
 

 

 

How to address myths 
and misinformation using behavioural insights 

 
 
 
Myths and misinformation pose a serious challenge for government, 
particularly when they result in harmful behaviours or major disruption. 

Once inaccurate beliefs are formed, they are hard to change and often continue to shape 
decisions despite credible corrections. Although this phenomenon has been widely studied, 
there is limited evidence on the best ways to tackle it.1 This guide offers five potential 
strategies which should be tested with target audiences to find out what works.  

 

Before myth-busting, make sure you: 

• Understand your target audience and focus 
on those who are open to learning, rather 
than those who are personally attached to 
the myth. 

• Ensure the evidence you are using to ‘bust’ 
the myth is accurate, unequivocal and easily 
accessible for your audience. 

• Measure the impact of myth-busting on 
actual behaviour and check for potential 
backfire. This is important given the 
evidence on myth-busting is limited. 

• Consider changing behaviour before 
changing minds, e.g., appointment 
reminders can achieve higher vaccination 
rates than trying to convince people that 
vaccinations are important.2  

• For more information, refer to  
bit.ly/the-debunking-handbook   

1. Teach misinformation 
techniques 
People are better able to resist 
misinformation if they understand how they 
might be deceived.3  

What to do? ‘Vaccinate’ people against false 
beliefs by showing them the methods used to 
create and spread misinformation.  

Example: People who spent 15 minutes 
practising common strategies for manipulating 
news stories—such as Twitter bots, Photoshop 
and conspiracy theories—were better at 
detecting fake news headlines.4  

 

 

 

 

2. Focus on facts, not myths 
Presenting too much information on the myth 
can reinforce false beliefs because people tend 
to mistake familiarity with truth. Equally, factual 
information should be detailed but not complex 
as this can lead people to prefer the easy-to-
understand myth over the truth.5 

What to do? Increase people’s familiarity with 
the key facts in a simple and accessible format, 
such as by using icons to present statistics. To 
weaken the persistence of false beliefs, ask your 
audience to participate in the development of 
counterarguments to the misinformation.6 

Example: A ‘myths vs. facts’ flyer increased the 
misbelief that vaccines cause autism compared 
to a flyer which contained only fact infographics 
about vaccines.7  

3. Reinforce personal adequacy 
Humans want to feel good about themselves and 
their social group. This can lead us to reason 
away facts that challenge our personal beliefs, 
group identity or moral values.8  

What to do? To make the truth less threatening 
to a person’s self-worth, get them to complete a 
self-affirmation task before exposing them to a 
debunking message. This involves asking people 
to select their most important values and 
describe times when they demonstrated those 
values.9  

Example: A US study found that people who 
completed a self-affirmation task before reading 
evidence that challenged their views on capital 
punishment, were more likely to change their 
mind, even when they held strong prior views.10 
 
 

https://bit.ly/the-debunking-handbook


 

4. Use a trusted messenger 
The less we know about something, the more 
our beliefs are shaped by the trustworthiness 
of the messenger. Trust is often more 
important than expertise. For example, a 
doctor may be an expert but not seen as 
trustworthy if they are sponsored by a drug 
company.11  

What to do? Identify a trusted messenger 
for your audience to speak about the facts.  

Example During the 2016 Zika virus 
outbreak, rebuttals to misinformation on 
Twitter were more effective at changing 
perceptions when they came from the US 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) rather than from other Twitter users, 
even when the same information was 
provided (Figure 1).12 

Figure 1. The US Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention rebutting misinformation on Twitter 

 

5. Replace myth with explanation 
To make sense of problems quickly, our mind 
organises information into ‘mental models’. If 
the first piece of information we hear about a 
topic is a myth, it can form the foundation of 
a new mental model, making it very hard to 
forget. Debunking that myth may leave a 
‘gap’ in our understanding which needs to be 
filled by something else.13  

What to do? Be first to provide information 
about a new issue, reducing opportunities for 
a myth to become the basis of a mental 
model. If the myth has already taken hold, 
provide an explanation to fill the gap left by 
the myth you have debunked. For example, 
rather than saying previous studies linking 
autism to vaccines are false, explain other 
causes of autism. 

Example: A US study found that simply 
retracting information about the source of a 
warehouse fire was not enough for people to 
believe a correction in the original story. 
However, when given an alternative 
explanation—that the fire was started by 
arson and not by negligent storage of gas 
cylinders—people were much less likely to 
rely on the original ‘retracted’ information.14 
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