











Insurrection was one of the darkest moments
of American democracy, with lawmakers
describing that they feared for their lives, over
140 police officers being injured and five people

losing their lives.

The cost of distrust

When truth becomes hard to distinguish from
fiction, many people simply stop trusting.
Studies show that even just knowing misinfor-
mation exists makes people less confident in
public institutions, from public health to

elections [7].

This erosion of trust is the biggest threat disinfor-
mation brings along. If people believe elections
are rigged, why vote? If they believe the media
lies, why listen? If they believe public institutions

are corrupt, why participate in civic life at all?.

In the U.S., about 65% of people - especially

young adults - say that thinking about politics
makes them feel exhausted or frustrated [8].We
see similar trends around the world: in Europe,
one in five youths say they prefer authoritaria-
nism, as their trust in democracy has eroded [9].
Similarly, in Latin America, only 21% of youths
say they trust their government [10], while 60%
of African youth say they are “not very” or “not at
all” satisfied with the way democracy works in

their country [11].

Many have tuned out altogether, not because
they don’t care, but because they feel they no
longer can trust political processes. Here’s
the paradox: in an age of ‘social’ media and
hyperconnectivity, people feel more divided
than ever. This did not occur by accident - this

division has been systematically created.



Because division keeps us from each other, and

it keeps us from forming movements of change.

If we want to counter misinformation, we have
to go beyond fact-checking. We have to
rebuild trust and reconnect with our
communities. That starts with making
political discourse less identity-based, and
more relational. Acknowledging that for the
most part, we have more in common than
what divides us and focusing on our common

goals and needs: safety for our children, food

on the table, a liveable future.

We need media and digital literacy, yes - but
we need to move beyond that, to re-building
empathy: digging deeper than just what
people believe, but putting ourselves in their
shoes and becoming curious about why they
believe it. We need platforms to take responsi-

bility for the architecture of amplification

they’ve created - and for the harms they’ve

allowed to spread in the name of engagement.

And perhaps most urgently, we need stories:
counter-narratives that reconnect us to our
shared realities and futures. Because if polari-
sation thrives on fear, maybe truth can begin
with curiosity. And if misinformation isolates,
maybe democracy begins again when we

choose to reconnect.

If those in power are abusing false narratives
to grasp onto power and drive division, the
antidote is communities coming together to
empower themselves with knowledge,
literacy and connection. This can involve
launching independent publications to share
counternarratives, hosting skills-share works-
hops on media literacy, educating ourselves

on Al and taking a more active role in our

communities to fight division.






Misinformation and digital news habits

When we asked our 50 Percent community, the vast majority said they are
concerned about misinformation, with 75% describing it as a very serious
problem. While most 50 Percenters believe they can identify misleading

content, research paints a more complicated picture:

Studies from the University of Cambridge and UBC found that Gen
Z are among the most susceptible to misinformation, despite

assumptions of strong digital literacy [12].

The study also found that:
« The Misinformation Susceptibility Test (MIST) revealed that older adults
often outperform younger ones in spotting fake news headlines. Only 11% of

18-29 year-olds achieved high accuracy compared to 36% of those aged 65+.

- Reliance on social platforms like Snapchat, TikTok or Instagramis linked to
lower accuracy in identifying misinformation. By contrast, young people who

turn to reputable outlets such as Reuters or NPR scored significantly better.
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Polarisation and division

In a survey ran amongst the 50 Percent
community, over 90% of respondents felt their
communities were divided, mirroring broader
concerns about polarisation. International

research supports this perception:

- The Glocalities survey found that social
media algorithms are actively magnif-

ying polarisation, especially among young
men, nudging them from moderate views

towards more extreme positions by feeding

them polarising content.

- In the U.S., 65% of people say politics
makes them feel exhausted or frustrated,
with young Americans particularly likely to
disengage due to polarisation and toxic
political discourse.

This sense of division not only impacts
political participation but also contri-
butes to wider feelings of cynicism and

mistrust in institutions.

Artificial intelligence: opportunity and concern

Al is already a major part of young people’s
lives. In a survey ran by the 50 Percent, 87%
reported using Al, often for studying, writing
or creative tasks. However:

- Trust in Al is split, with 62% saying they do
not trustit.

- Very few have been taught how to use Al
safely and effectively (only 31%), yet nearly
all (94%) say they want training.

This shows both a gap and an opportunity:
while Al tools are widely adopted, young
people are navigating them largely without
formal guidance, leaving them vulnerable to

misuse or misinformation generated by Al
systems themselves.

Overall, recent studies on how young people
are engaging with polarisation and fake news
shows that there is a significant educational
gap. While young people may feel very
empowered to spot false information,
research shows that they are much more
susceptible than they think [5] - making them
an easy target to fall for harmful narratives. At
the same time, young people want to learn
how to use tools like social media more
effectively, and feel more equipped to

address the polarisation in their communities.
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Spotting misinformation

& false narratives online

The age of (dis)information?

Misinformation and disinformation have existed, but, as
we previously explored, have definitely been made worse by
social media.

Social media platforms were designed to capture our attention. The
algorithms that power them optimise for engagement, not truth. They
feed us content that keeps us emotionally hooked, which often means
content that confirms our beliefs, intensifies our anger or reinforces “us

vs them” dynamics.

And with new technologies like generative Al, that speed is only increa-
sing [14]. “Deepfake” videos and Al-generated audio can now imitate
real people, making it hard for the general public to know what is real

and what is not.



Al also supercharges content creation, with bots being able to churn out
hundreds of misleading posts an hour, tailoring messages to specific user
profiles and flooding platforms with what looks like grassroots sentiment.
This creates a manufactured consent, where extremist views are strategi-
cally seeded and algorithmically boosted, making them seem more widely

accepted than they are.

Fake stories spread fast online. In fact, roughly one in five TikTok
videos contains misinformation. However, there are things that
you can do to feel more empowered in spotting false information
and stopping the spread of false narratives.

Recognise misinformation on your feed

Not everything on your feed is true, and just because something has
been shared widely does not mean it’s true. On platforms like TikTok or
Instagram, a creator’s follower count or likes might make them seem
like experts, but popularity is not expertise [15]. Short videos (someti-
mes just seconds long) leave little room for nuance or context, so
creators might oversimplify or leave out facts. Be sceptical if a post has

any of these red flags:

- Sensational or clickbait claims: outrageous headlines, hyperbolic

language and emotional triggers to get your attention.

- No credible source or evidence: if someone is dropping “facts”
online without citing where they got them, that’s something you
should be wary about. Misinformation posts often can’t be substan-
tiated with credible sources - they might rely on personal anecdotes
or baseless assertions instead. Check if reputable news sites or
experts are reporting the same thing. If a wild story isn’t being talked

about by any known reliable outlets, chances are it’s fake.

- Urgency and pressure to share: phrases like “Share this NOW before
it gets deleted!” or “Everyone needs to see this!!!” are common in viral
false posts. Creators of fake content induce a sense of urgency on
purpose, because they want you to react emotionally and hit repost

without thinking. Don’t let them rush you - pause and verify first.



Example: there has been a rampant rise of misinformation on social
media around birth control [16]. Now, while the industry is far from
perfect and there are various reasons why people with uterus are
choosing to stop taking birth control, as always, this is a nuanced
conversation to be had. But there is very little room for nuance on
social media. And when influencers start posing as health experts,
sharing emotional, experience-based stories asking women to stop

taking birth control, this can be a problem.

While many of these experiences may be valid, and the choice to go off
birth control may have been the right one for that particular person,
individual experience is not medical expertise. And when this experience is
used to generalise and spread fears, this creates dangerous conditions.

Because nothing exists in a vacuum - while stories may have been shared
from a place of good intentions, they are also being shared in a world

where not every woman has access to healthcare and reproductive care.

While it is important to share the experiences of women on birth control,
and hold the pharmaceutical industry accountable, presenting them as
absolute truth denies the advances that women have experienced due to
birth control, such as higher education rates [17], health benéfits,
managing chronic illnesses and having more assertiveness over their

destinies.

So, when you encounter individuals presenting as experts,
always consider the context.

Looking at the conversation on birth control on social media, this type of
one-sided, fear-based content is experiencing a rise in a post Roe v. Wade
America, where we know that certain groups are implementing political
strategies to attack women’s rights and may well be playing on the

well-founded fears of women around birth control.



Good to know

Roe v. Wade was a 1973 USA Supreme Court
casethat made abortion legal across the U.S.,
saying the Constitution protects a woman’s
right to choose. In 2022, this decision was
overturned, allowing each state to make its
own abortion laws, putting many women’s
reproductive rights, healthcare access and

bodily autonomy at risk.

It's also important to remember that many
influencers who are discussing this may be
pursuing their own interests. For example, they
may be trying to sell you a holistic health
course, stating that they can teach you how to
address your PCOS symptoms without medica-
tion.

Always ask yourself: who is this person?

What is their motive? Are they trying to
sell me something?

Personal experiences are powerful, but they are
not unbiased. Make sure you are considering
this when consuming content. \ ‘

How Al and algorithms can fool you

Be wary of looking at Al as a source of ultimate truth. While Al chatbots like ChatGPT may
sound confident when giving answers, they may be replicating false information found
online. If you are uncertain, always verify information through other means, such as
trusted websites, books and experts. Al may be a great tool to summarise key points or

direct you to sources, but be mindful not to let it replace actual research.

Social media algorithms (the recommendation systems on TikTok, Instagram, YouTu-

be, etc.) are another thing to be mindful of. These algorithms love showing you stuff



similar to what you already liked or watched. Click one flat-earth video or extremist
meme, and the platform might keep feeding you more. Before you know it, you’rein a
filter bubble or echo chamber - basically a loop of one-sided content only shown to
people who probably already agree with you. Users who engage with misleading
content are more likely to be shown similar videos, creating an echo chamber where
misinformation flourishes.The algorithm isn’t trying to lie to you; it’s just trying to
keep you hooked. But this can reinforce false or extreme narratives because you stop
seeing other perspectives. Break out by actively seeking diverse views and sources

(follow different creators, read various news outlets) to pop that bubble.

Al can also create fake content that looks scarily real. Ever see an unreal photo or
video and wonder if it’s a deepfake? Modern Al can produce lifelike images, videos
(“deepfakes”) or audio clips that are hard to tell from reality. If a photo or video is
shocking or “too perfect”, it might be an Al fabrication. Don’t be afraid to question it:

“Could this be fake or edited?” Use tools (like reverse image search) to see if that

media has been debunked.

Stay alert to manipulative
narratives

Disinformation isn’t just about wrong facts -
often it’s tied to harmful narratives that try to
manipulate how you feel or think. The people
pushing these false stories know that if they
get an emotional reaction from you, or if you
identify some part of yourself or your
experiences with the stories they are sharing,
you are more likely to believe the facts in said
story - and to re-share it. If you’re reading or
watching something and it's making you
really annoyed, angry or terrified, pause and

examine that feeling. Is the content delibera-

tely playing on your emotions?

Those tactically trying to spread disinforma-
tion often use our emotions against us,
because we tend to see information through
the lens of feelings rather than logic. It’s
human - we all do it. But being aware of it

helps you stay in control.

Watch out for a few common tactics used by
those trying to use false information to

spread polarising narratives:

- Us vs. Them stories: politically polarising
content is everywhere, especially during
elections or big social debates. If a post or

video paints one group as heroes and the other



as pure evil (with no in-between), be sceptical.
Real life is usually more complex. Extreme
memes or rants that blame a particular group
for all problems or use divisive language might
be trying to manipulate you. Question posts
that seem designed to stir up partisan hate or

that oversimplify issues into good vs. bad.

Fear-mongering and hate: does the
content make you feel afraid for your life or
safety? Does it single out an ethnicity, gender,
religion or other identity as dangerous or evil?
That’s a big red flag. For example, rumours
that immigrants are coming to do X terrible
thing or such-and-such a group is behind a
secret plot often turn out false, yet they
spread because they exploit fears or prejudi-
ces. Similarly, hot-button issues like immigra-
tion, gender rights or vaccines are common
targets for false narratives. The more a story
tries to make you scared or angry at a certain

group, the more carefully you should vet it.

- Conspiracy theories: these are the wild
stories claiming everything is secretly
controlled by some evil cabal, and that
anyone who disagrees is “in on it.” Classic
traits of conspiracies include extreme distrust
of any official information, a belief that
random events are all connected by a hidden
plotand aninsistence that anyone debunking

itis part of the conspiracy. Conspiracy

content often plays on the feeling of being “in
the know” or part of a special group that sees
“the truth.” It can be enticing, but it is impor-
tant to think critically. If a claim lacks solid

evidence, it’s probably false.

The key is to think about why a piece of
content was made. Is it informing you, or is it
manipulating you? If you suspect the latter,
trust your gut and dig deeper (or just scroll on
by). By staying alert to these tactics, you keep
control of your own narrative instead of

getting played by someone else’s.

Remember:

You have agency. While the rise of mis- and
disinformation may cause you to worry,
you are not powerless. You get to decide
what you believe and spread. By staying
curious, checking facts and thinking critica-
lly, you can play a critical role in stopping

the spread of false narratives in its tracks.

You can absolutely continue to enjoy social
media and be critically aware of it as a tool to
spread false narratives. Being a responsible
digital citizen isn’t about never making
mistakes - it’s about caring enough to seek the
truth, having honest (and potentially uncomfor-
table) conversations, holding space for nuance

and being mindful of what you share online.



We spoke to Roots, an organisation focused on driving change through a
community-centred approach, on how we can build movements focused

on connection, not division. Here is their advice:

“The deepening sense of polarisation is disconnecting us from each

other and making it much harder to organise, build power and

work collectively to create positive change in the world around us.

To move forward, we need to change the story by leading with
empathy, centring shared values, and listening; even when we
disagree. It’s not about compromising principles, but about recogni-
sing each other’s experiences as important, even if they are different

from our own.

This means meeting people where they are and seeking to unders-
tand their daily realities. When we build stories grounded in what
brings us together rather than what separates us, we can spark
deep connections that bridge large divides”.

— Roots Team
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Can we move from fear to curiosity?

Why is storytelling so fundamental to influen-
cing public policy, reconciliation and activism
[18]? Because all three are about connecting
with people and making them think of an
issuein away they haven’t before. Thatis why
there has never been an activist movement

without a central story at its heart.

In today’s world, where polarisation is
rampant and individualism, separation and
competition are systematically pushed on us,
storytelling can help us re-connect with one
another and build the trust and collaborative
spirit needed to create movements and push
for systems transformation. As division in our
societies grows, telling stories can remind us

of our shared humanity, helping us to move

from fear to curiosity.

As we previously explored, storytelling is
incredibly effective in connecting us to our
emotions and spreading ideas. Currently, we
are seeing this being used by the political
class mostly to drive division. In many cases, a
‘common enemy’ is identified who is scape-
goated for existing social and economic
problems. This disempowers us, it leaves us

unfocused and fearful.

If we look at trans women for example, from
the US to the UK, there are high-level political
debates focused on the ‘threat’ trans women
pose to cis-women in female bathrooms. But
as a recent study by UCLA demonstrates,
there is no link between trans women using
female bathrooms and an increase of safety

risks for cis-women.




“As a cis-woman, I have never felt threatened by the presence of
a trans woman. What I am afraid of are domestic violence statis-
tics and the fact that women are most likely to be killed by their
partners, making sharing a house with a cis-man one of the most

dangerous things I can do. I am terrified of the rape culture that

propagates our societies and the fact that so many men still fail

to speak up when their peers cross the line. And I want to scream

when I continue to see governments fail to protect women, and

instead focus on the non-existent risk apparently posed by the

person washing their hands next to me in a public bathroom.

I am in disbelief when I see other women celebrating court

rulings that define womanhood by the genitalia we were born

with, as if there is not much more that we share. I welcome

different narratives that celebrate the common humanity we

share with our trans sisters, and connect us in the fight against

the patriarchy that keeps us all (including men!) oppressed.”

Vanessa Terschluse, The 50 Percent

Immigration is another example. It is discon-
certing to see how, across the world, numerous
nations are becoming less and less welcoming
to those that emigrate looking for work and a
better future, or refuge from war and persecu-
tion. Our leaders (or is it the corporations that
fund their campaigns?) want us to believe that
the reason for poverty, lack of access to resour-
ces such as housing, education and healthcare
are the immigrants who lift our economies and
take on much needed roles, instead of income

inequality, unfair tax systems that benefit

billionaires and corporations and a lack of

investment in public well-being.

But if these are the current dominating
narratives, how do we create new ones?

Narratives are not neutral. They can be used to
persuade people that a minority group needs to
be fought against, they can push fear, violence
and authoritarianism. But they can also help
usher us into a more just, equitable and abundant
world. To create new stories that bring us closer
to the future we want, we need to understand

what narratives are and how they work.



Types of narratives

Master narratives

Master narratives are the stories that are most recurrent in our societies.
They dominate mainstream media, political discourse and play a large

role in how we perceive the world around us.

Counter narratives

Stories and narratives that don’t conform to the ‘master narrative’ are
referred to as ‘counter narratives’. Counter narratives are an emerging
toolin storytelling for change and are used to de-construct, discreditand

demystify harmful narratives.

Alternative narratives

Alternative narratives do just that - they present an alternative for
harmful and unhelpful narratives, focusing on what we are ‘for’ rather
than what we are ‘against’. They may not directly target destructive or
outdated narratives, but they present a more positive, hopeful choice. By
providing alternative proposals and highlighting their positives, rather

than focusing on the negatives or trade-offs, alternative narratives can be

extremely influential in shaping political debates or public opinion.




Currently, the master narratives dominating in most countries are based
on fear. And this is directly contributing to the rise of fascism and
ultra-conservatism that we are observing. Fear is fundamental to
fascism, because societies with the most isolated, disconnected people
are the easiest prey for dictators (at least according to German historian

Hannah Arendt - and we think she would know).

Fascism wants us to panic. It does not want us to critically assess
information, question narrative orimagine a better future. Knowing this,
we can use our newfound understanding of narratives to push for a
different direction in our communities. By strategically creating and
making use of counter narratives and alternative narratives, we can
move away from fear of others, the future and a feeling that there is not
enough to go around for us all, towards a place of curiosity of what
makes us different and what we have in common, of questioning the
status-quo and challenging hateful narratives pushed upon us, arriving
in a state where we can join together to imagine a more peaceful,

prosperous and equal future.




The power of storytelling

to build counternarratives

Storytelling cuts through noise. While polarisation thrives on abstraction,
on “the other,” the enemy, the threat, stories root us in the particular and
the personal. They invite empathy. They remind us that behind every label
is a person with a name, a family and a set of hopes not so different from
our own. Where polarisation says “choose a side,” storytelling says “try

to understand.” And that understanding is where healing begins.




To be effective, however, counternarratives must follow a different

set of principles than the fear-based stories we're trying to disrupt.

First

Second



Fourth

Finally, tell stories that open doors, not close them. When our narratives
make space for others to see themselves within them, they become
invitations—not weapons. If we want to create a culture of tolerance,
climate justice, community and care, we need stories that don't just call out
what’s wrong—>but call in those who've been alienated by fear, shame or
disillusionment.

Storytelling isn't a luxury in this fight. It's an essential tool of democratic
resistance and transformation. To counter polarisation, to push back
against the tide of cynicism, to reclaim our collective future—we need to
tell better stories. Stories that bridge divides. Stories that spark curiosity.
Stories that help us remember that while the world is complex, we still
belong to each other.
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