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Abstract

Children actually spend a lot of time using social networks and thus being online. The spread of fake
news in them also has an impact on children. The aim of the research was to understand whether
children still suffer from fake news on environmental sustainability. In this case, the main topics were
those on the environment, pollution and sustainability. In order to proceed with the research, it was
decided to use a questionnaire aimed at understanding public opinion on the subject to obtain a
background from the research which could be also based on people’s thinking about the topics. The
research questionnaire was useful in understanding how users perceive the problem of children’s
exposure to fake news about environmental sustainability. This was followed by an analysis of the
different narratives of the issue on social media and the relationship that children have with
environmental sustainability from a social point of view. At the end of the research, sixty-eight children
were interviewed with the purpose of understanding the concrete impact of false narratives on children’s
knowledge of environmental sustainability on social networks. The results therefore necessarily
depended on a concrete observation of the children and what they thought, taking into account
especially the role that school, family and other people play in addition to social networks alone.
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Sommario

Il lavoro che segue ha come scopo principale quello di comprendere in che modo i bambini
percepiscono, elaborano e formano una propria opinione sul tema della sostenibilita ambientale
basandosi su quanto riferito loro dagli adulti e soprattutto tramite i contenuti che vengono postati sui
social networks. 1’analisi svolta ¢ stata possibile grazie a un dialogo con i bambini che si sono resi parte
attiva di questo progetto ¢ hanno espresso la loro opinione in materia rendendo, quindi, concreto un
approfondimento della tematica. I risultati dell’analisi, cosi come la metodologia utilizzata e la teoria
applicata, hanno tenuto conto dell’ambiente in cui i bambini sono stati educati ¢ cresciuti.

79



Sustainable and Responsible Management

Parole chiave — Bambini; Notizie false; Sostenibilitd ambientale; Genitorialita digitale; Protezione dei

minori

Tipo di articolo — Articolo accademico

Article history:

Received 28 February 2022

Received in revised form 21 April 2022
Accepted 24 April 2022

Available online

80



Sustainable and Responsible Management

1 Introduction

In recent years the Internet has undergone a process of evolution in which it has become intertwined
with the real world in a continuous inter-dependence (Kellerman, 2014). More specifically, it has led to
the rise of social networks, which are starting to influence how children learn (Kanter & Litow, 2009).
Indeed, researchers highlight the importance of social networks to educate children and protect them in
their growth (Smith & Christakis, 2008). This role intersects with the duties recognised as “community
duties towards children”. People in the community fulfil their duties towards children also using the
Internet (World Health Organization [WHO], 2016).

Particularly, social networks can play an important role in educating children about environmental
sustainability (Little, 2010). However, social networks have also become a fertile ground for the
dissemination of news that are either fabricated or not entirely based on facts (Nir, 2005; Barnes et al.,
2016). This has important consequences for children as they grow with wrong knowledge of issues that
could potentially affect them profoundly (Tremblay, 2010). For instance, if parents allow a child to
grow up believing in the existence of something that has no scientific basis, such as the total absence of
human culpability in environmental pollution, the child will automatically have no awareness of its
surroundings.

A lot of research has been done on the social impact of fake news and the use of social networks
(Nagi, 2018; Burbach et al., 2019; Olan et al., 2022). Similarly, specific research has been carried out on
the impact of fake news on social networks on children and others (Pérez-Escoda et al., 2021). In
addition, it is also possible to find research on fake news and its impact on sustainability (Ozdemir,
2012; Lopez & Share, 2020).

However, less is known about the impact of fake news on children’s knowledge of environmental
sustainability. In addition, there is still no real picture of how widespread fake news among children
relates to the behaviour and knowledge and education of the children’s parents on environmental
sustainability. In this regard, the aim of the research is to identify the impact that fake news has on

children’s knowledge of environmental sustainability.

81



Sustainable and Responsible Management

2 From social networks to environmental sustainability: impact of different

narratives on children’s knowledge

2.1 Investigating social networks and its relationship with environmental sustainability

This section of the research aims to review the existing literature on the relationship between
environmental sustainability and social networks and then between these two components and children
considering the Internet as a second action space (Kellerman, 2014). Primarily, it is mandatory to
introduce the concept of social networks. It is a type of web service useful to establish a virtual
connection between people with similar interests, backgrounds, and activities. In particular, the role
played by social networks is essential. According to Barnes et al. (2016), social networks can
profoundly influence human behaviour, which is the primary force driving environmental change.
However, empirical evidence linking micro-level social interactions to large-scale environmental
outcomes has remained scarce.

Wheeler and Quinn (2017) point out that social platforms themselves have deployed strategies to
disseminate information and raise awareness on the topic of environmental sustainability. While this
practice can have positive consequences, the large-scale spread of fake news and “trust” in a particular
category of the so-called “influencers”, who, regardless of their role, carry out misinformation that has
a negative impact on environmental sustainability itself in contrast with activists who spread on social
network informations to sensibilise on environmental sustainability (Lima Quintanilha et al., 2019).

It allows its users to find new friends and expand their circle of friends. Data sharing is another key
feature of a social network where users are able to share their interests, videos, photos, activities, and so
on (Rathore et al., 2017). Due to social networks, people are able to live in the digital world on a daily
basis and stay in touch with other network users (Wallis, 2010). In addition, it can be argued that social
networks have actually enabled the creation of virtual communities (Baruah, 2012). From this point of
view, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Linkedin, Twitter and others have created large communities and
sub-communities governed by private individuals who dictate the laws and allow the use of the service.

One example is Facebook, which had a generic virtual community of around 3.5 billion users in the
first quarter of 2021', which is then divided into different sub-communities based on shared interests
within the application. They can be formed for instance by people who have a common interest in dolls,
or anime and manga, or the same political interest. It is also the case that a sub-community is formed by
people who follow an influencer on Instagram and comment on his, her or their events (Liu, 2011). At

the same time it is possible to create sub-communities under the profile of a politician. Personalities of

'https://www.statista.com/statistics/264810/number-of-monthly-active-facebook-usersworldwide/
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this importance can easily influence public opinion on different aspects, but a prerequisite is that the
person or organisation is relevant, interesting and important (Kwon et al., 2014). The way in which a
news story is told, discussed, presented or described by one of these trusted personalities or entities has
a different impact on the wide audience that follows it. It is also important to highlight that this depends
on the degree of independence and autonomy of thought of the user. However, at the same time it is
known that although these are determining factors, continuous exposure to a one-sided narrative has
concrete effects on the opinion of the exposed person.

Furthermore, inside communities and sub-communities on social networks, there are some security
threats that put the individual at risk. Usually, these threats are classified into three main categories. The
first includes multimedia content threats where the multimedia data shared on social networks are used
to expose the users themselves (Rathore et al., 2017). Secondly, there are traditional threats where
traditional attack techniques or weaknesses in the social infrastructure are used to attack users of the
same platform (/bidem). The third category includes social threats where attackers establish social
relationships with users to put them at risk (Z/bidem). A fourth category could be added to this

classification, namely that of the spreading of misinformation.

2.2 Environmental sustainability as a necessity for living

The concept of “environmental sustainability” has been developed and disseminated as a definition
of “maintaining natural capital” and as a separate, yet related, concept to both social and economic
sustainability (Goodland, 1995). Environmental sustainability is seen as the ability to make efforts to
maintain the qualities that are valued in human life in relation to our surroundings (Sutton, 2004). In this
field, environmental sustainability can be viewed as the capacity that the natural environment has to
maintain living conditions for people and other species, and the efforts made by humans not to affect
their surroundings (Liu et al., 2007). Threats to these aspects of the environment mean that there is a
risk that they will not be maintained. For instance, large-scale extraction of non-renewable resources
(such as minerals, coal and oil) or damage caused to the natural environment can create threats of
serious decline in quality or destruction or extinction (Sutton, 2004).

The subject of environmental sustainability has gained increased attention among researchers,
politicians and the society. In particular, people have begun to realise that in various sectors, be they
micro-sectors or more wide-ranging, there is a need for immediate action that can have a positive effect
on environmental protection (Liang et al., 2019). Here too, social networks have played a vital role in
spreading civic awareness of environmental sustainability (Bodin & Crona, 2009). To an even greater

extent, the role played by Greta Thunberg (2019) and activists who, by gaining popularity on social
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networks through their own communication channels, have initiated a real change of course towards a
global transition towards environmental sustainability. However, social networks can also be ambivalent
and present almost opposite opinions (Nir, 2005). It would therefore depend on who is disseminating
the information, how truthful it is and how it is conveyed. Bearing this in mind, what follows will aim
to analyse the real impact that social networks have on environmental sustainability in terms of

knowledge and opinion.

2.3 The environmental sustainability portrayal in social networks

With regard to the specific relationship between social networks and environmental sustainability,
emphasis must be placed on how sustainability is described on social networks. It depends of course on
several factors. Although many social networks, such as those of the Meta group, often emphasise
environmental sustainability and initiate actions in this direction (Wheeler & Quinn, 2017), social
networks increasingly disseminate information that is contrary to each other (Barnes et al., 2016).
Specifically, it is necessary to take into account the fact that information on social networks can quickly
become widespread and have a wide social impact before it is removed (Vosoughi et al., 2018).

Furthermore, social media attacks on environmental activists can have a substantial impact on the
conception of environmental sustainability. Belittling the role of a person makes him/her lose credibility
and consequently also the battle itself carried out by the person loses credibility (Ellison & Boyd, 2013).
Similarly, attacks on non-governmental organisations, such as Greenpeace, can negatively influence the
public’s perception of the users (Ozdemir, 2012). Particularly striking was the alleged statement of
Bjorn Okern, former director general of the Norwegian office, who compared Greenpeace management
to a pyramid structure, where everything is decided at the top and where every penny of the
organisation was spent on “other things” and not on the environment (Furlanetto, 2013). Such a
description of the organisation, spread on social media, leads to a belittling of the organisation’s role
and struggles. By ridiculing the organisation, users might no longer trust it and consequently the

campaigns it carries out.

2.4 Relations between children and sustainability

According to the World Health Organization (2017) while children in low-income populations living
in marginal areas are more susceptible to flooding and drought, the effects of ambient air pollution,
rising global temperatures and similar events have the potential to affect everyone. According to WHO

(2017), by the time these impacts are felt, the damage to children’s environmental health will already be
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widespread. Thus, children are by far the first to bear the consequences of faults that do not really
belong to them (Tremblay, 2010) since the problem of environmental sustainability has arisen because
of damage created by humans over generations (Goodland, 1995; Salvi, 2007).

In order to educate children about environmental sustainability and to protect them from taking the
same mistakes that in the past led to the pollution of our seas and environment in the future, there is an
increasing number of schools and extracurricular awareness-raising campaigns aimed at children
(Haury, 1998; Flowers & Chodkiewicz, 2009). Similarly, in the specific case of Italy, there is an
increasing use of books that deal with this topic in their syllabus, targeting both younger children and
those approaching adolescence (Buccolo & Allodola, 2021). In Italy, in line with the provisions of the
UN 2030 Agenda and the 17 SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals), Civic Education includes
learning about building inclusive environments and lifestyles that respect the fundamental rights of
individuals, such as health, mental and physical wellbeing, food security, social equity, decent work,
quality education and the protection of the tangible and intangible assets of communities (Buccolo &
Allodola, 2021). According to Unicef’s INSPIRE strategy® (2016), such work properly carried out in
schools can have a more than positive impact on children’s education. This type of positive contribution
can therefore also manifest itself in relation to the environment and the promotion of environmental
protection and environmental awareness among children, thanks in particular to the new education
mechanisms promoted by schools (Santerini, 2010).

In addition, social networks can play a vital role in educating children on sustainability (Little,
2010). While some social networks themselves are committed to environmental protection, some of
those who frequent them do not always support environmental sustainability. The impact that erroneous
narratives of environmental sustainability on social media have on children, and at the same time the
role played by the parental component and the trust that children have in others, will be the subject of
the following research study. Thanks to the Internet and social networks, which have made everything
more fluid, the high cost of creating information content has been reduced. It is now much easier for
any person with a smartphone to create, write, share a film containing false or invented, unverified news
(Offidani, 2021). In addition to what was stated before, there is also evidence that children themselves

now spend a lot of time on the Internet and it is clear that exposure to fake news also passes for them.

%> The INSPIRE strategy is the strategy implemented by organisations such as UNICEF and WHO to end violence
against children. This means ways in which children can be helped in different social contexts. In this case, it is
about how the school and educational context can put an end to the constant attacks on children’s education through
narratives.
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3 Methodology

3.1 Sample and sampling techniques

A total of 68 children aged between 10 and 14 years were interviewed. A convenient sampling
technique was used. Firstly, the 68 children were selected without distinction of their origins, families
and health status. Within them, 4 children were selected for further analysis with purposeful sampling
technique. These 4 children were selected by virtue of the answers they gave to the interview questions
previously carried out.

The 68 children who were taken into consideration are drawn from the children whose parents gave
their consent to the interviews. All 68 children are Italian and attend secondary school according to the
Italian educational system. All of them attend precisely the same school and are therefore taught by the
same circle of teachers. Moreover, some of the children who participated in the interviews live in
particular and delicate family contexts. All the children’s parents live in the same municipality of
12,000 inhabitants. The children selected for the interviews therefore live in the same school and
extracurricular contexts.

It must necessarily be specified that the children under consideration come from very specific
backgrounds. Some of them live in family contexts that are targeted by institutional social service
bodies for family welfare issues. The children therefore come from a difficult economic background and

are supported by the social welfare office and mostly participate in a school tutoring project.

3.2 Research tools and procedures

As a research procedure it was decided to use structured interviews in a neutral environment. The
interviews took place in the absence of the other children in a primary school classroom. The children
were asked to have a dialogue within which to answer specific questions. 6 questions were considered
the primary to be asked but others were asked to understand potential correlation with other aspects of
their life. For instance, each child who was asked the questions, at the end of the penultimate and last
question, were asked each time “from whom they had learned what they were asked in order to give an
answer”. Specifically, they were always told: “Now that you have answered this question in this way,
can you tell me whether you learned this, on the Internet or elsewhere?”.

The main questions, asked during the interviews, were grouped in graphs while those asked outside
the main questions were noted and analysed. The data will be processed according to descriptive

statistics of the data collected through the interviews. At the same time possible correlations of the
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collected data will be analysed. Specifically, the method consisted in interviewing all 68 children and

then asking further questions in a follow-up interview to 4 selected children.

4 Do children suffer from fake news on sustainability online? Analysis of the

interviews

When asking the children these questions, a neutral environment was used in which they could not
be influenced in any way. With reference to Figure 1 and 2, the answers show that firstly parents
imposed on them a precise amount of time for using the Internet and that more than 40% of children
continue to use the majority of their time online using social networks. Furthermore there is still a small

percentage of children who believe that everything they see on social media is true (11.8%) as shown in

Figure 3.
Figure 1 - How much do your parents let you use your mobile phone or computer?
Between 0 to 1h
5.9%
More than 6
35.3%

Between 1 to 3h
29.4%

Between 4 to 6h
11.8%

Between 3 to 4h
17.6%

Source: our elaboration
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Figure 2 - How much of this time do you spend on TikTok, Instagram or Facebook?

Between 0 to 20%
17.6%

Between 80 to 100%
41.2%

Between 20 to 40%

17.6%

Between 40 to 60%

Between 60 to 80% 11.8%

11.8%
Source: our elaboration
Figure 3 - Do you think everything you see on social media is true?

Yes
11.8%

Not
88.2%

Source: our elaboration
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In this case, reference was made to Instagram, Facebook and TikTok. However, the interviews
revealed that the majority of children, more than half, are abandoning the Facebook platform in favour
of the TikTok platform. Many of the children disliked having to talk about Facebook because it was
considered too outdated. Similarly, some of the children talked about how they consider TikTok to be
more truthful than other social networks.

The children have, with their words, confirmed what Laor (2022) said through his own studies that
there is a migration of users from Facebook to TikTok and Instagram. According to the children
interviewed, the latter platform is very popular among young people. In this case it is very useful to
remember that in these years the TikTok platform is becoming more and more important in the
education of children outside school and they tend to be more and more influenced by it. This is in fact
strongly linked to the studies of Triwidyati and Pangastuti (2021), who investigated precisely how
TikTok manages to influence people’s behaviour and at the same time guarantee their freedom of
expression.

The 68 children were then asked direct questions aimed at understanding who they trust about
environmental sustainability issues. For instance, they were asked about how much they trusted, in
hipotesis, a scientist and what he or she says on social channels. In this case, 5.9% said they would trust
the scientist even if he or she had just said that pollution is a fiction as shown in Figure 4. Specifically,
the channel that was taken into account for the question was Facebook.

Many of the children during the interview responded that they do not tend to listen much to
scientists found online because they do not even know them. In this case there were many statements

from the children which are useful to understand their position.

“I don 't trust a person who says something online that in the end I don t even know who he is” [CI].
“Why should I trust a person who says something online that is completely different in books?” [C2].

Fewer than a dozen of the children, however, paused to think about whether they would believe the
scientist if he had millions of followers on social media. When asked to comment more generally on the
issue of followers, these few children talked about how much they might trust a person that so many
other adults trust, or even children their own age. Again some very important words were repeated

which help to understand what the children really think about it.

“If he [the scientist] is followed by millions and millions of people then he should be someone you trust
a lot, but I don't know if we should really listen to him in this case. After all, what would he know? But
what if he’s a scientist who is followed by so many people?” [C3].

&9



Sustainable and Responsible Management

Figure 4 - A scientist on Facebook said that pollution is a false thing and that we are not guilty of
polluting the environment. Are we supposed to believe it if he said that?

Yes
5.9%

Not
94.1%

Source: our elaboration

On the other hand, when it comes to spreading the news about environmental sustainability, most of
the children interviewed, more than 75%, said that they were interested in the topic and that people

should do their part.

“If I am twelve years old and I know that I must not throw plastic bottles on the grass, it means that an
adult must also know how to do it” [C4].

“Even on Facebook there are videos of the effects of pollution, people have to watch them to understand
what happens if they pollute” [C5].

At the same time, however, almost all of them said that they do not inform themselves on social
media about this issue, or at least that they do so only a very small part of the time. Most of the time this
information, according to their words, is seen from the posts shared by other people and which they see
on their social media.

A slightly different scenario arises when it comes to trusting a friend who spreads such news. In this

case, 17.6 % answered that they trusted the news spread by their friend as shown in Figure 5.
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Figure 5 - You read on Facebook that a friend of yours wrote that environmental pollution is a hoax. He read
it on the Internet and maybe even shared a video saying this. So do we believe him?

Yes
17.6%

Not
82.4%

Source: our elaboration

In addition, of this percentage, more than 50% answered that they trusted a “close friend” more than
a “friend”. Regarding trusting friends who share such news online, many of the children stated that it
also depends on how much this friend “inspires confidence” in them. In fact, many of them stated that if
the friend is older than them and maybe they know that “he/she studies in the schools of the older ones”
[C6] then he/she is more trustworthy. On the other hand, if he/she is considered as a “slacker who
doesn't even study at school” [C7] then it is more difficult for them to trust him/her, even if they have a
close relationship.

The data show that children have developed their own awareness of environmental pollution and
thus of sustainability. What has been implemented in schools, thanks to the study of pollution and the
various initiatives, proves useful as more than half of the children who took part in the interviews

answered that they had learned these things at school.

“If I have learned anything about the dangers of pollution, it is mainly thanks to what I learned at
school and from my teachers” [C8].
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“At school we also did activities sometimes to understand what pollution is and how we and our parents
can do our part” [CY].

These statements by the children and the way in which they expressed their willingness to do their
part again confirms what Baker et al. (2021) analysed, which showed the way in which children were
concerned about environmental pollution and also confirms the same perceptions that parents and
teachers have of children’s behaviour about environmental sustainability.

The school plays an important role in this, especially since the interviews showed that most children
have great confidence in what they are taught at school. However, many of them stated that they do not
listen to teachers when they speak because they “do not like them” as said by more than one child. On
the contrary, almost all of them showed great confidence in what is studied in books. At the same time,
however, very few said that they had been told by their parents statements to make them not believe

much in books.

“My parents told me that not everything that is written in books is true and that the pages of the books
are written by people who may say something to make us believe it” [C10].

“Dad says that many things in books are written by those in charge and that they want us to know these
things in this way” [C1]].

Furthermore, the questions that were asked were useful to understand if there were any specific
cases among the children interviewed on which to focus the research attention. In fact, of the 68
children who were interviewed, for the purpose of the research analysis 8 (11.8%) children stated that
they disagree poorly that people are the one contributing to global warming and 4 (5.9%) of them stated
that they quite agree with the fact that the hole in the ozone layer is not our fault. The data are shown in
Figure 6 and 7. These 4 children were specifically considered for having further questions. These
represent a unique case compared to the others. Referring to each of the questions posed to them to start
a dialogue, the 4 children answered that they trust a scientist who says on Facebook that pollution is a

hoax.

“Yes, I would trust him because he can prove it for sure” [C12].
“I trust the scientist because I heard about it” [C13].
“I trust the scientist because he has studied about it” [C14].

“If he said that I think I should trust him” [C15].
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Figure 6 - How much do you agree that we are the ones contributing to global warming?

Disagree poorly
11.8%

Completely agree
88.2%

Source: our elaboration

These same 4 children (together with 4 others) declared that they believe at the same time that

everything written on social networks is real.

“Yes I always follow news online because they are real, I also watch videos on Youtube and Facebook”
[C12].

“Obviously because we share always true things online about ourselves and the others” [C13].
“I think yes we should trust” [C14].
“Yes, why not” [C15].

Not only that, these same 4 children answered that they trust a friend who writes on the Internet that

environmental pollution is a hoax along with 8 other children.

“I trust a friend, especially if we are close friends, we dont lie to each other. If he writes something

online he will surely have done some research. Being older, he does more research for adults than I do”
[C12].
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Figure 7 - How much do you agree that it’s not our fault that there’s a hole in the ozone layer?

Quite agree
5.9%

Completely disagree
924.1%

Source: our elaboration

“Yes I trust him because if he posts something online he is sure of it” [C13].

“Generally speaking I think so, we should trust each other in the end and if you publish something
online you do it consciously right?” [C14].

“Yes, especially if we are close friends” [C15].

In addition, the same 4 children disagree with the fact that we people are the only beings on the
planet who have contributed to the growth of pollution.

“The pollution is not my fault and I don't think my parents are either. In the end we don 't do anything to
pollute” [C12].

“Why only human beings? I don't think so. There are so many things we may not know” [C13].
“I don t think so, in the end why should we be the ones to have contributed to the pollution” [C14].

“Only somebody, not everybody. Why we must be guilty of something we did not” [C15].
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Finally, 2 of the 4 children who are now the subject of the analysis answered that they learned what
they know from the Internet, while the other 2 answered that they learned these things from school,

from the Internet and by talking sometimes with their family and someone else not specified.

“I am bored at school, I go to school to have fun and stay with my friends. I can learn from Internet by
watching videos and what the others say online” [C12].

“I always stay online because in this way I can stay in contact with my friends and do research if 1
want. At school I am always with my friends and I did not open so much books” [C13].

“I study at school and do research online and follow what others share on the Internet. Most of all 1
always heard what adults like my father says about argument very important” [C14].

“I learn things at school and online, but of course if there are talks between adults and I happen to hear
them I believe the things they say, don't I? At the end of the day they 're older people than me” [C15].

For a complete picture of the answers of children about “where they learned the topic about
environmental sustainability” it is possible to see them in Figure 8. It is possible to distinguish between
2 different cases. In the first case, there are two children who state that they trust anyone online who
tells them something false about pollution, that they believe everything is true online and that they
learned what they know about pollution through the Internet. In the second case, they gave the same
answers, but distinguished themselves by stating that they learned what they know from school, the
Internet and other people.

The first case shows us that, although in a smaller percentage, there are still children who
completely rely on what they learn on the Internet. In this way they have fallen into one of the
disadvantages of the Internet due to false narratives on certain topics (Dumitru, 2020), growing up with
incorrect knowledge of facts. In the second case, however, the children fell victim to wrong narratives
on the Internet (Dumitru, 2020) but also to the ignorance on the topic of environmental sustainability of
people outside the school and virtual environment. The second case thus confirms Trevors’ theory
(Trevors, 2010) that human ignorance also produces concrete effects on pollution and knowledge of
pollution itself. These 4 children in particular were then asked further questions which left room for a
dialogue with them. The first child, through a dialogue with his interlocutor, declared that “at home they
hardly ever talk about environmental sustainability issues” [C12], that his “parents do not pay much
attention to waste sorting” [CI12] and that he “spent most of their time on the Internet without talking
much among themselves” [C12]. Another child stated approximately the same things, emphasising that
sometimes he has heard people say that “it is all a hoax” [C15] and that “even Trump has said that
pollution does not exist”[C15]. The other two children pointed out how confusing the topic of pollution
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and environmental sustainability can sometimes be, as one of them stated that “the news talk about it in
one way, on social media you get a lot of different news and adults don 't make you understand” [C13].
One of the four children also stated that one of his parents had said that the pollution in Campania
(Italy) was “something that was written in the bible that would happen” [C14].

Responses of this kind suggest that fake news ties in with what is already rampant ignorance about
environmental sustainability. In the same way, however, the fake news that is told on social media is the
same as that told to children by adults. In this case, therefore, a strong link is shown between fake news
and adults themselves in the impact that these fake news have on children, lending credence to and
confirming the theories put forward by Howard et al. (2021) who further made it known with their
findings how parental ignorance leads to incorrect knowledge for children. In this case, it is possible
that the fake news was more effective because the parents themselves thought what the fake news said,
at least in the words reported by the children.

The four children in question represent a small percentage of the total, less than 6%, but it should
also be remembered that at the same time almost 65% of the children interviewed spend more than 3

hours a day on the Internet and specifically the 4 children interviewed spent more than 6 hours online.

Figure 8 - Can you tell me whether you learned this, on the Internet or elsewhere?

Internet

2.9%

Schoal, internet and others
17.6%

School and internet

79.4%

Source: our elaboration
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Although only four children were identified from the interviews as having suffered most from the
harmful effects of false narratives on social media about environmental sustainability, potentially others
may also suffer in the long term. All of them are more susceptible to the disadvantages present online
according to Bremer’s (2005) theory that continuous exposure to the Internet over the long term has
significant disadvantages in terms of false knowledge and ignorance. In support of this, it should be
noted that most of the children stated, during the interview, that they often had headaches, problems
with their eyesight and, above all, that they often replaced what they had to study in books with a quick
google search showing also Internet addiction as outline by Leung and Lee (2012).

Both psychologically and physically, the data show that no child is totally immune to social or even
false online narratives on a topic as sensitive as environmental sustainability. A very large majority of
children said they did not want to believe in fake news about environmental sustainability. Based on the
questions they were asked, almost all of them emphasised how much they would not believe it. At the
same time, however, they opened up reflections on “who is the person they would trust on social media”
and how they would or would not believe their parents. Finally, the migration from one social to
another, such as the transition of younger people from Facebook to platforms such as Instagram and
TikTok puts the emphasis on how much a person does not become trusted on Facebook but could be

trusted on, for instance, TikTok.

5 Conclusions

The data shows the extent to which children still trust people on social media who can potentially
spread false news about environmental sustainability. Children were shown to resent incorrect narratives
on the Internet when almost 12% disagreed that we are the only ones contributing to global warming,
while almost 6% agreed that it is not our fault that the ozone hole exists. Both topics are indeed studied
at school, but more than 80% said they learned these things not only at school but also on the internet
while almost 3% said they learned them only on the Internet.

The data analysed and the specific case of the four children discussed in the previous section
showed that the phenomenon of fake news has a less widespread impact, tending to influence a much
smaller percentage of children. At the same time, however, when it acts on children, even if they are
very few, it tends to influence their knowledge to such an extent that they have a thought that is
completely unfounded. It should also be noted that almost 3% of the children stated that they learn
about environmental sustainability only from the Internet and that these 3% are among those who

answered the previous questions with incorrect knowledge about environmental sustainability along
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with a few other children. All this implies that children, even if a very small percentage, still allow
themselves to be influenced in a very profound way by fake news.

Research has shown that fake narratives impact children’s knowledge of environmental
sustainability, even if the number of children affected is very small. The analysis set up could be further
developed by an in-depth analysis of the fake news phenomenon as spread on different social networks.
Specific cases could be represented by social networks that are now firmly established in people’s lives,
such as Facebook and Instagram, and social networks that are still developing, such as TikTok and

Twitch.
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