
To use or be used: 
The role of media 
literacy in healthy 
decision making

Erica Weintraub Austin
eaustin@wsu.edu

Dec 2025

Edward R. Murrow Collaborative for 
Media & Health Promotion Research, 

Washington State University
https://drawingchange.com/project/world-
health-organization-infodemic/

mailto:eaustin@wsu.edu


Media are tools, not toys:
Effective media use requires skills

• To control attention
• To understand intent of message makers
• To sort through and interpret 

information
• To control emotional reactions

Erica Weintraub Austin, Shawn Domgaard, The media literacy theory of change and the message interpretation process model, Communication Theory, Volume 34, Issue 4, 
November 2024, Pages 167–177, https://doi.org/10.1093/ct/qtae018;  

https://doi.org/10.1093/ct/qtae018


Media Literacy Theory of Change
Decision making is partly logical

and partly emotional

• Critical 
Thinking 
about sources

Motivates

• Critical 
Thinking 
about 
Content

Facilitates
• Beliefs
• Efficacy
• Expectancies

Affects

• Intentions
• Behaviors

Outcomes

We need our emotions to work 
for us instead of against us

Forewarning
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Post-test-only online experiment in 2023
• N=1201, U.S. ages 18-29
• Each participant saw an infographic (control, 

media literacy)
• Each participant saw 3 randomly assigned still 

social media messages (1 each of alcohol, 
tobacco and cannabis)

• Each participant saw 1 randomly assigned TikTok 
style video (alcohol, tobacco or cannabis)

• Each participant responded about misinfo
statements (and other survey questions)





Misinfo Statements:
• It is safe to take an over-the-counter medicine to help you sleep, even if 

you are drunk on alcohol. 
• Driving while high on THC (cannabis) is safe. 
• If you’re chilly, drinking alcohol will increase your body temperature. 
• Hangovers are caused by switching drinks. 
• Cigars are safer than cigarettes.
• Using psychedelics is safe for everyone.

Always true (5)…..Always false (1)?



https://doi.org/10.1080/10826084.2025.2538732

• Driving high p<.10; Hangovers 
p<.01

Also testing intervention effects on
• Behavioral intentions to avoid 

sharing misinformation 
• Expectancies for tobacco use

Examining potential for indirect 
effects of media literacy and 
developmental differences in media 
literacy relationships with media-
related beliefs, intentions.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10826084.2025.2538732
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