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How Do I Spot Manipulation in the News?
Read the article first. This worksheet accompanies Learning to See Clearly: A Workshop on Avoiding Misinformation and Psychological

Manipulation at ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, which describes fourteen pathways through which influence enters and why

discernment depends on a regulated nervous system. Search “learning to see clearly” on the site to find it.

Discernment is the capacity to remain psychologically organized while information is attempting to organize us. It is not suspicion, and

the goal is not invulnerability. The goal is awareness sufficient to restore choice. Choose one message that moved us: a political ad, a

headline, a clip, a post, a speech. It works on messages we agree with as well as ones we reject, and it is easier to learn on the ones we

agree with. A few words per space is enough.

S T E P  O N E

Regulate first
Manipulation thrives on urgency, and urgency narrows cognition. Before analyzing anything, notice how

activated we are. Slowing down is not hesitation. It is regulation, and a regulated mind has more access to

weighing, comparing, and context.

S T E P  T W O

Find the method
Look for the method inside the message. Each of the fourteen pathways comes with one clarifying question.

Stay observational: recognition expands cognitive space, and judgment often collapses it. The pathways rarely

travel alone.

S T E P  T H R E E

Sort the claim
True, false, or not measurable. Most political claims live in the third category, and within it the weight of

evidence still matters.

S T E P  F O U R

Sign or menu
Does the message state a position we could agree or disagree with, or does it name an enemy? Naming a

problem is not a position. Saying “crime” is not a public safety system.

S T E P  F I V E

Close
One last question before we share, argue, or act: does this feel true because it is supported, or because we keep

seeing it?

A  W O R K E D  E X A M P L E :  T H E  S I G N  O U T  F R O N T

T H E  M E S S A G E An ad: wolves are being reintroduced and will come for what we love.

A C T I VAT I O N Fear and a protective pull, around a 6. Pause before going further.

T H E  M E T H O D Emotional hijacking: threat inflation. Loaded language: “come for.” Association: ominous imagery paired with
a policy.

T H E  C L A I M Not measurable as stated. What exactly will happen, to whom, and how would we know?

S I G N  O R  M E N U A sign. It names a threat and says nothing about capacity, constraint, control, or trajectory for land and wildlife.

T H E  Q U E S T I O N Would this feel as urgent if it were framed differently, or if I had more time with it?

Emotion itself is not the problem. Emotion is an essential form of intelligence. The question is whether emotion is informing thought or replacing it.
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Regulate, then find the method
T H E  M E S S A G E

What it was, where I saw it, and what it asked me to feel, believe, or do.

How activated am I? 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

S T E P  O N E

Regulate first
Name the feeling and where it sits in the body. At a six or above, pause first: breathe, step away, come back later.

S T E P  T W O :  T H E  F O U R T E E N  P A T H W A Y S

Check each one present, then answer its question below. More than one is common.

Association: what emotional tone is attached, and does the

connection withstand examination?

Language: what assumptions are embedded in the words I am

asked to accept?

Emotional hijacking: what happens to my thinking as my

emotion intensifies?

Social proof and authority: authentic agreement, or the

presentation of agreement?

Thinking shortcuts: would this feel as compelling if it were

framed differently?

Information architecture: what additional information would

help me see it more completely?

Logical fallacies: does the reasoning connect, or does it sound

persuasive?

Tribal activation: is this informing my understanding, or

recruiting my identity?

Repetition: does it feel true because it is supported, or because

I keep encountering it?

Visual manipulation: what interpretation is this image guiding

me toward?

Timing and context: would it land differently with more

context or more time?

Algorithmic influence: is it designed to deepen understanding,

or to capture attention?

Inoculation: am I being prepared to dismiss information before

I encounter it?

Nuance reduction: is complexity being clarified, or

compressed?

W H A T  T H E  Q U E S T I O N S  S H O W E D

For each pathway I checked, the answer to its question.
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Sort the claim, read the menu
T H E  C E N T R A L  C L A I M

In one sentence, the claim the message rests on.

S T E P  T H R E E

True, false, or not
measurable

Check one. Then note what I would need to know to be sure.

True: supported by verifiable facts and evidence False: disproven by precise, objective data

Not measurable: ample evidence supports the

possibility

Not measurable: no evidence either way

Not measurable: ample evidence to the contrary Can never be proven or disproven

W H A T  I  W O U L D  N E E D  T O  K N O W

S T E P  F O U R

Sign or menu
Does it state a position, or only name an enemy?

It names a problem and proposes something

specific

It names an enemy or a threat

It promises an outcome with no plan for reaching it It is so abstract no one could disagree with it

I F  I T  W E R E  A  M E N U ,  W H A T  W O U L D  I  W A N T  I T  T O  T E L L  M E ?

C L O S I N G  C H E C K

D O E S  T H I S  F E E L  T R U E  B E C A U S E  I T  I S  S U P P O R T E D ,  O R  B E C A U S E  I  K E E P  S E E I N G  I T ?

W H A T  D O  I  T H I N K  N O W ,  A F T E R  S L O W I N G  D O W N ?

W H A T,  I F  A N Y T H I N G ,  W I L L  I  D O  W I T H  I T  ( S H A R E  I T,  L O O K  F U R T H E R ,  L E T  I T  G O ) ?

No one is immune to persuasion. Intelligence, education, and expertise do not confer immunity. The clearer we see influence, the less governed by it
we become. Not immune. Oriented.
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