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Executive Summary

Teenagers are particularly susceptible to  This policy brief aims to explore the role teen-
misinformation due to their reliance on agers play in the spread of misinformation
peer-shared content, underdeveloped and how it affects their general well being,
media literacy, and ongoing cognitive de- and offers actionable recommendations to
velopment. Multiple studies confirm that a address this growing challenge. Addressing
high percentage of teenagers unknowingly misinformation among teenagers is not only
engage in spreading misinformation or a matter of education, it is a public health and
struggle to identify it. socletal priority. Equipping young people

with the tools to think critically and use the

Thltgf 15 dangemus{. The spreaclll of m‘smf”f' internet responsibly 1s an essential invest-
mation among teens can have serious . :+io our collective future.

consequences across health, education,
personal relationships, and beyond. It also
erodes their trust 1n institutions, science,
and reliable information sources which in
turn weakens their critical thinking, growth
and civic engagement.

Teenagers’ Roles in Spreading Misinformation 1



From Clicks to Consequences

Teenagers’ Roles in Spreading Misinformation

Introduction

Teenagers are especially vulnerable to mis-
information, as their high engagement with
social media platforms exposes them to both
verified and unverified content.! The critical
thinking skills of these youngsters are still
developing and accounts for their lack of ex-
perience 1n distinguishing between reliable
and unreliable sources. Studies have shown
that a good amount of teenagers encounter
and share false information online, often un-
knowingly.?

They [teenagers| spread false or inaccurate
information without malicious intent? or
simply put, misinformation. This contrasts
with disinformation but they are both spread
through similar channels, including social
media, traditional media, or word of mouth.
It takes the form of doctored images or
videos, rumours, fake news, and inaccurate
claims on trending topics, social issues, or
politics.

As constant users of social media platforms,
teenagers encounter various forms of infor-
mation—whether true or false! This is be-
cause social media algorithms amplify emo-
tionally engaging or sensational content*to
users.

Hence, understanding the extent of the
damage is crucial to reducing the risk of
teenagers’ exposure to harmful online con-
tents and equipping them with the skills to
identify misinformation and disinformation.
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Factors Contributing to Teenagers’
Spreading Misinformation

“Everyone’s sharing
it... | guess | should
too?”
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Peer pressure

Teenagers are highly and easily influenced
either by their peers or online influencers.
This can lead them into a situation where
they try things that are harmless or lead to
grave consequences.® Teenagers, surround-
ed by constant sharing and reactions from
their peers, often pass along information

“If | don't repost it,
they'll think I'm lame.”

without verifying it, seeking to belong and
gain approval within their social circles. A
study at the Duke’s Fuqua School of Business
found that a leading factor in why misinfor-
mation easily goes around 1s because people,
especially teens, are always trying to fit in or
avoid social judgement and are trying to find
their own places in the social world.®

Teenagers’ Roles in Spreading Misinformation
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Underdeveloped critical thinking skills

A lot of teenagers may not have developed
strong critical thinking skills due to their
growing brain and limited life experience. A
2010 study published 1n Journal of Adoles-
cent Health found that adolescents are still
developing the ability to think abstractly, to

plan for the future, and to understand the
consequences of their behaviour, which may
limit their ability to make informed deci-
sions.” This simply shows that teenagers
lack the ability to evaluate and objectively
view the credibility of information they
come across online.

Meanwhile, social media has a culture of
being very fast paced®? and contributes to
teenagers’ poor judgment regarding how
they act towards information. Due to their
developing critical thinking skills,® they are
susceptible to the fast-paced culture, digital
contents and misinformation with every
swipe across their phones or devices.

Socilal media ecosystem

Platforms like TikTok, Instagram, Facebook
and others provide a space where misinfor-
mation can spread rapidly. To worsen the
case, most of these platforms do not have
fact checking features or means through
which misinformation can be swiftly

debunked while those that have fact-check-
1ng features on their platforms have put out
plans to discontinue these features. Earlier
this year, Meta, the company that operates
Facebook, Instagram, Whatsapp, Threads
and other social media products made the
decision" to stop using their third-party
fact-checkers and instead resort to us-
er-based community notes, a similar

approach that X" has been using to dispel
misinformation or give more context to viral
posts. Even with {act-checking {features
being available on these platforms, misinfor-
mation spreads very fast, with recent devel-
opments, it will become harder for platforms
to organize and contain the spread of misin-
formation. Most social media platforms also
prioritize and reward the spread of engaging
or viral content, that may sometimes be mis-
information. These platforms reward cre-
ators' that spreads misinformation with
likes, comments and a very attentive audi-
ence (from their impressions) and inevitably
makes 1t easier for misinformation to reach
more unassuming people.

Influence of online personalities

Teenagers often get their news and enter-
tainment from social media influencers
which makes them very vulnerable to the
misinformation these influencers and per-
sonalities might share.® Many online per-
sonalities have established a deep sense of
trust with their followers, particularly
younger ones, who look up to them as role
models or 1dols. This trust makes it easier for
their audiences to absorb and believe the
misinformation shared by these influencers,
often without taking the time to verify its va-
lidity or check for errors in the content. As a
result, the spread of misinformation be-
comes more widespread, as followers are 1n-
fluenced by the authority their idols hold 1in
their eyes.
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The Prevalence of Online
Misinformation by Teenagers

Misinformation spread amongst teenagers
across the world has grown significantly
over the years, fueled by the increasing use
of social media platforms and online
forums. With teenagers being very active
users of digital platforms, they play an im-
portant role in the consumption and spread
of misinformation.

Several factors contribute heavily to the
spread of misinformation amongst teenag-
ers, including their online habits and the
nature of social media platforms. The ease
of how information spreads amongst teen-
agers has also made it very difficult for
teens to understand and discern informa-
tion objectively.

Teenagers’ Roles in Spreading Misinformation
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likely to believe any conspiracy statement

= they see online and 69 percent of teens who
Stu les use soclal media more than their counter-
have also shown that parts are likely to believe even more con-
spiracy statements. A more recent research

on the United Kingdom, shows that 37 per-

a Signiﬁc ant cent of teenagers aged between 12 to 15

percentage of teenagers years, have come across deliberately
untrue or misleading news online or via
across various social media and 35 percent said they have

not come across any false news.”® There are

c 0 unt rie S also studies proving that a large percentage
of teenagers can't differentiate between

fake or real health news.'®

to understand and
differentiate

between credible and Young Afrlcans
false information.

Various groups and individuals from dif-

polled across 16
ferent countries performed these studies countries 1n 2024
and assessments to analyse the way mis-

information is connected to teens and IEVEHIEd that
their findings have shown a dire need to F AKE NE WS
proactively address teenagers’ screen time

and digital content consumption.41516 - -
= e on Social Media
A study by the Center for Countering Digital

Hate (CCDH), shows that teenagers are hinders them from
more likely to believe in online conspiracy . .

theories than adults. The study shows StElYlIlg informed
that 60 percent of 13-17 year olds in the US

are

Teenagers’ Roles in Spreading Misinformation b




From Clicks to Consequences

Most of them
sald they shared

misinformation

especially about
health, politics,

or violence

out of a sense of
civic duty,

often to warn others
if =

just 1n case”

it was true.

and a serious problem in their immediate
community. Despite the distrust in social
media due to the sheer amount of false sto-
ries found on the platforms daily, Facebook
(56 percent) and WhatsApp (41 percent) still
rely on social media for news.”” In focus
groups with 94 university students across
six African countries (Kenya, Nigeria, South
Africa, Ghana, Zambia and Zimbabwe),

Teenagers’ Roles in Spreading Misinformation

This survey was carried out between 2019
and 2020.®

Across various social media platforms, there
are challenges and trends that have been
made very popular through misinformation
amongst teenage communities. An example
of this is the “Vaccine Magnet Challenge/
this challenge emerged in 2021, in which
teens and even adults claimed that the
COVID-19 vaccines made their skins magne-
tised, posting videos where spoons and forks
appeared to stick to their arms after getting
vaccinated. Many videos were posted on this
challenge despite the fact that the claim was
debunked by fact checkers and health ex-
perts.’?? These viral trends show how easily
misinformation captures the attention of
teenagers, paving the way for deeper impacts
when false narratives continue to spread un-
checked.
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Impact of Teenagers
Spreading Misinformation

lationships, and could snowball into situa-
tions where they are unable to build healthy
connections where open dialogues and opin-
lons can be shared.

When teenagers spread misinformation, the
consequences can be both immediate and
long-lasting, affecting not only themselves
but also their communities. These 1impacts
range from the erosion of trust in rehable
sources to the amplification of harmful nar-
ratives that can influence public behaviour
and decision-making. Below 1s a curation of
impacts that explore some of the most sig-
nificant ways this issue manifests.

Impact on society

Misinformation significantly impacts soci-
ety in various ways whether directly or indi-
rectly and its impact cannot be downplayed.
Some of the 1mpacts that misinformation
have on society include; destroying trust in
the media, promoting harmiful behaviours,
creating confusion about important facts or

history, and sometimes even incite violence
in some countries.® This often leads to nega-
tive consequences for communities and in-
dividuals, especially regarding sensitive
1ssues like health or politics.

The impact on teenagers themselves

Teenagers are always active on social media
platforms, when they share or interact with
misinformation 1t can always turn into
something that impacts their personal lives
In various ways. Teens who believe and
share misinformation online may experi-
ence heightened levels of anxiety, distortion
of reality, fear of the unknown and other
mental health 1ssues. A report from the
American Psychology Association (APA)%
highlighted the benefits and risks social
media brings to teens and that social media
usage of teens could affect their psychologi-
cal and physical well being.

One of the impacts of misinformation on so-
clety 1s that it causes stigmatisation and dis-
crimination of certain groups or persons.
Teenagers may amongst themselves spread
misleading information or false stereotypes
about specific communities which may con-
tribute to discrimination of these communi-
ties.?* An example of this is the misinforma-
tion that was spread about Asians during the
COVID-19 pandemic about the virus being

Misinformation spread by teenagers can
also have impacts on the relationships they

Teenagers’ Roles in Spreading Misinformation

build. This 1s not only particular to teens, as
even relationships between adults can have
problems and be defined due to misinforma-
tion. Most of the information shared in teen-

age spaces always include conversations on
political wviews, celebrity news, games or

other controversial topics, during these dis-

cussions their opinions may become divided
depending on the kinds of information they
come across.?? This can cause them to get

into arguments that cause dents in their re

linked to certain Asian ethnic groups spread
and this led to hate®® on social media and vi-
olent attacks in real life 26

Impact on education

Misinformation's 1mpact on education 1s
multifaceted, 1t affects not just the develop-
ment of essential life skills but it also under-
mines educational integrity. When teenag-
ers are constantly exposed to and sharing
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misinformation, it affects their abilities to
develop proper critical thinking skills that
can help them in evaluating information and
they have no problem sharing any kind of in-
formation amongst their peers. Being con-
stantly around misinformation can influ-
ence students to question the validity of their
studies or teachers, creating distrust in the
learning environment. The distrust can
cause a consistent spread of misinformation
and reluctance to critically evaluate infor-
mation they may come across.

“| saw it online — it
has to be true!”

“That's literally
been debunked.
Check the facts!”

The misinformation spread about educa-
tional prospects, requirements and opportu-
nities can also have long term effects on the
education of teens. When they are met with
certain information regarding education, it
may lead them to chase unrealistic goals,
become sensitive and even affect their daily
activities.
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Turning the Tide: Steering teenagers
away from misinformation

Wait... so even

viral stories might
be fake?”

There are various ways through which mis-
information amongst teenagers can be con-
tained, it 1s a problem that can be curbed
with the right solutions and tools. In the US,
MediaWise, a non-profit initiative of the Poy-
nter Institute, launched a Teen Fact Check-
ing Newsroom (TFCN) back in 2018.2" They
created this to not just involve teenagers in
the process of fact-checking but to also teach
media literacy to their peers.

The teen fact checkers with MediaWise re-
ceive payments like any other adult 1n the
same line of work, their fact-checking and
media literacy videos are uploaded across
MediaWise's social media platforms.?® The
project has gone beyond the US as they have
partnered with other initiatives in Brazil®®
and Germany®® to expand the process to
other parts of the world. The teen
fact-checks range across different stories,

10




From Clicks to Consequences

Teenagers’ Roles in Spreading Misinformation

from a story® of drug dealers targeting kids
on halloween to a claim made by Elon
Musk.®2 This effort by MediaWise shares a
sense of understanding about what needs to
be done and how to approach incorporating
teenagers into the fight against misinforma-
tion.

In Africa, there was a collaboration between
The Youth Cafe and Africa Check. Their col-
laboration the ‘Scam Slam’ was a compre-
hensive media literacy campaign. While this
campaign primarily focused on equipping
young persons with a deep understanding of
essential financial literacy concepts and
skills, 1t was created to help young persons
avold online scams and critically evaluate
shady financial information.® This program
didn't focus on general misinformation, but
their approach 1s also an example on how to
involve teens in the fight on misinformation.

FactCheck Africa started a gamified fact
checking initiative specifically for kids in
secondary schools, this initiative helps them
to understand and equips them with the
tools to navigate the information landscape.
The 1nitiative called the Fact-Check
Champs,? was launched in the first quarter
of 2025, it has recorded success 1n schools
across Ogun, Oyo, Lagos and Imo state. The
initiative incorporated clapping techniques
such as typewriter and NEPA, logic puzzles
and scenario based discussions to debunk
common myths across Nigerian secondary-
schools and create a culture of healthy scep-
ticism. This kind of initiative creates a space
for teenagers to be wary of information they
come across, leading them to want to verify
before sharing. To further address this 1ssue,
the following recommendations can help
reduce the spread of misinformation among
teenagers.

Collaborations with social
media platforms

Collaborations between educational organi-
zations, government, social media platforms
and technological companies 1s a key strate-
gy 1n curbing misinformation. Social media
platforms can partner with educational in-
stitutions and other organizations to create
tallored digital literacy programs, these pro-
grams will educate teens on how to under-
stand information they come across, on how
to spot false or doctored content and it would
also help them understand the consequenc-
es that come with sharing misinformation
and disinformation.

The government should also fund media lit-
eracy and critical thinking skill programs in
schools to equip teenagers with the tools to
critically evaluate and understand informa-
tion. It is also very important that technolo-
gy companies step up their game by develop-
ing tools that help people recognize misin-
formation or shady information on their
platforms and also strengthen content mod-
eration policies to limit the spread of misin-
formation and harmful narratives.

Some collaborative efforts, although not
with focus on teenage misinformation, were
made back 1n 2024 by the Digital Coopera-
tion Organization.® They had a collaborative
roundtable with social media platforms and
technology companies to combat the spread
of misinformation online. These types of col-
laborations are what will push social media
platforms to take adequate measures on in-
formation integrity.

11
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Enhanced media literacy 1n schools

This 1s one of the most powerful tools in
curbing teenage misinformation. Creating a
proper media literacy course and adding it to
the educational curriculum of teenagers and
young adults helps them become equipped
early on with critical thinking skills to accu-
rately analyze/evaluate information and ar-
guments effectively. The skills they earn for
media literacy 1s not limited to just how they
evaluate information, it 1s also transferable
to other parts of their education and every-
day life, this makes them grow i1nto better
learners and informed citizens.

Some schools outside of Africa, have been
advocating to add media literacy courses to
their curriculum and some have successful-
ly added it.®¢It is important that African edu-
cators look for ways that media literacy can
be incorporated into their learning

pedagogy.

Community and youth engagements
in proffering solutions

Involving teenagers 1n community and
youth efforts can be quite effective, this puts
teens directly 1n the middle of the process
and equips them with a sense of duty and re-
sponsibility. When young persons are given
opportunities to learn, participate and ac-
tively contribute in these kKinds of activities,
they gain valuable skills, develop a sense of
belonging and become invested in related
communities. A few ways to involve them in
these activities include;, peer education,
youth led literacy workshops and collabora-
tive efforts between media outlets/fact
check organizations and the government.

This type of effort has been made by various
organizations and institutions, an example
of this 1s the UNICEF Global Volunteer Initia-
tive 1n Brazil. In 2021, over 3000 young volun-
teers teamed up with UNICEF to fight misin-
formation surrounding the COVID-19 pan-
demic. They created a community that
taught and allowed young people to be at the
forefront of fighting against any digital mis-
information.® During the course of the pro-
gram, 22 events were organized and an aver-
age of 2000 volunteers were 1n attendance.
This kind of responsibility shapes their criti-
cal thinking skills and keeps them abreast of
the world they live in and how to navigate it
when they have verified information at their
fingertips.

Community and youth engagements
in proffering solutions

In recent times, soclal media and digital
platforms have become a huge part of teen-
age culture, this has also made 1t easier for
misinformation to travel faster than ever
among teenagers. While tech companies or
the government have their role to play 1n ad-
dressing teenage misinformation, parental
involvement is an often overlooked and un-
derestimated tool that can be used in the
fight against the spread of teenage misinfor-
mation amongst teenagers.

Parents are undeniably some of the closest
individuals to teenagers and are from where
they pick up behavioural and attitude pat-
terns. Parents can use model critical think-
ing to shape their children.® The attitude
parents use in their engagement with infor-
mation can easily set the foundation of how
teenagers engage with information. If they
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show and share responsible habits like ques-
tioning sources or fact-checking before
sharing, 1t can lead their teens to adopting
the same attitude.

Also, when parents encourage open dia-
logue, 1t creates a room for their kids to be
vulnerable with them and share their
thoughts and opinions.?® The goal of open di-
alogue 1s to create a room or relationship
where kids feel comfortable enough to share
information they come across online with
thelr parents. This can help the parents stay
abreast of the information their kids are con-
suming, 1t also helps them understand how
to teach them to i1dentify any form of infor-
mation they come across.

Conclusion

Addressing teenage misinformation spread
1s very important for several reasons, espe-
cially with how digitalized the world has
become, information flo ws in and out with-
out proper supervision. Teeenagers, who are
still developing their critical thinking skills
and understanding of how information
works, are particularly vulnerable to misin-
formation. Addressing and finding solutions
that actively tackle teenage misinformation
can help with protecting the mental and
overall well being of teenagers, it can help

Platform Accountability

This 1s an important aspect of fighting
against the spread of misinformation among
teenagers, any collaborative effort and plan
from social and digital platforms must come
from taking proper accountability, as it i1s the
backbone of any solution they plan to offer
and it also addresses the 1ssue from the root.
When platforms take accountability for the
kind of information shared across their plat-
forms, 1t can help to reduce exposure to
harmful or false content, can improve the

quality of information that gains visibility,
protect vulnerable/unassuming audiences
and it can even create a culture of credibility.

with increased media literacy and critical
thinking skills and most importantly, a pro-
active society can help in reducing how mis-
information spreads.

Government bodies, technology companies,
educational institutions and parents all have
important roles to play when 1t comes to
fighting the spread of misinformation. The
long term health and peace of the present/-
future generations and the integrity of demo-
cratic societies depend on the collaborative
efforts of every person.
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