Fabricated stories on social media are rnﬂuenerng majer events llke

These news stories,
like those on this issue's cover,
all appeared online recently.

the presidential eleetren. How can we separate fact from fretion?

ast March, a fake news site

called The Boston Tribune went
viral with a story that the gov-
ernment was seeretly track-
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to battle Russia. And a third site, The

-Political Insider, had thousands sharing
a fabncated report m August that Hillary

Clinton was selhng weapons to ISIS.
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rolein ma}or events, mcludmg the recent
presidential campaign. In fact, some

.political analysts say fake news sto-

ries spread on social media might haveé
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-how to deal with fake news—
"an effort that’s complicated
* by free speech concerns.

“These fake news sites exist
to misinform through a whole
cycle of misinformation,” says
Jeremy Littay, a digital media
professor at Lehigh University
in Pennsylvania. “They’re
trying to get you to believe

something that's independent 2, \f¢

of the truth.”

Part of the problem is that
fake news can be hard to iden-
tify (see “How to Spot Fake
News”). More than 80 percent
of middle school students
couldn’t distinguish between
legitimate news stories and ads
disguised as news, according
to & recent Stanford University
study. In the same study, 40 percent of
high school students believed a news story
they were shown was real simply because
a photo accompanied it—even though no
sources were cited in the article.

What’s more, although many hoax
stories are blatantly untrue—Ilike the
one in November about hundreds of
paid protesters being bused to an anti-
Trump rally in Texas—some contain par-
tial truths or factual distortions, making
them even harder to spot.

Because the internet provides anonym-
ity, anyone with a computer and design
software can start a news site and pass it
off as legitimate: political partisans trying
to help or harm a candidate, amateur blog-
gers, Or even someone just trying to make
a buck. That’s what motivated a 17-year-
old in the European nation of Macedonia
to create DailyNewsPolitics.com and
begin inventing stories about the U.S,
election. “I started the site for a easy way
to make money,” he told BuzzFeed in

eliaghtlys lhenlron Frnolich

exaggerated, and sometimes outright
false stories were published to sell news-

papers and influence elections, a practice -

known as “yellow journalism.”

It was only in the 20th century that pro-
fessional reporting standards of objectivity
and accuracy became the norm for news-
papers and news programs on radio and
TV. That norm began to erode in recent
years with the explosion of cable news
and the growing popularity of openly par-
tisan content. And social media has made
it easier to find an audi-

people called for social media
platforms and search engines
to limit or ban question-
able websites. Some tech
comparnies, like Google and
Facebook, vowed to prevent
these sites from advertising,
but so far they’'ve stopped
short of banning their articles
from being seen and shared.

Facebook CEO Mark
Zuckerberg said in November
that the company was
researching ways to make .it
easier to detect and report
" fake news. But he also noted

the company’s philosophy of
being an open forum: “We
believe in giving people a
voice, which means erring on
: the side of letting people share

what they want whenever possible.”

The question of whether Facebook,
Google, or any other company should
decide what’s legitimate news has ignited
a debate about free speech ahd censor-
ship. These companies can Jegally limit
what we see on their platforms because”
the First Amendment’s free speech pro-
tections prohibit only the government
from censoring speech. But some media
experts warn against putting tech firms -
in the role of vetting what their users are
able to share.

ence for news that's skewed ‘They’re “It would be a dangerous
toward one political view- {ryimeg to get  precedent if they were decid-
puint, isn't fact-checked, or you to believe ing what’s journalism,” says
is simply made up. somelhing Anthony Adornato, a jour-

“What has changed is not nalism professor at Tthaca
our penchant for creating that’s College in New York: “I don’t
this material, but our ease in independenl: think it's their job to be the
sharing it,” says Littau. “It’s 0! the truth.’ ultimate gatekeepers; the

so much easier to pass this
material on, and that means fake news
stories have much greater reach than

haofare That’e swrhat’e nowr thoa ahilitsr th

burden should be on well-
informed people to make that decision.”

Experts say it will take a concerted
affart hir tha nnhlice and the madia ta




