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Confronting Disinformation in American Media 

The morning routine is familiar to millions of Americans. Coffee in hand, we scroll through 
our phones, scan headlines, and consume snippets of news before our day truly begins. 
In these brief moments, we're making dozens of unconscious decisions about what to 
believe, what to question, and what to dismiss. Yet increasingly, this simple act has 
become a minefield. The information landscape we navigate daily is riddled with 
falsehoods, manipulations, and carefully crafted disinformation designed to shape our 
understanding of the world around us. 

"I just don't know what to believe anymore," said Martha Jenkins, a retired schoolteacher 
from Ohio whom I interviewed for this book. "Every news channel says something 
different. My Facebook feed is full of shocking stories. My own family members can't 
agree on basic facts. How did we get here?" 

Martha's frustration echoes across America. The question of how we arrived at this 
fractured information ecosystem is complex, but understanding our current predicament is 
essential to finding a way forward. This chapter explores the nature of our disinformation 
crisis, its profound consequences for American democracy, and practical approaches to 
rebuilding a shared foundation of truth. 

The Anatomy of Disinformation 

Before diving into solutions, we need to understand what we're dealing with. 
Disinformation differs from simple misinformation. While misinformation refers to false 
information spread without malicious intent, disinformation is deliberately created and 
distributed to deceive. Think of misinformation as an accidental fire started by a neglected 
campsite; disinformation is arson. 

The modern disinformation landscape includes several key elements: 

Foreign interference campaigns target American audiences with divisive content designed 
to inflame existing tensions. These sophisticated operations use fake accounts, 
manipulated media, and artificial amplification to create the impression of widespread 
support for extremist viewpoints. 

Domestic political actors sometimes deploy misleading narratives to advance their 
agendas, presenting selective facts while omitting crucial context. What begins as spin 
can evolve into outright falsehood when left unchecked. 
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Profit-motivated fabrication has become a thriving industry. Websites mimicking legitimate 
news sources generate revenue through advertising by producing sensational, often 
entirely fictional stories designed to provoke strong emotional responses and sharing. 

Social media algorithms, designed to maximize engagement, inadvertently promote the 
most emotionally charged content, regardless of its accuracy. The content that makes us 
angry, afraid, or outraged is precisely what these systems are engineered to amplify. 

The collapse of local journalism has left information vacuums across America. As 
hometown newspapers disappear, communities lose trusted sources of verified 
information about issues directly affecting their lives. These voids are quickly filled by 
actors with various agendas. 

"The problem isn't just that false information exists," explained Dr. Eliza Montgomery, 
media researcher at the Center for Digital Citizenship. "It's that our information ecosystem 
actively rewards the creation and spreading of disinformation while failing to support 
quality journalism." 

Why This Matters: The Stakes for American Democracy 

The consequences of widespread disinformation extend far beyond momentary 
confusion. Democracy depends on citizens making informed decisions based on a shared 
understanding of reality. When we can no longer agree on basic facts, the foundations of 
democratic governance begin to crack. 

Consider the practical impacts we're already witnessing: 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, health disinformation led many Americans to reject 
protective measures and vaccines, resulting in preventable deaths and prolonged 
economic disruption. Entire communities made life-or-death decisions based on 
fabricated claims about treatments and government intentions. 

Electoral integrity faces unprecedented challenges as false claims about voting systems 
spread rapidly. Elections officials across the country report receiving threats fueled by 
disinformation campaigns. The ability to conduct and peacefully transfer power—a 
cornerstone of democracy—now faces significant threats. 

Public trust in institutions continues to erode as Americans are repeatedly told that 
scientists, journalists, educators, and public health officials are engaged in elaborate 
conspiracies. This breakdown in trust makes addressing any collective challenge nearly 
impossible. 
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Community cohesion suffers as neighbors view each other with increasing suspicion. 
Families find themselves divided not just by differing opinions but by entirely separate 
perceptions of reality. 

"When we can't agree on what's happening, we can't possibly agree on what to do about 
it," noted former Republican congressman Michael Stevens. "Governance becomes 
impossible when half the population believes problems don't exist, or conversely, sees 
catastrophes where there are none." 

Despite these challenges, there are concrete steps we can take to address disinformation 
while preserving the free exchange of ideas that democracy requires. The solution isn't 
censorship—it's building a more resilient information environment where quality 
information can thrive and citizens have the tools to distinguish fact from fiction. 

Strengthening Media Literacy 

Perhaps the most direct approach to fighting disinformation is equipping Americans with 
stronger critical thinking skills. Media literacy education teaches people to evaluate 
sources, recognize manipulation techniques, and approach information with appropriate 
skepticism. 

The state of Illinois recently mandated media literacy education in all public high schools. 
The curriculum teaches students to ask key questions: Who created this content? What is 
their motivation? What evidence supports their claims? What perspectives might be 
missing? 

"We're not telling students what to think," explained curriculum developer Jasmine 
Williams. "We're teaching them how to think—how to evaluate claims independently 
rather than accepting information at face value." 

Media literacy initiatives shouldn't stop with young people. Community programs across 
the country are bringing these skills to adults through library workshops, continuing 
education courses, and online resources.  

The National Association of Media Literacy Education has developed toolkits specifically 
designed for senior citizens, who are often targeted by disinformation campaigns. 

Rebuilding Local Journalism 

The decline of local news has left a dangerous void in America's information ecosystem. 
When communities lose their newspapers, they lose a shared source of verified 
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information about local government, businesses, and events. 

Promising models are emerging to fill this gap. In Pennsylvania, the nonprofit Spotlight PA 
provides investigative reporting on state government, sharing its stories with a network of 
local outlets. Community-owned cooperatives have saved dozens of local newspapers 
from closure. Public media stations are expanding their local coverage, often partnering 
with journalism schools to train the next generation of reporters. 

These efforts require support—both financial resources and audience engagement. 
Subscribing to local publications, supporting public media, and engaging with community 
journalism projects are concrete steps individuals can take to strengthen information 
infrastructure. 

Platform Accountability and Transparency 

The digital platforms where most Americans now encounter news were not designed with 
information integrity as a priority. Their business models reward engagement above all 
else, inadvertently promoting the most divisive and emotionally provocative content 
regardless of its accuracy. 

Rather than heavy-handed regulation that risks limiting free speech, many experts 
advocate for greater transparency and accountability. Platforms could be required to 
disclose how their algorithms prioritize content, provide clear labeling of synthetic media, 
and offer users more control over their information diets. 

Some platforms have begun implementing these changes voluntarily, recognizing that 
their long-term viability depends on user trust. Others have responded to public pressure 
by enhancing fact-checking partnerships and reducing the spread of demonstrably false 
content. 

These measures don't prevent anyone from speaking, but they do provide context that 
helps users make informed judgments about what they're seeing.  

The goal isn't to create gatekeepers but to ensure that the digital public square functions 
more like an actual public square—where shouting the loudest doesn't necessarily grant 
someone the largest audience. 

Supporting Quality Information 

While addressing disinformation directly is important, equally crucial is strengthening the 
production and distribution of reliable information. This means supporting independent 
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journalism, public media, and other sources dedicated to accuracy rather than partisan 
advantage or profit maximization. 

Tax incentives for local news subscriptions, expanded funding for public broadcasting, 
and philanthropic support for nonprofit journalism are all approaches being tested across 
the country. The key is creating sustainable models that reward thorough reporting and 
fact-checking rather than speed and sensationalism. 

"Quality information isn't free to produce," noted media economist Dr. Ramon Garcia. 
"Someone has to pay for the reporter who sits through the six-hour city council meeting or 
who spends months analyzing public records. If we value this work, we need to find ways 
to fund it." 

Taking Personal Responsibility 

Institutional approaches are essential, but individual actions also matter tremendously. 
Each of us makes dozens of decisions daily that either contribute to information pollution 
or help clean it up. 

Before sharing content, take a moment to verify it from multiple sources. Consider 
whether the emotional reaction it provokes might be clouding your judgment about its 
accuracy. Ask yourself whether you'd be equally critical of a similar claim that conflicts 
with your existing beliefs. 

Practice respectful skepticism when consuming news. Recognize that even trusted 
sources sometimes make mistakes, while sources you generally distrust occasionally 
provide accurate information. Evaluate each claim on its merits rather than accepting or 
rejecting it based solely on who said it. 

Diversify your information diet by intentionally seeking viewpoints that challenge your 
existing beliefs. Subscribe to publications with different editorial perspectives. Follow 
thoughtful voices from across the political spectrum. 

Engage in constructive conversations across divides. When discussing contested issues 
with people who hold different views, focus on establishing shared facts before debating 
what those facts mean.  

Practice charitable interpretation—assume others are speaking in good faith unless clear 
evidence suggests otherwise. 
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The challenges of disinformation may seem overwhelming, but throughout American 
history, we've faced and overcome similarly complex threats to our democratic 
foundations. The spread of yellow journalism in the late 19th century led to the 
development of professional journalistic standards. The propaganda concerns of the early 
Cold War period sparked the critical thinking movement in education. Today's crisis can 
likewise spur innovations that strengthen our information ecosystem. 

Imagine an America where citizens approach information with healthy skepticism rather 
than cynicism or credulity. Where local journalism thrives, keeping communities informed 
about issues directly affecting their lives. Where digital platforms provide transparency 
about their algorithms and empower users to make informed choices. Where schools 
equip young people with the critical thinking skills needed to navigate a complex 
information landscape. 

This future isn't guaranteed, but it's achievable if we recognize the maintenance of a 
healthy information environment as essential civic infrastructure—as vital to democracy 
as roads, bridges, and utilities are to commerce. Like physical infrastructure, our 
information ecosystem requires ongoing investment, maintenance, and occasional 
redesign to meet evolving needs. 
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