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OPENING ASSESSMENT

Introduction
The deterioration of public confidence in news media is increasingly discussed as a
problem of political bias, "fake news" and declining journalistic standards. These
descriptions are valid in part, but they do not fully explain the scale of the change taking
place. The modern information environment has undergone a much deeper structural
transformation. Information is now produced and disseminated at a speed and volume
that greatly exceed the capacity of conventional verification systems. At the same time,
economic competition, political polarisation, social-media algorithms and declining
investment in traditional field reporting have created powerful incentives to publish
material that is immediate, emotionally engaging and definitive, even when the
underlying facts remain incomplete.

The result is a widening gap between what can be reported quickly and what can actually be
established reliably.

This is particularly serious in national security, military operations and international affairs.
War and crisis reporting have always been difficult. Governments withhold information for
legitimate security reasons as well as political ones. Military organisations conduct deception.
Intelligence assessments contain uncertainty. Combatants exaggerate their successes and
minimise their failures. Eyewitnesses see only fragments of events. Photographs can be
authentic while their captions are false. Video may accurately show an explosion while
providing no evidence of who caused it. In such circumstances, verification is not merely a
desirable journalistic principle. It is an operational requirement.

The author's own military experience provides a useful illustration. During operational service,
visiting politicians and senior military officers would sometimes question personnel on the
basis of something they had seen on CNN or BBC or encountered elsewhere in the media. This
occasionally produced the strange situation in which people physically present and reporting
events through military channels were effectively being asked to reconcile their observations
with a television narrative developed hundreds or thousands of kilometres away. The media
account had become so influential that it could compete with direct reporting from the location
concerned.

That experience is anecdotal, but the phenomenon is important. Information can acquire
authority through repetition and institutional prestige rather than through evidentiary
strength.

The problem has intensified in the digital era. The Reuters Institute's 2026 Digital News Report
found that only 37% of respondents across surveyed markets said they trusted most news
most of the time, the lowest level recorded by the study. At the same time, audiences continue
migrating towards social media, video platforms, individual creators and other alternative
information sources while concern about misinformation continues to increase. Reuters
Institute, Digital News Report 2026

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2026/dnr-executive-summary
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2026/dnr-executive-summary
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The central problem is therefore not simply that journalists have become biased or that the
public has become cynical. It is that the information system itself increasingly rewards
behaviours that work against careful verification.

Central Hypothesis: The Verification Deficit

CENTRAL HYPOTHESIS

The central hypothesis of this paper is that declining confidence in
modern news is being driven by a growing "verification deficit": the
widening gap between the speed, volume, emotional intensity and
commercial engagement demanded by the contemporary information
economy and the time, field access, specialist knowledge, corroboration
and analytical discipline required to establish facts reliably.

Political or ideological bias is one manifestation of this deficit, but it is not the only one.

When sufficient independently verified information is unavailable, journalists become
increasingly dependent upon government statements, anonymous officials, military
spokespeople, political activists, social media, other journalists and organisations whose
original source may itself be unclear. Once several outlets repeat the same information,
apparent corroboration can develop even though every report may ultimately trace back to the
same source.

Economic pressures reinforce this problem. Maintaining experienced foreign correspondents,
interpreters, researchers and permanent bureaux is expensive. The long-term contraction of
foreign reporting capacity has been documented for years, while the Reuters Institute's 2026
industry assessment continues to identify economic weakness as one of the major pressures
affecting journalism. Reuters Institute - foreign reporting research

A journalist sitting in London, Delhi or New York can now assemble an impressive-looking
report about events in another country within minutes using official statements, satellite
imagery, Telegram, X, photographs, video and wire services. This represents an extraordinary
technological capability.

It is not the same thing as being there.

The reduction in direct observation matters because field reporters do more than witness
individual incidents. They develop local sources, understand geography, recognise
personalities, notice when behaviour has changed and possess contextual knowledge that
frequently reveals when an official explanation does not make sense.

The verification deficit therefore represents a loss not simply of information, but of contextual
intelligence.

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/our-research/there-anybody-out-there-crisis-and-collaboration-foreign-reporting
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DISCUSSION

Bias Does Not Require a Lie
One of the greatest difficulties in discussing media bias is the tendency to equate bias with
fabrication.

They are fundamentally different.

An entirely fabricated story is relatively straightforward to identify once sufficient evidence
becomes available. More sophisticated distortion occurs when every individual fact in an article
is technically correct but the audience is nevertheless given a misleading impression.

This can occur through story selection, headline construction, choice of imagery, placement,
omission of relevant context, disproportionate reliance upon particular experts, or the decision
to describe one military action as "retaliation" while describing an equivalent action by another
party as "escalation".

Language matters enormously.

"US deploys additional naval forces to Middle East amid regional
tensions."
"US WARSHIPS READY TO DESTROY IRAN AS TRUMP ISSUES FINAL
WARNING."
The underlying event could be identical.

The first tells the audience what occurred.

The second tells the audience how to feel about it.

This distinction has become increasingly blurred across broadcast television and online video.
Graphics, dramatic music, countdowns, animated missiles, presenters arguing with guests and
emotionally charged headlines can transform security reporting into a form of political
entertainment.

The danger is that audiences often remember the narrative rather than the qualifying details
contained within the report.

Consequently, one of the most serious contemporary forms of misinformation is not the
invented fact.

It is the truthful fragment presented in a misleading frame.

Security Reporting: When the Consequences Become
Strategic
The verification deficit becomes particularly dangerous during military confrontation because
inaccurate information can affect decisions before corrections arrive.
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The experience surrounding Iraqi weapons of mass destruction before the 2003 invasion
remains one of the clearest examples. Claims concerning Iraqi biological, chemical and nuclear
programmes circulated through government briefings, intelligence sources, defectors and
major media organisations. United Nations inspectors challenged important elements of the
nuclear narrative before the invasion, including documents supposedly demonstrating Iraqi
attempts to obtain uranium from Niger that were subsequently identified as crude forgeries.
Reuters retrospective on Iraq WMD reporting

The media did not create the intelligence failure, but parts of the media system amplified it. In
May 2004, The New York Times acknowledged that aspects of its pre-war reporting had not been
sufficiently rigorous and that it should have been more aggressive in re-examining claims as
contradictory evidence accumulated. PBS - The New York Times WMD coverage

This provides an important lesson.

Information can appear independently confirmed when politicians quote intelligence officials,
intelligence officials refer to defectors, newspapers report both, politicians subsequently cite
newspaper reporting, and television programmes then repeat the politicians.

A circular information system begins to resemble corroboration.

It is not corroboration.

How many genuinely independent sources are there?

The correct intelligence question is always the one above.

The same principle applies to contemporary security reporting.

In November 2022, early reporting following a missile explosion in Poland generated
immediate speculation that Russia had struck NATO territory. Two people were killed. The
implications were potentially enormous because Poland is a NATO member.

NATO's subsequent preliminary investigation concluded that the missile was most likely a
Ukrainian air-defence missile fired while defending Ukraine against Russian missile attacks and
that there was no indication of a deliberate attack against NATO. NATO press conference, 16
November 2022

The incident illustrates the danger of premature attribution.

During a security crisis, being first is commercially valuable.

Being wrong first can be strategically dangerous.

Russia and Ukraine: The Extreme Case of the
Contested Information Environment
The Russia-Ukraine war demonstrates almost every problem associated with contemporary
information warfare.

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/road-war-an-ex-reuters-journalist-recalls-chase-wmd-iraq-2023-03-20/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/the-new-york-times-wmd-coverage
https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/events/transcripts/2022/11/16/press-conference
https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/events/transcripts/2022/11/16/press-conference
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Both sides have strategic reasons to conceal military weaknesses, protect operational
information, emphasise successes and influence domestic and international audiences.
Western governments, intelligence agencies, defence companies, Ukrainian authorities, the
Russian state, military bloggers, Telegram channels, activists and ordinary civilians are all
participants in an information environment surrounding the physical war.

Information from any belligerent should therefore be verified rather than accepted
automatically.

There is, however, a significant difference between normal wartime strategic communication
and the systematic restriction of alternative information.

Russia has progressively closed much of the independent domestic information space since the
full-scale invasion began in February 2022. Opposition-oriented Russian-language outlets were
blocked, legislation introduced severe penalties for reporting characterised as discrediting the
armed forces, journalists left the country, and access to major foreign platforms and media
organisations was restricted. In 2025, Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov explicitly defended
what he described as wartime censorship, arguing that the information space was itself part of
the war. Reuters, 11 July 2025

The restrictions have continued. During 2026, Russian authorities have intensified controls on
VPNs and communications services that Russians have used to circumvent state restrictions.
Reuters, 31 March 2026

The result is not merely conventional media bias. It is an information environment deliberately
structured to make independent verification difficult for ordinary citizens.

Russian television audiences have consequently been exposed to a fundamentally different
portrayal of the war from audiences consuming Ukrainian or Western information. Russian
military setbacks can be minimised, battlefield developments selectively described, losses
obscured and strategic objectives redefined. Independent reporting challenging the official
narrative carries considerably greater personal and institutional risk than reporting consistent
with it.

It would nevertheless be inaccurate to say that every Russian citizen believes the official
narrative. Russians use Telegram, VPNs, overseas contacts, exiled Russian media, relatives
abroad and other sources to obtain alternative information. The existence of those alternative
channels is precisely why the state has devoted substantial effort to restricting them.

The more defensible conclusion is that a substantial part of the Russian population is
operating inside a systematically filtered information environment in which the state
possesses an extraordinary ability to determine which facts are easily accessible and
which are not.

That has major consequences for public understanding of the war.

When the Leader Is Also Inside the Information Bubble
An even more significant issue concerns President Vladimir Putin himself.

https://www.reuters.com/business/media-telecom/kremlin-says-wartime-censorship-is-justified-2025-07-11/
https://www.reuters.com/technology/russia-goes-after-vpns-great-crackdown-gathers-pace-2026-03-31/
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It is impossible from open sources to determine precisely what Putin currently believes or
exactly what information reaches him. Claims that he believes only what close advisers tell him
would therefore be impossible to prove conclusively.

There is, however, credible evidence that serious information distortion occurred at the highest
levels of the Russian system, particularly during the opening phase of the invasion.

In March 2022, the United States publicly assessed that Putin was being misled by senior
advisers and was not receiving an accurate account of the Russian military's performance or
the economic consequences of the invasion. The assessment was that some advisers were
afraid to tell him the truth. U.S. Department of State briefing, 31 March 2022

Whether every element of that intelligence assessment was correct cannot be independently
established. The broader phenomenon is nevertheless entirely plausible and strategically
important.

Highly centralised command systems create powerful incentives for subordinates to report
success upwards. If commanders fear punishment for failure, bad news becomes progressively
diluted as it moves through the hierarchy. A tactical commander reports that an objective is
nearly secured. A regional commander reports that operations are proceeding according to
plan. The headquarters reports that resistance is collapsing. Eventually the national leader
receives a picture that no longer resembles the battlefield.

This is not simply propaganda.

It is institutionalised confirmation bias.

The leadership may eventually become a consumer of its own information operation.

That possibility has profound national-security implications. Intelligence systems exist partly to
tell political leaders things they do not want to hear. Once access to power becomes dependent
upon telling the leader what he expects to hear, the information architecture itself becomes a
strategic vulnerability.

The early performance of Russian forces in Ukraine demonstrated the possible consequences
of major planning assumptions proving incorrect. A government can possess enormous
military, intelligence and technological resources yet still make poor strategic decisions if the
information reaching senior leadership has been filtered to protect careers or reinforce
pre-existing beliefs.

The verification deficit can exist inside governments as easily as inside
newsrooms.

The Fog of War Applies to the West as Well
Recognition of Russian information control should not lead to the opposite mistake of
assuming that all information favourable to Ukraine is necessarily accurate.

Ukraine is fighting for national survival and understandably operates an extensive
strategic-communications system. Military losses, operational plans, air-defence capabilities

https://2021-2025.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-march-31-2022/
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and certain battlefield information are controlled for legitimate security reasons. Ukrainian
officials also seek international military and political support and therefore have an obvious
interest in presenting events in ways that reinforce that support.

Western governments similarly release intelligence selectively.

None of this is unusual.

The important principle is that source sympathy must never replace source verification.

During any war, an analyst should be capable of simultaneously believing that one side is
strategically responsible for initiating the conflict while still questioning individual claims made
by that side's opponent.

The Poland missile incident demonstrates precisely why.

"Which side does this information support?"
"What evidence demonstrates that this information is true?"
A professional analyst should ask the second question, not the first.

This distinction is increasingly being lost in highly polarised news environments.

Donald Trump, the BBC and Political Journalism
Political reporting provides another version of the problem.

Donald Trump represents an unusually difficult subject for news organisations because he
generates strongly polarised reactions among audiences, politicians and journalists. Some
organisations and commentators are intensely hostile to him; others are highly supportive.

Negative reporting concerning a political leader does not itself demonstrate bias. If a politician
makes a false statement, reporting that it is false is not bias. If a government makes a
controversial policy decision, examining its consequences is journalism.

The appropriate test is whether equivalent standards of evidence, scepticism and language
would be applied to an opposing political figure.

The BBC provides a particularly relevant recent example.

An October 2024 Panorama programme edited parts of Trump's 6 January 2021 speech in a
manner that the BBC subsequently acknowledged created a misleading impression. The
controversy later became part of a major institutional crisis. According to the Reuters
Institute's 2026 UK analysis, senior BBC executives had been aware of the issue in 2025; after
an internal editorial-standards memo became public, the controversy escalated and both BBC
Director General Tim Davie and BBC News chief Deborah Turness resigned. Reuters Institute,
United Kingdom - Digital News Report 2026

This is an important case because the criticism does not depend upon whether the viewer likes
or dislikes Donald Trump.

The question is purely editorial.

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2026/united-kingdom
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2026/united-kingdom
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Did the editing accurately represent what was said?

If the answer is no, the journalistic standard has failed regardless of whose speech was being
edited.

This principle should apply equally to Donald Trump, Joe Biden, a Chinese official, Vladimir
Putin, an Iranian commander or any other public figure.

Selective editing is particularly damaging because television possesses an unusual
psychological authority. Audiences believe that they have seen what happened. The image itself
becomes evidence.

If the sequencing or context has been altered, viewers can develop great confidence in
something they did not actually witness.

The danger is therefore greater than ordinary editorial commentary.

China: When the International Narrative Does Not
Match Everyday Reality
China provides a particularly interesting example of the gap between international narrative
and lived experience.

Coverage of China in Western media is frequently dominated by geopolitical competition, trade
disputes, economic problems, military developments, demographic challenges,
property-sector weakness and tensions with the United States. These are legitimate subjects
for journalism.

The problem arises when they collectively become the dominant lens through which the entire
country is understood.

A person who knows China principally through Western political commentary could reasonably
develop an impression of a country experiencing continual crisis, economic decline, social
tension and deteriorating living conditions.

That portrayal can seem strikingly different to the experience of actually living or spending
substantial time there.

For many residents of China's major cities, ordinary life is modern, orderly, technologically
sophisticated and overwhelmingly peaceful. Public transportation is extensive, digital payment
and service delivery are deeply integrated into everyday life, cities possess enormous
commercial and recreational infrastructure, and the level of convenience available in many
urban centres compares extremely favourably with major cities elsewhere in the world.

That does not mean that China has no economic or social problems.

No serious analysis should make that argument.

It means that the problems constitute only one part of a much larger picture.

Independent economic analysis illustrates the point. The World Bank currently forecasts
Chinese economic growth of approximately 4.4% in 2026, while the IMF projects about 4.6%.
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The World Bank identifies genuine challenges involving domestic demand, property
adjustment and the need for economic rebalancing, but this is very different from the
recurring popular narrative that China's economy is simply collapsing. World Bank - China

The same applies to living standards.

China reported average life expectancy of 79.25 years in 2025 and has set a target of
approximately 80 by 2030. The government's health strategy is focused upon expanding
medical services and strengthening primary and preventative care. State Council of the PRC -
health policy

World Bank analysis also notes that China has achieved near-universal enrolment across
contributory social-insurance and social-assistance systems. The Bank simultaneously
identifies weaknesses in benefit levels and differences between formal urban workers,
migrants and informal workers. This is exactly the type of balanced analysis that is useful: the
system is extensive and substantial, but it is not perfect. World Bank China Economic Update,
July 2026

Education presents a similar picture. China has an enormous public education system, while
the Chinese regions participating in international educational comparisons have recorded
strong outcomes. OECD documentation appropriately cautions that participation has
historically covered selected provinces and cities rather than providing a simple nationally
representative comparison. OECD PISA - China

The significant point is not that China should receive favourable reporting.

It should receive proportionate reporting.

There is a major analytical difference between saying that China's property sector is
experiencing serious difficulties and saying that China is economically failing.

There is a difference between identifying weaknesses in social protection and creating an
impression that meaningful social support scarcely exists.

There is a difference between discussing geopolitical competition with China and implying that
ordinary Chinese society somehow resembles a permanent national-security confrontation.

Daily reality across much of urban China is considerably more mundane: people go to work,
take their children to school, shop, travel, eat in restaurants, use exceptionally modern
transportation systems, receive medical care, socialise and plan their futures.

It is a modern society with many areas of impressive achievement.

A person who has spent meaningful time in Chinese cities may consequently find some
overseas commentary almost unrecognisable.

That disconnect is important.

Personal observation should never be treated as comprehensive national evidence. China is
vast, and conditions in Shanghai, Beijing, Shenzhen or Chengdu cannot automatically be
applied to every smaller city or rural area.

https://www.worldbank.org/ext/en/country/china
https://english.www.gov.cn/policies/latestreleases/202607/13/content_WS6a54d4e4c6d00ca5f9a0c287.html
https://english.www.gov.cn/policies/latestreleases/202607/13/content_WS6a54d4e4c6d00ca5f9a0c287.html
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/0cb2fc6dd88d4db3816dc0433b5cb49b-0070012026/original/CEU-July-2026-EN.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/0cb2fc6dd88d4db3816dc0433b5cb49b-0070012026/original/CEU-July-2026-EN.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/en/about/programmes/pisa/china.html
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But neither should external commentary be allowed to erase the significance of lived
experience.

The most accurate picture normally emerges when both are considered together.

The China example therefore illustrates another form of the verification deficit: narrative
selection.

A news organisation does not need to invent anything. It can simply report every economic
problem, every diplomatic confrontation and every military development while devoting
comparatively little attention to ordinary prosperity, infrastructure, education, technological
progress or improvements in everyday life.

Every individual article can be true.

The cumulative impression can still be distorted.

India, YouTube and the Industrialisation of
Sensationalism
A particularly visible example of the contemporary problem can be found in sections of India's
television and YouTube news environment.

This requires careful qualification. India has an enormous, diverse and sophisticated media
industry containing highly professional journalists, newspapers, broadcasters, independent
reporters and fact-checking organisations.

The criticism does not reasonably apply to "Indian media" collectively.

There is, however, a demonstrable segment of the television and online ecosystem in which
national-security reporting has become extraordinarily sensational.

The May 2025 India-Pakistan confrontation provides a well-documented example.

During the crisis, false and exaggerated claims spread at remarkable speed across social media
and conventional broadcasting. The Reuters Institute documented Indian television reports
claiming that Indian ground forces had entered Pakistan when they had not. Some
programmes used dramatic animations, fighter aircraft, military graphics and celebratory
studio reactions while reporting highly uncertain battlefield information as established fact.
Reuters Institute - India/Pakistan crisis misinformation

Other claims were more serious.

A report circulated that Pakistan's army chief, General Asim Munir, had been arrested and that
a coup was underway. Major television organisations and social-media accounts repeated it.

There was no coup.

Another false narrative reported that the Indian Navy had attacked Karachi port. Some reports
circulated before any credible confirmation existed; the Karachi Port Trust subsequently stated
that no such attack had occurred. Other programmes used unrelated imagery, including

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/truth-casualty-how-indian-fact-checkers-debunked-false-claims-during-india-pakistan-crisis
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footage from other conflicts and even video games, to illustrate supposed military events. The
Washington Post, 4 June 2025

Pakistani media and official sources also circulated false or misleading information during the
confrontation, including unsupported claims regarding Indian military losses and operations.
The Washington Post, 4 June 2025

The lesson is therefore not national.

It is structural.

The Reuters Institute's account described an information environment in which social-media
falsehoods rapidly migrated onto television while fact-checkers struggled to keep pace. One
fact-checker reported examining roughly 70 separate examples of misinformation by the end
of the first day of major escalation. Reuters Institute

India's own government has previously identified the problem. In 2022, the Ministry of
Information and Broadcasting blocked ten India-based and six Pakistan-based YouTube news
channels which it said were spreading fake information concerning national security, foreign
relations, communal harmony and public order. The channels collectively had hundreds of
millions of views. Government of India, Press Information Bureau

The significance of YouTube is its scale and incentive structure.

"US naval forces reposition amid tensions with Iran"
"AMERICA SENDS MASSIVE ARMADA - IRAN'S NAVY FACES DESTRUCTION."
The second title does not necessarily require the underlying video to contain a completely
fabricated fact. Its purpose is to generate curiosity, fear, excitement or anger.

The thumbnail becomes an advertisement.

The news event becomes the raw material.

The product being sold is attention.

This explains why dramatic security stories are especially attractive. Aircraft carriers, missiles,
fighter jets, explosions, national leaders and predictions of imminent war generate
engagement far more easily than careful discussion of force posture, logistics, diplomatic
signalling or rules of engagement.

The information economy consequently rewards the person willing to exaggerate the most.

That is a serious structural defect.

The Fake-News Syndrome
The term "fake news" has also become part of the problem.

It originally provided a convenient description for deliberately fabricated stories presented as
journalism. It is now regularly used to describe at least four different things: material that is

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2025/06/04/india-news-channels-misinformation-pakistan-conflict/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2025/06/04/india-news-channels-misinformation-pakistan-conflict/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2025/06/04/india-news-channels-misinformation-pakistan-conflict/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/truth-casualty-how-indian-fact-checkers-debunked-false-claims-during-india-pakistan-crisis
https://www.pib.gov.in/Pressreleaseshare.aspx?PRID=1819892
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demonstrably fabricated; genuine mistakes; politically biased reporting; and accurate
reporting that someone simply dislikes.

These categories should not be confused.

An inaccurate report may result from inadequate verification rather than deliberate deception.

A biased report may contain only genuine facts.

A forecast can prove wrong without having been dishonest.

An opinion cannot necessarily be fact-checked in the same way as a claim about an observable
event.

And a completely fabricated story is something different again.

When all are labelled "fake news", the term loses analytical value.

There is an additional danger.

If audiences are repeatedly told that mainstream journalism is entirely fake, genuine
investigative reporting becomes easier for powerful organisations or individuals to dismiss.
The eventual result is not a better-informed society but an environment in which every
inconvenient fact can be rejected as propaganda.

A functioning information system therefore requires a position between gullibility and nihilism.

Believing everything is dangerous.

Believing nothing is equally dangerous.

The appropriate objective is calibrated trust.

Are Independent Bloggers and On-the-Ground
Reporters More Reliable?
The rise of independent journalists, bloggers and open-source investigators is one of the most
positive developments within the new information environment.

A single individual with a smartphone can now document an incident before a major news
organisation is even aware that it occurred. Commercial satellite imagery, flight tracking, ship
tracking, geolocation, meteorological data, social-media archives and digital mapping allow
independent analysts to investigate events that would once have been accessible only to
governments.

During conflict, local reporters and residents can provide direct observations from locations
inaccessible to international broadcasters.

This has dramatically weakened the information monopoly previously enjoyed by governments
and large media organisations.

But proximity must not be confused with infallibility.
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A person standing beside an explosion can reliably report that an explosion occurred.

That individual may have no reliable information whatsoever about who caused it.

An eyewitness sees only one geographical position.

A blogger may be politically committed to one side.

A local reporter may have excellent knowledge but limited access.

An apparently independent account may actually be funded by a government, political
movement or commercial interest.

The correct conclusion is therefore not that independent reporters are inherently more
trustworthy than mainstream journalism.

It is that they have become an essential additional layer of evidence.

The strongest modern reporting increasingly combines professional journalism with
eyewitness material, open-source intelligence, satellite imagery, technical analysis, official
records, multiple independent sources and transparent acknowledgement of what remains
unknown.

Reliability should therefore be judged increasingly by evidentiary architecture rather than
brand recognition.

A previously unknown analyst who provides coordinates, timestamps, original imagery and
reproducible reasoning may be more reliable on one particular event than an international
television presenter citing unnamed officials.

On another subject, the international broadcaster may possess far superior sources.

Trust should attach to the evidence.
Not automatically to the logo.

Why Does YouTube Not Simply Remove the Lies?
At first glance, the solution appears simple.

Modern artificial intelligence can recognise faces, translate languages, analyse video, compare
imagery, identify duplicate footage and search enormous databases almost instantaneously.
Surely platforms such as YouTube should be capable of identifying obviously fabricated
security stories.

To an extent, they can.

YouTube's current policies prohibit defined categories of misleading or deceptive content
where there is a serious risk of egregious harm. YouTube Community Guidelines

The difficulty is that the majority of problematic political and security content exists in a much
larger grey area.

https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/9288567?hl=en
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Consider the statement:

"Iran is preparing to attack."

At what point does that become false?

The source may genuinely believe an attack is being prepared.

Intelligence may indicate preparations that are subsequently cancelled.

Troops might move for deterrence rather than attack.

The statement could be analysis, prediction, propaganda or deliberate fabrication.

Now consider:

"America is terrified of Iran."

There is almost nothing objective to fact-check. It is rhetorical interpretation.

Or:

"Russia is about to collapse."

Exactly what constitutes "about to"?

The task is therefore not primarily detecting sentences that computers can prove false.

The difficult task is adjudicating uncertain information.

That raises the question of who should possess the authority to determine truth.

Giving governments unrestricted power to decide which political claims may be published
would create an obvious route to censorship.

Giving technology companies unlimited authority presents different problems.

Doing nothing allows commercially successful deception to flourish.

The answer probably lies between these extremes.

Freedom of Speech Is Not a Right to Algorithmic
Amplification

The right to express an opinion is not the same as a right to have an
algorithm distribute that opinion to ten million people.

This creates several alternatives to deletion.

Platforms can permit contentious speech while refusing to monetise demonstrably deceptive
material. They can reduce algorithmic recommendations for repeat offenders. They can place
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contextual information beside disputed claims. They can identify the original publication date
of recycled footage. They can prominently display corrections beside videos subsequently
shown to contain materially false information.

Most importantly, corrections should follow the misinformation.

At present, a false story can receive five million views on Monday. A correction published on
Wednesday may receive twenty thousand.

The people who saw the original claim may never see the correction.

Technology should be capable of addressing this.

If a platform identifies that a video viewed by five million people contained materially false
information, those viewers could automatically receive a correction or contextual notice.

Evidence suggests contextual interventions can significantly reduce onward transmission. A
2026 Nature Communications study analysing more than 237,000 fact-checked information
cascades found that the appearance of Community Notes on X reduced subsequent reposting
of misleading posts by approximately 61%. Because many posts had already spread before
notes appeared, the reduction in total accumulated engagement was smaller, demonstrating
that speed of correction matters. Nature Communications, 2026

The technical capability therefore exists.

The larger question concerns platform incentives.

A sensational falsehood that generates millions of views can be commercially valuable before
anyone corrects it.

This creates an obvious conflict between engagement and information quality.

Technology Should Authenticate Evidence, Not
Decide Political Truth
A more promising technological development involves digital provenance.

The Coalition for Content Provenance and Authenticity has developed the C2PA standard,
which allows information concerning the origin and editing history of digital media to
accompany photographs and other content. C2PA

This does not determine whether an interpretation is correct.

It solves a different and extremely useful problem.

A future viewer might be able to establish that a photograph was captured by a particular
authenticated device at a particular time, that it was subsequently cropped, that no objects
were digitally inserted and that the photograph originated from a recognised news
organisation.

That is valuable.

It does not prove that the missile visible in the photograph belonged to Russia, Ukraine, Iran or
the United States.

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-026-72597-0
https://c2pa.org/
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That conclusion still requires analysis.

Technology should therefore be used to authenticate evidence, while human analytical
processes determine what the evidence means.

Artificial intelligence can similarly help identify recycled footage, manipulated audio, synthetic
images, inconsistent shadows, incorrect geography, altered metadata and coordinated
networks distributing identical narratives.

Used properly, these tools could substantially reduce the verification deficit.

Used poorly, they could simply create a more technologically sophisticated censorship system.

The distinction is critical.

The Danger of Continuing on the Present Course
The first danger is strategic miscalculation.

During a crisis, incorrect attribution of an attack could influence national leaders before
reliable intelligence becomes available. The Poland missile incident demonstrated how quickly
an ambiguous event could acquire NATO-level significance.

The second danger is distorted government decision-making.

Political leaders are also media consumers. Senior officials who begin meetings by asking
about a television story or viral video risk allowing the public information environment to
influence the intelligence process rather than allowing intelligence to inform their
understanding of the public narrative.

That reverses the correct relationship.

The third danger is the creation of national echo chambers.

Russia demonstrates the extreme version, where restriction of alternative information can
create an environment in which populations and possibly leaders themselves operate from
increasingly distorted assumptions.

Democratic societies can create softer versions voluntarily. Citizens choose outlets that
reinforce existing political beliefs, algorithms identify those preferences and progressively
provide more content consistent with them.

Eventually different groups are no longer arguing about what should be done.

They are arguing from entirely different versions of what happened.

The fourth danger is the collapse of institutional credibility.

Large news organisations possess an important advantage: they have reputations to lose.

But that advantage exists only while audiences believe errors will be acknowledged and
corrected.
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When an organisation appears unwilling to correct an obvious mistake because doing so would
damage a preferred political narrative, the reputational cost extends far beyond the individual
story.

The fifth danger is increased effectiveness of hostile information operations.

Foreign intelligence organisations do not necessarily need to convince populations of one
specific lie. Creating confusion can be enough.

If citizens conclude that every source is dishonest, authentic evidence becomes much easier to
dispute.

The sixth danger is public disengagement.

Faced with endless claims of imminent wars, collapsing governments, devastating attacks and
political catastrophe, audiences can eventually stop paying attention.

Important warnings then become indistinguishable from sensational noise.

This creates what might be described as threat inflation fatigue.

The hundredth headline announcing that a regional war is "hours away" receives little
attention even when the hundred-and-first warning is correct.

Rebuilding a Reliable Information Environment
The solution is unlikely to be a return to the media structure of the twentieth century.

That world no longer exists, and in many respects the new environment is superior. Citizens
possess unprecedented access to primary evidence. Governments can be challenged by
ordinary people with smartphones. Satellite imagery can expose military activity. Independent
analysts can challenge claims made by major intelligence services. Individuals can compare
newspapers from several countries within seconds.

The objective should therefore not be to restore the old information monopoly.

It should be to build a stronger verification system around the new environment.

For professional news organisations, the distinction between fact, analysis and opinion should
once again become obvious. A viewer should know immediately whether a presenter is
reporting an observable event or expressing a judgement about it.

Major security claims should increasingly include visible evidence notes explaining what is
confirmed, what remains alleged and how information was obtained.

Corrections should be prominent rather than buried.

More resources should be committed to reporters who possess genuine regional expertise and
sustained field presence.

Newsrooms should become more comfortable saying:
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"This has been reported, but it has not yet been independently verified."
That sentence is not a sign of weak journalism. It is a sign of professional journalism.

Governments should similarly resist making policy from media narratives. Intelligence
organisations should actively identify where widely circulated public claims differ from
internally verified assessments and ensure political leaders understand the distinction.

Red-team analysis is particularly valuable. Analysts should sometimes be specifically tasked to
disprove the dominant assessment.

Russia's experience demonstrates why leaders need institutions capable of telling them
uncomfortable things.

Social-media platforms should distinguish speech from amplification. Removal should remain
available for clearly defined categories of dangerous deception, fraud and deliberately
manipulated material, but a much larger range of responses is possible before censorship
becomes necessary.

Demonetisation, reduced recommendation, provenance labels, visible corrections and
repeat-offender credibility indicators could significantly reduce the commercial incentive to
manufacture sensational misinformation.

The European Union's evolving approach under the Digital Services Act and Code of Conduct
on Disinformation already reflects aspects of this model by combining platform accountability,
transparency and systemic-risk mitigation with explicit recognition of freedom of expression.
European Commission - Code of Conduct on Disinformation

For individuals, perhaps the most important change is psychological.

Citizens should stop asking:

"Which news source can be trusted?"
"How strongly is this particular claim supported?"
There is probably no institution that should be trusted unconditionally. The second question
converts information consumption into an analytical process.

A claim supported by one anonymous source deserves limited confidence.

A claim supported by several outlets that all trace back to the same anonymous source does
not deserve substantially more.

A claim supported by geolocated video, satellite imagery, official documentation and two
genuinely independent witnesses deserves considerably greater confidence.

An intelligence-style confidence scale could therefore be useful far beyond government.

https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/library/code-conduct-disinformation
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Confirmed fact.
High confidence.
Moderate confidence.
Low confidence.
Unverified claim.
These distinctions are far more informative than simply declaring something true or fake.

CLOSING ASSESSMENT

Conclusion
The declining credibility of contemporary news cannot adequately be explained by arguing
that journalists have simply stopped being taught impartiality.

Traditional journalistic principles remain widely recognised.

The deeper problem is that the environment in which journalism now operates increasingly
works against those principles.

Speed is rewarded over patience.

Certainty is rewarded over qualification.

Emotion is rewarded over proportion.

Opinion is cheaper than investigation.

A studio discussion is cheaper than a foreign bureau.

A dramatic YouTube thumbnail attracts more viewers than a carefully qualified assessment.

An anonymous official can provide an immediate headline while genuine verification may
require hours or days.

These pressures have created a verification deficit between the enormous amount of
information being produced and society's capacity to determine what is actually true.

The consequences can be seen across very different information environments.

The Iraq WMD experience demonstrated how government claims, intelligence sources and
media reporting can reinforce one another before the underlying evidence has been
adequately tested.

The Poland missile incident demonstrated how premature attribution during a military crisis
can potentially carry strategic consequences.

Russia demonstrates what happens when information control becomes systematic. Large
sections of the population operate within an environment deliberately structured around the
state's preferred account of the war, while credible evidence suggests that senior Russian
leadership has itself experienced distorted upward reporting. The disturbing possibility is that
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a government conducting an information operation against its population can eventually
contaminate its own decision-making.

Donald Trump and the BBC demonstrate a different problem. A news organisation need not
invent a statement to distort it. Editing and presentation can fundamentally alter the
audience's understanding of something that genuinely occurred.

China demonstrates the cumulative effect of narrative selection. Reporting China's economic
difficulties is legitimate. Reporting geopolitical competition is legitimate. But when these
subjects overwhelmingly define the country's international portrayal, the resulting picture can
differ substantially from the reality experienced by people actually living there: a modern,
highly developed, largely peaceful society with impressive infrastructure, strong educational
capacity, extensive healthcare and social systems, sophisticated technology and standards of
urban living that compare very favourably with many other countries.

The 2025 India-Pakistan confrontation demonstrates perhaps the most extreme manifestation
of the attention economy. False reports of military advances, attacks and even a coup moved
from social media into mainstream broadcasting at extraordinary speed. Dramatic graphics
and nationalist entertainment frequently displaced verification during an actual military
confrontation between nuclear-armed states.

None of these cases leads logically to the conclusion that mainstream media should be
abandoned.

Nor does the growth of independent journalism mean that bloggers should automatically be
believed.

The correct conclusion is more demanding.

No source should receive unconditional trust.

Modern information consumers increasingly need to evaluate evidence rather than
institutions.

Journalists need to rediscover the value of uncertainty.

Governments need to protect decision-making from information bubbles.

Technology companies need to recognise that freedom of expression does not require
unrestricted algorithmic amplification.

And society needs to distinguish scepticism from cynicism.

The ultimate defence against misinformation is not censorship.

It is a verification culture.

Such a culture would accept that initial reports can be wrong, that allies can exaggerate, that
adversaries can occasionally tell the truth, that reputable newspapers can make serious
mistakes, that independent reporters can uncover facts overlooked by major broadcasters, and
that direct observation deserves particular weight without automatically becoming infallible.
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Most importantly, it would recognise that the objective of news should not be to tell audiences
what to think.

It should establish, as accurately and transparently as possible,
what happened, what is known, what remains uncertain and what
evidence supports the judgement.

In an information environment increasingly dominated by speed, algorithms, political identity
and artificial intelligence, that basic principle may be more important than at any previous
point in the history of modern journalism.
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