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Abstract 
The current study aimed to find the influence of fake news and AI-manipulated content on mass 

media credibility, particularly through social media usage as a moderator, to fill the gap in the 

literature, as such studies are limited in the cultural context of Pakistan, where awareness 

regarding digital media use is limited and media illiteracy is very high. The study adopted a 

cross-sectional correlational study design and purposive sampling technique to collect data 

from the Pakistan cohort with at least intermediate qualification and ages 18 to 39. The study 

adopted structured questionnaires to measure variables with reliability ranges from 0.73 to 

0.90. The Pearson correlational analysis reported a significant positive relationship between 

fake news and AI-manipulated content, whereas fake news has a significant negative 

relationship with media credibility. AI-manipulated content has a significant positive 

relationship with social media usage and a negative relationship with media credibility. 

Furthermore, social media usage possesses a significant negative relationship with media 

credibility. Furthermore, Hayes Macro Process 4.2 reported that social media usage 

significantly and positively moderated the negative influence of fake news and manipulated 

content on mass media credibility. The study provided comprehensive implications for youth 

of Pakistan. 
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Introduction 
The world is getting technologized day by day, and the expansion of digital media has 

transformed the daily lives of people across the globe, as these modern digital media platforms 

like Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Twitter/X, and YouTube provide access to education, make 

business convenient, and serve as a source of information, etc. (Elizebath, 2025; Irfan et al., 

2025; Khan et al., 2024; Shahid et al., 2024). Social media has rapidly replaced traditional 

media as a primary source of news, as more individuals rely on digital platforms than on 

television (Zhang, 2024). The shift is evident not only in developed but also in developing 

countries, as access to social media remains convenient (Ali et al., 2019). However, the 

widespread use of social media has also contributed to the spread of misinformation, including 

fake news and AI-manipulated content, such as pictures, videos, and written posts (Aïmeur et 

al., 2023). 

Fake news is deliberately misleading information, often designed to elicit emotional reactions 

and attract widespread attention (Munusamy et al., 2024; Baissa et al., 2025). Whereas AI-

manipulated content is produced using advanced artificial intelligence techniques that generate 
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highly realistic but fabricated visual and audio content, making detection difficult (Acim et al., 

2025; Singh et al., 2025). 

The situation is further worsened by the liar dividend effect, in which individuals reject even 

genuine information by labelling it as false, ultimately reducing trust in authentic content 

(Goldberg, 2025). Furthermore, algorithm-driven content distribution on social media creates 

echo chambers where people mostly see ideas that align with their beliefs, making it easier for 

false information to spread (Ferreira, 2025). Consequently, public trust in mass media has 

significantly declined, and its credibility is therefore negatively affected across different age 

groups and regions worldwide (Denniss & Lindberg, 2025; Kiousis, 2001). 

The fake news and AI-manipulated content in daily life examples include major political 

events, rumours of violence, discussions about celebrities, and the death of influential people; 

this content sheds light on serious risks related to misinformation (Alsaedi et al., 2017; Stubbs 

et al., 2024; Kulsum et al., 2025). 

There is substantial literature on the negative influence of fake news and AI-manipulated 

content; however, the combined effect on mass media credibility remains under-studied, 

particularly in a country like Pakistan, where digital literacy is limited, and people widely 

believe in rumours, as the majority use social media platforms. Therefore, the aim of the study 

is to fill the gap in the cultural context of Pakistan by investigating social media usage as a 

moderator that strengthens the impact of fake news and AI-manipulated content on mass media 

credibility. 

 

Hypothesis 
H1: Social media usage moderates the relationship between AI-Manipulated content and mass 

media credibility, such that higher usage strengthens the negative effect. 

 

Methodology 
The study adopted a cross-sectional correlational design to examine the relationships among 

fake news, AI-manipulated content, and mass media credibility. Furthermore, studies also tend 

to find a moderating role for social media between predictors of fake news and AI-manipulated 

content and the outcome of mass media credibility. 

The study used a purposive sampling technique to collect data from a sample of young adults 

aged 18 to 39 who have been actively engaged on social media platforms for the last year. 

These individuals must possess at least an intermediate qualification and must be Pakistani 

citizens. The study sample comprised 108 participants, which is considered adequate for 

moderation analysis using the PROCESS macro version 4.2, as moderation models can produce 

reliable estimates with moderate sample sizes. 

The study followed APA 7 ethical considerations; i.e., before data collection, participants were 

provided with a consent form outlining voluntary participation, the right to withdraw at any 

time, and the confidentiality of their data. Upon their written signature, they were given the 

demographic questionnaire and the structured study questionnaire. The data were collected 

from individuals from Islamabad, Lahore, and Faisalabad. The demographic form included age, 

gender, education, socio-economic status, and the number of social media platforms used per 

day. All the structured questionnaires used a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree 

(1) to strongly agree (5). The structured questionnaire on fake news obtained a reliability of 

0.73, AI-manipulated content of 0.78, mass media credibility of 0.82, and social media usage 

of 0.90. Furthermore, content validity was established through expert review and research 

scholars in the communication and journalism fields, and factor loadings exceeded 0.62, 

indicating that the questionnaire precisely assesses the variables it intended to measure. 
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Example Items 

Fake News: I frequently watch misleading news online.  

Al-Manipulated content: It is hard for me to differentiate between real news and news with AI-

manipulated content 

Mass Media Credibility: I believe or trust information I get from mass media.  

Social Media Usage: I depend on social media for receiving the latest new updates. 

Results 
Table 1: Demographic Characteristics 

Characteristics Frequency Percentage M (SD)  

Age   23.41 (2.27)  

Gender     

   Men   60 55.55   

   Women 48 44.55   

Education     

   Intermediate 27 25   

   Bachelor 48 44.44   

    Master  21 19.44   

    PhD 12 11.12   

Socioeconomic Status     

   Lower Class 34 31.48   

   Middle Class 52 48.15   

   Upper Class 22 20.37   

Daily Social Media Usage     

   1 to 4 hours 49 45.37   

   5 to 8 hours 37 34.26   

   8 to 12 hours  13 12.04   

   More than 12 hours 9 8.33   

  Note: M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation 

 

The table shows that participants had a mean age of 23.41 (SD = 2.27), with 60 men (55.55%) 

and 48 women (44.55%), most having a bachelor’s degree (n = 48, 44.44%), followed by 

intermediate (n = 27, 25%), master’s (n = 21, 19.44%), and PhD (n = 12, 11.12%), while 

socioeconomic status included lower class (n = 34, 31.48%), middle class (n = 52, 48.15%), 

and upper class (n = 22, 20.37%), and daily social media usage was 1–4 hours (n = 49, 45.37%), 

5–8 hours (n = 37, 34.26%), 8–12 hours (n = 13, 12.04%), and more than 12 hours (n = 9, 

8.33%) 

 

Table 2: Correlation Matrix 

Variable 1 2 3 4  

1.Fake News  - 0.51** 0.43** -0.59**  

2.Al-Manipulated Content   - 0.44** -0.55**  

3.Social Media Usage    - -0.46**  

4.Media Credibility    - -  

Note: ** p < 0.01 

 

Table 2 depicts a significant positive relationship between fake news and AI-manipulated 

content, whereas fake news has a significant negative relationship with media credibility. AI-

manipulated content has a significant positive relationship with social media usage, and a 

negative relationship with media credibility. Furthermore, social media usage possesses a 

significant negative relationship with media credibility. 
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Table 3: Moderation Analysis 

Predictor β t-value Sig  

Constant 4.01 9.21 .001  

Fake News -0.39 -7.01 .001  

Al-manipulated content -0.41 -4.79 .001  

Social Media Usage -0.24 -3.94 .001  

Interaction Effect (Moderation) 

Fake News X Social Media Usage -0.31 -2.52 .01 

 AI-Manipulated content X Social Media 

Usage 

-0.37 -2.47 .02 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

Table 3 indicates that fake news (β = −.39, t = −7.01, p < .001), AI-manipulated content (β = 

−.41, t = −4.79, p < .001), and social media usage (β = −.24, t = −3.94, p < .001) significantly 

negatively predicted media credibility. Moreover, the interaction effects of fake news × social 

media usage (β = −.31, t = −2.52, p = .01) and AI-manipulated content × social media usage (β 

= −.37, t = −2.47, p = .02) were significant, indicating moderation effects. 

 

Discussion 
The study aimed to find the influence of fake news and AI-manipulated content on mass media 

credibility, particularly through a moderator, social media usage, in the cultural context of 

Pakistan, to fill the gap in the indigenous literature and come up with proper implications for 

the youth of Pakistan. 

The result of the study proved the assumption of the study, as social media usage moderated 

the influence of fake news and AI-manipulated content on mass media credibility. The result 

is aligned with various international studies conducted in China, Japan, the United States of 

America, Spain, France, and Egypt, which reported that those who frequently use social media 

tend to have lower mass media credibility and trust, as social media platforms like Facebook, 

TikTok, Instagram, etc., consistently allow the posting of AI-generated videos and content. The 

rumors of deaths, fights, marriage, divorce, engagement, etc., among celebrities are frequently 

posted on social media for the sake of views, and people who lack proper media literacy tend 

to believe mass media like social media, which declines mass media credibility (Boediman, 

2025; Folorunsho & Boamah, 2025; Hussein & Özad, 2025; Mammadzada, 2021; Peña-Alonso 

et al., 2025; Sanchez-Acedo et al., 2024; Tsetsura et al., 2025; Wang, 2025). 

The reason for such results in the cultural context of Pakistan may be a lack of awareness 

among people regarding online news authenticity. Furthermore, there is widespread social 

media use, so fake news and AI-made content quickly spread among users. People usually trust 

information shared by friends and peers on social media without verifying it. Consequently, 

mass media credibility decreases when social media use is very high. 

 

Conclusion 
The study aimed to find the moderating effect of social media usage between predictors fake 

news and AI-manipulated content on outcome mass media credibility to fill the gap in the 

cultural context of Pakistan. The study adopted a cross-sectional correlational study design and 

a purposive sampling technique to collect data from at least intermediate qualified individuals 

in Pakistan, aged 18 to 39. The study found that social media usage moderated the impact of 

fake news and AI-manipulated content on mass media credibility. The study thus filled the gap 

in the cultural context of Pakistan. Educational institutes must play a crucial role in enhancing 

digital media awareness among students. Furthermore, mental health professionals must spread 

awareness of safe digital media use through workshops, webinars, seminars, etc. It is 
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recommended for future studies to add more demographics like the names of apps, employment 

status, and parental education. Moreover, future studies need to adopt stratified sampling 

techniques for generalizability purposes, and scales in the Urdu version so that these could be 

easily understood among the less educated cohort of Pakistan as well. 
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