PREDICTING THE DETECTION OF MISINFORMATION THROUGH SOCIAL MEDIA LITERACY AWARENESS AND SKILLS AMONG NIGERIAN UNDERGRADUATES
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Predicting the Detection of Misinformation through Social Media Literacy Awareness and Skills among Nigerian Undergraduates.
[bookmark: _Hlk227131942]Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk227130638][bookmark: _Hlk228597605]Nigerian undergraduates rely on social media platforms as sources of news and information, which raises concern about their vulnerability to misinformation.  Although media literacy has been recognised as a strategy to distinguish between credible and non-credible information online, evidence suggests limited critical evaluation skills among Nigeria’s social media users. This study, therefore, examined the levels of social media literacy awareness and skills among Nigerian undergraduates towards assessing information online. A survey research design was adopted, drawing a sample of 393 undergraduates from a population of 24,100 across two universities in the South-west: Federal University of Technology, Akure (FUTA) and Joseph Ayo Babalola University (JABU), using Taro Yamane’s formula.  Data were collected using a structured questionnaire consisting of demographic variables and Likert scale items. Findings reveal that Nigerian Undergraduates’ awareness of media literacy was moderate, although students acknowledged an understanding of the importance of media literacy, this acknowledgement was largely theoretical rather than practical. Also, respondents’ skills level indicated functional technical abilities in accessing information, but limited competence in evaluating online content. This reflects a passive skills level, rather than proficiency. The study concludes that a significant gap exists between awareness and practical application of social media literacy skills needed to combat misinformation. It recommends integrating a structured, skills-based social media literacy intervention to build resilience to misinformation.
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Introduction
The way people create, share, and consume information today has changed dramatically due to the explosive growth of social media platforms. People can now actively and comfortably create and share information across platforms like Facebook, WhatsApp, TikTok, and X (formerly Twitter). Although these platforms facilitate interaction, communication, and knowledge sharing, they have also made misinformation and disinformation widespread (Jones-Jang, Mortensen & Liu, 2021).
Misinformation is the sharing of information without the intention to mislead or manipulate audiences, while disinformation is the sharing of information with the intention to deceive or manipulate. In other words, it is shared mainly to deceive and mislead (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017; Wardle, 2019). Scholars argue that the emergence of both information sharing disorder is facilitated by social media platforms. (Lewandowsky, Ecker & Cook, 2017), and this is due to the algorithmic structure of social media platforms, which encourages how viral a post gets or the engagement it garners, most times above credibility and accuracy, Misinformation and disinformation now spread rapidly and widely than accurate information, thereby posing a serious risk to social cohesion, public mental health and democratic processes. More alarmingly, as observed by Vosoughi, Roy and Aral (2018), fake news spreads considerably faster than correct information and permeates social networks much more deeply.
During crises, the spread of misinformation and disinformation is particularly noticeable. For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, misinformation was rife; information on policies, health interventions, and vaccines was tweaked and shared (Cinelli, Quattrociocchi & Galeazzi, 2020). Misinformation also influences political discourse during elections and social movements, thereby increasing polarisation and mistrust in society. This was particularly evident during the #EndSARS protests and elections. It is important to note that misinformation has always been a significant factor in online political communication, public health narratives, and social activism in Nigeria (Ogbodo, Onwe & Chuckwu, 2023). Also, global organisations such as UNESCO, EU all flag misinformation as an issue to combat (Canela, Claesson & Pollack, 2023).
Nigerian youths, particularly Nigerian undergraduates, are among the largest users of social media. Their lifestyle often revolves around social media platforms as they rely on them for information, interaction and entertainment. These platforms give these young people access to a vast amount of information, but they may not have the critical skills necessary to assess the credibility and reliability of the information (Livingstone, 2014). As a result, the ability to assess and evaluate digital content critically has become an essential element of media literacy in the twenty-first century.
Media literacy has been viewed as a strategy in addressing the menace of misinformation and disinformation. The capacity to access, analyse, assess, and produce media messages in a range of settings and platforms is referred to as media literacy (Hobbs, 2017). Beyond conventional media literacy, media literacy in the context of social media would include abilities such as accessing information, assessing the credibility of sources, confirming digital content, and understanding the processes that influence the visibility of information online. Social media literacy skills involve skills required to operate in interactive and participatory digital platforms, verify sources of information, identify manipulation strategies like clickbait and sensationalism, assess the reliability of online information, and participate responsibly in digital spaces (Vraga & Tully, 2019; Vraga & Bode, 2020). Lacking these skills would make social media users susceptible to manipulation, The thrust of this paper is on the cognitive skills of verification and analysis of sources of social media content
Studies indicate that a lot of users lack the necessary abilities to critically assess online material, a recent study by the Centre for Democracy (CDD) revealed that only twenty-seven (27) per cent of Nigerians possess the necessary critical thinking skills to discern false information online (CDD, 2024). Social media users may find it difficult to discern between reliable and unreliable information, particularly when this information is in visually appealing or emotionally compelling formats (Jones-Jang, Mortensen & Liu, 2021). It has also been established that most social media users, rely on unofficial sources and peer recommendations more than formal verification techniques (Ogbodo et al, 2023). 
Nigerian undergraduates, being part of the largest users of social media platforms, are exposed to a myriad of information, and lacking the necessary skills to verify or evaluate the credibility of these information, are vulnerable to misinformation. So, they often fall victim to misleading scholarship offers, fake job postings, and incorrect academic information. As social media plays and continues to play a significant role in influencing public opinion and civic engagement (Phippen, Bond & Buck, 2021), this study aims at assessing the social media literacy awareness level and social media literacy skills of Nigerian undergraduates with a view to combating misinformation and disinformation. The study seeks to add to the ongoing conversation around media literacy and, ultimately, digital literacy and the significant role that higher education institutions’ stakeholders play in encouraging digital citizenship among Nigerian undergraduates.
Literature Review
Research indicates that individuals with higher levels of media literacy are better equipped to recognise misleading narratives and resist manipulation within digital media environments (Guess. Nagler & Tucker, 2020). This validates media literacy education as a pertinent way to mitigate the effects of misinformation and disinformation. A most active demographic on social media environments is young people, which includes university students, yet frequent and active digital consumption does not translate to being armed with the appropriate skills needed to assess and evaluate the information encountered on social media. As noted by Wineburg & McGrew (2017) many young users of social media over-report their confidence to identify misinformation; this may make them more susceptible to it, with some even unaware of media literacy as identified by Papaioannou (2011), however, being aware of media literacy is not sufficient for its application; users might be aware that they should be fact-checking but employ heuristics when evaluating online information (Pennycook & Rand, 2019). Thus, both the presence and application of digital media literacy skills are critical in evaluating how well an individual is able to navigate the social media information landscape.
Adeosun & Akinwalere (2022) on social media usage among Nigerian youth suggests that while this demography has high levels of engagement in the digital sphere, the skills to critically evaluate and fact-check online information is lacking. This confirms the discrepancy between digital engagement and digital media literacy. Wineburg and McGrew (2017) also explored students' ability to evaluate web sources. The study demonstrated that students had trouble differentiating among sources of differing credibility levels, signifying weak critical evaluation skills of information circulating in social media environment.
Ogbodo et al. (2023) investigated the dissemination of political misinformation and found that the social media environment in Nigeria facilitated its circulation during the election period. The study supports the notion that the digital communication environment is particularly susceptible to misinformation in environments with lower media literacy levels. Pennycook and Rand (2019) found that priming people to question the accuracy of online information reduces their intention to share false news on social media. The research clearly indicates the importance of critical thinking and cognitive deliberation in combating misinformation. Guess, Lerner, Lyons, Montgomery, Nyhan, Reifler & Sircar (2020) conducted an experiment where people were provided with digital verification training. The results showed that participants with a background in digital verification skills were better able to accurately identify misinformation than control groups who had not received this training.  Despite these growing scholarly discussions, limited attention has been paid to examine the level of media literacy awareness and social media literacy skills among Nigerian undergraduate students. Most of the existing literature focus on patterns of social media use rather than on students’ capacity to critically evaluate digital information to combat misinformation and disinformation. 
From previous studies, the intersection between media literacy awareness and practical social media literacy skills among Nigerian undergraduate students remains unexamined. Some questions also remain unanswered:  to what extent are Nigerian undergraduates aware of social media literacy as a skill to combat misinformation and disinformation? What is the current level of Nigerian undergraduates’ social media literacy skills? These questions suggest that limited studies exist on the awareness and competencies required of digital users, especially Nigerian undergraduates, to critically evaluate online information. This study, therefore, seeks to address this gap by examining both media literacy awareness and practical social media literacy skills among Nigerian undergraduate students.


Theoretical Framework
Cognitive Theory of Media Literacy
The theory discusses how media users construct meaning from the vast amount of information available on the media. It posits that media literacy goes beyond information acquisition only, but considers the development of the cognitive skills that help or enable individuals to evaluate media messages (Potter, 2004; Buckingham, 2007). According to Potter (2004), the cognitive theory of media literacy provides a foundational structure for media literacy by introducing three critical building blocks: personal locus, knowledge structures and skills. These building blocks are considered the essential components for media users’ empowerment to navigate complex media landscapes and also engage media content critically. Potter opines that one’s personal goals and drives; one’s knowledge of media content, media industries, media effects and real world (that is what is obtainable in reality), and knowledge of oneself (drives, needs and cognitive abilities), will determine how one will relate to media content. The theory suggests that the more aware an individual is, of their knowledge structure, the more the ability to control the process of information; and lastly, skills, that are essential in evaluating media content including analytical skills, evaluation skills, grouping. induction, deduction, synthesis, and abstracting skills.  Social media platforms expose users to content production and consumption, thereby increasing the possibility of spreading misinformation across digital networks. Media literacy competencies such as source evaluation, verification practices, and critical thinking are therefore essential in combating misinformation on digital communication environments (Guess, Nyhan & Reifler, 2020). In the context of this study, cognitive theory of media literacy helps in explaining how media literacy awareness and competences can influence students’ ability to critically analyse and evaluate the information encountered on social media platforms.
2.2.2 Uses and Gratifications Theory
Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1973) highlights the core assumptions of uses and gratifications theory: media users are active and not passive; the choice of any media depends on its purpose and is meant to satisfy particular need(s); and media audiences are aware of their motivation for using any media. Individuals use the media to seek different gratifications, sometimes for information, other times for entertainment, social interaction and other personal gratifications. Kim and Rubin (1997) presented three ways by which audience activity facilitates media effects: selectivity, that is, people expose themselves to particular media content; attention - people put up efforts in form of attention to specific needs and involvement, that is, people pick so much interest in some particular media message that they develop relationship with some characters. In the context of this study, social media platforms serve as important sources of information and social engagement for young users, who often rely on these platforms for news and updates, interaction with peers, and participation in public discourse (Whiting & Williams, 2013). However, the motivations that influence social media use may also influence the ways social media content are processed and evaluated. For instance, individuals who use social media primarily for entertainment or social interaction may not be enthusiastic about verifying the source of information compared to those who use these platforms mainly to get information (Lee & Ma, 2012). As a result, the motivations underlying social media use may shape users’ susceptibility to misinformation.
Methodology
Research Design
A cross-sectional survey research design was adopted to examine social media literacy awareness and skills among Nigeran undergraduates with relation to handling misinformation and disinformation.  Data were collected using a structured questionnaire comprising demographics and Likert scale items. To ensure the content validity, the instrument was subjected to expert review. 
Population of the Study
The population of the study comprised of undergraduate students from two universities in Southwest Nigeria: Federal University of Technology Akure (FUTA) and Joseph Ayo Babalola University (JABU). These universities were selected because they represent both private and public higher education institutions, thereby providing a more diverse perspective on students’ digital engagement and media literacy experiences. FUTA represents a public, science-focused public university known for its diverse student population from various social background while JABU was selected purposively being the first entrepreneurial private university in Nigeria, moreso that entrepreneurial skills of critical thinking and innovation are closely aligned with media literacy skills.
Sample Size Determination
According to institutional records obtained from both universities, the estimated undergraduate student population was approximately: 20,100 students from the Federal University of Technology, Akure and 5000 students from Joseph Ayo Babalola University (JABU). The sample size for the study was determined using Taro Yamane’s (1967) formula for sample size determination, which is commonly used in social science research when studying large populations.
The formula is expressed as:
Where:
· n = sample size 
· N = population size 
· e = margin of error (0.05) 
Using the estimated population of 24,100 students, the calculated sample size for the study was 393 respondents.
Sampling Technique and Proportional Allocation
A multi-stage sampling technique was employed to ensure adequate representation of students from both universities. From FUTA and JABU, faculties were randomly and purposively selected based on their relevance to the study and diversity of academic disciplines respectively.  In FUTA, five (5) faculties were randomly selected out of the existing ten (10) faculties in the school. From each of the selected faculties, one department was randomly selected using a simple random sampling technique. A list of all the departments in each of the selected faculties was assigned an identification number, a department from the faculties was then picked randomly. This resulted in five departments to represent FUTA. 
For JABU, two (2) faculties were purposively selected, a purposive sampling method was used to select one department per faculty, this produced two departments to represent JABU, these departments were those that were relevant to the research focus. The final stage of the selection process involved the selection of participants from the randomly and purposively selected departments respectively from the two institutions. The overall sample size of three hundred and ninety-three (393) was proportionally distributed using their total undergraduate populations: 311 and 82 participants to FUTA and JABU respectively.

Table 1: Proportional Ratio according to Institution’s Population
	Institution
	Population
	Proportion (Ni/N)
	Allocated Sample    
(ni = (Ni/N) X n)
	Approximate

	FUTA
	19,100
	0.7925
	0.7925 X 393 = 311.4525
	311

	JABU
	5000
	0.2075
	0.2075 X 393 = 81.5475
	 82

	Total
	24,100
	
	
	393


Source: Field Survey, 2025
Reliability of the Instrument
[bookmark: _Hlk228276539]The reliability of the instrument was established through a pilot study involving about twenty (20) undergraduate students selected outside universities used in this study. Afterwards, Cronbach’s alpha was employed to evaluate the internal consistency of the instrument, yielding a coefficient of 0.959, which indicated a high level of reliability


Data Collection 
A total of 393 questionnaires were distributed to undergraduate students across the two universities. Out of the distributed questionnaires, 315 were completed and returned, representing a response rate of approximately 80.2%. This was deemed sufficient for the statistical analysis, and the survey responses were subsequently used in the quantitative aspect of the research. 
Ethical Consideration
Informed consent was obtained from participants used in the study. The participants were also assured of their anonymity and confidentiality.
Results and Discussion
Demographic Characteristics of Respondents
The personal profile of the participants is crucial in understanding their level of awareness of media literacy and skills in social media literacy. All the participants belonged to different courses and levels of study; thereby providing a wide profile of an undergraduate's encounter with media. 
Table 2: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (n = 315)
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Age Group (Years)
	16–20
21 – 25 
26 – 30 
Total
	160
125
30
315
	50.8
39.7
9.5
100

	Gender
	Male
Female
Total
	164
151
315
	52.1
47.9
100

	University
	Joseph Ayo Babalola University (JABU)
Federal University of Technology Akure (FUTA)
Total
	61
254
315
	19.4
80.6
100

	Academic Level
	100 Level
200 Level
300 Level
400 Level
500 Level
Total
	62
66
48
64
75
315
	19.7
21.0
15.2
20.3
23.8
100


Source: Field Survey, 2025
The age distribution of respondents indicates that the majority (50.8%) are within the age range of 16-20, the next majority (39.7%) are within the 21-25 range while only a few (9.5%) fall within the 26-30 range. The gender distribution reveals that the sample is fairly even with males at 52.1% of the total respondents, females at 47.9% of the total respondents. The number of respondents per institution shows that the greater part of the respondents (80.6%) come from Federal University of Technology Akure, while only 19.4% came from Joseph Ayo Babalola University. With reference to the level of study, the majority of the respondents were 500 level students (23.8%), 200 level students followed (21.0%), 400 level students took third place (20.3%), 100 level students had fourth position (19.7%), and 300 level students make up the final fifth majority (15.2%). Overall, the groups are made of students aged between 16-25 years, there is an equal distribution between males and females and there is representation across different levels of study thus representing a wide range of undergraduate students from various faculties and departments.
Table 3. Distribution of Social Media Platforms Most Frequently Used 
	Respondent Group
	Sample Size
	Most Popular Platform(s)
	Percentage (%)
	Other Platforms & Percentages
	Least Popular Platform(s)

	First batch
	Not specified
	Facebook
	36.2
	TikTok 31.7, WhatsApp 20.3, Instagram 6.7, X 4.1
	SnapChat 1.0

	Second batch
	241
	WhatsApp
	31.1
	Instagram 26.1, TikTok 24.9
	X/Twitter 13.7, SnapChat 2.9, LinkedIn 1.2

	Subset 1
	183
	WhatsApp
	50.3
	X 17.5, Instagram 15.3, SnapChat 14.2
	LinkedIn 2.7

	Subset 2
	102
	WhatsApp
	40.2
	X/Twitter 18.6, SnapChat 32.4
	LinkedIn 8.8

	Small group 1
	50
	SnapChat
	48.0
	WhatsApp 38.0
	LinkedIn 14.0

	Small group 2
	21
	SnapChat
	66.7
	—
	LinkedIn 33.3

	Smallest group
	9
	LinkedIn
	100
	—
	—


Source: Field Survey, 2025
The demographics show a significant use of social media and access through mobile devices only, indicating a significant dedication of time in these platforms every day. The dominant usage of Facebook, WhatsApp, and TikTok social media sites shows a mix of applications in these social media sites. Moreover, the data indicates significant usage of these platforms, and it denotes participation in these sites, not simply being on the sites, and this makes social media platforms a significant platform for information, entertainment and communication. The evidence from these data points out that social media sites are significant parts of the daily routine of the students in Nigeria. Considering the demography of respondents, a picture arises of people who are connected, but who lack some of the resources to fully manage the information present online in this current society. This implies that to understand the ability of these users to correctly process information presented on the various social media platforms, a better picture of how well the students use and process information must be obtained. While frequent social media use increases exposure to information, it also increases exposure to misinformation and disinformation circulating within digital networks (Vosoughi, Roy & Aral, 2018).
Awareness of Media Literacy as a Tool for Detecting Misinformation
Objective One: Awareness of Media Literacy as a Tool to Fight Misinformation and Disinformation
Table 4: Descriptive Statistics of the Awareness of Media Literacy 
	
	N
	Min
	Max
	Mean
	SD

	1. I know what “media literacy” means.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.39
	1.01

	2. I am aware of strategies to detect false information.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.10
	1.05

	3. I have heard of professional fact‑checking organisations.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.09
	1.01

	4. I know how to access credible news databases.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.57
	0.90

	5. I know how to critically appraise social media content.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.62
	0.81

	6. I recognise the difference between misinformation and disinformation.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.67
	1.01

	7. I believe media literacy reduces vulnerability to false news.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	4.17
	0.83

	8. I believe media literacy training is important for students.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	4.38
	0.89

	9. I think universities should include media literacy in their curriculum.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	4.00
	0.92

	10. I can teach my peers basic media literacy skills.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.28
	1.03

	11. I have discussed media literacy topics in class.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	2.91
	1.04

	Valid N (listwise)
	315
	
	
	
	


Source: Field Survey, 2025
The results of students’ awareness of media literacy, measured across three major constructs (cognitive, affective, and behavioural) indicate an overall moderate level of awareness, as shown in Table 4. The cognitive dimension (familiarity and conceptual understanding) had mean ratings ranging from 3.09 to 3.67 (items 1–6); the affective dimension (attitudes toward what students believe they know) ranged from 4.00 to 4.38 (items 7–9); and the behavioural dimension (application of what they believe they know) ranged from 2.91 to 3.28 (items 10–11) on a 5-point Likert scale. The standard deviation ranging from 0.83 to 1.05 further supports a moderate consensus on awareness amongst the participants. 
In areas like understanding what media literacy is (M = 3.39, SD = 1.01) and thinking that media literacy ought to be included in curriculum (M = 4.00, SD = 0.92), respondents show comparatively more awareness. These findings show that although students recognise the theoretical value of media literacy, their actual knowledge and experience are still lacking. Comparably, only a reasonable percentage agree that they know how to verify reliable news sources (M = 3.57, SD = 0.90) or how to tell false information from correct information (M = 3.67, SD = 1.01), which indicates that these assessment abilities are less strongly developed.
On if students could teach their classmates basic media literacy skills (M = 3.28, SD = 1.03) or discuss media literacy topics in class (M = 2.91, SD = 1.04), these results in areas that call for active participation or practical exposure appear less developed. Most of the respondents show relatively limited awareness of formal and institutional initiatives to counter disinformation, as seen by their awareness of professional fact-checking groups (M = 3.09, SD = 1.01) and techniques for identifying misleading/false information (M = 3.10, SD = 1.05).
The results point to a lack of development in students' awareness of media literacy as a tool. Only a small percentage show knowledge about fact-checking organisations, peer learning, or classroom involvement, despite the conceptual appreciation of its significance and agreement that it should be taught in universities. This reveals a crucial gap: most Nigerian students may remain unable to effectively use media literacy to combat misinformation and disinformation unless focused interventions that prioritise practical application and hands-on skills are implemented. Media literacy awareness among Nigerian students is still largely superficial.
Objective Two: Current Level of Students’ Social Media Literacy Skills
Table 6: Descriptive Statistics of the Current Level of Social Media Literacy Skills
	
	N
	Min
	Max
	Mean
	SD

	I verify sources before sharing content.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.25
	1.13

	I recognise clickbait headlines easily.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.17
	1.14

	I cross-check information with credible outlets.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.28
	1.20

	I identify biased language in posts.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.25
	1.18

	I know and use fact-checking tools (e.g. factchecking org and Google Reverse Image Search).
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.32
	1.15

	I understand how algorithms personalise my feed.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.28
	1.20

	I distinguish between satire and factual news.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.31
	1.18

	I check the publication dates of articles.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.30
	1.15

	I analyse authors’ credentials for credibility.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.24
	1.24

	I avoid sharing emotionally charged content without verification.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.27
	1.18

	I recognise sponsored/promoted content.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.24
	1.17

	I report suspicious accounts/posts.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.26
	1.13

	I debunk misleading statistics.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.18
	1.25

	I educate peers about misinformation tactics.
	315
	1.00
	5.00
	3.24
	1.18

	Valid N (listwise)
	315
	
	
	
	


Source: Field Survey, 2025
A generally moderate level of engagement in critical online participation is indicated by the descriptive statistics on students' social media literacy skills in Table 18. Most students neither aggressively reject nor strongly apply literacy abilities, according to the results, which show a passive attitude rather than intentional competency. Mean ratings cluster around the middle of the 5-point Likert scale. For example, identifying biased language (M = 3.25, SD = 1.18), identifying clickbait headlines (M = 3.17, SD = 1.14), and checking sources before sharing (M = 3.25, SD = 1.13), are all centred on neutral responses. This is an indication that although students may be aware of these procedures, they are either indifferent to them or do not consistently implement them.
Practices that require more intentional work, such as cross-checking with reliable sources (M = 3.28, SD = 1.20) and employing fact-checking tools (M = 3.32, SD = 1.15) receive average ratings. The absence of higher ratings indicates that while students understand the value of verification, they are typically uninterested in implementing these checks. There is evidence that knowledge exists, but it is not actively turned into conscious media habits which comes from their comprehension of how algorithms personalise feeds (M = 3.28, SD = 1.20) and how to differentiate between satire and genuine news (M = 3.31, SD = 1.18).
More remarkably, literacy behaviours that are proactive or corrective are similarly ignored. Passive evaluative skills are not more strongly endorsed than skills such as reporting suspicious accounts (M = 3.26, SD = 1.13), disproving false statistics (M = 3.18, SD = 1.25), and teaching peers about misinformation methods (M = 3.24, SD = 1.18). This demonstrates that students have a propensity to "notice but ignore" rather than taking responsibility for disputing or rectifying false information.
According to the results, Nigerian students exhibit a pattern of inactivity and indifference about social media literacy skills. Although the indifferent ratings suggest a lack of urgency or responsibility in using these abilities, the students do have little awareness of critical evaluation strategies. This lack of interest draws attention to a crucial gap that reveals that though students may be aware of false information, they do not exhibit the motivation to check or refute it, making them susceptible to subtle manipulation, and unintentionally aiding its spread.
Discussion of Findings
[bookmark: _Hlk219968183]Students’ awareness of media literacy as a tool to combat misinformation and disinformation is moderate, with mean scores ranging from 3.09 to 3.67. This reflects that students have a limited understanding of media literacy as a practical and defensive tool to handle wrong information in the digital space. Although students acknowledge that media literacy is important, this is probably an acknowledgement done in principle as they lack the ability to apply verification strategies or even recognise fact-checking organisations. This points to the fact that their awareness level is superficial and detached from actual practice. The responses reveal a structural gap that suggests higher education institutions do not provide adequate guidance on the importance of media literacy as a critical tool for students to navigate the digital environment responsibly.
This pattern of limited awareness and knowledge of media literacy is consistent with existing research on media literacy awareness among young adults. For instance, Jones-Jang, Mortensen and Liu (2021) report that awareness of fact-checking initiatives and tools is low, even among digitally active students despite the agreement that misinformation is a societal threat. Also, Meiro and Pereira (2019) reports that even though there is limited critical analysis of information among undergraduates, they, however, reveal concerns about disinformation in their lives. In Nigeria, Ogbodo et al (2023) finds that netizens display strong concern about misinformation but are largely unaware of verification tools to check it. These studies align with the current findings and reinforce the position that the awareness of media literacy as a concept is not the same as having the wherewithal to effectively use it.
This finding, from an interpretive stance, reveals that students’ cognitive schema is underdeveloped. Students may associate media literacy with general digital awareness or responsible online behaviour, but they do not recognise it as a strategic tool for combating misinformation and disinformation. The limited awareness of fact-checking processes also points to the fact that students have not accepted or internalised media literacy as an active tool to solve the menace of misinformation. This condition is referred to as ‘pseudo-digital literacy’ which is the illusion of understanding digital issues without the corresponding active and analytical competence needed to handle them. In many tertiary institutions in Nigeria, media literacy education is peripheral and oftentimes embedded in general studies or ICT courses. Therefore, students may not have a holistic perception of media literacy as a distinct discipline or a form of civic or digital empowerment. Thus, since most of them rely on social media as their primary information sources, it is clearly counterproductive that they lack formal exposure to professional fact-checking practices. Consequently, these students’ awareness or knowledge of media literacy is shaped by exposure to social networks rather than by systemic education (Chakrabarti, Rooney and Kweon, 2018). 
This finding has implications for information policy and national development. If the future generation of educated citizens are not aware of social media literacy skills as a tool to safeguard the online space, misinformation will continue to erode public trust, and democratic participation may be distorted and social divisions amplified. The culture of misinformation and disinformation will be entrenched, which may spell doom for citizens who find themselves on social media but are totally unaware of how to safely navigate their way, especially around the vast amount of information available online. 
Undergraduate students’ admission of limited familiarity with fact-checking organisations indicates a communication gap between fact-checking agencies or organisations and the country’s youth population. As such, fact-checking bodies in Nigeria may need to intensify their awareness programmes and consider it a responsibility to reach the youths, especially undergraduates. The limited awareness on fact-checking processes may also reflect a culture of passive consumption in the digital space, where users rarely interrogate or question sources of viral content or narratives. This behaviour may contribute to perpetual recycling of misinformation as sharing without critical evaluation can reinforce the culture of false information. However, informed awareness will enable users to act as information gatekeepers, thereby reducing the reach of misinformation across the networks. 
[bookmark: _Hlk219968280]Furthermore, this finding established that before skills can be acquired, individuals must first recognise the importance of the skills and how the skills can be used, which means that for students to acquire social media literacy skills, they must first recognise the benefits and importance of the skills. As a matter of fact, awareness is the first threshold in developing literacy. Thus, creating and strengthening awareness is the foundational step towards cultivating a critically engaged and empowered generation that can resist misinformation and sustain the wellness of the digital spaces. 
[bookmark: _Hlk219980572][bookmark: _Hlk219968360][bookmark: _Hlk219968422]To assess students’ current level of social media literacy skills, the mean scores for all literacy skills (e.g., verifying sources, recognising clickbait) cluster around the neutral point of 3.0 on a 5-point scale. This suggests that participants possess a moderate and passive familiarity with critical social media literacy skills, rather than deliberate mastery of the skills. This ‘neither-here-nor-there’ position indicates possible fluency in social media informational functions as against the deliberate competence needed to evaluate, verify, and challenge any misleading content. The students’ self-reported data of neutrality and uncertainty reveals a lack of actionable tendencies and abilities, where the knowledge of social media use does not necessarily mean informed and critical engagement of the platforms. 
The neutrality and uncertainty displayed uncover a gap between social media dexterity and social media literacy, where one shows students who are proficient users of social media and can create, share and consume online content, and the other is largely about students who critically engage with online content. In other words, students can use social media tools or platforms effectively but cannot always discern or challenge the accuracy of the information being encountered. This finding aligns with previous empirical studies such as Syam and Nurrahmi (2020), which finds that students demonstrate a good skill in using multiple social media platforms and understanding information that they receive, but are not confident in the abilities to distinguish between correct and incorrect information. Also, Papaioannou (2011) discovers that students have the technical skills to use several social media applications but less students demonstrate skills in critically searching and evaluating information. 
[bookmark: _Hlk219968480]The implication of this finding is that the country may be raising digital natives who have the fluency and knowledge to navigate through several social media platforms, have technical skills to use the platforms, create and share content on the platforms with adequate skills, but lack the required skills to handle the misinformation aspect of the platforms, which is equally an essential part of social media literacy. What this implies is that digital citizenship goals are not being met among the Nigerian undergraduates. A digitally responsible citizen should not only be able to access, create and share information, but must also be able to evaluate, challenge, or question the source and authenticity of online content. Another implication of this finding is that in Nigeria, where social media platforms serve as the primary outlet for news and information, the consequence for limited literacy skills may be heightened vulnerability to misinformation-driven division, hate speech, and all types of manipulation. Where misinformation and hate speech thrive, such a community is prone to insecurity and great conflict (Kabbaj, 2023; Liadi, Lawal & Akinrinde, 2024).  
Conclusion and Recommendation
This study sets out to examine the level of social media literacy awareness and skills among undergraduates in south-west, Nigeria. Drawing a sample size of 393 undergraduates from two universities in the region: Federal University of Technology and Joseph Ayo Babalola University, the study employed a quantitative (survey) research method. This study is not only significant for universities but also for media education policies and practices. The findings revealed that students demonstrated limited awareness of media literacy concepts and tools. Though many recognised the importance of verification and evaluation, few could apply practical verification strategies. Also, the undergraduates’ competence/skills level clustered around neutral mid-point, their self-reported responses on competence reflected a passive rather than deliberate engagement or mastery of verification skills. The study also revealed that the undergraduates have dexterity in technical skills of accessing information, but lack hands-on training or mastery in digital information evaluation. 
Putting the study in contextual perspective, social media literacy awareness is necessary in building a responsible digital citizenship. Awareness forms a basic threshold upon which skills are built. So, for Nigerian undergraduates to be skilled in social media literacy to combat misinformation and disinformation, there has to be sufficient awareness. There must be social media literacy skills hands-on trainings to develop cognitive literacy among Nigerian undergraduates. Such training may include training in fact-checking methods, reverse image searches, source evaluation, and algorithms. 
Lastly, the study recommends raising awareness about verification and factchecking strategies. This can be done by fact-checking institutions. Also, media literacy courses should be incorporated into the university curriculum. This will equip the undergraduates to analyse digital content critically. It is important for policy makers and education stakeholders to come to the realisation that active engagement in the digital world does not automatically guarantee digital literacy. Since social media plays a significant role in current communication landscape of undergraduates, it may be necessary to consider it a critical part of democratic communication to develop critical thinking skills on published digital information.
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