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Americans are living in alternative political realities





We examined the social distancing of over 15 million 
Americans as function of political partisanship



Gollwitzer et al. (2020). Partisan differences in physical distancing are linked to health outcomes during the COVID-19 pandemic. Nature Human Behaviour.
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Partisanship was a ~6x stronger predictor of social distancing 
than COVID-19 infection rate



Americans are living in alternative political realities



Where do these alternative realities come from? 
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“The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is people for 

whom the distinction between fact and fiction 

(i.e., the reality of experience) no longer exists.” 

– Hannah Arendt

The Origins of Totalitarianism, p. 474



Political leaders can create alternative realities 
by peddling falsehoods to a population



We prompt-engineered GPT-4 to quantify the degree 
of falsehoods in political leaders’ rhetoric



Evaluated ~26,000 U.S. Presidential speech excerpts 
for their degree of falsehood



“Lawmakers in New York cheered with delight upon the passage of 
legislation that would allow a baby to be ripped from the mother’s womb 
moments before birth...”

– Donald Trump (State of the Union Address, 2019)

Model-Response:

Score: 7

The statement reflects a very high degree of falsehood. It asserts extreme 
and inflammatory claims ("ripped from the mother’s womb moments 
before birth," "execute a baby after birth") that are not supported by real-
world evidence…



Gollwitzer, A., Jeong, Y., Pillai, S., Steinhauer, J., & Oettingen, G. (2024). Misplaced Certainty in U.S. Presidential Rhetoric Predicts Political Violence.
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Gollwitzer, A., Jeong, Y., Pillai, S., Steinhauer, J., & Oettingen, G. (2024). Misplaced Certainty in U.S. Presidential Rhetoric Predicts Political Violence.
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Do these falsehoods matter? 
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Falsehoods Communicated as Facts (Previous Year)

Gollwitzer, A., Jeong, Y., Pillai, S., Steinhauer, J., & Oettingen, G. (2024). Misplaced Certainty in U.S. Presidential Rhetoric Predicts Political Violence.
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Falsehoods in German Politicians’ Tweets

→

Violent Rhetoric in Replies to Those Tweets  



BI Happiness Course. All Rights Reserved. 2024



“In Springfield, they are eating the dogs. The people that 
came in, they are eating the cats. They’re eating – they 
are eating the pets of the people that live there.” 

– Donald Trump (U.S. Presidential Debate, September 10th, 2024)
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Gollwitzer, A., Jeong, Y., Pillai, S., Steinhauer, J., & Oettingen, G. (2024). Misplaced Certainty in U.S. Presidential Rhetoric Predicts Political Violence.
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Very difficult to change political leaders’ rhetoric

Targeting a different level: 
Attenuating the spread of falsehoods



A large-scale intervention on misinformation sharing



Media Literacy TipsWarning Labels



BI Happiness Course. All Rights Reserved. 2024Gollwitzer, A., Tump, A. N., Martel, C., Deffner, D., Sultan, M., Kurvers, R., & Hertwig, R. (Revision). A New Framework for Understanding and 
Intervening on False News Sharing. Nature Communications. 
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Other effective solutions include applying AI misinformation 
classifiers and banning repeat offenders

Yet, social media companies resist these solutions
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Very difficult to change the misinformation ecosystem

Targeting a different level: 
Attenuating the harmful outcomes of falsehoods



BI Happiness Course. All Rights Reserved. 2024
Oettingen, G., Gollwitzer, A., Jung, J., & Okten, I. O. (2022). Misplaced certainty in the context of conspiracy theories. Current Opinion in Psychology.

A Theoretical Model: When False Beliefs Lead to Antisocial Outcomes
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Oettingen, G., Gollwitzer, A., Jung, J., & Okten, I. O. (2022). Misplaced certainty in the context of conspiracy theories. Current Opinion in Psychology.

A Theoretical Model: When False Beliefs Lead to Antisocial Outcomes
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Oettingen, G., Gollwitzer, A., Jung, J., & Okten, I. O. (2022). Misplaced certainty in the context of conspiracy theories. Current Opinion in Psychology.

A Theoretical Model: When False Beliefs Lead to Antisocial Outcomes



Over 10 studies and >5,000 participants provide 
empirical support for this theoretical model



Gollwitzer et al. (2022). Discordant knowing: A social cognitive structure underlying fanaticism. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General.
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Based on this theoretical model, we developed interventions to 
attenuate the antisocial outcomes of false beliefs



Cognitive Reappraisal

Changing how one thinks about a situation 
to alter its emotional impact



Gollwitzer et al. (2022). Discordant knowing: A social cognitive structure underlying fanaticism. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General.
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Superordinate Goals

Individuals of conflicting groups 
recognizing their shared goals and values
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Gollwitzer, A., Jeong, Y., Pillai, S., Steinhauer, J., & Oettingen, G. (2024). Misplaced Certainty in U.S. Presidential Rhetoric Predicts Political Violence.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

General 

Statements
Falsehoods

Superordinate

Goals

Intervention



BI Happiness Course. All Rights Reserved. 2024

Take-Aways

• Alternative partisan realities exist and have severe consequences

• Political leaders’ rhetoric fuels these alternative realities

• Falsehoods spread by political leaders encourage political violence

• Warning labels and media literacy tips can reduce misinformation spread

• We can limit the harm of false beliefs by preventing people from acting on them



The Paradox of Tolerance

For too long, we have fallen into the trap of 

treating misinformation as ‘free-speech’ despite 

its clear potential for harm

Karl Popper 



https://www.antongollwitzer.org/
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