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Culturally successful rumors are commonly attributed to a credible friend of a friend, but little
is known about how this sourcing can boost rumors’ propagation. In three online experiments
(N = 1824) we found that attribution to a credible friend of a friend increased a rumor’s
perceived plausibility (Figure 1), and participants’ willingness to share it. Moreover, when
sharing the rumors, participants systemically shortened the number of friends between them
and the initial source (Table 1). Along linear transmission chains, rumors attributed to a friend
of a friend disappeared after just a few episodes of transmission, whereas rumors attributed
to a single friend largely dominated the rumor pool (Figure 2). Yet, in natural settings,
successful rumors are not heard just once (like in linear transmission chains) but multiple
times, and from a variety of sources. Adding two degrees of redundancy could allow rumors
attributed to a credible friend of a friend to stabilize in human populations (Figure 3).
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Figure 1. Boxplot of each rumor estimated 
plausibility depending on its source. 

Table 1. Number of links reported (x axis) by participants as a function of the number of links received (y
axis). All the rumors received mentioned a credible source. The blue column corresponds to the
dominant transmission pattern for source with a credible source (two links: e.g., a friend of a friend). The
orange column corresponds to the dominant transmission pattern for source with no credible source
(one link: e.g., a friend). The number in bold correspond to the number of links participants should have
reported if they had wanted to accurately describe how they had received the rumor.

Figure 2. Simulation of the evolution of the number of links in 
conjunction to the credibility of the source (based on Table 2, with 3 
and 4 links merged). At equilibrium, about 80% of rumors in the 
population have a source with only one link and no credible source.

Figure 3. Evolution of 
the proportion of 
individuals 
transmitting the 
rumor. The number of 
sources has a large 
impact on rumor 
diffusion. The lines in 
red correspond to the 
reported experimental 
values. The simulations 
are based on a 
population of 1000 
rumors with four 
sources (20% with a 
two links, credible 
source attribution) at 
generation 1.
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