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Figure 1: Children and adults co-designing mis/disinformation concepts - (A) KidsTeam UW children co-designing parental
support for mis/information; (B) KidsTeam Libraries children (Acorn Summit) arguing about an online video of a ghost; (C)
KidsTeam Libraries (Rolling Way) co-designing zero waste fruit hacks viral disinformation videos using skits and posters.

Abstract
With the growing prevalence of online mis/disinformation encoun-
tered by children, digital media literacy has become an urgent
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concern. Existing research emphasizes cognitive models, focus-
ing on individual reasoning and specific quantitative criteria to
classify people’s information literacy. However, critics argue that
focusing solely on cognitive approach neglects the social, emo-
tional, and cultural contexts that shape how mis/disinformation
is created and spread. In this study, we expand beyond the cog-
nitive model by examining socioemotional learning (SEL) and so-
ciocultural (SC) perspectives. To explore how children conceptu-
alize mis/disinformation through these lenses, we conducted 26
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co-design workshops with children ages 6–11 over a 2.5-year period.
Our findings highlight children’s awareness of emotional responses,
peer pressure, financial incentives, and the importance of commu-
nity support. These insights contribute to HCI by foregrounding
the need for design approaches that integrate cognitive, SEL, and
SC dimensions. We present an integrated framework to inform how
community groups can support children and design recommenda-
tions that address the growing sophistication of mis/disinformation.
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• Human-centered computing→ Empirical studies in HCI.
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1 Introduction
Researchers, designers, and policy developers warn about the dan-
gers mis/disinformation 1 poses to children [46, 83]. The rapid
spread of online mis/disinformation is emerging as a pressing world
issue that affects any child with access to online networks (e.g., so-
cial media, videos, games, news) and even impacts offline commu-
nities [46]. Because of the extensive and organized spread of online
mis/disinformation in youth digital spaces, educators and designers
are considering early digital media literacy exposure for youth [19].
However, we have limited understanding of how to prepare children
for a digital world surrounded by mis/disinformation. Strategies
to deal with yesterday’s mis/disinformation on older platforms
may not work with tomorrow’s new mediums and advancing tech-
nologies [99]. Finally, mis/disinformation does not emerge solely
through people’s intentional search behaviors; mis/disinformation
targets people using sophisticated algorithms [4, 31, 82]. Overall,
all people, especially children, will encounter and be susceptible to
mis/disinformation [46].

To deal with the rapid rise of mis/disinformation, digital media
literacy often focuses on autonomous cognitive approaches to mis-
information research with children and youth [5]. Autonomous
(cognitive) perspectives focus on individual cognitive skills inde-
pendent of social contexts [39]. This framing leans heavily towards
behaviorist ideas of learning, such as objectivity and measurement
[39]. While important, the cognitive perspective alone does not
tell the full story about children and mis/disinformation. Critics of
the autonomous model cite its lack of attention to social contexts
and heavy focus on specific criteria to classify digital information
literacy [116].
1We use mis/disinformation to convey Wardle’s [115] information disorder definition.
That is, "both disinformation and misinformation describe false or misleading claims,
but disinformation is distributedwith the intent to cause harm,whereasmisinformation
is the mistaken sharing of the same content."

In this study, we examine two alternative social perspectives on
mis/disinformation beyond the autonomous cognitive models: the
socioemotional learning (SEL) perspective and the sociocultural
(SC) perspective. The SEL perspective asks how emotions, social
relationships, group dynamics, and cultural values influence the
way children make sense of digital mis/disinformation [87, 126].
Similarly, proponents of the SC perspective note the importance of
how aspects of mis/disinformation embed themselves into everyday
life and cultural practices [39, 116].

Despite the possible benefits of the two social models, there is lit-
tle research on mis/disinformation within the child-computer inter-
action field on emotional reactions, peer-pressure, and cultural and
social norms [24]. To better understand the application of SEL and
SC perspectives to children and mis/disinformation requires HCI
methods that examine specific aspects of mis/disinformation over
the course of a period of time with open interactions. We argue that
co-design methods, such as design partnerships with children, can
help make sense of the complex SEL and SC perspectives [25, 124].
Cooperative Inquiry allows for deeper relationship building and
longitudinal examination of children’s designs [25, 124], enabling a
more extensive look at children’s emotional, relational, and societal
understanding regarding mis/disinformation.

For this study, we ask two research questions.
RQ1: What kinds of socioemotional and sociocultural responses

and perceptions do children have about mis/disinformation when
utilizing co-design techniques with them?

RQ2:What needs do children express around socioemotional and
sociocultural perspectives on mis/disinformation when engaging
in co-design?

To understand how children conceptualize mis/disinformation
through SEL and SC, we examined 26 co-design workshops on
mis/disinformation conducted over 2.5 years. Topics in co-design
workshops included designing play-based mis/disinformation learn-
ing and pilot work on perceptions of misinformation and different
technologies. Two different co-design groups, KidsTeam UW (one
university campus location) and KidsTeam Libraries (two public
library sites), participated in the study. A total of n = 46 children
participated in these co-design sessions. Through Cooperative In-
quiry [25, 124], we utilized adult-child design partnerships to dive
deep into how children utilize SEL and SC perspectives to make
sense of mis/disinformation.

We contribute to the discussion on children, SEL, design, and
mis/disinformation in following ways. Empirically, we report on
abductive themes of SEL and SC mis/disinformation in youth [107].
Conceptually, we pursue the argument that HCI researchers need
to engage SEL and SC perspectives to make sense of children’s
engagements in mis/disinformation. Specifically, we advocate for
a more integrated community-based model [59, 115] of design
that ties together the autonomous cognitive, SEL, and SC frame-
works to help children develop epistemic vigilance [105] towards
mis/disinformation.

2 Literature Review
2.1 Children and Mis/disinformation
UNICEF [46] notes the rapid rise of online mis/disinformation for
children can be found in digital games [77], social media [97], online
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videos (short form and long form) [42], fake news [99, 100, 112],
scams [9], and anywhere else children are present online. Digital
mis/disinformation proliferates through people, bots, and troll fac-
tories that are often highly coordinated efforts [46]. Deceptive pat-
terns in apps, videos, websites, social media, digital games, and other
digital mediums are designed specifically to ensnare children [46].
Reasons for spreading mis/disinformation among children include
financial scams [90], political polarization [112], family influence
[97], and other motivations. In short, mis/disinformation towards
families, caregivers, educators, and other community groups can
harm children [97], even if the mis/disinformation is not directed
towards children [46].

Children are often the objects of mis/disinformation for a variety
of reasons. First, children can be skeptical of impossible events that
break physical laws, but accept improbable claims and unreliable
informants [37, 99, 100]. This makes it likely for children to change
their minds based on perceptions of authority or context [100].
Second, children struggle to identify reliable sources [7]. Many
elementary-age children think that online information is mostly
accurate [34] and that verifiability can be determined by superfi-
cial appearances [57, 73]. Children can be overconfident in how
well they protect themselves online and their ability to recognize
mis/disinformation [3, 125, 127]. Finally, online information is para-
doxical, in which opposing information seems to come from credible
sources [39]. Spotting a single instance of mis/disinformation does
not mean one can do so in other contexts. For instance, Renaud et al.
[89] found that while children (ages 11 - 12) understand that decep-
tive designs are all around them, they tend to suspect everything
and overcompensate with skepticism. Scholars recommend that
instead of showing specific types of deception, new interventions
need to help children understand the motivations behind deceptive
design, develop resilience, and set realistic expectations for the
consequences of mis/disinformation [5, 59, 116].

2.2 Cognitive Approaches to Misinformation
and Youth

Cognitive approaches to mis/disinformation often emphasize lit-
eracy skills and measurement of those skills to assess whether
online information is accurate and reliable. Children’s memory
[7, 71], metacognition [93], and suggestibility [91] are prevalent
areas in understanding how children cognitively process online in-
formation. Cognitive approaches often assume that small controlled
exposure can facilitate the development of learning strategies for
children to recognize mis/disinformation in other contexts [92].
For example, inoculation theory explains that resistance to per-
suasive information (e.g., mis/disinformation) can be strengthened
through pre-exposure to weakened and safe forms of that persua-
sion [52, 69, 109]. Examples include inoculation theory training
for AI chatbots [98], online fake news literacy training for ado-
lescents [88], and digital game-based solutions to present child
players weakened forms of fake news [52]. However, Compton et
al.’s [18] literature review showed that while inoculation theory
can be helpful to support people’s resistance to mis/disinformation,
limitations exist. Real-world encounters are far more varied [113],
difficult to scale [49, 76], emotionally charged [18], and integrated

into youth culture [46] than the controlled scenarios on which
cognitive inoculation approaches are based.

Because cognitive skills only cover a portion of necessary sup-
port, researchers are calling for a more social perspective on the
problems of mis/disinformation for children. For instance, Herrero-
Diz et al. [44] asks how emotional responses influence information
processing and behavior of youth. Outrage language is specifically
used to elicit strong emotions in youth in mis/disinformation [74].
While youth need cognitive skills to review mis/disinformation,
they also need to process their own emotions when exposed to
outrage language. Selnes [96] found that teen engagement in fake
news on social media (e.g., sharing, liking) was not just about lit-
eracy skills; teen perspectives on media culture and sociocultural
background shaped their online behaviors. Therefore, our co-design
research takes an SEL and SC approach, which can balance out the
prevalent cognitive skills approach to mis/disinformation.

2.3 Socioemotional Learning as a Lens
Socioemotional learning (SEL) theory refers to programs and activi-
ties that attempt to enhance emotional intelligence and literacy and
/ or the development of basic social and emotional competencies
[45]. SEL is not separate from cognitive processing. Proponents
argue socioemotional life skills can and must be explicitly taught in
schools, families, and communities [15, 36]. There are three parts
to SEL: (1) emotional intelligence, (2) interpersonal skills, and (3)
social functioning. SEL literature looks at how people externalize
their own internal emotions, while also learning how to regulate
themselves. Recognizing one’s own and others’ emotional states
when encountering mis/disinformation may prevent people from
engaging or spreading mis/disinformation further [15, 35, 38, 45].
Improved self-control can help children recognize emotional cues,
triggers, and impulses to help better share meaningful information.

From the information searching processes literature, we know
that there are cognitive, behavioral, and affective dimensions to
encountering information online [50, 94]. A systematic review of
social media literacy found the need for SEL competencies to de-
fend against mis/disinformation [85]. With social media, empathy
can be seen as both an individual experience of another person’s
emotional state (affective) and understanding another person’s emo-
tions through digital technologies [32]. The SEL approach is needed
to understand children and mis/disinformation because children’s
abilities (and adults’) to evaluate information are deeply shaped
by emotions, relationships, and social dynamics, not just cognitive
reasoning. Despite this need for SEL, less is known about children’s
interpretations of socioemotional competencies when it comes to
online mis/disinformation. For instance, Dumitru [26] noted that
teens would sign a petition to save a fake animal, not because of
the accuracy of the information, but out of fear of being ridiculed
by bullying peers. Herrero-Diz et al. [44] found that teens are likely
to spread more mis/disinformation through WhatsApp when they
are influenced by emotional language. While these studies show
youth emotional engagement aroundmis/disinformation, we do not
know how these emotional responses are connected with cultural
contexts. Based on this SEL need, our current research used co-
design workshops to examine how children’s emotional responses
to mis/disinformation are informed by sociocultural contexts.
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2.4 Sociocultural Perspective as a Lens
A second social perspective of mis/disinformation is the sociocul-
tural perspective (SC). This encompasses the ways that people
approach information literacy through the various cultural norms
and relationships in everyday life that help people meaning-make
[39, 40, 116]. In the SC perspective, literacy is situated in social and
cultural practices, so different communities have different norms
around approaching digital information [48]. While cognitive and
technical skills matter, it’s also crucial to understand information
practices within broader sociocultural contexts [48]. An SC per-
spective is needed to understand children and mis/disinformation
because children’s (and adults’) judgments of online information
are shaped by the societal contexts and shared practices of their
surrounding communities.

More recently, Wedlake et al. [116] argued that games as a design
can be used to support mis/disinformation education through an SC
perspective. For games to have impact, targeted cultural narratives
need to be integrated into games so that on-going conversations
and engagement can take shape. Games with an SC perspective can
integrate different contexts (e.g., K-pop fandom, cryptocurrency
scams) so that different cultural contextual strategies and tactics can
be revealed [59]. Instead of games being targeted for autonomous
individual skills development, context-based games can help people
share their own personal stories and strategies, and reflect on their
own cultural practices around digital media. However,Wedlake et al.
[116] and other misinformation researchers [59] have not directly
made the connection between SEL and SC. Sociocultural contexts
are often tied together with the emotions, relationships, and norms
in online settings [23]. Overall, we complement the SEL with the
SC perspective as an integrative way to connect emotional, cultural,
and societal assumptions in children and mis/disinformation.

3 Methodology
3.1 Research Design
This co-design study seeks to dive deeper into making sense of
children’s reactions to digital misinformation through an SEL and
SC perspective. We chose not to directly examine the cognitive
lens, as there is an overabundance of this perspective in empirical
research on children [5]. For this study, we adhered to the standards
of participatory design (PD)method [51] and of Cooperative Inquiry
[25, 124]. PD is an approach distinct from user-centered design
that emphasizes close collaboration and shared decision-making
between all stakeholders [51]. Cooperative Inquiry is a specific
method of PD rooted in the ideals of equity and equal co-design
partnerships between children and adults [25, 124].

We chose Cooperative Inquiry as our method to understand chil-
dren for two reasons. First, prior research with mis/disinformation
and children often focuses on showing samples of misinformation
[62], interviewing children’s perspectives [97], and running pre-
post tests on information literacy abilities [1]. While these methods
are useful, there is a need for trusted design partnerships over
time to help children articulate the abstract and difficult nature of
mis/disinformation [124]. Second, Cooperative Inquiry has shown
to work well for children exploring complex topics like sex and
gender [63], privacy and security [56, 101], finances [122], creepy
technologies [123], GenAI technologies [20, 21, 79], and complex

intelligent user interfaces [118, 119]. In all these co-design studies,
researchers have shown that PD techniques allow children to talk
about complex emotional topics in comfortable settings with adults
and other children [123, 124]. We believe that because SEL and
SC perspectives on mis/disinformation are complex, abstract, and
tension-filled for children, Cooperative Inquiry is an opportunity
to leverage the strengths of design partnerships and center youth
perspectives [25, 124].

3.2 Participants and Settings
The PD sessions in this study focused on designing digital play-
based misinformation activities for a larger digital information
literacy project in a single USA geographic location. This study of
26 co-design workshops with children is part of a larger multiyear
study on the development of play-based misinformation curriculum
for youth. Each of the sessions are standalone sessions on a topic
in mis/disinformation for children based on initial ideas for this
curriculum. However, taken as a whole, we used the analysis of
these sessions to help us build out new play-based learning activities
around mis/disinformation for children.

We conducted this study with intergenerational co-design teams
of children (ages 6 - 11) and adult design researchers (undergradu-
ates, masters students, librarians, and doctoral students). We chose
children ages 6 - 11 because that is typically the developmental
stage in which children begin to independently engage with tech-
nology online [22]. At the time of this study, we only collected
demographic data on age and gender of the children (see Limita-
tions and Future Work). For more information on age and gender
breakdown per research site, please see Appendix. All names and
titles are pseudonyms. The first team is called KidsTeam UW. Child
members in KidsTeam UW have participated for the past 1 - 5 years.
We worked with KidsTeam UW together from 2022 to 2023 for a
total of 8 sessions (Table 1). A total of n = 21 children participated
from 2022 - 2023 in KidsTeam UW.

The second design teamweworkedwith was KidsTeam Libraries,
located in two separate public library locations. KidsTeam Libraries
is a spin-off group from KidsTeam UW focusing on conducting co-
design groups away from university campuses at easier-to-access
neighborhood libraries. The two partnering libraries (Acorn Summit
and Rolling Way) are situated in communities with many immi-
grants and lower-socioeconomic families. However, what makes
KidsTeam Libraries distinct is not just the public library context.
KidsTeam Libraries is part of a graduate course in library and in-
formation science (LIS). The learning goal of the course was to
train LIS students to engage in design thinking [17, 60] through
PD methods at a real library site. Therefore, KidsTeam Libraries is
an intergenerational co-design team of children (ages 6 - 11), but
also composed of teen volunteers (ages 14 - 17) who help facilitate
sessions with LIS graduate students learning how to co-design. The
children in KidsTeam Libraries met between October and December
of a calendar year to work on specific information science projects.
In this case, the co-design of mis/disinformation learning activities
lasted for two years. We worked with the KidsTeam Libraries group
in 2022 and 2023 (Table 2) at Acorn Summit (AS) and Rolling Way
(RW). We conducted 18 sessions at KidsTeam Libraries (10 sessions
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at AS; 8 sessions at RW). A total of n = 25 different children ages 6 -
11 participated at the two library sites (see Appendix):

• In 2022, we had 7 children at Rolling Way and 7 children at
Acorn Summit for a total of n = 14 children.

• In 2023, we had 11 new children at Acorn Summit with 2
returning children from Rolling Way (2022), for a total of n
= 13 children.

3.3 Research Ethics
We recruited children for KidsTeam UW and KidsTeam Libraries
through word of mouth, mailing lists, and posters. Parents and
guardians provided informed consent after we briefed them on the
study’s goals, potential risks, privacy protections, and confiden-
tiality. We reminded them that their children could withdraw at
any time. Through university-approved child assent (written and
verbal agreement from the children), we explained the research
in clear, age-appropriate language (ages 6–11), emphasized that
participation was ongoing, and reminded children of their auton-
omy to withdraw at any time without consequence. Undergraduate,
graduate, and faculty researchers trained in child ethics and safety
facilitated co-design sessions, ensuring children felt no pressure to
participate. Children received a gift card for their participation. The
university’s Institutional Review Board approved the study, and
we anonymized all child data, storing it securely on institutional
servers.

3.4 Data Collection
In the 26 co-design sessions (approximately 90 minutes per session)
we collected video data of group interactions as the primary data
source. For KidsTeam UW, our university lab space was the primary
location for the eight sessions, so we used three to four of our
own iMac computers with Zoom online video to capture the co-
design session. We placed an iMac computer with Zoom recording
capabilities with each design group (approximately one to three
adults and two to three children per group). For KidsTeam Libraries,
because we were in a public space, we used a single video camera
with external microphone and tripod to record the 18 sessions. A
researcher placed the single video camera for each design group
(approximately two to three adults, one to two teen facilitators,
and two to three children) and rotated the placement of the camera
every 5 - 10 minutes.

3.5 Data Analysis
We approached this study through abductive methods [107], fo-
cusing on initial ideas we had around digital misinformation and
children. In July 2024, we started writing analytic memos [6] and
transcribing salient quotes from the video data [6, 75]. For each of
the co-design sessions, the primary reviewer watched the videos,
created analytic memos, and transcribed the portions of the co-
design sessions that were relevant to children’s perspectives of
digital misinformation. Analytic memos allowed us to review the
videos and make our own reflective observations [6, 75]. Next, a
secondary reviewer watched the same videos and added their own
reflections, observations, and transcripts to the primary reviewer’s
initial memos. Our team held eight weekly discussions on this

process and completed the analytic memos at the end of Septem-
ber 2024. Once we completed the analytic memos, we began an
abductive coding process [107].

Abductive analysis combines deductive and inductive coding
approaches [107]. We started with the theoretical framing that chil-
dren may have emotional responses to mis/disinformation [107]
and perceptions of the society around them [116]. Therefore, we
began coding the video data using an inductive open approach to
try to understand what kinds of emotional and relational responses
children might have around digital mis/disinformation and their
thoughts about society as a whole [102]. The process of inductive
coding began in October 2024 with the same primary reviewers
of the analytic memos. The primary reviewer initially coded for
children’s perceptions of online trolling, emotional responses (e.g.,
sarcasm, arrogance, anger, fear, etc.), peer pressure and bullying,
tone and feeling of messaging, post-truth and skepticism responses,
authority, emotional manipulation, information verification, pseu-
doscience, use of technology and misinformation, and perceptions
of reality. In October 2024, we held four discussion meetings on
the initial coding process. The primary reviewers finished the first
round of coding at the end of October 2024. In November 2024,
the same secondary reviewers checked the coding and determined
points in which they disagreed. We conducted consensus coding
through qualitative negotiations and discussions about the dis-
agreements [72]. We went through the disagreements about coding
processes and made sure our group came to a consensus [41, 43].
This process of coding review took three meetings and wrapped
up the final review at the end of December 2024.

In January 2025, our team started axial coding [117] and gener-
ated themes around the codes [11]. Through five meetings from Jan-
uary to July 2025, we developed six overarching inductive themes
around children’s emotional responses and societal views on mis-
information. For each of these themes, we chose specific represen-
tative vignettes based on our inductive coding and team consensus
of the best examples [104]. Finally, in July 2025, from these six
themes, we ran a deductive analysis on SEL and SC understanding
[2]. We re-examined the initial inductive codes found in each of the
vignettes and matched themwith an analysis of SEL (e.g., emotional
intelligence, interpersonal skills, social functioning) [15, 45] and SC
perspectives (e.g., cultural practices, relationships around digital
media, societal norms and values) [39, 40, 116]. Table 3 demon-
strates a sample of how we mapped the inductive codes to the
deductive SEL and SC analysis.

4 Findings
We present our findings of six major themes (Table 4). For each
of these themes we present representative vignette descriptions
from the co-design sessions and direct quotes from the children as
qualitative evidence for these themes. In each vignette, we provide
a mini-analysis tying our original inductive coding to SEL and SC
deductive perspectives. Finally, we conclude each section with a
summary analysis of the importance of each theme as the overall
vignettes together relate to SEL and SC interactions for children
and digital mis/disinformation.
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Table 1: Date and description of KidsTeam UW sessions (2022 to 2023)

Date Session Description
2022-04-26 Children designed a game to help think about online misinformation.
2022-07-27 Children designed libraries that could help other children tackle misinformation (morning /

afternoon session.)
2022-10-18 Children played the game “two truths and a lie” and created a game around misinformation.
2022-10-20 Children designed a misinformation game inspired by a game around guessing AI fake faces.
2022-11-01 Children engaged in the "would you rather" game [101] and tried to understand children’s

reactions to misinformation.
2022-11-03 Children acted as disinformation agents and create their own viral videos.
2023-04-25 Children came up with examples of misinformation according to the types of bias.
2023-07-27 Children worked on AI learning to figure out misinformation.

Table 2: Date and description of KidsTeam Libraries sessions - Acorn Summit and Rolling Way (2022 to 2023)

Date Session Description
2022-10-12 Children designed a game to help think about online misinformation (AS / RW).
2022-10-19 Children tested a prototype for a misinformation game built in a Minecraft maze (AS / RW).
2022-10-26 Children engaged in the "would you rather" game [101] and tried to understand children’s

interactions and reactions to misinformation (AS / RW).
2022-11-02 Children acted as disinformation agents and create their own videos to spread disinformation

(AS / RW).
2022-11-09 Children created a game around rumors and sharing misinformation (AS / RW).
2022-11-16 Children pretended to be an influencer spreading misinformation (AS / RW).
2022-11-30 Children co-designed ways in which people will have different perspectives of Bigfoot (AS /

RW).
2022-12-07 Children co-designed ways to teach about the consequences of sharing online

mis/disinformation (AS / RW).
2023-10-11 Children worked on AI training, biases, and scenarios (AS).
2023-10-18 Children created disinformation short form videos (AS).

4.1 Theme 1. The Difficulty of Children’s
Empathy and Mis/disinformation

Children in our co-design sessions had trouble understanding that
other people did not have the same views about information as
they did. Researchers note that children have difficulties with "the-
ory of mind," that is, the cognitive ability to understand that other
people have different thoughts, experiences, feelings, emotions,
and beliefs [35]. Children struggle with cognitive empathy [53, 64]
and often display egocentric behavior focusing only on their per-
spectives around mis/disinformation. Children can also struggle
with affective (emotional) empathy, that is, the capacity to experi-
ence emotions to the observed experiences of others [95]. Research
demonstrates links between affective empathy and cognitive em-
pathy for children [84]. In the following example vignettes, we
present examples of children having a hard time believing peo-
ple fall for mis/disinformation, overestimating their own capacity
to identify mis/disinformation, and thinking that the majority of
society should not fall for mis/disinformation.

4.1.1 How can anyone believe in a flat Earth? In this session, the
children (Mandy, Tamara) started discussing the concept of making
a ’fake video,’ intending for it to go viral (KidsTeam UW - 2022-
11-03). An adult suggested to spread the idea that the Earth is flat.
Mandy drew a picture of a person reporting that the Earth is flat.

Tamara replied back, "The Earth is flat? Of course, no one is
going to believe that because everybody knows it’s round." The
adult asked, "Then how can we make this report more reliable? This
report says they see the Earth is flat." Tamara responded, "Yeah, but
you need to have evidence." The adult participant continued, "What
evidence should we get to make people believe it?" Mandy suggested,
"A photo." Tamara added, "A realistic photo that shows the world is
flat."

From an SEL standpoint, Tamara had difficulty being empathetic
in understanding how other people could fall formis/disinformation
because clear evidence (photo) is needed for a flat Earth. She even
invoked an SC claim - that is, the majority of society (everybody)
knows the Earth is round.

4.1.2 Aren’t people smart enough? We had children (Trent, Callie)
look at claims of misinformation from online fake news articles
(KidsTeam UW - 2022-07-27). One online mis/disinformation claim
we asked children to look at suggested eating a large amount of
chocolate could be healthy. Trent noted with confidence, "I’m pretty
sure that if Hershey’s made that article, then I would know that it
isn’t true." Callie said that a child would be "dumb" if they
could not find out that this claim about chocolate was a lie.
Peter (facilitator) asked Trent how children would figure out the
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Table 3: Sample Codebook Mapping Inductive Codes to Deductive Analysis

Sample first round inductive
coding

Description of inductive code Sample data Second round deductive anal-
ysis of sample data using SEL
/ SC

Peer pressure and bullying Children mention how peer
pressure and bullying tac-
tics gets people to fall for
mis/disinformation.

An adult asked the group for a
show of hands on who supports
this news network. A child in
the group urges everyone: "Ev-
erybody should be raising their
hands."The child looks around
making sure everybody was sup-
porting the news network and
when he spots someone not rais-
ing their hands. The child yelled
out and pointed, “There you are,
you traitor!”.

SEL: The child jokingly under-
stands that negative reinforce-
ment (you traitor!) can be used to
coerce another person to choose
information sources from a dom-
inant group.

Skepticism and distrusting au-
thority

Children talk about distrusting
authority, organizations, fami-
lies, etc.

Child: "Yeah, like in Hollywood,
they take a picture of a gorgeous
view, then add other people in and
make it all one picture, so it looks
like the person was really there."
Adult: "So, what I’m hearing is
that you’re saying you can’t al-
ways trust what’s in the videos?"
Child: "Not always. I mean, some-
times."

SC: The child recognizes a large
mainstream cultural organiza-
tion (Hollywood) and the use
of advanced technologies (photo
editing) can create information
that is hard to trust.

Table 4: Summary of Themes and SEL and SC Supports

Thematic description Socioemotional learning needs Sociocultural perspective needs

Theme 1 - Children had difficulty under-
standing how others could be affected by
mis/disinformation.

Children may need more empathetic reason-
ing towards others (cognitive, affective).

Cultural pressures can exist that make chil-
dren want to look confident around others.

Theme 2 - Children acknowledged local
and online emotional manipulation for
mis/disinformation.

Children may need ways to acknowl-
edge how peer pressure and media
messaging as emotional manipulation in
mis/disinformation.

Children may need to recognize different
community groups within manipulation
(friends, influencers).

Theme 3 - Children expressed information
trust could be determined through engage-
ment analytics.

Children need to recognize their own paraso-
cial emotional connections with influencers
to determine trust

Children need to understand how larger-
scale advanced technologies (e.g., bots) can
distort analytics and manipulate trust.

Theme 4 - Children recognized
mis/disinformation connections to hyper-
capitalism.

Children need to know how their
emotions can be manipulated towards
mis/disinformation to spend more money.

Children need to recognize how the spread-
ing of mis/disinformation can occur from
larger financial organizational ties.

Theme 5 - Children recognized that people’s
cultural beliefs can influence decisions on
mis/disinformation.

Children need to understand how theymight
be investing their emotions into trending
online information.

Children may need to understand how cul-
tural beliefs shape trust in online informa-
tion.

Theme 6 - Children expressed tensions with
adult authority and mis/disinformation.

Children need emotional support towards
negative feelings (e.g., sadness, anger)
around mis/disinformation.

Children expressed a need for parents and
authority support around mis/information,
but are also distrustful of authority.



CHI ’26, April 13–17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain Yip et al.

claims as lies. Trent argued, "Most people are smart enough (to
know) that it (too much chocolate being healthy) isn’t true.”

In this example, both children cited other people’s lower intel-
ligence for believing that chocolate could be healthy. From the
SEL level, calling people "dumb" for mis/disinformation seemed to
invoke them as overestimating their own ability to identify mis-
information. Similar to the flat Earth example, Trent’s invocation
of "most people are smart enough" indicates an SC belief that the
majority of people can spot misinformation in society.

4.1.3 Sarcasm and jokes are obvious. Children (Callie, Robin) in
this session (KidsTeam UW - 2022-04-26) started to converse about
falling for online scams in card trading games (Magic the Gathering,
Pokémon cards). Callie and Robin talked about YouTube as a place
of mis/disinformation on card trading. The adult facilitator asked
what the children thought about YouTube videos that provided tips
to help children in card games. Robin pointed out a lie, "Maybe, and
one of the tips could be ‘Send me all your Magic cards.’" The group
laughed. Callie noted, "When people do that, they usually make it
clear that it’s a joke." Callie pointed out, "I mean they say it in a
very sarcastic tone. You know, they make it obvious that they
are lying."

In this case, children noted the ridiculous possibility that others
could fall for online scams because they did not consider that sar-
casm, jokes, and satire could be misinterpreted by others. On an
SEL perspective, the children cannot empathize with why people
cannot understand online jokes and sarcasm, despite how subtle
they are to interpret.

4.1.4 Fake AI is easy to spot. As some children displayed egocen-
trism, their hubris around mis/disinformation started to hurl insults
that AI-generated information could not fool them. During this co-
design session (KidsTeam UW - 2022-10-20), the children tried a
website in which people have to figure out which human face is
AI generated or a genuinely a real portrait. The children have two
images to determine which face is real or AI generated (without
any hints). Mandy claimed the image on the left was fake. Tamara
replied, “Of course that one is fake, it looks creepy.” However, the
group got their answer wrong. Mandy exclaimed, "That (answer)
is not right!" The adult noted, “Look, this earring is all wack" (on
the AI generated picture). Mandy did not believe it and said the
eyes on the real image did not look right. The adult commented,
“Your eyes can be glazed like that; this is how just some people are.”
Mandy and Tamara interrupted him, saying "Oh yeah, this one’s
(AI generated) eyebrow is weird," and mentioned how they can
trick people with this.

In this example, the children seemed quick to justify what they
think is real or computer generated, such as justifying that the pho-
tos are creepy or weird looking. Using SEL, the children justify their
misinformation claims through insults ("creepy", "weird"), indicat-
ing some bias towards good looking faces as trustworthy. However,
they did not come to recognize their own vulnerability for not be-
ing able to distinguish the faces [78]. One aspect to consider from
the SC perspective is that the children do not yet recognize how
pervasive or advanced AI generated faces will be in their online
future.

4.1.5 Theme 1 analysis. Cognitive empathy is an important aspect
of child development [35, 53, 64]. The vignettes here demonstrate
that children in our co-design sessions had a more difficult time
with cognitive empathy, demonstrating hubris about themselves
and citing how they would not fall for mis/disinformation like
others would. Much is known about Dunning-Krueger effect [27]
and other aspects in which people do not understand their own
perceptual limitations.

Overall, from an SEL perspective, children seemed to not be able
to take others’ perspectives (cognitive empathy [103]), and called
those who fell for online misinformation "dumb" or "stupid." Here,
the third-person effect can be seen, as individuals underestimate
their own susceptibility and overestimate the extent to which others
are affected by misinformation [54]. From an SC lens, we observed
many of the children wanted to look confident in being able to
identify and not fall for online misinformation [66]. In our vignettes,
we observed children wanting to socially demonstrate for others
their confidence and skills in not falling for misinformation [14],
rather than displaying vulnerability among their peers (e.g., blaming
technology, thinking mis/disinformation jokes should be obvious).

4.2 Theme 2. Children’s Experiences of Social
Pressures and Mis/disinformation

Children in this theme acknowledged spreading ofmis/disinformation
often came from pressure from their own peers and external forces
of emotional manipulation from influencers. In the following ex-
amples, we demonstrate children understand that engagement in
mis/disinformation can be a result of online social pressures and
emotional manipulation.

4.2.1 Social pressures and misinformation. Children acknowledged
that their peers engaged in falsehoods in person and online to make
themselves seem grandiose. Adults worked with Trent and Eli to
develop an online game about mis/disinformation (KidsTeam UW -
2022-04-26). While working on the online mis/disinformation game,
Trent noted about social pressure, "Usually (there’s) someone
telling you a lie. Then a bunch of other people always follow
my friend around. They would agree (with my friend), (but)
they don’t even know if it’s (the statement) correct. If it is true
or not." Eli shared his experience about lying and social pressure.
He reflected that usually at school, there will be certain people who
will lie, “be known for lying to look cool.” Eli noted, “In my school, in
my class, they’ll try to act like they are kind of rebels. They do cool
stuff, but actually in reality, they are kind of, just the same.”

Trent and Eli understood that identifying mis/disinformation
is not solely about assessing accuracy. Children expressed they
felt social pressure (SEL) from other children to support lies, even
without evidence for truth. The children talked about a pervasive
culture (SC) of children trying to "look cool" and choosing to spread
mis/disinformation. The intention is not always malicious, but
the children do indicate a widespread recognized youth culture
of pretending to have clout.

4.2.2 Online influencers manipulating emotions. We observed that
children understood social media influencers (both children and
adults) often speak in an exaggerated way. For instance, children
in one group (Elena, Jordan) watched example online videos of
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influencers playing video games (KidsTeam Libraries at Rolling
Way - 2022-11-16). One of the adults noted, "If you jump into the
middle of the video, would you know it’s an ad?" Elena sarcastically
started to act like the influencer she saw, "(sarcastically) This
is soooooo fun! This is the best game I’ve ever played." Jordan
also mimicked Elena, with exaggerated movements, "Oh! This is so
cool! Look at this!" The adult asked, "Would you guys advertise like
this if you were paid?" Jordan acted out, "She’s like (eyes wide open,
mouth wide open. . . a very surprised look). It seems like her parents
are nodding the whole time, and he was like ‘get this NOW!’ (mouth
wide open for ‘NOW’) and his eyes were like (acts out with eyes wide
open, not blinking)." The adult asked, "Is that like parent behavior?
Do you see your own parents do that?" Jordan (shaking his head):
"No. I mean, they would be encouraging, but they are not like ’ya ya
ya...’"

Another group of children (Alex, Sam) noted that people use dif-
ferent voices for varying situations and age groups; some are more
active for children’s online channels, and some are more mature for
adults. Alex noted that what the influencers were saying seemed
like an advertisement, "Yeah! His voice sounds too enthusiastic,
in a way that makes it sound like that." The group conversed
and realized that younger children might look up to these influ-
encers because they are older. They also realized if you are older
than the influencer, changing your voice seemed a strange way to
persuade people.

Children expressed that online influencers try to manipulate
their emotions through exaggerated voice, tone, gestures, repetitive
phrasing, intonation, and pacing (SEL). The children stated the
delivery from the messenger matters. They also recognized how
pervasive these tactics are in our digital culture (SC). Children made
satirical jokes about these tactics, and all the children in the room
recognized these patterns.

4.2.3 Theme 2 analysis. In both examples, children noted that
mis/disinformation was not just about the accuracy or verifiability
of the information. From an SEL lens, children in both cases could
see that social peer pressure [28] and marketing emotional tone
[81] were tactics that could promote mis/disinformation spreads.
From an SC perspective, both examples demonstrate that children
need to develop behavioral and emotional resilience towards social
and group oriented interactions around misinformation [16], from
both local peer groups and larger external online media.

4.3 Theme 3: Trust Online Through Fame and
Analytics

Children robustly expressed parasocial trust could be determined
through analytics that measure fame (e.g., likes / dislikes, view
count, subscribers). In the following examples, we demonstrate that
children consider the social analytic numbers and fame reputation
more than the message.

4.3.1 Social media analytics. Two adult facilitators were working
with three children (Emily, Robin, Mandy) to develop "would you
rather" [101] statements around online misinformation (KidsTeam
UW - 2022-11-01). Robin read the example would you rather: Would
you trust a random YouTuber and their cheat code hack or play
it safe and ignore the hack? Robin chose to “play it safe and don’t

use the code.” Emily also chose to “play it safe.” She added, “I would
trust my friend.” Robin noted, “depending on the YouTuber.” The
other adult asked the group, “What kind of YouTubers do you trust?”
She gave possible requirements, such as many subscribers or being
famous. Emily noted, "If they’re a rookie YouTuber, I wouldn’t
trust them." Mandy also responded that “a rookie YouTuber” was
not trustworthy. One of the adult facilitators asked: “Would you
trust a YouTuber with fewer likes and more subscribers, over someone
with more likes and fewer subscribers?” Emily responded with "More
subscribers because likes can’t tell anything. Subscribers can."
She added, “Anyone can like anything.”

Children’s trust is built on views of power, authority, and paraso-
cial relationships (SEL). Rookie YouTubers with lower social analyt-
ics indicated less authority or expertise. In daily life (SC), children
are mostly deferring to authority figures (e.g., parents, teachers,
coaches, etc.). Those they perceive as having lower social analytic
numbers means their messages must have less impact. Children are
verifying YouTubers’ trustworthiness from cultural (SC) aspects of
design (likes, view counts, subscribers). However, none of the chil-
dren mentioned the possibility that the analytics could be falsified
(e.g., bots).

4.3.2 Being famous matters. Another group (Idris) was also devel-
oping a would you rather scenario (KidsTeam UW - 2022-11-01)
[101]. The adult returned back to an earlier would you rather state-
ment posed by Idris: “Would you rather believe that your dad tells
you that it’s bad to stand in front of a functioning microwave or a
famous person on YouTube tells you that it’s not bad to stand in front
of a functioning microwave?” Kelly (adult) asked Idris if he would
like to tweak the scenario to have the famous person specifically
be a famous YouTuber or just someone in a random video. Idris
instead answered his stance, "I would probably believe the (famous
YouTuber) because they’re famous.” Kelly (adult) asked him to ex-
plain further and he tautologically responded, "Because a famous
person is a famous person. A famous person like I’d believe
because they’re famous."

Idris based his trust on the perceived fame of the YouTuber (SEL).
While tied closely to the social media analytics example, being
famous is also tied to whether Idris had heard of the YouTuber.
Being famous may be more closely tied to the development of
parasocial relationships and validation of culturally what is valued
(SC).

4.3.3 Theme 3 analysis. From these vignettes, the children in our
study consistently noted that trust in information is not about ac-
curacy of information, but trust in social media analytics. From an
SEL perspective, parasocial relationships seemed to be quite im-
portant for our children. Interactive media like social media allows
children some degree of emotional connection with influencers
[68]. Children often use simple measures like gender, attractive-
ness, humor, and success as determinants of parasocial trust [8].
From an SC standpoint, children’s use of social media analytics
gives them partial understanding of how to determine trust online.
But the children in our co-design examples did not understand bot
accounts and deceptive patterns that can undermine these analytics
[47, 110]. We advocate for ways to develop children’s epistemic
vigilance [13, 29] when it comes to how they perceive influencer
fame.
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4.4 Theme 4. Manipulation in a
Hyper-capitalistic Society for Children

One topic that was quite pervasive in our co-design sessions was
children recognizing the financial motivations behind online influ-
encers and monetary ties to information sources.

4.4.1 Everyone online is selling something. Earlier, the children
noted the phenomenon of "YouTube voice" as being an emotionally
manipulative tactic. The children talked about YouTube voice as
being disingenuous and trying to convince children to spend money.
Children in our design sessions (KidsTeam Libraries at Rolling Way
- 2022-11-16) highlighted the need to look closely at the financial
and organizational ties between an influencer and a sponsor. A
group of children and teens co-designed a satirical influencer skit
to note these connections as problematic for mis/disinformation.

Sarah: "Hey guys, so this totally (sarcastically) isn’t sponsored ...
well, it is sponsored, but I totally bought the products beforehand.
Like, their outfits are so weird, but anyways. You see that octopus?
It’s small, it’s tiny, and it’s not trendy anymore. So, if you have it,
you’re not trendy. The new trend is the Chip Beetle—it’s right here,
and it’s only $30. Listen, $30! It’s so cheap for its size. You know what
I mean? It’s $30, it’s huge, and there are only 170 of them available
each day! Yeah, only 170 today—it’s so cheap. But with my discount
code, you can save 1% ... Yeah, listen, I’m here for all the hunties,
girl bosses, and slayers of the house, okay? I am here for you.
Which is why I have my discount code: N O T A S C A M. It’s only
available for two days, so go to my description or my pinned comment.
And it’s only available for two days, so hurry up!"

In this skit, children made the connection between the emotion-
ally manipulative tactics (SEL) of influencers with the SC under-
standing that financial sponsorships are connected. Interestingly
children could even specifically call out tactics like artificial scarcity,
discount codes, social slang terms (e.g., girl bosses, hunties, slay-
ers), and high-to-low pricing margins. These financial tactics are so
pervasive in society (SC) that every child in this session completely
understood the premise of this satire (as indicated by everyone
laughing).

4.4.2 False advertising. The adults in the co-design session showed
a presentation on misinformation traps and discussed with the chil-
dren (KidsTeam Libraries at Acorn Summit - 2022-10-19). An adult
asked the children to share an example of an online misinformation
trap. A child mentioned that online there are ads that are misleading.
For instance, companies would show you something that looked
pleasing, but when you get the product, it would not look the same
as the advertisement.

Scott: "They (the companies) have good advertisements. They
would put glue instead of cheese for a good cheese stretch. The
content does not match the actual food. It just looks fake." In
this example, children could recognize this widespread information
issue in their online interaction (SC). Companies online would
show a good looking product online, swaying emotions to buy
(SEL). However, the product in reality is disappointing and even
misleading.

4.4.3 Search engine optimization. We asked children to co-design
viral misinformation videos through storyboards (KidsTeam Li-
braries at Rolling Way - 2022-11-02). What we found out was that

children started to co-design the algorithm that would manipulate
people’s emotions. A group of children started to present their cre-
ation; Zero Waste Fruit Hacks. They explained “Our video is zero
waste fruit hacks that actually work not for fake. These are real. These
are 12 different fruits hacks.“ Sarah added a comment to their expla-
nation: "I have something to say. I saw it online—if you put mixed
berries in, it can dye your hair." In their video, they developed exam-
ples such as banana peels used as clothes, coconut shells as bicycle
helmets, and other hacks using compostable foods.

Children in this vignette understood that search engine optimiza-
tion could be emotionally manipulated (SEL). For instance, Peter
(adult) asked why "zero waste" in their video. Annie answered, “We
used the term ‘zero waste’ to make it more searchable and also
to play on people’s guilt. The video would feature many tricks
to use fruit products to do things that felt like they could work,
even though they didn’t." Children understood how extensive
search engine optimization is in our society (SC). We saw this from
their conversation in understanding how they knew searching for
intentional key words (e.g., compost, environmental) could tie to
a recommendation algorithm that surfaces videos on food waste
reduction and eventually their mis/disinformation message on zero
waste fruit hacks.

4.4.4 Theme 4 analysis. In these examples, the children and teens
came to the conclusion that spreading misinformation can be con-
nected to financial ties (e.g., influencer sponsorships, manipulative
ads, complex algorithms). Socioemotional manipulation could oc-
cur to spread misinformation (e.g., consumer environmental guilt,
artificial scarcity, slang terms). The SC context connected to larger
organizations and the cultural factors that allow finances to be
connected with online information. The children expressed that
spreading of mis/disinformation online does not always occur by
individuals, but also through larger SC connections with organiza-
tional ties and resources (e.g., sponsorships).

4.5 Theme 5. Cultural Beliefs and
Mis/disinformation Engagement

Children recognized that people’s cultural beliefs and community
can play a role in how they interpreted online information. Specifi-
cally, the children noted that pseudoscience, subjectivity, and dis-
agreement can play an influential role how information is inter-
preted.

4.5.1 Ghosts are real. Children noted that people’s cultural beliefs
around ghosts could determine whether an online misinformation
video clip goes viral. Two teen volunteers in our co-design group
(KidsTeam Libraries at Acorn Summit - 2022-11-02) introduced
the children to a viral video called Ghost Trashing Kitchen. In the
clip, loud noises are heard, cabinets mysteriously open on their
own, and objects are being thrown around the kitchen by an invis-
ible force. One of the teens asked, "Why do you guys think this is
misinformation and why do guys think people would believe this?"

Looking at this vignette, it was clear the video itself generated
emotional debate (SEL). After watching the video, some children
immediately retorted, "They (ghosts) are real!" However, Peter
disagreed, "Ghosts are not real." Bryson noted, "But the video
has ghosts!" Dustin claimed, "Well people could believe in ghosts or
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stuff like that. They might really like it(the video)." Children also
recognized that if people had SC beliefs in ghosts, they would
naturally promote or share mysterious online videos. For instance,
a teen noted that mysterious videos like this are interesting and,
when shared, could make people more popular and influence what
friends think of you.

4.5.2 Bigfoot is real. Bigfoot is a mysterious ape-like figure that
roams in forested areas of North America. While Bigfoot takes on
a mythic status, groups of people around the world believe in the
factual existence of the creature. Often online information (e.g.,
social media, forums, online videos) are used to debate Bigfoot’s
existence. A group of children watched a YouTube clip on Bigfoot
presented by the executive producer of the Finding Bigfoot show
(KidsTeam Libraries at Rolling Way - 2022-11-30). After watching
the clip, the adult facilitator asked, "What do you think about what
they are saying? Would you believe them?" Some children remained
skeptical if the clip was real. However, two children (Annie, Lisa)
admitted ”somewhat” to the believability of Bigfoot in the online
video. Annie observed, "It (video) was so blurry, like literally can’t
make anything." Lisa explained, “It (Bigfoot image) looked like a
gorilla in a very glowy image.” Another adult added, “It is also
reminding me of about last week about the tone. He (video host) was
very wishy-washy like (moves hands doing a balancing gesture to
show support for both sides) Ah! I don’t know if I can believe it.”

Children immediately recognized emotional tactics (SEL) that
made it hard to judge this video. The children agreed that the
host’s swaying of opinion made Bigfoot hard to judge. Taylor re-
sponded, "Because if he (host) was right, people would agree.
They wouldn’t have to say, Oh! You are right! Or oh, you are
wrong and I am right. People would just know that you are
right if you are right." From the SC perspective, the children noted
that Bigfoot videos are made mysteriously to attract more view-
ers. There is also the community aspect of pseudoscience videos.
Children described them as weird, entertaining, and a part of some-
thing bigger. These kinds of emotional community ties can foster
engagement within mis/disinformation [106].

4.5.3 Theme 5 analysis. Because of this mysterious nature, the
notion of subjectivity makes it hard to judge information as right
or wrong. However, ghost and Bigfoot videos are not new, as pseu-
doscience trends were around before the Internet. What is notable
is the socioemotional ways people get attached to the mysterious
videos of Bigfoot and ghosts. For instance, children explained that
sharing trendy online ghost videos could make you look more popu-
lar. Overall, from these examples, children understood what people
culturally believe and how those beliefs shape their acceptance of
trust in the online videos and information and how they may emo-
tionally connect with such information. Children appeared unaware
of how their own beliefs shaped their evaluation of the videos, in-
cluding what they personally vouched for (e.g., whether ghosts or
Bigfoot are real) and how their online participation in support of
those beliefs could contribute to the spread of mis/disinformation.
The development of epistemic vigilance is important to consider
for children[13, 29].

4.6 Theme 6. Children’s Tensions with Adult
Authority and Mis/disinformation

In this set of vignettes we found a tension among children. The
first two vignettes focus on the difficulties children have with their
parents and authority over truth. The next two vignettes then show
that children still need their parents and adults to help them process
how to deal with mis/disinformation, both in spotting it and dealing
with associated negative feelings.

4.6.1 Parents are not always truthful. During our co-design ses-
sions, children noted a somewhat complicated relationship between
truth and lies with their parents. For instance, we asked children to
co-design a scenario with a false connection (KidsTeam UW - 2023-
04-25). The topic of parents and lying came up. The researcher asked,
"Kids, is there anything your parents tell you, like if you do something,
something else will happen, that might be a false connection?" One
child answered, "My parents told me if you eat watermelon seeds,
they will grow in your stomach." Another child said, "My parents
told me if I don’t eat carrots, my hair color will turn gray."

A similar topic of parental lies came up at RollingWay (KidsTeam
Libraries at Rolling Way - 2022-11-30). The session focused on
mis/disinformation children hear. A group of children presented a
poster: Is Santa Claus real? The children created a poster in which
the first portion showed a child who believes in Santa Claus because
his parents said the figure was real. The second portion indicated a
scientist who does not believe in Santa. The scientist questioned
how people can travel around the world in one night and noted that
reindeer cannot fly. Finally, the poster showed a person making
a testimony that Santa is real because they saw him through a
telescope at night. The children talked about how their parents did
push this concept of Santa Claus to them. One of the children noted,
"The kid said that Santa is real because my parents said it so.
But the parents were lying because they did not want the kid
to think that Santa is not real. So nope, Santa is not real."

Overall, children described an SC phenomenon in which parents
presented falsehoods (e.g., superstitions, folklore, Santa Claus) as
truth to the children. While these were not malicious, children
noted that parents as authority figures may not always be trusted.
Some children had conflicting emotions about trusted authority
figures presenting these falsehoods as reality to them (SEL).

4.6.2 Parents are too authoritative. We asked children to consider
what they would do if they encountered misinformation online
(KidsTeam UW - 2022-07-27). A facilitator asked whether the de-
sign should give child users some options like sending a message
to their parents for permission. Abel thought it was a good idea.
Abel then asked how to spell “information.” “Send it to your par-
ents. . . for. . . information," he told the facilitators what he wants to
put down. While Abel agreed with the facilitator for child users to
send messages to parents, he believed what is needed from parents
is not permission, but more information and clarity. Eventually, this
group designed a fact check button for children to send links or
information to their parents to review. The facilitator then pointed
to what Idris had drawn explaining that they also had a parent
restriction design.
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Children had emotional tensions (SEL) with their parents about
ceding them authority to judge mis/disinformation online. For in-
stance, Peter (adult) asked Idris whether children think it is a good
thing or bad thing. Idris, without thinking, immediately claimed, "A
bad thing... Cuz I don’t want to be restricted." Abel added, "Bad
thing for children, but good thing for parents." Peter (adult)
asked why Abel thinks parents restrict children from misinfor-
mation. A facilitator helped Abel explain, “Maybe it’s (the online
content) inappropriate.” Idris added that sometimes parents com-
pletely restrict their access to browsers and other technologies.
Here, children recognized the SC power that parents have in being
able to control the flow of online information in their homes.

4.6.3 Parents could help us. While some children expressed that
parents could be too restricting, they were not against asking fami-
lies and friends for help. For instance, Mandy’s group (KidsTeam
UW - 2022-07-27) presented their ideas on what to do if they en-
counter misinformation online (e.g., eating 100 pounds of chocolate
quickly is healthy). Trent explained what he thinks children should
do to see if the information is accurate, noting, “You can go to a li-
brary, you can. . . media literacy . . .ask parents in person. . . Google."
Emily also wanted to present her idea on another misinformation
scenario: a child receiving a message on COVID being completely
cured. Emily noted, "Text your friend to see if COVID cure is
true. Tell your friends to check with their parents to see if the
information is correct."

Children recognized their parents could be helping them process
mis/disinformation as support figures. From an SEL standpoint,
children in this group trusted their parents to help them. They even
recognized the SC possibility of integrating community groups (e.g.,
libraries) and technology (e.g., Google, texting) with their parents’
input.

4.6.4 Adults and children processing emotions. After the co-design
session of the AI faces game (KidsTeam Libraries at Rolling Way -
2022-10-12), a number of children expressed their feelings about AI
manipulation and mis/disinformation in society. One adult asked
in the session, "One question I have for the kids is, how do you feel
when you see faces that aren’t real?"

• Elena: "I just feel... SAD. Seeing fake stuff makes me feel sad
because it’s not real, so it’s sad." (She says "sad" quietly, like
disappointment.)

• Mabel (teen): "So for me, I agree with feeling sad. Now that
you know a face could be fake, you don’t know if a photo your
friend sends you is real. Like, maybe you have an online friend
you’ve never met in person, and she sends you a photo. Now
you don’t know if it’s real or not; she might have just grabbed
it online and made it up."

• Alex: "Anger. Because if you’re playing a guessing game, you
might be so focused on one thing that you think is definitely it,
and then you realize it’s not the one."

We argue a need for emotional and community support for chil-
dren living in era of online mis/disinformation. Children have some
negative feelings about how ubiquitous and sophisticated the flow
of mis/disinformation is (SEL). This vignette is an example of adults
helping children process these feelings about mis/disinformation.
Children can sense the problematic issues in society and overall

need community support (SC). Children in this session started to
recognize the difficulty of this task to identify mis/disinformation
from an AI source. Some of the children noted the futility of trying
now with current technologies.

4.6.5 Theme 6 analysis. Children have a complicated relationship
with misinformation and parents (adults). Parents are not always
truthful with their children. Children recognized the cultural false-
hoods of Santa Claus and parents telling small lies. Children also rec-
ognized SC power: Allowing parents to verify mis/disinformation
also cedes power to them in the form of technology restrictions.
As adults, we need to also help children process their emotions
around misinformation and support their understanding, as a com-
munity, of how misinformation operates in their world. Children
need designs that support community bonding as a way to help
them navigate online.

5 Discussion
5.1 The Importance of SEL and SC for Children

and Mis/disinformation
Overall, our findings (Table 4) demonstrate that children think
about mis/disinformation in emotional, relational, societal, and cul-
tural ways beyond fact checking and information accuracy. Current
instructional and technological intervention designs (e.g., digital
games, simulations) focus on media literacy have limitations for
children. These designs often focus on teaching accuracy of infor-
mation (e.g., spotting fake news [112]), finding reputable sources
[86], slowing down and thinking critically [86], and triangulating
information [5]. While these are important critical skills, they are
not enough to help youth navigate increasingly challenging infor-
mation environments. Barzilai and Chinn’s review of educational
responses to post-truth conditions notes that cognitive lens has
received the most empirical attention so far [5]. They note the risk
of leaning too heavily on just a single perspective (cognitive alone)
[5]. The complexity of mis/disinformation, the diversity of people
and contexts, and the constantly changing digital information en-
vironment require a multiplicity of connected strategies that deal
with technology, ideology, settings, and epistemologies.

The issue at hand is that children often encounter broad and
evolving scenarios in their own lives that are beyond just identifying
the accuracy of information. First, some designs make cognitive
awareness of mis/disinformation the priority [52, 100, 111], but this
puts the onus of detecting and dealing with mis/disinformation
on the user (child). While important, the cognitive autonomy lens
alone does not always take account of the emotional and social
complexity children are facing today with mis/disinformation (as
shown in our themes). The sheer amount of information (facts,
opinions, diverse interpretations), the level of sophistication with
AI technology, paradoxical contradictions, and hyper-capitalism
make it difficult for any individual to address this issue without
community support [59].

Therefore, it is important to understand how people (especially
children) interact with information in an emotional, cultural, and
ecological fashion to understand the issues in-depth. While the
cognitive lens is important for digital media literacy, we ask: What
makes children resilient towards mis/disinformation from both
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an SEL and SC lens? Our findings demonstrate that children are
able to recognize some SEL issues (cognitive empathy, peer pres-
sure, hubris, emotional manipulation) and SC factors (cultural be-
liefs, participation in misinformation society, hyper-capitalism)
that are pervasive around them. Children are developing their
own cognition, SEL, and SC awareness. They are also engaging
with the most advanced technologies in our history designed to
influence these perspectives. The rapid growth of technologies and
mis/disinformation (e.g., AI fakes, social media flooding, algorithms,
marketing influencers, online videos, etc.) amplifies not only the
cognitive problems (e.g., accuracy, bias, sourcing, triangulation), but
also the socioemotional aspects (e.g., overconfidence, empathy, peer
pressure, parasocial relationships) and societal issues (e.g., hyper-
capitalism, technology manipulation, existential views) [108].

5.2 The Community-Based Approach Towards
Misinformation

We argue that children need supports in cognitive, SEL, and SC
lenses through a community-based approach [59]. Starbird et al.
note that conspiracy theorizing is a form of collective sense-making
[106]. Conspiracies are often driven by plausibility rather than ac-
curacy and the pursuit of conformative post-truths that transmit
effectively. While conspiracy theories seem irrational, conspiracy
theorists gather information, express doubt, construct links, and do
logical information literacy reasoning [106]. They value plausible
information that supports their story and social identity construc-
tion. We note the same issues can happen with children when
information literacy only focuses on a cognitive lens. Communal
sense-making tells us that emotion, social identity, and storytelling
take priority over accuracy [30, 106]. Community-based strategies
[59, 115] focus on grassroots efforts to sustainably combat misinfor-
mation and build collective resilience towards mis/disinformation
in a community of practice [58]. Instead of only emphasizing cogni-
tive strategies, the community-based approach begins developing
shared community values and tactics to develop and facilitate epis-
temic resilience among group members [59, 115].

The findings of this study demonstrate that our own co-design
method of Cooperative Inquiry [25, 124] and the co-design tech-
niques allowed children the opportunities to engage in a community-
based approach around mis/disinformation not always available
in typical schooling. For instance, as children co-designed around
viral ghost videos or Bigfoot’s authenticity (Theme 5), they took on
debates, coordination, and worked out epistemic claims together.
As children created their own viral disinformation videos (Theme
4), children expressed how digital media manipulation incorpo-
rated culture and emotions (e.g., fruit hacks and SEO). Children
also needed communities to figure out strategies to protect them-
selves (Theme 6). In all of these findings, we noted the importance
of children connecting SEL and SC views in a communal setting,
while also acknowledging aspects of cognitive skill sets.

Barzilai and Chinn [5] note the criticality of designing instruc-
tion and innovations in ways that address social and political issues
and encourage civic participation [30]. This requires an interdisci-
plinary approach of designers, scientists, civics instructors, HCI,
and social scientists to consider how to bridge and link different
approaches and epistemologies together. Overall, HCI researchers

are already at innovative forefronts of studying people in an eco-
logical way (cognition, emotion, and cultural). Design in HCI can
focus on the relational to address multidisciplinary high-level prob-
lems. Some examples include supporting adolescent security and
privacy risks together as a family team [33], designing communal
health supports for care teams [10, 80], and developing inclusive
experiences for senior citizens in community social programs [120].
These emotional and relational designs demonstrate the need for
ecological support strategies towards mis/disinformation [12].

5.3 Design Recommendations for
Community-Based Approach

We argue that there is a need to reframe mis/disinformation sup-
ports for children (and even adults) from acquisition of individual
skills towards an ecological, community-based approach that rec-
ognizes the people problem of mis/disinformation. Therefore, we
consider three design recommendations to connect the cognitive,
SEL, and SC lenses.

5.3.1 Basic digital media literacy is needed to combat misinfor-
mation (cognitive), but misinformation is not always true or false:
Designs and strategies still need to engage children with digital
media literacy and the need for accuracy, sourcing, recognition,
triangulation, fact checking, and bias. Children still need the cog-
nitive perspective as a baseline for understanding facts and that
authority in knowledge still exists to develop epistemic resilience
and vigilance. However, relying on the cognitive model only is
limited because of the overwhelming amount of online information,
the large systematic manipulation of information, and the rise of
new technologies that manipulate information quickly at scale.

Information is not just about facts, but also opinions and perspec-
tives that cannot be fact checked. Online designs for digital literacy
often focus on fact checking fake news [52], misleading digital
content [111], and biased reporting [67]. However, children in our
findings noted unverifiable online information such as, "chocolate
is healthy," "Bigfoot and ghosts are real," and "my friend says he has
a lot of money on social media." Even a conspiracy group can wield
excellent cognitive information literacy skills to support their views
and utilize accurate information with misleading interpretations
[106].

Design Recommendation 1: People need to see their own cog-
nitive limitations together in a safe community. For instance, our
findings show that children often recognize mis/disinformation in
others more readily than in themselves, reflecting a third-person
effect consistent with prior work [54]. We also observed children in
our study needed opportunities to negotiate multiple perspectives,
rather than treating online information as an absolute (e.g., Big-
foot and ghosts, healthiness of chocolate debate). Based on these
findings, we recommend designs that shift focus from binary detec-
tion to process-oriented learning. Instead of just teaching children
how to spot mis/disinformation only cognitively, designs can help
children understand that misleading content is a common part of
online engagement and not a reflection of intelligence. For instance,
digital games and simulations can allow children to experience how
easily anyone could be misled, normalizing cognitive limitations in
a safe environment [116]. Designs can also highlight how people
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with different perspectives interpret and evaluate information to-
gether. This approach encourages reflection on diverse viewpoints
and collective sense-making, rather than solely judging content as
“true” or “false” [59, 116].

5.3.2 The online information environment is harsh and we need to
take care of each other (socioemotional learning): Theworld of online
misinformation is fraught with emotional aspects for children. Cog-
nitive and affective empathy, emotional regulation, peer-pressure,
and bullying are examples of how emotion influences the spread of
mis/disinformation. Our findings demonstrate that children must
deal with their friends’ participation in mis/disinformation, feeling
overwhelmed by false information, and seeing online influencers
constantly try to manipulate their feelings. There is a need for rec-
ognizing how children’s own emotions and social groups play a part
in spreading mis/disinformation (i.e., participatory misinformation).
The SEL lens takes into account cognitive bias and limitations [5]
to address how children and people’s emotional development plays
a role in making sense of online information. SEL factors can help
children care for something beyond themselves and participate in
a community-based approach for addressing mis/disinformation
together. The interventions can focus on helping children better
understand their own emotional vulnerability, developing cognitive
and affective empathy for others, and finding the right way to talk to
someone who might have a disagreement with (epistemic resilience
and vigilance). Community-based designs need to also consider
ways in which children are feeling sad, angry, and overwhelmed
by the current state of mis/disinformation.

Design Recommendation 2:We advocate for new designs that
consider the importance of integrating social supports for children
to deal with mis/disinformation that consider their feelings of being
overwhelmed. Based on this, we recommend designs that integrate
social and emotional support, alongside informational guidance. For
example, digital support networks can be developed with peers and
trusted adults to help children navigate complex feelings around
mis/disinformation. HCI-inspired approaches, such as a Circle of
Trust could balance monitoring with emotional support, helping
adults scaffold children’s reasoning without inducing fear or shame
[33]. Grounded in the fact that teachers and caregivers already
support children with online risks like cyberbullying and privacy
challenges [70], these communal systems can extend that support
to navigating mis/disinformation, promoting resilience, reflection,
and emotional regulation in online contexts.

5.3.3 We need to collectively navigate the confusing information
space (sociocultural): The SC view posits that we need to under-
stand mis/disinformation in social settings, or "communities of
practice" [58]. Given this, on the learning side we need digital and
instructional interventions that engage children in communities of
practice, in activities that encourage collective sense-making and
meaning making [5]. Researchers argue that little attention has
been paid to building systems that help facilitate collective sense-
making and rumoring behavior itself [55]. For children, there are
little to no systems that help them engage with and understand the
participatory and collective sense-making of mis/disinformation.
Our findings demonstrate that children had difficulty understand-
ing why others fall for mis/disinformation (e.g., naive for believing
in a flat Earth), how social analytics could be manipulated, and

dealing with other cultural beliefs in information (e.g., ghosts are
real / not real).

Design Recommendation 3: Our findings indicated that chil-
dren benefit from articulating their own perspectives and negoti-
ating meaning collaboratively when encountering online informa-
tion, reflecting both cognitive and affective engagement in digital
media literacy. Based on this, we recommend designs that sup-
port socio-technical systems enabling collaborative sense-making.
For example, digital games and interactive platforms can make ex-
plicit the norms, values, and affordances embedded in social media
tools, allowing children to explore how these tools exploit cogni-
tive and emotional tendencies around mis/disinformation [65, 116].
Activities where children articulate viewpoints and listen to peers
foster reflection on diverse perspectives and subjective reasoning
[114]. Similarly, structuredmessaging groupswith peers and trusted
adults can scaffold collaborative interpretation and resilience to
manipulative online strategies [61]. Grounded in the SC approach
and our observations, these designs help children understand the
socio-technical ecosystem, recognize manipulative strategies, and
coordinate multiple epistemologies, supporting critical engagement
with both scientific and social knowledge [5].

6 Limitations and Future Work
We developed our understanding of SEL and SC with n = 46 differ-
ent children, with 26 co-design sessions, residing in a single USA
geographic location, many of whom have prior experience in de-
sign and technologies. We acknowledge this is a unique situation
and not all researchers have the infrastructure to conduct multiple
co-design sessions as our team did. Therefore, we can only con-
tribute to theoretical generalizations, not statistical generalization
[121]. Future work is needed to examine SEL and SC perspectives of
children and mis/disinformation in other contexts. For instance, we
did not collect demographic information on ethnicity / nationality
of the children. Future studies could look at ethnicity / nationality
as a part of SEL and SC perspectives of mis/disinformation.

Additionally, we conducted the co-design sessions under a larger
study looking at creating digital literacy curriculum. Therefore, the
themes of this study may not have captured an extensive set of
issues in SEL and SC in children. For instance, while we were able to
directly observe cognitive empathy issues [95], we did not follow up
and ask for more about affective empathy [35, 53]. We also did not
directly ask children for their thoughts on the relationship between
cognitive, SEL, and SC lenses. Therefore, we acknowledge this study
is the start of considering SEL and SC perspectives with children.
More work is needed to examine specifically how a community-
based approach could come together for children and trusted adults.
In future work, we hope to be able to directly co-design a specific
community-based approach based on the ideals of this study. For
instance, conducting co-design work with parents, teachers, and
other community stakeholders with children could expand on a
more holistic perspective of the community-based model.

7 Conclusions
In this study, we examined 26 co-design sessions of children’s (ages
6 - 11) engagement around online mis/disinformation. We found



Rethinking Mis/disinformation CHI ’26, April 13–17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

through design partnerships that children have sophisticated un-
derstandings of mis/disinformation beyond the cognitive skills per-
spective. Through an analysis using SEL and SC perspectives, we
observed children’s interactions around mis/disinformation as hav-
ing difficulty with empathy, feeling peer-pressure, making sense
of parasocial relationships, living in a world of hyper-capitalism,
engaging in cultural beliefs, and dealing with complex views of
adult authority. Overall, we show a need for an integrated frame-
work combining SEL, SC, and cognitive perspectives to inform how
trusted community groups can support children and guide HCI de-
signs that address the growing sophistication of mis/disinformation.

To conclude, mis/disinformation is not just about accuracy of
information alone. When we take solely the cognitive perspective,
we might narrowly see mis/disinformation as fixing a data and
information problem (e.g., accuracy of information, facts, fake or
real news, sourcing, and cognitive bias). However, youth encounter
online mis/disinformation in the forms of paradoxical information,
opinions, and information that is accurate but misinterpreted and/or
maladaptive. For children, some information just cannot be fact
checked, like Bigfoot or how a friend really feels about another
friend. At the heart of it, mis/disinformation is a people problem
fraught with beliefs, emotions, relationships, and cultural issues, es-
pecially when we consider children’s socioemotional development
and engagement in digital youth culture.
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A Participant Demographics
A.1 KidsTeam UW Demographics
Children in KidsTeam UW could have participated either in 2022,
2023, or both years (Table 5). During these years, children mostly
worked with our group one week during the summer and twice a
week afterschool at our university lab on campus. Children in this
group mainly worked with undergraduates, masters, and doctoral
students.

A.2 KidsTeam Libraries - Rolling Way
Demographics

Rolling Way is a library branch located in an urban area. The area
is home to many immigrants and lower-socioeconomic families.

We were only able to participate one year (2022) at Rolling Way
(Table 6). The children in this group met from October to December
2022 for 8 sessions once a week. Children worked with teenagers
as co-leads and library and information science masters students.

A.3 KidsTeam Libraries - Acorn Summit
Demographics

Acorn Summit is also a library branch located in an urban area,
with many immigrants and lower-socioeconomic families. We par-
ticipated for two years (2022 and 2023) at Acorn Summit (Table 7).
In 2022, the children in this group met from October to December
for 8 sessions. In 2023, the children met for 2 sessions in October
2023. Children worked with teenagers as co-leads and library and
information science masters students.
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Table 5: KidsTeam UW 2022 - 2023 Demographics: Location - University Campus - 21 children total

Name of child (pseudonym) Age at time of study Gender at the time of study Year of attendance
Abel 10 Boy 2022

Amelie 6 Girl 2023
Asher 9 Boy 2022
Callie 11 Girl 2022; 2023
Eli 7 Boy 2022; 2023

Emily 9 Girl 2022; 2023
Idris 9 Boy 2022; 2023
Liam 11 Boy 2022
Jinu 7 Boy 2023

Kennedy 9 Boy 2023
Mandy 9 Girl 2022; 2023
Martin 9 Boy 2023
Mira 8 Girl 2023
Robin 10 Boy 2022
Rumi 8 Girl 2023
Tamara 7 Girl 2022; 2023
Terrel 9 Boy 2023
Tess 10 Girl 2023
Trent 10 Boy 2022; 2023

Veronika 9 Girl 2023
Zach 7 Boy 2022; 2023

Table 6: KidsTeam Libraries 2022 Demographics: Location - Rolling Way. * indicates children that also later participated in
KidsTeam Libraries at Acorn Summit in 2023.

Name of child (pseudonym) Age at time of study Gender at the time of study Year of attendance
Alex 9 Girl 2022
Annie 9 Girl 2022
Elena* 10 Girl 2022
Jordan 10 Boy 2022
Jean* 10 Girl 2022
Lisa 8 Girl 2022
Sarah 9 Girl 2022
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Table 7: KidsTeam Libraries 2022 - 2023 Demographics: Location - Acorn Summit. * indicates children that also participated in
KidsTeam Libraries at Rolling Way in 2022.

Name of child (pseudonym) Age at time of study Gender at the time of study Year of attendance
Amy 7 Girl 2022
Bryson 11 Boy 2023
Cynthia 10 Girl 2023
Dustin 9 Boy 2022
Eden 8 Girl 2023
Elena* 11 Girl 2023
Evelyn 9 Girl 2023
Jared 7 Boy 2023
Jean* 11 Girl 2023
Joanne 10 Girl 2023
Kasey 8 Girl 2023

Margaret 8 Girl 2023
Mary 7 Girl 2022
Naomi 10 Girl 2023
Peter 9 Boy 2022
Scott 9 Boy 2022

Theodore 8 Boy 2022
Vanessa 8 Girl 2022
Willow 8 Girl 2023
Yusuf 8 Girl 2023
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