Instagram Told Me So: An Analysis of Fake News

Choice overload causes many to make no choice at all.

Instead, people seek the easiest outlet. With 78.4% of American internet users regularly
on social media,* the doomscroll—like a popcorn bucket within arm’s reach at the movie
theater—is effortless, requiring no active thought to access. In 2025, over half of Americans at
least sometimes got their news from social media.? The intersection of convenient technology,
choice paralysis, and artificial intelligence (Al) is rapidly diminishing the public’s self-
accountability in consuming truthful news.

Disinformation—the deliberate spread of falseshoods—is no new phenomenon. The
“yellow journalism” of the 1890s left readers vulnerable to newspapers’ political agendas and
messages.® Now, people generate countless falsehoods with “deepfake” Al—and its prevalence
is clear, with 93% of the public consuming Al content in some form.*

Repeated algorithmic exposure to realistically generated content on platforms like
Instagram and TikTok creates illusory truth effects.’> The more it is seen, the more it is

subconsciously believed. Algorithms do not care about people; the Hearstian feedback loop of
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social media values only engagement. 25 states have passed media literacy laws;® however, the
unintended consequence is that today's teenagers—digital natives—are increasingly suspicious
of information they find online. This attitude snowballs into the opposite problem: mistrusting
legitimate news sources due to an overabundance of convincingly faked creations. Media
awareness, combined with choice paralysis, makes for a disengaged youth—unwilling to leave
social media, yet cynical because what appears on the screen is no longer human. Many develop
an undiscerning eye for reliability rather than scrutinizing sources. Ignorance can be cured, but
apathy is terminal.

As such, illusory truth must be overcome by capturing reality. Photovoice is a research
method breaking the algorithm’s digital alienation—individuals documenting their lived
experiences, sharing their own insights.” These methods bring a jaded, algorithm-dependent
viewer base back to inarguably human perspectives in journalism, reintroducing accountability in
media consumption and sparking newfound interest in truth.

Journalists must be as transparent as possible about these types of processes, calculating
for built-up resistance to factual integrity. Before, videos and photos were credible ways to show
legitimacy; now, Al complicates matters. If audiences cannot rely on what they see, they should
trust the process behind the news presented. PEN America suggests “prebunking”; preemptively
providing audiences with essential facts and context, simultaneously combating bad actors who
spread disinformation in response to breaking news. Journalists can then slow down, consult
experts, and responsibly source and cite updates. The University of Cambridge notably used this

to address common COVID misconceptions during the early pandemic through a game called Go
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Viral! that reached over 400,000 people by May 2021.8 Acknowledging and directly countering
fake news needs to happen on the same social media platforms used to disinform. Visibly
labeling real news, with well-known methodologies and Coalition for Content Provenance and
Authority-compliant (C2PA) authentication,® is a crucial step toward rebuilding trust in an Al-
saturated environment.

As always, good intentions are not enough. We must repair breaches in trust; constantly

planning ahead, reporting for the humanity Al cannot grasp.
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