to enhance inoculation
messages with reactance-stimulating language (this concept will be explained in the theory
section) to increase resistance against persuasive messages. However, this study tested how
reactance could affect resistance to overtly argumentative texts, and not specifically to

disinformation or misleading texts.

Applying PRT to disinformation research may therefore offer a novel perspective on
explaining individual differences in resistance to persuasive information, and particularly, on
how interventions designed to counter disinformation might backfire for certain individuals.
The following section outlines the core tenets of Psychological Reactance Theory and its

relevance for research on disinformation and responses to counter-disinformation messages.
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3. Theory

This section will present the core tenets of PRT, the theoretical mechanisms relevant to this
study, as well as the conceptualisation of reactance as a personality trait. This then leads to the

formulation of three hypotheses with regards to this experimental survey study.

3.1Introducing Psychological Reactance Theory
This study explores the potential of Psychological Reactance Theory (PRT) to explain
individual-level differences in how people react both to disinformation as well as to
countermeasures against it. PRT states that individuals value their freedom to think and
behave as they choose. When this freedom is threatened, whether through controlling
language or any attempt to persuade them to change their attitudes or behaviour, reactance can
be triggered. Reactance is described as a motivational state aimed at restoring the threatened
freedom and involves affective, cognitive and behavioural aspects (Brehm 1966). Affective
responses include anger, irritation, and discomfort. Behaviourally, to restore a sense of
freedom, people may engage in the proscribed behaviour or express hostility towards the
source of the threat. Cognitively, people respond by derogating the source, engage in
counterarguing, and reevaluate the proscribed behaviour/attitude in a more positive light
(Steindl, Jonas, Sittenthaler, Traut-Mattausch & Greenberg 2015). These findings and the
application of PRT has primarily been in contexts of public health communication, where
messaging that implores people to, for example, stop smoking or drinking has proved
ineffective or even counterproductive - referred to as a “boomerang effect” in the literature

(Burgoon et al. 2002, p. 9).

While reactance can be triggered in different types of situations, it is in the context of this
study relevant to consider how reactance operates in relation to attempts at persuasion.
Research has shown that threats to freedom are often stimulated by controlling or forceful
language in the persuasive message. For example, the use of words like “must”, “should”,
“ought to” has seen to trigger reactance (Steindl et al. 2015, p. 209). However, any message
perceived as attempting to influence attitudes or behaviours can constitute a threat, since it

challenges the individual’s freedom to make independent choices (Burgoon et al. 2002).

Reactance has also been conceptualised as a trait (and not only as an emotional, affective or
cognitive state), meaning that individuals differ in how prone they are to experience it. Those

with high trait reactance are thus particularly sensitive to perceived attempts at control or
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persuasion and therefore more likely to reject persuasive messages (Hong & Page 1989; Hong

& Faedda 1996)

The theoretical argument in this thesis is twofold. First, reactance may influence how
individuals react to state-sponsored disinformation, particularly when receiving source
information. This argument rests on the notion that state-sponsored disinformation is an
attempt at persuasion. Research on reactance suggests that reactance in response to a message
will be stronger if the individual is aware of the persuasive intent of the source of the message
(Burgoon et al. 2002). While state-sponsored disinformation is typically designed to hide the
persuasive intent and does not use controlling or forceful language (which is known to
stimulate reactance (Steindl et al. 2015, p. 209)) it is an attempt to change target audiences’
views and behaviour (in the sense of sharing the disinformation further, for example). In the
Russian case, the intent is to create and reinforce narratives that suit Russian interests and
influence target audiences in a way that makes them distrust their own governments and
institutions (Hellman 2024, p. 5). Therefore, if this persuasive intent of the source is
explicated in a neutral way, the threat to autonomy should be perceived more clearly by the
individual, and consequently, individuals will be more likely to experience reactance and
therefore reject the message. This mechanism should be stronger for high-reactance
individuals. The fact that the state-sponsored disinformation in this study is Russian could
also increase the perception of threat. Several studies have provided empirical support that
identification with the source of the threat as being part of in-group/out-group affects the level

of reactance (Steindl et al. 2015, p. 208).

Second, reactance may also influence how individuals react to counter-messages against
disinformation. In other words, reactance can go both ways, and it depends on who is
perceived to be the persuading agent. If the Swedish authorities try to persuade people to
remain vigilant, refrain from sharing unverified information and take responsibility for
countering disinformation, some individuals may perceive this as an attempt to control their
information behaviour. Particularly for high-reactance individuals, this may stimulate
reactance, leading them to reject the warning and become more receptive to the
disinformation itself - producing a boomerang effect. This mechanism has been found in
studies on public communication which implores people to stop smoking or binge drinking

(Bensley & Wu 1991; Grandpre, Alvaro, Burgoon, Miller & Hall 2003).
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3.2 Hypotheses
This theoretical discussion leads to three hypotheses. First, reactance can help explain
individual-level differences in susceptibility and resistance to state-sponsored disinformation.
If Russia is seen as a persuading agent that seeks to manipulate or deceive participants
through a persuasive message, high-reactance individuals will experience reactance when
exposed to Russian disinformation and reject the messages to a larger extent than low-

reactance individuals. This leads to the first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: High-reactance individuals who are provided with neutral
information about the source of the disinformation (group 2) will show greater resistance to

the message than low-reactance individuals who receive the same information.

If there is an effect of neutral source information but this is not influenced (or moderated) by
reactance, this would rather support the classical reasoning account. Such an explanation
would argue that more information about the source provides greater possibilities to correctly
process the information which would thus reduce susceptibility (Pennycook & Rand 2019,

2021).

Second, reactance is potentially an important factor in how individuals react to
countermeasures against state-sponsored disinformation. In other words, reactance can work
both ways. This depends on who is considered to be the persuading agent. In the above
example, when provided with a neutral message on the identity of the source, Russian-
controlled media is framed as the persuading agent using a news article to persuade people to
change attitudes. However, if provided with a warning from a Swedish authority imploring
citizens to be vigilant, not share unverified information, and which tells people that this is
their responsibility and duty, the Swedish authority might be considered as the persuading
agent, rather than the source of the disinformation. Following the logic of PRT, this may lead
high-reactance individuals to reject the warning and act opposite to it - i.e., show less

resistance to the state-sponsored disinformation. This leads to the second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: High-reactance individuals who are provided with an explicit
warning from a Swedish authority (group 3) will reject it message and engage with the
disinformation to a larger extent than low-reactance individuals who receive the same

warning.
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Moreover, this leads to a third hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: High-reactance individuals who are provided with neutral
information about the source of the disinformation (group 2) will show greater resistance than

high-reactance individuals who also receives a warning from a Swedish authority (group 3).

These hypotheses underline why this is important to study. When crafting countermeasures
against disinformation, it is crucial to be aware of the psychological underpinnings of how
people react to persuasive messaging and warnings. These factors are not fully captured by

the accounts of classical reasoning or motivated reasoning.
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4. Methodology

The hypotheses will be tested using an experimental survey study. In this section, I will go
through the research design in detail while discussing and justifying the methodological

choices.

4.1 Experimental survey design
The experimental design of the study is motivated by the aim to explore causal relationships.
Experimental designs are suitable to do this because they make it possible to isolate the
variables of interest and establish covariation (Kellstedt, Whitten & Tuch 2022, pp. 72-3;
Esaiasson et al. 2024, pp. 238-9). The study employs a between-subject design, meaning that
participants are assigned to a control group without treatment, as well as to the treatment
groups. The between-subject design holds several advantages (Charness, Gneezy & Kuhn
2012; Esaiasson et al. 2024, p.251) Given the random assignment of participants to the
groups, any difference in responses between the groups can be assigned to the treatment. This
is preferable to a within-subject design where the same individual responds both before and
after a treatment, since this design is plagued by order and interaction effects which are

difficult to mitigate and control for (Charness, Gneezy & Kuhn 2012).

There are however two other issues with the between-subject design relevant to this study.
First, it is possible that differences between the groups result from the different characteristics
of participants within the groups. This is however mitigated by the random assignment of
participants to the groups and controlled for through the analysis of data characteristics and
control questions before analysing the results, ensuring high internal validity (Esaiasson et al.
2024, pp. 248-9). The second, potentially more serious issue with this design, is that to study
these three hypotheses with a between-subject design, three groups are required. This in turn
requires a large sample of participants, and failure to recruit enough participants may
negatively influence the statistical power of the study. The exact sample size required for
sufficient statistical power to detect the hypothesised interaction effect is difficult to calculate
since no previous studies have evaluated these types of hypotheses for reactance, which
means that expected interaction effect sizes and shapes are difficult to gauge a priori
(Sommet, Weissman, Cheutin & Elliot 2023). Since interaction effects are derived from
differences between differences (in this case, the difference between low vs. high reactance
trait on the difference between low vs. high susceptibility to disinformation), the effect sizes

are generally smaller than main effects. Detecting interaction effects with sufficient statistical
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power thus requires larger samples (ibid.). The rationale is therefore to collect as many
participants as possible given the time and resources available. The broad requirements of
population (Swedish speakers over 18 years old) should moreover enable easier access and

potentially larger sample size.

Furthermore, a potential issue with any experimental survey is that treatments may be too
obvious, in this case leading all participants who receive the information about the source to
score on the minimum on the dependent variable questions (which measure susceptibility to
disinformation). This “floor effect” (Anon. 2004) is potentially amplified by the already
mentioned experimenter demand, or in other words that participants who receive the treatment
may sense what they are expected to answer. This would not be a problem in this study given
that experimenter demand was constant - i.e., all participants experience the same amount of
experimenter demand. It would in that case not influence the relative effects between low- and
high-reactance individuals. However, there is good reason to believe that high- and low-
reactance individuals react differently when sensing experimenter demand. According to the
logic of PRT, high-reactance individuals would resist this demand to a larger extent than low-
reactance individuals. For group 2, where high-reactance individuals are expected to be less
susceptible than low-reactance individuals, low scores by high-reactance individuals would
thus only strengthen the credibility of the results in case of a significant relationship. For
group 3 however, where high-reactance individuals are expected to be more susceptible than
low-reactance individuals, results may be amplified by experimenter demand. Moreover, if
treatments are too obvious and are worsened by experimenter demand, this could result in a
“floor effect”, a concentration of low scores and very little variation in responses (ibid.).
Under the section where the dependent variable is operationalised, I discuss how to counteract

this risk by adding questions that should produce more variation.

4.2 Independent variable and treatment messages
To explore the hypotheses, the survey will consist of three groups who will receive different
types of source information (the independent variable). The control group will receive no
additional information about the source but simply be handed the article with the name of the
source. Group 2 will receive neutral information about the source of the disinformation to
explore hypothesis 1: High-reactance individuals who are provided with neutral information
about the source of the disinformation will show greater resistance to the message than low-

reactance individuals who receive the same information. The information provided is thus
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designed to make explicit the persuasive intent of the seemingly non-argumentative
disinformation. Moreover, the message is framed in a descriptive and neutral tone so that the

disinformation site is framed as the persuasive agent, and not the survey-maker.

Neutral source information message:

The article was originally published by Euromore.eu, a media outlet founded in 2022 by
Pravfond, a fund established by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs with clear links to
Russian intelligence services. The purpose of such news sites is to provide information and
commentary on global events from a Russian perspective and to distribute content in multiple
languages worldwide via online and social media channels. (Translated from Swedish

original with DeepL.com; Swedish original in appendix).

Group 3 will receive the same information but also a warning from the Swedish Agency for
Psychological Defence (MPF) to explore hypothesis 2: High-reactance individuals who are
provided with an explicit warning from a Swedish authority will to a larger extent reject that
message and engage with the disinformation compared to low-reactance individuals who
receive the same warning. The MPF text is taken from the agency’s website and implores
people to exercise caution when reading news and information from unknown or non-
trustworthy sources. The text is therefore not directly designed to evoke reactance and does
not use forceful or controlling language. However, it seeks to change the reader’s attitude and
behaviour in relation to the consumption of information. Using an actual text from MPF:s
website is motivated for two primary reasons. First, it contributes to external validity and
strengthens the study’s real-world relevance. Second, there would be ethical concerns in
presenting participants with manipulated information from a government agency. The text

reads as follows:

MPF text: Information on the internet can spread very quickly, and sometimes this happens
through fake accounts with the aim of influencing our opinions. It can be difficult to know
whether the information being spread is true, so it is important that we are critical of sources
and evaluate information before we pass it on. Our psychological defence is made up of each
of us and our ability to be critical of sources. It is this ability that is our resilience, and we all
have a personal responsibility to evaluate information and think carefully before sharing it."

(MPF 2025b; Translated with DeepL.com, Swedish original in appendix).
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Moreover, the informational content in the two different messages is kept relatively constant
while varying only the persuasive tone. That way, any difference between high-reactance
individuals in the two treatment groups can be attributed to trait reactance rather than
information quantity. However, while there will inevitably be slight differences in information
content, this is controlled by the control group. As noted, if there is a difference between the
groups, but no difference within the groups in relation to reactance trait, the hypotheses are
falsified and rather provide support for the classical reasoning account (treatment groups
receive more information to process and can therefore rate the credibility and trustworthiness

of the source better).

4.3 Measurement of moderating variable
The primary variable of interest to evaluate the hypotheses is the moderating variable,
reactance trait. This variable is operationalised using Hong’s Psychological Reactance Scale
(Van Der Linden et al. 2021, p. 4). This is an established and psychometrically validated scale
that is used in serious research contexts (e.g., Soveri et al. 2024). Thomas, Donnell & Buboltz
(2001) have criticised the HPRS for “psychometric weaknesses” in a confirmatory factor
analysis; however, this critique has been refuted by other research on HPRS which have
instead found strong support for its validity (Shen & Dillard 2005). The conclusion is
therefore that it is a suitable and trustworthy instrument to use. The original 14-point scale has
been revised to a 11-item scale (Hong & Faedda 1996), which I opt to use in this thesis simply
because it shortens the survey, which increases the chances that participants finish the survey

(Esaiasson et al. 2024, p. 219).

The revised HPRS is thus designed in the form of 11 items measured with a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 = Completely disagree to 5 = Completely agree. The items correspond to
four factors of reactance trait, labelled as “Emotional Response Toward Restricted Choice”
(items 6-8), “Reactance to Compliance” (items 1-3), “Resisting Influence From Others™ (11-
13) and “Reactance Toward Advice and Recommendations” (5 and 9) (Hong and Faedda
1996, p. 178).! The mean score of each participant on these 11 items will be used to analyse

its moderating effect on susceptibility.

! Items 4, 10 and 14 were considered superfluous and were subsequently removed from the original 14-item
scale (Hong and Faedda 1996).
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The HPRS test will be conducted after the treatment to avoid it affecting the participants’
answers about the disinformation article. This can however result in an inverse contamination.
The alternative would be to conduct the HPRS test before the treatment. That would however
influence the treatment to an unacceptable extent. Contamination is thus an unfortunate but, in
this case, inevitable risk of this design, and I have opted to do the treatment and dependent

variable questions before the HPRS test.

4.4 Operationalisation of dependent variable

Susceptibility to disinformation, the dependent variable, is a tricky concept to operationalise
and measure. There is no validated scale or standardised operationalisation in the literature. In
this thesis, I will adopt the widely used approach to let participants rate the reliability and
accuracy of a news article (Van Der Linden et al. 2021, p. 4), using a 1-5 Likert-scale (the use
of the five-point scale is motivated to ensure consistency with the HPRS-scale). Participants
will thus respond to two statements aimed at capturing to what extent they find the article
credible and rate how objectively the article describes the topic: The article describes the

topic in an objective manner (Q2) and The article is credible (Q3).

As a measure against the risk of floor effects - a concentration of low scores and insufficient
variation - two “backup” questions are included: The article describes an interesting topic
(Q1) and The article provides an interesting perspective on this topic (Q4). These two
questions are not as credible operationalisations of susceptibility to disinformation -
participants may find the topic interesting even if they are not influenced by the narrative
presented in the article. These questions, while less precise in their validity, may however
produce more variation in responses and thus provide data to analyse. The potential results

from these questions will followingly be analysed with more caution.

While these statements capture to what extent participants are influenced by the article, it is
necessary to complement this with statements aimed at capturing to what extent they would
engage with the article in their social media. This is a central aspect of susceptibility to
disinformation, since the success of disinformation campaigns relies on people sharing the
disinformation further. While state-sponsored disinformation often originates from troll bots,
fake accounts or disinformation news sites (as in this case), it is spread by real users. In fact,
false or distorted news have been found to spread faster than factual claims (Vosoughi, Roy &

Aral 2018). Moreover, previous research has shown that even if people can discern false
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information from true, this has little impact on the extent to which people share or engage
with the information (like, comment, or share) (Pennycook and Rand 2021, pp. 393-394).
Therefore, I include two statements aimed at capturing this aspect of susceptibility: The
article is interesting enough for me to share it with friends or on my social media (Q5) and

The article is interesting enough for me to like or comment it if it appeared on my social

media (Q6)

Lastly, previous research has shown that the exposure to disinformation may have effects
even when the claims have low believability and there is awareness that claims are based on
incorrect facts (Nisbet & Kamenchuk 2019, p. 76). Therefore, a statement is included about
the specific misleading claims in the article: I agree with the view that the German

government is acting contrary to the will of its people in relation to Ukraine (Q7).

In sum, this operationalisation captures both the extent to which the perception of target
individuals is influenced and the extent to which individuals are willing to share or engage

with it on social media.

4.5 Selection of case and disinformation article
The choice of Russian disinformation is motivated by the fact that Russia, as discussed above,
is one of the most prolific actors in using disinformation to hurt adversaries. The article used
in the survey is published by Euromore.eu and is published in Swedish. Euromore.eu was
created after the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine by Pravfond, a Russian fund with
clear links to the Russian foreign ministry and intelligence services (Knus-Galan, Mantymaa
& Torvalds 2024). Russia typically uses multilingual news outlets used to spread

disinformation to international audiences (Hellman 2024, pp. 3-4).

The headline of the chosen article is “On the brink of revolt: the German people demand
immediate peace with Moscow” (Euromore 2025). The theme of the article is supposed
dwindling German popular support for military and other aid to Ukraine, claiming that
Germans “are on the brink of revolt” and “demanding peace with Russia” (ibid). Except
representing a typical line of Russian disinformation (EUvsDisinfo 2023), the selection of this
specific article was guided by three reasons. First, I wanted the article to be somewhat
believable, again, to increase the chances of variation in responses and significant results. For

example, choosing a poorly written article where Zelensky is called a nazi would probably not
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yield any results in a Swedish context. For the same reason, glaring grammatical faults,
probably due to direct translation from Russian or English to Swedish, were removed without
changing the message of the article. Second, I wanted the article to be short, to increase
chances of people finishing the survey (Esaiasson et al. 2024, p. 219). Third, I considered the
ethical aspects involved in exposing participants to disinformation and thus avoided
potentially sensitive subjects where participants could in any way be hurt or disturbed by the

content of the article.

The case of Sweden is relevant for several reasons. Sweden has been identified as a prioritised
target for Russian state-sponsored disinformation. Previous research has identified central
themes of this interference, including portraying Sweden as a morally bankrupt society,
overrun by violent immigrants and ultra-liberal views on LGBTQ and gender issues
(Deverell, Wagnsson & Olsson 2021; Edenborg 2022; Hellman 2024). Since Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and Sweden’s accession to NATO in 2023, Russian
disinformation has sought to delegitimise the Ukrainian government and portray European
assistance to Ukraine as sacrificing the welfare of European citizens to pursue an unwinnable
war (EUvsDisinfo 2023). Previous research has shown that among Swedes who read news
from Russian disinformation sites (RT and Sputnik), young men are overrepresented
(Wagnsson 2023). This is controlled for in the survey. Second, Sweden is interesting in
relation to the theoretical framework of this thesis. Reactance trait is likely influenced by
cultural factors. For example, Hong & Faedda (1996) found a correlation between religiosity
and lower levels of reactance, explained by the idea that religious individuals accept “personal
loss of freedom as a way of life”” (p.175). The secularised and individualistic character of
Swedish culture suggests that Swedes value their personal freedom and therefore should score
highly on reactance trait. However, the exceptionally high level of trust in government and
state institutions suggests that Swedes will not experience reaction in relation to a government

recommendation.

4.6 Collection of data
The survey was created and distributed using the survey toolmaker Qualtrics. The participants
of the survey were collected using convenience sampling. Practically, participants were found
both by publishing a link to the survey on social media and by distributing the survey using a
QR-code in public places in Stockholm (mostly public squares and university libraries). The

sample is thus not representative of Swedish speakers over 18 years old. Some variation was
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sought by canvassing in different places and approaching people of different ages. This is
important to be able to control for age and education level, which may influence susceptibility
to disinformation. The most effective method to collect responses was, by far, canvassing in
university libraries. This resulted in a sample with a disproportionate high number of young
students. The limited external validity that this entails does not necessarily undermine the
study’s ability to evaluate theoretical relationships. The primary aim of this study is not to
estimate population-level susceptibility, but rather to test specific hypotheses derived from
PRT. Provided internal validity is strong, causal inferences about relationships between
variables can still be drawn from the studied sample (Kellstedt, Whitten & Tuch 2022, pp.
72-76).

4.7 Ethical considerations and measures
When designing an experimental survey study, it is important to consider potential ethical
issues. First, a “cover story” is necessary in this type of survey study, to avoid participants
being influenced by what they may think the purpose of the study is. However, it is ethically
important not to lie or deceive participants (Esaiasson et al. 2024, p. 255). Participants were
therefore told they were participating in a survey study about how people react to news
articles and processes information. They were not told that the study featured state-sponsored
disinformation. The rationale was that this message provided truthful and general information
to participants about what type of survey they are participating in, while it avoided to reveal

the aim of the study, which could bias their responses.

An ethical issue is that the study exposes participants to real Russian disinformation, with
potentially negative effects. Moreover, some glaring grammatical faults were removed with
the aim that not all participants would instantly reject the article. This choice was motivated
as this would have risked producing unusable results. While most people who use social
media or read news from other sources than traditional media will most likely be exposed to
disinformation (EU Commission 2025), several measures were taken in this study to minimise
potentially negative effects from being exposed to this disinformation article. First, only
people above 18 years old were allowed to participate to avoid exposing underage individuals
to disinformation. Second, when finishing the survey, all participants were informed that the
news article was taken from a Russian-controlled disinformation site and received information

and links to MPF, where they could read more about state-sponsored disinformation and how
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to counteract this influence. Lastly, the theme of the article was intentionally chosen to avoid

sensitive topics which could evoke disturbing emotions in participants.

The choice of Euromore was partly due to ethical considerations, as using material from
Russian disinformation sites sanctioned by the EU such as RT or Sputnik would be ethically
ambiguous. It should however be noted that on the 9th of December 2025, after the survey
had been completed, Euromore was subject to sanctions from UK authorities (Foreign,
Commonwealth & Development Office 2025), and its website was no longer accessible from

Sweden.

To carry out the experiment, personal data (age, gender, educational level, responses to
reactance trait test) was collected. This data is motivated to collect to act as control variables
in the analysis. Responses were automatically deleted within 48 hours if the survey was not
completed, ensuring that personal data from participants who dropped out of the survey are
not registered. Questions or statements that could directly or indirectly reveal sensitive
personal data (e.g. political or religious beliefs) were avoided. The survey was handed out
using a link or QR-code which directed participants to the survey without having to enter any
personal contact details. Moreover, responses were anonymised, meaning that neither IP
addresses nor location data of participants were registered. Qualtrics’ data policies are GDPR-
compliant and a link to these were provided to participants at the end of the survey (Qualtrics
2025). Taken together, these measures intended to achieve a balance between ethical
considerations, particularly to do no harm, and using realistic disinformation to ensure the

internal validity of the experiment.
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5. Results

This section presents the results of the survey. First, the descriptive characteristics of the
sample and differences between the groups are reported. Second, the results of the regression
analyses testing the hypotheses are presented. Finally, based on patterns observed in these

analyses, additional regressions are conducted to explore unexpected relationships in the data.

5.1 Descriptive results
Of the 304 participants who signed up for the survey, 158 participants finished it, with 50
participants each in group 1 and 2, and 58 in group 3. The somewhat uneven distribution
between groups is due to the randomisation in Qualtrics and a relatively high number of
unfinished survey answers. Due to the convenience sampling, the vast majority of participants
(75.9%) were between 18 to 29 years old, and all participants had either high school (48.1%)
or higher education (51.9%) levels. 45.9% of respondents were male, 52.5% female and 1.3%
answered “other/don’t want to say”. Table 1 presents mean values for Gender, Age, and
Education level in each of the groups as well as the p-values derived from the Anova-tests. No
statistically significant differences were found between the groups, indicating that

randomisation was successful.

Table 1

Mean values for Gender, Age and Education level in the different groups and p-values
derived from ANOVA-test.

N Gender Age (1-4) Education (1-3)
Group 1 50 1.66 1.40 2.58
Group 2 50 1.44 1.42 2.50
Group 3 58 1.59 1.50 248
Anova-test p-value 0.14 0.82 0.58

Comment: Gender (1=male, 2= female, 3=other, 4=don’t want to say); Age (1= 18-29, 2=30-45,
3=46-64,; 4=65+),; Education (1=primary school, 2=high school, 3=higher education)

The distribution of responses in all groups for the seven questions measuring the dependent
variable are displayed in graphs 1-7. As expected, questions about intent to share or interact
with the article produced a concentration of low scores. Questions about interest in the article
demonstrated more variance, which was also the case for questions about credibility and

trustworthiness, which is more surprising.
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Figures 1-7

Response distribution for dependent variable questions by group.
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Another surprising result from this initial analysis of the data is the lack of significant
differences in susceptibility to the article between the groups. Participants in group 2 and 3,
who received information about the source’s clear connections to the Russian state, do not
seem to rate credibility or trustworthiness of the article much different to participants in the
control group, who received no such information. The treatment effects were tested by
running the following regression: Y = 0 + f1 x G2 + B2 * G3 for the seven questions
measuring the dependent variable, where G2 and G3 are dummy variables for group 2 and 3.
As displayed in table 2, statistically significant effects where only found for question 7, where
both group 2 and 3 displayed significantly less agreement with the misleading claim in the

article than the control group.

Table 2
Regression analysis of treatment effects. Unstandardised coefficients, standard errors in parentheses.
Dependent variable G2 G3
QI (interest in theme) 220 -.046
(.218) (.210)
Q2 (rating of credibility) .060 -412
(.225) (.217)
Q3 (rating of objectivity) -.020 -216
(.212) (.205)

27



Q4 (interest in article) .260 -.225
(.226) (.218)
Q5 (intent to share) .060 -.043
(.170) (.164)
Q6 (intent to interact with article) 180 253
(.186) (.179)
Q7 (agreement with misleading claim) -.620%* -.455%
(.234) (.226)
Mean DV ((Q1 + ... + Q7)/7) .020 -.163
(.141) (.136)

%£p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001

The lack of differences between the groups is concerning as they indicate an ineffective
treatment. This will be analysed further in the discussion chapter. Where there is a statistically
significant difference between the control group and treatment groups (question 7), they are in
the expected direction - with more information about the source, participants’ susceptibility is
decreased. The general lack of treatment effect does not, however, necessarily affect the
possibility of evaluating the hypotheses of this thesis, since these are concerned with the
moderating effect of reactance rather than the main effect of different types of source

information.

5.2 Regression results from hypothesis-testing
The central idea behind the hypotheses is that reactance moderates how different types of
source information affect individuals’ susceptibility to disinformation. The hypotheses were
explored by running regressions with interaction terms to capture the moderating effect of
reactance in combination with different types of source information (depending on group in

this study). The following regression was thus run:

Y=p0+ p1xG2+ F2+G3+ 3 +*HPRS_c+ [4+G2+HPRS c+ [5+*G3+HPRS_c
G2 and G3 are dummy variables for groups (type of source information) and HPRS is a mean
value for each participant’s score on the 11 questions of the HPRS scale. This variable was

mean-centred (HPRS, = HPRS — (mean)HPRS). Importantly, this does not change

regression coefficients but facilitates interpretation (Iacobucci, Schneider, Popovich &
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Bakamitsos 2017). f4 is thus the interaction effect of reactance for group 2 (neutral source
information), while 85 is the interaction effect of reactance for group 3 (source information +

recommendation).

Several regressions were run with each of the questions for the dependent variable as Y, the
results of which are displayed in table 4. No significant results were found for 54 or 5 for
any of the dependent variable questions. Controls for age, sex, and education level were also
included, but produced no considerable differences in results. Regressions were also run
where the variable for reactance only included the questions regarding “Resistance to
Influence” and “Reactance Against Advice and Recommendations”, in order to exclude
aspects of the HPRS scale which are not as relevant to this study (“Emotional Response to
Restricted Choice” and “Resisting Influence From Others”) (Hong & Faedda 1996). However,
no significant results were found for f4 or 5 for these regressions either. In sum, as
displayed in table 4, no significant moderation effect of reactance was found for any of the

dependent variable questions.

Table 4
Linear regression results, dependent variables Q1-Q7. Unstandardised coefficients, standard errors in
parentheses.
Ql Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7
HPRS ¢ G2 | -.290 -.223 145 113 -.213 -.395 104
(.344) (.346) (.333) (.351) (.257) (.275) (.358)
HPRS ¢ G3 | -.001 .005 494 294 137 -.028 246
(.300) (.302) (.291) (.306) (.224) (.240) (.312)
G2 212 .020 -.026 225 031 141 -.669%*
(.219) (.220) (.211) (.223) (.163) (.175) (.227)
G3 -.049 -417* -.201 -218 -.042 247 -451%
(.210) (.211) (.203) (.214) (.157) (.168) (.218)
HPRS ¢ 263 S01* -.039 236 392% 606%** | 371
(.222) (.223) (.215) (.226) (.166) (.223) (.218)
Intercept 3.470%*% | 2.760%** | 2.438%** | D gROHA* | ] STSHKE | ].564%** | 2.8]5%H*
(.154) (.155) (.149) (.157) (.115) (.123) (.160)
R square 031 .108 .044 .087 112 155 128

<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<.001
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6.3 Regression results exploring unexpected finding

Several of these regressions did however indicate an unexpected correlation between
reactance (HPRS) and increased susceptibility to the article, for example for question 6 (see
table 4). This unexpected finding was further examined by running regressions without the
interaction terms: Y = B0 + 1 * HPRS + B2 * G2 + 3 * G3. A significant correlation
between high reactance score and higher susceptibility to the disinformation article was
consistent across all three groups. In table 5, this regression with question 7 (agreement with
factual claim) as dependent variable is displayed, including regressions controlling for
treatment, age, gender, and education. The same correlation was present for question 2 (
rating of credibility; p<0.001), 4 (interest in article; p=0.04), 5 (intent to share; p<0.001), 6
(intent to interact with article on social media; p<0.001) and 7 (agreement with factual claim;
p<0.001) as dependent variable. As for question 7, this correlation was not affected when

controlling for age, gender and education level for either of the questions.

Table 5
Linear regression. Dependent variable Q7. Unstandardised coefficient effects, standard

errors in parentheses.

No controls Treatment control All controls
HPRS QT4 498 H* 563k
(.137) (.135) (.132)
Group 2 (0/1) -.676%* -.652%*
(.226) (.218)
Group 3 (0/1) -.460* -.429%*
(.217) (.218)
Gender (0/1) -.201
(.175)
Education dummy (0/1) -.045
(.192)
Age (1-4) =37k
(.110)
Intercept 1.281%** 1.605%** 2.079%**
(.347) (.360) (.371)
R square 071 125 210

<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<.001



To summarise, no support was found for any of the hypotheses, as no statistically significant
effect for reactance as a moderating variable was found for either group. The regressions
however indicated a correlation between reactance trait and increased susceptibility to
disinformation. Further regressions found a strong correlation between high reactance trait

and a higher susceptibility to disinformation. These results will now be discussed.
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6. Discussion

The discussion of the results will be organised as follows. First, the lack of treatment effects is
treated (6.1). This methodological discussion leads to a new set of interaction regressions
(6.2) after which I evaluate the hypotheses (6.3). Finally, the unexpected and strong
correlation between trait reactance and increased susceptibility to the disinformation article is

discussed (6.4).

6.1 The absence of treatment effects
Before evaluating the hypotheses, it is important to address the lack of treatment effects. No
difference in the dependent variable was found between the treatment groups and the control
group except for question 7. That this specific question produced different results than the
other questions is not in itself surprising - after all, this is why it was included. As discussed
before, even when people are made aware of the unreliability of a source, misleading claims
may still have an influence (Nisbet & Kamenchuk 2019, p. 76). However, this argument
implies that participants in the treatment groups should have rated credibility and objectivity
even lower than they rated agreement with the misleading claim. As noted, this was not the
case. Moreover, the direction of the correlation - lower agreement with the misleading claim
in the treatment groups - is expected given the classical reasoning account (because
participants receive more information about the low credibility of the source, they process the
claims made with this in consideration and thus rate these as less believable (Erlich et al.
2023)). Again, however, this argument does not hold up to the fact that this correlation was
not present for the other questions. An alternative explanation is simply that participants in the
control group held different political views than the treatment groups. This would explain
why they agreed with the specific misleading claim, but not the general credibility or
objectivity of the article. This was not controlled for due to ethical concerns about collecting

sensitive personal data.

Except for question 7, the pattern was a lack of difference between the control group and the
treatment groups. This is unexpected, since revealing source information should increase
scepticism against the article. Previous research has indicated that merely highlighting the
source causes people to rate it as less trustworthy, regardless of its actual credibility (Kim &
Dennis 2019). One possible explanation for such an effect is that the article was perceived as
suspicious even without source information. The cover story, which informed participants the

survey was about how people react to news and process information, may also have increased
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participants’ suspicions about the article. However, this should have produced a concentration
of low scores (a floor effect) which was, as discussed, a consideration when designing the
survey. This was clearly not the issue, since there was variation in responses to most

questions.

This points to another explanation, which is simply that the treatments for group 2 and 3 were
not effective. A manipulation check was deemed superfluous given the simplicity of the
treatment, which consisted of reading a few simple sentences providing information about the
source of the article. It is however possible that participants simply did not read or fully
process the information given about the article. There is some support for this explanation in
the average time it took for participants to complete the survey. Pilot testing on friends and
family indicated that the survey should take 5-10 minutes to complete. In effect, the mode
completion time of the survey was 5 minutes, with 49% of participants taking less than 5
minutes to complete the survey. Moreover, participants were not supervised but simply
received the link or QR-code to the survey to complete it whenever they wanted, which might
have lowered the quality of the responses. Thus, limited engagement with the treatments may

have contributed to the absence of treatment effects.

6.2 Regressions with responses under 5 minutes excluded
To test this explanation, new regressions were run where responses with a duration of less
than 5 minutes (the minimum completion time in the pilot testing) were excluded. In
regressions on treatment effects, the exclusion of the fastest responses produced largely
similar results to the original regressions, with the addition of a statistically significant
difference for group 2 on question 3 (rating of credibility; B-coefficient -0.660, p-value:
0.034). A lower rating of the article’s credibility when receiving neutral source information is
in line with the expected treatment effect. The general pattern is however that even when
controlling for duration (which can be considered a kind of manipulation check), the

difference between groups is still surprisingly low.

Since these regressions did imply that the duration had an, albeit small, effect on treatment
effect, I ran the interaction regressions for all dependent variable questions again, excluding
all responses whose duration was less than 5 minutes. As displayed in table 6, a statistically
significant negative effect was found for the interaction term HPRS*G2 for one of the

dependent variable questions (Q6 - Intent to interact with article on social media), indicating
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that high-reactance individuals who received neutral source information (group 2) were less

susceptible to the disinformation article than low-reactance individuals receiving the same

information.

Table 6

Linear regression with dependent variable Q6. Responses with duration time < 5 minutes

removed (total N: 80, G1: 27, G2: 23, G3:30). Unstandardised coefficient effects, standard

errors in parentheses.

Treatment control

Interaction regression

Group 2 (0/1) -.097 2.862%*
(.224) (1.047)
Group 3 (0/1) 389 723
(.210) (.712)
HPRS 607**
(.218)
HPRS*G2 -1.245%*
(.424)
HPRS*G3 - 177
(.292)
Intercept 1.444% .063
(.152) (.515)
R square .070 234

<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<.001.

6.3 Evaluation of hypotheses

To summarise so far, two sets of interaction regressions were conducted to test the

hypotheses. The first included all completed responses (table 4) and constitutes the main

results of the hypothesis-testing. A second set of regressions were conducted where responses

with a duration of less than 5 minutes were excluded (table 6). These regressions were

motivated by the large proportion of responses with an unexpectedly short duration (below

five minutes), which implied that some participants may not have processed the treatments

(the source information). The responses in the second set, with the fastest responses excluded,

may thus be of higher quality individually. However, they should be analysed with much



caution. First, the exclusion of the fastest responses reduced the sample size from a total of
158 to 80 responses, with as few as 23 responses in group 2. Second, one additional
significant effect of the treatment for one group for one of the seven dependent variable
questions does not imply a considerable difference with or without the fastest responses

included or not.

As accounted for in the result section, no significant effects were found for the interaction
terms on any of the dependent variable questions when including all responses (table 4). Thus,

none of the hypotheses were supported by these regressions.

The regressions with the fastest responses excluded produced largely similar results but did
however produce a statistically significant effect for the interaction term HPRS*G2 for
question 6 (table 5), which indicated that high-reactance individuals receiving neutral source
information were less likely to interact with the article on social media than low-reactance
individuals receiving the same information. This finding is thus consistent with Hypothesis 1.
However, while the effect size (-1.245) and p-value (0.004) indicate a strong correlation, this
result should be analysed with considerable caution. The effect was observed for only one of
seven dependent variable questions, in a substantially reduced sample (Total N: 80, Group 2:
23). The significant result may therefore reflect chance variation rather than a real effect, and
the risk of a Type 1 error (falsely rejecting a null hypothesis) is thus high (Williams, Sweeney
& Anderson 2025). In sum, the null hypothesis - that there is no interaction effect between
trait reactance and source information on susceptibility to disinformation - cannot be rejected

based on the results of this study.

How should these results be understood? A central assumption underlying the hypotheses is
that state-sponsored disinformation, in this case in the form of a news article, will be
perceived as a persuasion attempt by target individuals when they are provided with source
information. If participants do not perceive the article as a persuasion attempt, reactance will
not operate and there will thus be no effect of trait reactance on susceptibility. The logic
corollary of this argument is two alternative explanations for the lack of results in this study.
Either, that state-sponsored disinformation in the form of a supposedly informative news
article is not perceived as a persuasion attempt even when revealing source information. Or,
that the ineffective treatment inhibited the operation of reactance (source information was not

effectively processed by participants). If the first is true, the results of this study cast doubts
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about the relevancy of PRT in the context of disinformation. If the second is true, it rather
points to the need for further research with stronger and more effective treatments to evaluate
the role of reactance in susceptibility to disinformation. Before settling this question in the
concluding chapter, the unexpected correlation between high trait reactance and increased

susceptibility to disinformation will be considered.

6.4 Unexpected findings
The interaction regressions indicated a correlation between trait reactance and increased
susceptibility to the disinformation article, which was confirmed by further regressions
examining the main effect of trait reactance (table 5). This correlation was consistent across
the three groups, present for 5 of 7 questions measuring the dependent variable, and
controlled for age, gender, and education level, indicating a main effect of reactance on
susceptibility. The potential explanations for this correlation will now be discussed. Why is
there a strong statistical correlation between a high HPRS score and higher susceptibility to

disinformation? Can this be explained by Psychological Reactance Theory?

As argued in the theoretical discussion, the effect of reactance will depend on who is
considered to be the persuading agent. If Russia (the source of the disinformation article) was
seen as the persuading agent, reactance should have resulted in lower susceptibility, as high-
reactance participants reject the Russian message to a larger extent than low-reactance
individuals. However, the opposite was true for all groups. If MPF was seen as the persuading
agent, reactance should have resulted in higher susceptibility to the disinformation article -
but this only explains the correlation for group 3, since the MPF warning was only displayed
to this group. The correlation between high reactance and higher susceptibility is however

consistent across the three groups.

If, however, the survey-maker (the researcher) was considered as the persuading agent,
reactance would be expected to result in higher susceptibility to the text. This can be
described in terms of a rejection of experimenter demand from high-reactance individuals. As
noted in the methodological discussion, it is reasonable to expect that low- and high-reactance
individuals respond differently to experimenter demand. In PRT terms, experimenter demand
can be conceptualised as an attempt to persuade or at controlling behaviour, which leads high-
reactance individuals to reject the demand and answer contrary to what is implicitly

demanded. This would explain why a high HPRS score strongly correlated with higher
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susceptibility across the groups. This explanation however implies that the correlation should
have been stronger in the treatment groups, who received additional source information, yet

such a pattern is not present.

If this was the case, it is also possible this was affected by the information provided about the
survey to participants beforehand, or the “cover story”, which read as follows: “You will read
a short news article and answer a few questions about it, as well as answering a few general
questions about how you process information” (translated to English by the author, Swedish
original in appendix). Thus, participants were aware that the survey was not only interested in
how they reacted to the news article, but also how they “process information”. It is, based on
the data available, difficult to assess whether this message stimulated or exacerbated
experimenter demand. It is possible that it led participants to suspect an experimenter demand,

causing high-reactance individuals to react differently to low-reactance individuals.

Finally, it is possible that trait reactance is correlated with other factors which might influence
susceptibility to disinformation, for example, political views. If high-reactance individuals
tend to hold certain political views and those views affect susceptibility to certain types of
disinformation, the correlation identified in this study may be spurious. Several studies
conducted in the United States have found a correlation between trait reactance and
conservative political views (Mallinas, Maner & Ashby Plant 2021, p.5; Chan & Lin 2022). It
is however difficult to translate conservative views in an American context to a Swedish
context, and in turn, how these relate to the topic of the disinformation article (German
popular support for assistance to Ukraine). Moreover, participants in this study were not asked
about political views due to ethical concerns. Thus, this explanation remains speculative and

cannot be confirmed based on the results of this study.
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7. Conclusions

As state-sponsored disinformation is increasingly regarded as a threat, and democratic
societies seek effective countermeasures against it, increased knowledge about susceptibility
is needed. The aim of this study was to explore the explanatory potential of PRT in
individual-level differences in susceptibility, conceptualising state-sponsored disinformation
as a persuasion attempt. Returning to the research question, the study sought to answer how
the psychological personality trait of reactance influences susceptibility to disinformation
when individuals are exposed to different types of information. The results did not support the
hypotheses as no significant interaction effects were found for trait reactance. Given the
results of this study, how should we evaluate the potential of PRT in future research on

susceptibility to disinformation?

The lack of results supporting the hypotheses points to the possibility that PRT does not
operate in contexts of disinformation. The main theoretical explanation for this would be that
disinformation does not, in fact, constitute a clear enough persuasion attempt to stimulate
reactance. At least not in the form a supposedly informative news article. As noted in the
theory section, not all messages will stimulate reactance (Burgoon et al. 2002, p. 13). The
main idea of the thesis was that a neutral explication of this attempt would stimulate reactance
and thus lower susceptibility. It is however possible that even when this is done, it is not

enough to stimulate reactance.

However, it is not possible to confidently draw this conclusion given the small sample size
and the lack of treatment effects. Without clear treatment effects, we don’t know whether the
lack of significant interaction effect reflects a lack of reactance or lack of source information,
that in turn did not stimulate reactance. Thus, future research with stronger and more effective
treatments, as well as larger sample sizes, would be necessary to confirm or reject the
hypotheses of this study, and, in extension, the explanatory power of PRT in relation to
susceptibility to disinformation. If such a study still doesn’t find interaction effect of trait
reactance on source information on susceptibility, the hypotheses can be more confidently
rejected. Consequently, such findings would question to what extent disinformation can be
conceptualised as a persuasion attempt, and therefore, cast doubts on the potential of PRT to

explain individual-level differences in susceptibility to disinformation.
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The strong - and surprising - correlation between high trait reactance and increased
susceptibility to disinformation however indicates an unexpected role of PRT in contexts of
disinformation. It is possible that this correlation is simply due to a rejection of experimenter
demand by high-reactance individuals. A more theoretically stimulating prospect is that the
correlation is explained by a confounding variable. In other words, something that interacts
with both high trait reactance and high susceptibility to disinformation. Exploring this further
could be of interest to future research. As discussed, different levels of trait reactance have
been found to correlate with differences in political views (Mallinas, Maner & Ashby Plant
2021; Chan & Lin 2022), which provides an indication that trait reactance may correlate with

other factors relevant to susceptibility to disinformation.

In conclusion, the findings of this study do not provide support for the use of PRT to explain
individual-level differences in susceptibility to state-sponsored disinformation, at least when
hypothesised as interacting with different types of source information. The results do however
indicate a previously unknown relationship between high trait reactance and increased
susceptibility to disinformation. Thus, these findings suggest that while PRT might not
operate as expected in contexts of disinformation, it is possible that trait reactance influences
how people react to disinformation. Exploring this relationship further is a potential avenue
for future research to increase our knowledge about individual-level susceptibility to state-

sponsored disinformation.
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Appendix: The Survey (Swedish original)

Introduction message

Enkétundersokning for masterarbete vid Forsvarshogskolan
Tack for att du vill delta i denna studie om hur méanniskor tar till sig information och nyheter.

Undersokningen tar cirka 10-15 minuter att genomfora. Du kommer att 1dsa en kort
nyhetsartikel och besvara nagra fragor om den, samt besvara nagra allménna frdgor om hur du

tar till dig information.

Ditt deltagande dr helt anonymt. Jag samlar inte in nigra personuppgifter som kan kopplas till
dig. Dina svar anvinds endast for forskningsdndamal och resultaten kommer att presenteras

pa gruppniva, aldrig pa individniva.

Ditt deltagande &r helt frivilligt och du kan nédr som helst avbryta undersékningen utan att

behova ange ndgon anledning.

Om du har frdgor om undersdkningen kan du kontakta mig hér:
Arvid Envall

STU240265@student.ths.se

Masterstudent vid Forsvarshogskolan

Treatment messages

Grupp 2 (Neutral information)

Artikeln publicerades ursprungligen av Euromore.eu, en mediekanal grundad 2022 av
Pravfond - en fond grundad av det ryska utrikesministeriet och med tydliga kopplingar till
rysk underrdttelsetjinst. Syftet med liknande nyhetssidor dr att tillhandahdlla information och
kommentarer om globala hindelser ur ett ryskt perspektiv och distribuera innehdll pd flera

sprak over hela virlden via online- och sociala mediekanaler.

Grupp 3 ( Neutral information + MPF-recommendation)
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Artikeln publicerades ursprungligen av Euromore.eu, en mediekanal grundad 2022 av
Pravfond - en fond grundad av det ryska utrikesministeriet och med tydliga kopplingar till
rysk underrdttelsetjinst. Syftet med liknande nyhetssidor dr att tillhandahdlla information och
kommentarer om globala hindelser ur ett ryskt perspektiv och distribuera innehdll pd flera

sprak over hela virlden via online- och sociala mediekanaler.

Myndigheten for Psykologiskt Forsvar har foljande uppmaning angdaende nyheter fran
overifierade kdllor pd sin hemsida: “Information pd internet kan spridas vildigt snabbt och
ibland sker det genom falska konton med syfte att paverka vad vi tycker. Det kan vara svart
att veta om informationen som sprids dr sann, ddrfor dr det viktigt att vi dr kdllkritiska och
vdrderar informationen innan vi sprider den vidare. Det psykologiska forsvaret utgor var och
en av oss och var formdga att vara kdllkritiska. Det dr den formdgan som dr var
motstandskraft och vi har alla ett personligt ansvar att virdera information och tinka efter

’

innan vi delar.’

Dependent variable questions
Hur vél stammer foljande pastdenden angdende artikeln du just ldste pa en skala 1-5?
1=Inte alls, 5=Fullsténdigt
1. Artikeln beskriver ett intressant &mne
2. Artikeln beskriver amnet pa ett objektivt sétt
3. Artikeln &r trovirdig
4. Artikeln ger ett intressant perspektiv pa det hdr &mnet
5. Artikeln &r tillrackligt intressant for att jag skulle kunna dela den p& mina sociala
medier.
6. Artikeln &r tillrackligt intressant for att jag skulle interagera med den om den dok upp
pa mina sociala medier (gilla eller kommentera).
7. Jag haller med om péstdendet att den tyska regeringens agerande i relation till

Ryssland gér emot majoritetens vilja i landet.

HPRS statements
English original:
1. Regulations trigger a sense of resistance in me

2. I find contradicting others stimulating
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3. When something is prohibited, I usually think, “That’s exactly what I am going to do.”
5. I consider advice from others to be an intrusion.

6. I become frustrated when I am unable to make free and independent decisions.

7. It irritates me when someone points out things which are obvious to me

8. I become angry when my freedom of choice is restricted.

9. Advice and recommendations usually induce me to do just the opposite.

11. I resist the attempts of others to influence me.

12. It makes me angry when another person is held up as a role model for me to follow.

13. When someone forces me to do something, I feel like doing the opposite.

Swedish translations made with Deepl.com and controlled by author:
. Regler vécker en kdnsla av motstdnd hos mig.
. Jag tycker att det dr stimulerande att siga emot andra.

. Nér ndgot dr forbjudet tdnker jag oftast: ”Det dr precis vad jag ska gora.”

1
2
3
5. Jag anser att rad frén andra utgér ett intrang.
6. Jag blir frustrerad nér jag inte kan fatta fria och sjdlvstindiga beslut.
7. Det irriterar mig nér nagon papekar saker som dr uppenbara for mig.
8. Jag blir arg nir min valfrihet begréinsas.

9. Rad och rekommendationer far mig oftast att gora precis tvartom.

11. Jag motstar andras forsok att paverka mig.

12. Det gor mig arg nir ndgon annan halls upp som en forebild som jag ska folja.

13. Nér nagon tvingar mig att géra nagot, kdnner jag for att gora tvirtom.

Debriefing message

Tack for att du deltagit i den hédr undersdkningen. Ditt svar dr nu registrerat.

Detta masterarbete handlar om hur ménniskor reagerar pa desinformation. Artikeln du liste i

undersokningen dr publicerad av Euromore.eu, en hemsida som grundades 2022 av Pravfond,

en fond grundad av det ryska utrikesministeriet och med tydliga kopplingar till rysk

underrittelsetjdnst. Euromore.eu sprider desinformation och ryskvénlig propaganda. I denna

artikeln hdvdas t.ex. felaktigt att det tyska folket dr "néra uppror" pé grund av vad som

karaktdriseras som den tyska regeringens dverdrivet aggressiva politik gentemot Ryssland.
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Experten som hénvisas i artikeln, Alexander Rahr, dr en tysk foresprakare for Putins regim

och ér bland annat rddgivare till det statligt kontrollerade ryska energiforetaget Gazprom.

Mer information om desinformation som samhéllsproblem och vad du som medborgare kan

gora finns pa Myndigheten for Psykologiskt Forsvars hemsida: https://mpf.se/
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