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      Praise for Verified

      “Verified is the book and mindset that society needs right now. This is, of course, assuming that you want society to survive.”

      GUY KAWASAKI, Host of “Remarkable People” and author of Remarkable Mindset

      “The internet accelerated the spread of misinformation but has also given us veritable superpowers for vetting the information that we encounter. This is the genius of Caulfield and Wineburg’s approach. We don’t have to be passive dupes of online misinformation. We can use the wonders of an online world to become better information consumers than ever before.”

      CARL BERGSTROM, coauthor, Calling Bullshit: The Art of Skepticism in a Data-Driven World

      “Verified is a sorely needed intervention into today’s chaotic, often deceitful, information environment of influencers, ChatGPT, deepfakes, viral videos, and distrust. Offering ways to combat the mindset of knee-jerk cynicism, it responds to a world in which political power, not truth-seeking, has too often become the ultimate arbiter of truth. Verified will be a treasured resource for debunking internet disinformation to instructors, students, and for you (to hand to parents and skeptics).”

      ANDRÉ BROCK, author of Distributed Blackness: African American Cybercultures

      “Verified is a lifeline. With research-verified and surprisingly simple techniques, the authors show us, step-by-step, how to sift the real, useful, true information from the tsunami of online bogosity. Read it, give it to parents and their high school-age children, give it as high school graduation gifts, and please teach it at colleges and universities.”

      HOWARD RHEINGOLD, internet futurist and author of Net Smart: How to Thrive Online

      “Anyone who wants to avoid being duped by all the fake news, distorted videos, and stealth ads that populate today’s online universe needs this book. Verified offers a multitude of user-friendly tools for navigating our digital new world in which we cannot always trust the seemingly trustworthy sources we encounter.”

      GERALD GRAFF AND CATHY BIRKENSTEIN, authors of They Say, I Say

      “Verified does more than preach against the dangers of misinformation and online mischief, it provides clear, focused strategies for navigating and researching online that should become part of every literate person’s repertoire of skills. Every educator whose students touch the web—which is to say all of us—needs this book.”

      ELYSE EIDMAN-AADAHL, Executive Director, National Writing Project

      “Verified offers an ethos that can help all of us understand and confidently use what we find online. This book belongs in every backpack, classroom, library, workplace, and home.”

      PHILLIP JONES, Grinnell College Libraries

      “Caulfield and Wineburg have gone remarkably deep into how our children—and all the rest of us in America—think and learn. At the moment we are losing the battle against ignorance and misplaced assumptions, but this wonderfully written book could save us. Among many wise pieces of advice, they recommend we not only be critical thinkers, but savvy critical IGNORERS. That means learning how to detect crappy sources of information quickly and efficiently. We all need to read this.”

      JAY MATHEWS, education journalist

      “Verified will help librarians, students, and anyone else move beyond well-meaning but oversimplified checklists to be better at sifting the wheat from the chaff when looking for good information online.”

      BRAD SIETZ, Director LOEX

      “Under a deluge of disinformation and conspiracism, our modern world faces an epistemological crisis—an inability to parse reality from fiction, truth from lies. Verified offers readers the invaluable tools they need to navigate the flood; to regain clarity and attachment to the real world of facts, logic, and reason; and to restore the foundations of democratic discourse. It’s essential reading for our chaotic times.”

      DAVID NEIWERT, author of The Age of Insurrection: The Radical Right’s Assault on American Democracy

      “As the value of information literacy becomes increasingly clear to society at large, Verified offers timely, research-based solutions to the ever-present and often elusive problem of misinformation run amok.”

      ROB DETMERING AND AMBER WILLENBORG, University of Louisville

      “With humor, clarity, and real-world examples, the authors illustrate both simple and nuanced strategies for making sense of an increasingly complex digital realm. Students, everyday citizens, and educators at all levels will find their varied examples relevant and applicable.”

      ANDREA BAER AND DANIEL KIPNIS, Librarians at Rowan University
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        Introduction

      
      The video is shocking. Two women approach a historic painting in London’s National Gallery and seemingly destroy it. As orange goop streaks down the painting, they read a statement about climate change and glue themselves to the gallery wall. Tweeting the video to his eighteen thousand followers, British journalist Damien Gayle reveals that the activists “have thrown tomato soup”1 on Van Gogh’s beloved Sunflowers, an artwork reproduced on innumerable refrigerator magnets and valued at an estimated eighty-four million dollars. By the next morning, Gayle’s tweet had spread far and wide, with over forty thousand retweets and twenty thousand replies. Within twenty-four hours, the video racked up forty million views.

      Reaction was swift. For a rare moment, the political left and the political right found common cause. Destruction of art, as one tweeter summarized, “represents a repudiation of civilisation and the achievements of humanity.”2 The sentiment received over ten thousand retweets. Replies and retweets advocated long prison sentences for the women or, Van Gogh–like, cutting off their ears. Others argued for compassion but mourned the loss of one of the world’s great works of art.

      All this outrage and concern missed a crucial fact: Sunflowers was behind glass.

      Apart from minimal damage to the frame, the painting emerged unscathed. The soup had splashed harmlessly on the painting’s protective case—a fact the protesters knew, many bystanders knew, and the gallery knew. A counterproductive and senseless act? Opinions vary. Art crime of the century? Decidedly not.

      Welcome to the 2020s, where each morning provides fresh outrage only to be debunked by evening. By then, the mob has moved on to the next shiny thing, with corrections garnering a fraction of the attention the earlier confusion received.

      It used to be much simpler. When Mike and Sam, the authors of this book, grew up, there were only three TV networks. The information they consumed had already passed through society’s gatekeepers: subject matter experts, TV producers, newspaper editors, librarians, and a host of others. Mistakes crept in, even then. But there were widely accepted mechanisms for separating fact from fiction. The consequences of getting things wrong ranged from a ding on one’s reputation for minor indiscretions to outright dismissals for mangling the truth.

      Yet that age had its own problems. Three news stations often presented just two points of view, if that. Wide swaths of lived experience were ignored. Niche information was often not available at all.

      The internet was supposed to solve all that. It promised an information superhighway that would put us in the driver’s seat.

      So how come it feels like the internet is driving us?

      Think of this book as the internet driver’s manual you never got. We can’t guarantee an accident-free existence as a result of the techniques you’ll learn here. However, they will allow you to do the following:

      
        	• Verify news stories and other events in as little as thirty seconds (seriously)

        	• Determine if the article you’re citing is by a reputable scholar or a quack

        	• Detect the slippery tactics scammers use to make their sites look credible

        	• Decide in a minute if that shocking video is truly shocking or something ripped out of context

        	• Deduce who’s behind a site—even when its ownership is cleverly disguised

        	• Uncover if that feature story is actually a puff piece planted by a foreign government

        	• Use Wikipedia wisely to gain a foothold on new topics and provide leads for digging deeper

      

      Instead of being driven by emotion and outrage, you’ll come to see your gut reactions as precious gifts that signal you to pause, take a breath, and ask a basic question: Is what I’m looking at even what I think it is? As the strategies in this book become second nature, you’ll gain confidence and develop clarity in understanding how the internet works.

      This book lays out a problem and proposes a series of solutions. The problem is that we left the three-channel-TV-world years ago, but the skills many people learn today remain stuck there. This is true even for those of you who have grown up in the new networked environment. You may have been born in 2003, but you’ve likely been taught a media literacy approach from 1978.

      We are set up to fail when we apply analog concepts to a digital medium. Instead of being in the driver’s seat, we end up being taken for a ride. Age-old intuitions about how to sort truth from falsehood steer us wrong. Viewing orange goop slithering down yellow sunflowers, we still act like we are in that old world, having seen something on TV or heard it from a friend. As you’ll see later in this book, the average person (wrongly) falls back on their own sense of plausibility, attempting to answer whether something is true by asking whether it seems true, looks credible, or feels authoritative.

      Our solution to this problem? We need a new way of approaching the web—a way that makes quick work of clickbait and sets up deeper investigations for better success.

      Take that Van Gogh video. The people who asked whether such a destruction was plausible were duped. There was a video, after all. It was described by someone who is “verified” by Twitter. It didn’t appear altered. It felt possible. Old, preinternet thinking would take these elements into account and render judgment. The internet, however, provides better options—instantly. For one, you could visit the National Gallery’s Twitter account, where you’d find a statement, very soon after the event, that the painting was unharmed. If you were waking up to the controversy, you could check the Sunflower’s Wikipedia page, freshly updated with the important context about the glass screen. Up a bit earlier? A Google search would show an article with the crucial information.3

      While this book is relatively compact, it represents years of work in figuring out which information literacy skills matter most. Mike’s work began in 2010 at a small public college, as he puzzled over why students taught traditional media literacy skills remained “bad at the web.” He set out to build a new domain of “civic digital literacy.” Sam’s work began in 2015, when he and his colleagues at Stanford University discovered the crucial differences between how professional fact-checkers and others determined credibility and plausibility on the web.4

      What we learned from our work was both shocking and hopeful. We documented how professional fact-checkers cut through layers of hype to arrive at reliable information, leaving many others, including intelligent academics, in the dust. Examining an unfamiliar website, these professionals didn’t dwell on whether it was a dot-org or a dot-com. They knew that this distinction, last relevant during the internet’s Paleolithic era, means little today. Fact-checkers momentarily glanced at—or ignored entirely—a site’s “About” page, the web’s version of a curated Instagram profile. They knew that spiffy-looking graphics and a fancy interface indicated little more than a well-spent budget. They understood how frequently first impressions mislead.

      Instead of reading a website like a static piece of print, fact-checkers saw it as part of a vast, electronically linked, webbed network. Here is what’s hopeful from what we learned: The way to understand an element in a network is to see how it connects to and forms a pattern with other elements—a change in perspective you can learn. To use the web effectively, you need to exploit its web-like features. You need to use the web to check the web.

      Print-based conceptions of critical thinking don’t cut it. Skillfully navigating the internet requires conceptions of critical thinking tailored to a digital environment. We set out to distill a small set of flexible techniques that would allow users to resolve easy questions quickly and inform difficult ones in not much more time. And we committed to testing our ideas in rigorous studies with people from all walks of life.

      Along with teams of fellow researchers, we field-tested our approach with students in middle school, high school, and college, as well as with adults in the United States, Canada, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. To date, thirteen separate studies involving nearly ten thousand participants have shown the effectiveness of our approach in helping people make better choices online.5 And in one of the most recent studies, students showed a sixfold increase in use of fact-checking techniques and a fivefold increase in citations of appropriate context after only seven hours of instruction.6 Today, Mike’s SIFT methods (discussed in chapter 1) have become a mainstay of information literacy workshops, while the Civic Online Reasoning curriculum developed by Sam’s team at Stanford is used in high schools all over the country.7 Together, our methods appear on hundreds of high school, college, and university websites.

      We can’t promise that if you follow the advice in these pages, you’ll never again forward a celebrity death hoax or cite a sketchy publication in your health policy paper. What we can guarantee is that those errors will be fewer and farther between. Just as important, you’ll become more confident sharing things that matter to you. When you forward a striking story on something you’re passionate about, your answer to the question of how you know this is real won’t be “Well, uh . . . I’m not sure” but rather “It’s real and here’s how I know.”

      Whatever your politics or values, we hope you agree that when reading online, you should take at least minimal action to evaluate the sources and claims that flash across your screen. This book shows you how to do that—quickly—using methods employed by the most competent web searchers. Along the way, you’ll become more accurate in your assessments and waste less time reading nonsense.

      Let’s get started.
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        Get Quick Context

        IT CAN TAKE AS LITTLE AS THIRTY SECONDS—SERIOUSLY!

      
      We’re going to start off this book a bit morbidly. We’re going to talk about death hoaxes.

      One of the most persistent genres of hoaxes on the internet has been the death hoax.1 Britney Spears has been dying since at least 2001.2 Assorted YouTube personalities “die” occasionally as well. Even Keanu Reeves, action star and generally decent human, is sometimes reported as dead. Although the path to internet death varies, it tends to follow some broad patterns. A 2014 analysis found 16 percent of internet death hoaxes involved supposed snowboarding accidents. A full 20 percent involved “falls from cliffs.”3

      To some extent, this isn’t new. When Mike was a kid, ages ago, the story was that “Mikey” (a kid made famous by a 1972 cereal commercial) had died eating Pop Rocks (a candy that crackled when you ate it). The story was passed around in hushed tones on the playground: “You heard about Mikey, right? He ate Pop Rocks while drinking Pepsi and they expanded so fast they ruptured his stomach!”

      Back then, before the internet, your options were limited if you wanted to figure out if such a story was true. Really, your only option was to dig into the plausibility of the story. Could a crackling candy combined with a popular soda generate enough force to burst a stomach (children of the twenty-first century: think Mentos and soda if it helps)? What if normally no, but Mikey had a genetic defect? On the other side of the equation, if Pop Rocks were really that dangerous, wouldn’t you have heard about that?

      Such analysis may have made us feel smarter about the stories we chose to believe, but that intelligence was mostly an illusion.4 Mike (the coauthor of this book, not the child star) was firmly in the Mikey-didn’t-die camp, based on his belief that Pop Rocks couldn’t have ruptured anything. This belief was grounded in—well, the assumptions of a fourth grader about human anatomy and obscure chemical reactions. Others pointed to compelling evidence for death—if that kid from the commercial was still alive, why hadn’t we seen him recently? Pretty suspicious, right?

      Fast forward to today. You’d think we’d have this problem licked. In the era before the web, all we had was speculation. But today, if you are told someone died, checking whether that’s true takes seconds. The steps would be:

      
        	1  Do a news search looking for reports of that person’s death.

        	2  That’s it.

      

      The Keanu Reeves Rule is simple: If Keanu Reeves were to die, there would likely be a bunch of publications covering it. If you search and find there’s no one covering it except an anonymous Facebook poster or Instagram account, then Keanu Reeves is probably still alive.5

      What would be a bad way to figure out if a celebrity died? Well, it would look like that 1970s playground method. Keanu Reeves died while snowboarding, you say? Did Keanu Reeves seem like a winter sports person? Was the weather good for snowboarding today? What’s the relative frequency of people in their 50s dying in such accidents?

      All of the above questions may feel like analysis. But it’s ridiculous to approach the problem this way in a world where the answer to the question we actually care about—whether the celebrity died—is readily available. And, as we’ll see, it’s also potentially harmful to use this playground method when approaching questions of significant social or personal import.

      
        The Three Contexts

        Over the past decade, we’ve looked at how students and the general public judge information that reaches them through the web. Our first finding will not surprise you, given both the state of the world and your social media feeds: on the internet, people reason quite poorly.6

        The second finding is more surprising. Many so-called experts assumed that the mistakes people made on the web resulted from a lack of critical thinking, at least as critical thinking has been traditionally defined. It certainly looked that way to high school teachers. Presented with web information of unknown origin and veracity, students were unsure about which sources to trust and what evidence to believe. When asked to explain their judgments, students engaged in ungrounded speculation, doubled down on first impressions, and leaned into bias. But when we looked at why people got confused, we found it wasn’t their thinking that malfunctioned. In fact, people were thinking quite hard. But their thinking was like the playground logic of Mikey and the Pop Rocks. Confronted with a question, they immediately raced toward those other questions: Does this seem plausible? Does this match how I think the world works?

        Those are not bad questions. However, in areas where people have little expertise, or lack direct experience, asking such questions isn’t the first order of business. The first task when confronted with the unfamiliar is not analysis. It is the gathering of context. Let’s consider three crucial contexts that ground reasoning on the web and elsewhere:

        
          	• The context of the source. What’s the reputation of the source of information that you arrive at, whether through a social feed, a shared link, or a Google search result?

          	• The context of the claim. What have others said about the claim? If it’s a story, what’s the larger story? If a statistic, what’s the larger context?

          	• Finally, the context of you. What is your level of expertise in the area? What is your interest in the claim? What makes such a claim or source compelling to you, and what could change that?7

        

        We found when students attended to these contexts, spending as little as thirty seconds reflecting and seeking basic information on the web, something happened. Something stunning happened. Supposedly weak “critical thinkers” became strong critical thinkers, without any additional training in logic or analysis. They made better decisions, leaned less on faulty presuppositions, and were fooled less by deceptive appearances and dirty tricks. They often showed greater nuance and stronger logical argument.

        How could thirty seconds of simple web techniques, applied consistently, result in such transformation? While the death-hoax example is relatively simple, it illustrates how important gaining a quick context can be. People who don’t seek context find themselves devoting a lot of thought to the issue. Their thinking, however, is not a whole lot more advanced than mere playground speculation. People who aren’t experts in snowboarding or the state of Keanu Reeves’s health will find themselves trying to apply logic to a lack of facts, essentially multiplying by zero. Lacking knowledge of whether the source of the information is a close friend of Reeves’s or an internet rando, they judge it by its look and feel, or maybe simply by whether it agrees with their intuitions.

        If you remember the Sunflowers story from this book’s introduction, you’ll recognize this behavior. While mistakes initially appear to be related to a deficit of thinking, they are much more related to doing. Once students engaged in context-seeking, the thinking often sorted itself out. With a dose of context, they were able to solve simple problems (such as a death hoax) quickly, and they grounded deeper investigations in better sources, assumptions, and data.

        The death hoax is a simple example, but simple examples can be instructive. Note the difference between trying to reconstruct probabilities of death by snowboarding for specific celebrities versus attending to a small set of initial concerns.

      
      
        “Do I Know What I’m Looking At?”

        Let’s jump into context-building. First, begin with the “context of you”—in this case, realizing that you are unlikely to have any useful knowledge to bring to this subject. Looking at the post, text, or update you have received, you ask the most important initial question. That question is not “Is this true?” but rather “Do I know what I’m looking at here?” Do I recognize the source? Have I heard this elsewhere from reputable sources? If there’s evidence—a screenshot of a headline: Do I know that it is not a photoshopped image, or am I merely guessing?

        Assuming the answers there are “no,” “no,” and “yes, you caught me, I’m guessing,” there are two pieces of context that could help support the claim (in this instance, the idea the celebrity has died).

        
          	• The person you hear it from knows the celebrity well (e.g., is a good friend, spouse, or family member).

          	• When you search for reporting on it, a number of reputable publications say the person has died.

        

        If one of those things is true, all your dorm-room speculation doesn’t matter. The news is likely credible. If both of those things are false, it’s unlikely to be a real story.

        Of course, this is a simple example. Outside zombie cinema, there’s not that much middle ground between alive and dead. But by making such context-seeking a habit—and by seeking context before engaging in analysis—you can get further faster on a wide variety of issues. And these two aspects—thinking about the authority of the source you heard it from and seeing what others say—will be central.

      
      
        Introducing SIFT

        It’s one thing to know the context you need. It’s another to build a habit of seeking it out. In our scholarly work, we’ve often pretested participants on examples, telling them that they should assess the credibility of a claim by whatever means might help, including leaving a site and searching the web. We get a variety of responses. Some participants remained glued to the original website, descending into “plausibility analysis”—that is, given what I know, do I think this thing is likely to have happened? Does it “sound” right? Never mind that the issue at hand is about cell biology and one’s experience consists solely of having watched the TV show House, M.D.

        More perplexing is the response of a smaller number of participants, often formulated as “I’d have to know.” For example, a student might say, “To know if this was credible, I’d have to know more about the author.” That’s true, of course, but misses the bigger question: What’s stopping the student from finding out more? It’s a simple act of opening another tab and starting the search. Still, for some students, the gap between thought and action proves to be too large.

        For this reason, the main tool we give students is formulated not as a set of questions to ask but as a set of things to do before they start reasoning about a specific piece of content that reaches them through the web. Here’s a brief definition of these “things to do,” which we’ll return to throughout the book. We’ve put them in an easy-to-remember acronym: SIFT.

        
          	• Stop. Ask yourself what you really know about the claim and the source that’s sharing it. For the moment, forget about questions of truth or falsehood. Do you really know what you’re looking at? Are you sure? If you find it upsetting or surprising, why?

          	• Investigate the source. Do a quick check to see if the source is trustworthy for this purpose. In a lot of cases, for simple claims, you can stop here if the source is good.

          	• Find other coverage. Whether you are looking at a news report or a research claim, take a second to zoom out and see what other sources say. If the story or claim is not being picked up by other reputable sources, proceed cautiously.

          	• Trace the claim, quote, or media to the original context. Sometimes the first source you encountered isn’t great, but it links to where it got its information. Go to that original source and judge (a) whether it’s reputable, and (b) whether it actually supports the assertion.

        

        Let’s look at a few quick examples, including some where rather smart people got spun around in circles.

      
      
        Stop! (Or, How to Fail at Source-Checking Even If You’re the New York Times)

        On March 7, 2018, an interesting Editors’ Note ran under a column by Bari Weiss, at that time a New York Times columnist: “An earlier version of this essay cited criticism of the commentator Dave Rubin as an example of left-leaning attacks on liberals in the public sphere, and linked to tweets that described him as a fascist. Those tweets came from an account that has been reported to be fake. Therefore the example and the links have been removed.” Weiss’s column was titled “We’re All Fascists Now.” She complained that the far left had been attacking even centrists as fascists. Her point? Antifascism had gone so far that it was doing damage to even progressive causes.

        Central to the column was the (soon-to-be-removed) example of Dave Rubin, a political commentator with a popular podcast, who, Bari Weiss pointed out, had been attacked by the antifascist left: “Dave Rubin, a liberal commentator who favors abortion rights, opposes the death penalty and is married to a man, yet is denounced as an ‘Anti-L.G.B.T. fascist’ and a ‘fascist lieutenant’ for criticizing identity politics.”

        Wow. As they say, big if true. The left criticizing a gay man as being an anti-LGBT fascist? Clearly an example of political correctness run amok. And Weiss initially provided receipts of sorts, linking the two quoted terms here (“Anti-L.G.B.T. fascist” and “fascist lieutenant”) to comments by an antifascist group, with a significant following, making exactly these sorts of charges. The group was apparently even plotting to shut down (“deplatform”) Rubin’s event!8

        This is one of the simplest sorts of claims. When we look at this “Official Antifa” account, we don’t have to ask about expertise. No matter whether those running the account are right or wrong in what they believe, they are an authoritative source on their own publicly expressed beliefs. The one real question here is, “Do they represent the left?” as alleged by Weiss.
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            Figure 1.1 One of two @OfficialAntifa tweets cited by Weiss (https://twitter.com/officialantifa/status/858368322039164928)

          
        
        Ah, says someone from the back of the class, “What does it mean to represent the left, and can any single organization truly claim to . . .”

        OK, stop. Just stop. Those are good insights. And we can talk about them later. But that’s not what we’re talking about at the moment. Before we get all Philosophy 101 here, let’s answer the simple question: Who runs the @OfficialAntifa account? In other words, do we even know what we’re looking at? Is this what I think it is?

        So let’s investigate the source. Ready? You’ve packed a lunch and cleared out your calendar? All set to spend the day investigating? Let’s start by throwing the account name into Google and seeing how reliable sources have described it.9
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            Figure 1.2 Search results of news articles available in early March 2018 mentioning the @OfficialAntifa Twitter account. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        OK, forget about that packed lunch. We’re done, actually. As you can see from these results, available the day that Weiss ran her column, the account is a known fake account.10 It’s not related to the left at all. It’s as much an antifa account as The Onion or Clickhole is a news site. Maybe even less so, as the examples cited here of its past behavior seem to indicate it exists not for the purpose of humor but to fool right-wing people into believing it is real, while making outrageous proclamations. Just as they fooled Bari Weiss.

        Please notice what we’re not doing here: We’re not asking, “Does this sound like antifa?” We’re not playing the “is it possible to die from Pop Rocks” playground game. We’re not going into long-winded philosophical questions about the relative representativeness of various sectors of liberalism. We’re simply opening another tab and taking a few seconds to make sure we understand what we’re looking at. And we’re doing that before we start thinking about it.
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            Figure 1.3 Tweet from a few weeks before COVID-19 was declared a pandemic (https://twitter.com/RSantosTV/status/1230933950249369605)

          
        
      
      
        Investigate the Source

        Sometimes a source check can be as simple as hovering over a profile. Really. It can be that simple. Take this example from February 2020, where a person states that the first COVID-19 case in Sacramento, California, has been discovered.

        We note that the account has a blue checkmark, but checkmarks do not mean that the person is reliable. Who is she, exactly? We’ll “hover,” putting our mouse over her photo, until her brief Twitter bio pops up.11

        When we do that, we find two things we like to see in sources. First, Renee Santos is in a particular “position to know” here: this is a claim about a COVID-19 case in Sacramento, and Santos is a local Sacramento reporter. Second, her position, reporter, puts her in a class of people that have reputational incentives to get things right. That doesn’t mean she’s always right. But she’s likely to be more careful with the truth than your average opinion columnist or political activist, because getting things wrong in her profession has more significant professional repercussions.
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            Figure 1.4 Hovering over a name on Twitter to reveal profile information, February 2020 (https://twitter.com/RSantosTV/status/1230933950249369605)

          
        
        Compare Renee Santos’s tweet to this next example, again, from February 2020. It’s an article about how various government reactions to the pandemic were supposedly power grabs by the “New World Order,” an underground government with plans to take over the world.

        Maybe there is a grain of truth to this, maybe not. Just looking at it, it’s hard to say, at least at first. It’s certainly the case that history provides examples of some groups using crises to take power, and we’d be foolish to think such actions are impossible.

        But, just as we saw with Bari Weiss’s “antifa” example, this question—whether such a thing is plausible—shouldn’t be our first question. Our first question is always, Do we know what we’re looking at? Let’s take a look.

        
          [image: ]

          
            Figure 1.5 Article from DavidIcke.com (https://davidicke.com/2020/02/22/5-nwo-agendas-accompanying-coronavirus-epidemic/)

          
        
        To this point we’ve used a couple of simple and straightforward techniques. In the Bari Weiss example, we opened a tab and did a search. In the reporter from Sacramento example, we hovered. This next technique is the tiniest bit more complex, but it is one of the most useful techniques for looking into organizations and publications with which you are not familiar. We call it “Just Add Wikipedia.”

        Yes, we know, you’re probably wondering why a book on finding truth on the internet is bringing up Wikipedia at all. Isn’t Wikipedia bad?

        In a word, no. Later on, you’ll read a whole chapter where we explain why. For now, let’s just say that when you want to get a quick read on an organization or publication, Wikipedia remains one of the best resources out there. It is often the most frequent first stop of fact-checkers the world over.12
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            Figure 1.6 Quick search to surface Wikipedia pages related to websites. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        But we didn’t come here to fight—we’ll have a lot more to say about Wikipedia. For now, we just want to show you how to use it on a relatively simple source check.

        Back to our “NWO agendas” article. It’s on a site run by David Icke called DavidIcke.com. We’re going to put that domain (davidicke.com) into a search engine, along with the term “Wikipedia” and hit enter. There’s nothing magic about this search, by the way. It’s just a quick way to find a relevant Wikipedia article. And, in this case, it works, floating an article on Icke to the top of the results.

        Even before we click into the article, we sense trouble. Do you see the brief description pulled from Wikipedia? It reads, “David Vaughan Icke is an English conspiracy theorist and former footballer.”
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            Figure 1.7 Wikipedia page for David Icke with the part that jumps out at us highlighted (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Icke)

          
        
        So, OK, a conspiracy theorist. How bad can it be? Let’s click in and find out.

        Note that the claim that Icke is a conspiracy theorist is not made lightly. There are no less than five footnotes supporting it. In fact, his only other real claims to fame seem to be as a soccer player and sportscaster.

        Now, if you still are worried that this charge is being thrown around lightly, you can click through Wikipedia’s footnotes and take a look. Let’s look behind footnote 3.

        Um . . . yeah. We’re as open minded as the rest, but we prefer to get our health policy analysis from the set of people who don’t think the world is ruled by a secret race of lizard overlords.
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            Figure 1.8 Linked Time article noting interesting beliefs of Icke, highlighted here (https://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1860871_1860876_1861029,00.html)

          
        
      
      
        Find Better Coverage

        Back to our death-hoax example. Did Keanu Reeves really die in a snowboarding accident?

        OK, well, hindsight is twenty-twenty. It’s fairly obvious that the actor who has since 2012 starred in a bunch of John Wick films and a Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure sequel did not die in a snowboarding accident in 2012. But it wasn’t obvious at the time, which is why quite a few people fell for it.

        We come back to this case because it’s a good example of how a lot of what people have been taught to look for in a source fails—or, rather, makes them worse at the web than had no one taught them anything at all!

        We’ve already talked about how competent web readers would approach this sort of question. They’d learn it was fake (or at least misinformed) in maybe ten seconds, tops.
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            Figure 1.9 Story about Keanu Reeves “dying,” January 2011 (http://keanu.reeves.mediafetcher.com/news/top_stories/actor_skiing.php)

          
        
        A short search here reveals top stories about Reeves, including a viral video where Reeves graciously answers a string of questions from a young fan at the airport, a behavior usually seen as incompatible with being dead. No stories about Keanu Reeves’s funeral. Had Reeves suffered a fatal accident, we would expect to see multiple stories about it, and fewer stories about heartwarming airport interactions. So, we can rule this out.
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            Figure 1.10 News search results for Keanu Reeves. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)
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            Figure 1.11 Mock-up of a Live Science story card, April 2022. (Photo by Christine Butler, licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 2.0.)

          
        
        These quick checks are not just about debunking. In fact, one of the most common experiences we’ve had in this work is realizing that some sensational story that we had initially dismissed as false was actually true. Or at least somewhat true. Take this story about palm-sized spiders, flitting across Facebook in March 2022.13
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            Figure 1.12 Search results for “palm-sized flying spiders” shortly after the first article was discovered, March 2022. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        This can’t be true, right? Palm-sized, flying spiders? We apply our “find” move and get the results in figure 1.12.

        While the first result may not be the best source of science information, the second result and many subsequent results not shown are from reliable publications. This spidery thing, whatever it is, looks like it may be happening.

        Now note that when you get a result like this, you don’t stop here. If you are truly alarmed by palm-sized flying spiders, you want to click into the better articles and get the relevant context. Given that they are, well, palm-sized flying spiders, we thought this might be worth a few more minutes of our time, and so we clicked through the links. In this case, the story is a bit mixed. If you’re living in the American Northeast, it does look like you may soon be acquainted with this monster arachnid. That said, clicking into the actual article may allay some of your fears. As the Scientific American article notes, “True to its mythical reputation, the Joro spider is stunning to look at, with a large, round, jet-black body cut across with bright yellow stripes, and flecked on its underside with intense red markings. But despite its threatening appearance and its fearsome standing in folklore, the Joro spider’s bite is rarely strong enough to break through the skin, and its venom poses no threat to humans, dogs or cats unless they are allergic.”14 Joro may even help reduce some other pests, such as mosquitos. So, is this post “true”? For something like this, that’s a limiting question. Rather, in our case, it might be more productive to say that we initially dismissed it as false, were slightly terrified to find out it might be true, then relieved to find out that it was not true in the way that we most feared. At each step of the way, we gathered the context around the claim (what do others say?), which helped to refine and improve our reaction to the story in a way that simply speculating on whether such spiders exist could never do.15

      
      
        Trace Claims, Quotes, and Media to Their Original Context

        So far, we have ourselves a tidy little model. There are three contexts (source, claim, and you). There are the first three moves of SIFT (stop, investigate, and find). The contexts more or less match the moves. For the first context, the context of the source (and it’s almost too easy a match here), you investigate the source. For the second context, the context of the claim, you find better coverage. For the third context, the context of you, you ponder your own strengths and limitations. You ask yourself what you think you’re looking at and how sure you are about it: you “stop.” (OK, our order is a bit off here, but they match).

        Three contexts. Three moves. So why do we want to go mucking it up with a fourth item? Are we asymmetrical sadists?

        The answer, as we’re sure you’re tired of hearing by now, lies in what we’ve learned in teaching these skills over the last five years. Take our flying spider example.

        In that example there were two sources to consider. The first was the sharing source. In that mock-up, we made Mike the sharing source—that is, the source who passed the information on to friends and family.

        If it were an article on web credibility that Mike was sharing, maybe the sharing source would have been enough (as it was for us in the earlier example where a Sacramento reporter posted about COVID-19 in Sacramento). Sometimes the person sharing something with you knows a lot about the subject. If they say the article is legit, you pretty much take their word for it.

        Other times it’s more complex. If the person sharing isn’t known to have extensive knowledge of that field but is sharing a story from a news outlet, the authority of the claim being made is derived from the reporting source, the news outlet where the person sharing found the item.

        This seems like an obvious point, but we’ve found that some people struggle with it. Presented with a TikTok Crocs influencer sharing an article from the New York Times, we sometimes see students say something to the effect of “I checked out the source, and this is not a spider expert. They sell Crocs!” Or maybe, in our example, “He works in media literacy!” Nice try, nerd!

        In any case, in this example, the authority for the claim came from the reporting source, and that’s where we had to go to evaluate the claim.

        A headline can be deceiving, and in this case, it was. When we clicked through to obtain some much-needed context about these spiders (which, need we remind you, can fly nearly one hundred miles), we found an authoritative source, Scientific American, a science magazine that’s been around for 176 years, that presented a far different story than the headline.

        When we encourage you to trace claims, quotes, and media to the original context, we don’t intend for you to have to find your way to some original spreadsheet from Spider Labs, Incorporated. We don’t want you to have to become an arachnologist just to figure out whether spiders are likely to ruin your spring break. But as information travels on the web and makes its way from researcher to newspaper article to blog entry and ends up on your Aunt Velma’s Facebook page, context is the first casualty. Seeing evidence in its original context can prevent you from selling your New England house in a panic just because a headline writer at Live Science was feeling saucy.

        And there you have it—SIFT. We stopped. We investigated the source. We found other coverage. We did a very rudimentary tracing of the claim to the original context (OK, we clicked a link). Sometimes the source we found was good enough to stop there. Sometimes the story was true, but we needed a better version. In most cases, we were able to verify the original source in under a minute. When things got a bit more complex, we dug a little deeper to find better context. Unlike the playground children of the 1970s, we didn’t sit on a mountaintop meditating on the question whether a crackling candy really ruptured someone’s stomach. Which we should come back to here: Did that kid from the Life Cereal commercials really die? Are Pop Rocks dangerous? Are stomachs really so fragile?

        We’ve come this far. Now you have the skills. So maybe we’ll leave this one for you to investigate yourself.

        It will take as little as thirty seconds—seriously!

      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► When we encounter something online, our first question shouldn’t be “Is this true?” but rather “Do we know what we’re looking at?”

          	► Knowing what we’re looking at requires getting quick context. What do we know about the source? What have others said about the claim? We don’t need to make a production of it. Focus on getting basic context first.

          	► SIFT (Stop, Investigate the Source, Find Other Coverage, Trace the Claim to the Original Context) is a way to help you get the sort of quick context that is essential to knowing what you’re looking at.

          	► Practicing the moves of SIFT can help you answer simple questions quickly and ground your understanding before moving on to more nuanced investigations.

        

      
    
  
    
      
        2

        Cheap Signals

        OR, HOW NOT TO GET DUPED

      
      The guides for teaching media literacy go by a dizzying variety of acronyms—RADCAB, ABC, CARS, and the most popular, CRAAP, which stands for currency, relevance, authority, accuracy, and purpose.1 These guides list questions to determine a website’s credibility. In the version that appears in figure 2.1, each question gets a score, and if the score is high, you can assume the site is trustworthy. Let’s try it out.
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          Figure 2.1 Example of a CRAAP test checklist. (Source: Pikes Peak State College, https://libguides.ppcc.edu/c.php?g=16624&p=3509587.)

        
      
      You’re researching the health issues connected to sugar. How much is too much? Is sugar linked to obesity, or is the culprit a sedentary lifestyle?

      One of the first sites to come up is the International Life Sciences Institute, ilsi.org. It looks professional. Its home page features pictures of succulent fruit and healthy whole grains. Plus, it’s a dot-org.

      Just to be safe, you grab your checklist.

      
        	• When was the information published or posted? Recently—the home page lists a 2022 update.

        	• Has the information been reviewed, revised, or updated? Not sure, but the site displays something called the “Gold Transparency Rating” from 2021.

        	• Are the links functional and up to date? All of them.

        	• Does the information relate to your topic or answer the question? There are sixty-one different entries about sugar: articles, webinars, and scholarly papers—and not just from the United States.

        	• Who is the author/publisher/sponsor? The International Life Sciences Institute is a “non-profit, charitable organization organized under Section 501(c)(3) of the U.S. Internal Revenue Code.” The organization follows “a strict code of ethics” and believes “that good science can have a positive impact on public health.” It also publishes a scientific journal, Nutrition Reviews, and organizes scientific conferences around the world.

        	• Are there spelling, grammatical, or typographical errors? The site is impeccably prepared.

        	• What is the purpose of the information? Is it to inform, teach, sell, entertain, or persuade? The organization is a nonprofit whose purpose is to conduct work that “improves human health and well-being and safeguards the environment.” It does not “lobby, conduct lobbying activities, or make policy recommendations.”

        	• Is the author qualified to write on the topic? The leadership and board of directors includes scientists and university professors, including one who directs the University of Georgia’s Center for Food Safety.
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          Figure 2.2 Website of the International Life Sciences Institute (www.ilsi.org), January 2022

        
      
      Studying the site carefully, you can answer all the checklist’s questions. The only one you can’t is whether the information can be verified “in another source.” You make a brief detour to the University of Georgia’s website to confirm that (a) there’s something called the “Center for Food Safety,” and (b) the guy from the board of directors appears there. Checks out.

      Bottom Line: The site’s trustworthy.

      This is where the trouble begins.

      
        Easily Fakeable Questions

        The International Life Sciences Institute is an industry-supported interest group founded in 1980 by a former Coca-Cola vice president. The group has embraced everything from minimizing the harmful effects of tobacco to casting doubt on dietary guidelines that tell people to consume less sugar.2 A New York Times report described the organization as “little more than a front group advancing the interests of the 400 corporate members that provide its $17 million budget.”3 Although the group claims it doesn’t lobby, memos obtained through the Freedom of Information Act tell a different story. The organization’s founder, Alex Malaspina, wrote his board of trustees asking for advice about how to get the head of the World Health Organization to soften her stance on sugar: “We must find a way to start a dialogue. . . . If not, she will continue to blast us with significant negative consequences on a global basis. This threat to our business is serious.”4 The “business” of the International Life Sciences Institute, it sure seems, is to protect the interests of the sugar industry.

      
      
        Gameable Signals of Credibility

        How did a website that aced a credibility test turn out to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing? Pretty simple. It manipulated a series of cheap signals that lent it a patina of credibility. On today’s internet, these signals are ludicrously easy to game.

        What’s a cheap signal? Let’s start with an even more basic question: What do we even mean by a signal?

        A signal is any observable element that we use to make judgments about something we can’t see. This sounds complicated, but we use signals all the time. You go to a job interview and you’re trying to get a sense of whether the company is an established entity or a fly-by-night operation. You might notice the building it’s housed in. Or where the interview takes place. You might recall where you initially saw the advertisement. An ad in a trade journal feels a bit more credible than one stapled to a telephone pole.

        We shouldn’t dismiss a site because of a single signal. Instead, we should ask whether the signals we see align with the story the source is telling us. An ad for a dogwalker on a telephone pole makes sense. An ad promising a five-thousand-dollar monthly income stapled to a telephone pole feels a bit dodgy.

        It works the same way with people. A date claiming to be a middle school social studies teacher shows up in a 2015 Prius? That tracks. On the other hand, a date who claims to be super generous but who leaves a server a 5 percent tip raises suspicion. These signals aren’t foolproof. But each signal allows us to ask whether the stories these people tell about themselves match the signals we see.5

        Many of the questions on the CRAAP test reflect an understanding that, like it or not, we rely on signals. Almost always. At least on the surface, the test’s questions make sense. We expect that a scholarly source would have an editing process that avoids spelling errors or that a major institute would be able to keep its website updated and free of linkrot.

        The problem is that these signals are cheap and purchasable. We’re not saying you shouldn’t slow down and rethink an academic article that’s full of typos. Of course you should. But think about it: is good spelling and proper grammar that hard to pull off in an era of spellcheck and Grammarly? In the web’s early days, a professional website cost wads of money. But even back then, a well-designed site didn’t necessarily mean the organization was trustworthy. It did mean that the company behind it might at least be as big and influential as it claimed. Not anymore. Now, a slick-looking web template can be had for lunch money.

        Taking at face value how an organization describes itself is like scrolling through someone’s Instagram feed and assuming they lead a charmed life. But it’s easy to look good when you control the camera angle and the filters are free. No one needs to explain that Instagram is all about image. Why would we expect anything different from an organization trying to cast itself as something it’s not? Would you expect the International Life Sciences Institute to come right out and give you the following warnings?

        
          You should know that we receive major contributions from PepsiCo, General Foods, Hershey’s, Kellogg’s, and other giants in the food and beverage industry.6

          To draw you in, we “exploit the credibility of scientists and academics to bolster industry positions and promote industry-devised content.”7

          Former clients, like Mars Inc., makers of M&Ms and Skittles, have cut ties to us because they don’t “want to be involved in advocacy-led studies that so often, and mostly for the right reasons, have been criticized.”8

        

        Sites like ilsi.org count on the fact that they can use a slick appearance, scientific language, and a whole array of cheap signals to achieve their ends. However, if we’re aware of these ruses, we’ll get fooled less often. Let’s review some of the most common.

      
      
        First Impressions Matter . . . Except When They Don’t

        First impressions matter. You land on a website with pictures of snowcapped mountains, lush green forests, and cloudless skies with a headline, “Safeguarding the Planet for You and Future Generations.” You conclude it’s from some environmental group. Only the congenitally suspicious among us will automatically assume that it’s a logging-industry site scamming us while ravaging the landscape.

        Welcome to how public policy plays out on the internet, where a little dose of suspicion isn’t such a bad thing.

        On nearly every issue—climate change, food regulation, charter schools, private prisons, mass transit, minimum wage, immigration, public transportation, you name it—myriad forces work overtime to sway our minds and gain our vote. For each of these issues, millions of dollars hang in the balance. With so much at stake, coming up with a slick website with high-definition images and multicolored graphics is child’s play.

        First impressions can steer us wrong in the other direction too. You land on a site that looks like it was designed in the early 2000s, back when MySpace was the internet’s cool place to be. But a barebones website doesn’t necessarily mean there’s a problem with the organization behind it.
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            Figure 2.3 Landing page for the Against Malaria Foundation (www.againstmalaria.com)

          
        
        Take the website of the Against Malaria Foundation. Not only does it look like it’s in need of a makeover—it’s a dot-com to boot (we’ll talk about dot-coms a bit later). Turns out that the Against Malaria Foundation is a philanthropic organization that has won awards for its work eradicating malaria in Africa. For whatever reason, the organization has decided that buying more mosquito nets takes priority over upgrading its website.

      
      
        URLs Matter . . . Except When They Don’t

        For as long as there’s been a web, teachers have been telling us to examine the URL.

        Generally good advice. You press on a link and think you’re headed in one direction, but because you didn’t look at the URL, you end up sliding into disinformation oblivion. Consider a story that made the rounds a few years ago: President Obama signed an executive order banning the Pledge of Allegiance in public schools. Utter and complete nonsense. Yet many of the thousands of people who shared it thought they were on the site of ABC News (abcnews.com). Instead, they were taken to a crafty look-alike site, abcnews.com.co. So, it’s never a bad idea to take a quick look at the URL.
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            Figure 2.4 Fake news from the now defunct website abc.com.co

          
        
        On the other hand, the imperative to “examine the URL” gets us into trouble when we think we can get away with judging a site’s credibility by glancing at the three letters of the top-level domain (e.g., .com, .org, .edu, .mil, .gov, .net). One of the most entrenched beliefs we’ve run into is the idea that dot-org sites are inherently more trustworthy than dot-coms. The reasoning goes something like this: Dot-orgs are nonprofit organizations that serve the common good. Dot-coms, on the other hand, are just out to make a buck.

        Perhaps you’ve heard that dot-orgs go through a special approval process before getting to display those three letters. Lots of people—half of all Americans and higher percentages in France, India, and Brazil, according to one survey—believed that an organization had to “meet criteria” to register a dot-org URL.9 Universities like Penn State, Boston College, Harvard, and many others teach students that dot-orgs are synonymous with nonprofit, “tax exempt” organizations, a designation granted by the US Internal Revenue Service (IRS).10

        We have some news.

        Want to have your own dot-org site? Like right now? For yourself? Heck, even for your goldfish? You (and they) can! The entire process of registering my-goldfish-are-the-bomb.org will take about five minutes and about fifteen dollars. The process will not verify whether you are a nonprofit. It will not verify whether you act on behalf of the public good. It will not verify whether you are a person or a goldfish. It will verify whether you (a) have an email address, and (b) have fifteen dollars.

        Mind you, thousands of legitimate, socially beneficial groups carry the dot-org domain—the Red Cross, American Association of Retired People, Save the Children, the National Geographic Society, and many, many others. But so do lobbyists, political action committees, and front groups for corporate interests. Hate groups too. Stormfront.org, a notorious neo-Nazi site, proudly displays the dot-org flag. In fact, 49 percent of organizations designated as hate groups by the Southern Poverty Law Center carry the dot-org domain.11

      
      
        What about Dot-Coms?

        Yes, the dot-com domain was originally intended for commercial sites. However, if your knee-jerk reaction is to reject a site because of those three letters, you’ll be rejecting every news site on the planet, whether liberal (the New York Times) or conservative (the Wall Street Journal) and everything in between (Vice, ABC, NBC, CBS, Fox, MSNBC). And you can forget about news magazines (Slate, Scientific American, Time, etc.) too. Although it’s true that most dot-com sites are businesses, not all are. Remember the Against Malaria Foundation website, againstmalaria.com? Sometimes a charitable organization will register as a dot-com if another group with a similar name has already registered as a dot-org. It goes in the other direction too. Craigslist, the for-profit classified advertising site, is craigslist.org.

        The most ridiculous example of rejecting a dot-com site occurred in a workshop for faculty that Mike conducted on digital skills. He showed an article from the website for the British Medical Journal, one of the world’s premier medical journals. Impact factor, if you’re into that sort of thing, of thirty.12 Mike asked the faculty members if they trusted the site. Their conclusion? Complete trash! Why? Because the URL was bmj.com, after all, and “you can’t trust dot-coms.” Plus, the all-lower-case logo on its cover seemed “fake” and “not academic, like a scammy site.”

        
          [image: ]

          
            Figure 2.5 Wikipedia entry for the British Medical Journal (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_BMJ)

          
        
        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          The “Org” of Dot-Org Is Big Business

          Despite dot-org’s status as a domain open to anyone, its last three letters shine a light that blinds many people’s mental faculties. In 2019, Sam’s research group surveyed 3,446 high school students and asked them to evaluate a climate-change-denial website. A quick search reveals the group’s past ties to the fossil fuel industry. Yet, 96 percent of students never uncovered the connection. Often their evaluations began and abruptly ended at three letters: “This page is a reliable source to obtain information from,” one student wrote. “You see in the URL that it ends in .org as opposed to .com.”13 Since no human is born thinking that a dot-org is better than a dot-com, how did this belief take root? Two words: big money. The dot-org domain is controlled by an organization called the Public Interest Registry (PIR). In 2018 alone, registration fees generated ninety-two million dollars in revenue for the group. Much of PIR’s success has to do with crafty marketing that plays up the supposed difference between its brand and the “inferior” dot-com. For example, in 2019 PIR unveiled a new logo painted in “deep royal blue,” a shade it touted as conveying “feelings of trust, security and reliability.” Its marketing campaign promised new registrants that they could expect a jump in “donations, and trust for donors” once they signed up for the “domain of trust.”14 We would like to offer a modest suggestion to the Public Interest Registry: if it truly wants to act on behalf of the “public interest,” we encourage it to add a deep-red asterisk to its royal-blue logo: “Dot-org implies absolutely nothing about an organization’s intent. Buyer Beware.”

        
      
      
        Nonprofit Status: “Nearly Anything Goes”

        You’ll often find claims that dot-org is equivalent to nonprofit status. Let’s take a moment to clear that up. It’s wrong. Some dot-orgs have nonprofit status. Some don’t. While we’re at it, let’s clear up another issue. By itself, nonprofit status is not proof that a group can be trusted.

        To be designated as a nonprofit organization in the United States, a group must file paperwork with the IRS. If approved, it earns the official IRS designation as a 501(c)(3) “tax deductible” organization. When many people see 501(c)(3) status on a website, they automatically assume they’re in good hands. Bad move.

        With cutbacks at the IRS and the mountain of nonprofit applications it needs to process, obtaining 501(c)(3) status is just a tad more difficult than renewing your driver’s license. In 2015 alone, the IRS reviewed 101,962 applications, nearly double the number of applications it processed in 1998. Of these, 94 percent, or 95,372, were approved.15 Odds we would love at Las Vegas slot machines. Hundreds of trade associations and shadowy lobby groups carry the nonprofit designation. A report by the Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society found that, in a single year, groups like the International Society of Talking Clock Collectors, which “appears to be the private collection” of a single collector held in his home; the Metempyrion Foundation, where “people with intuitive and telepathic potential will be given an opportunity to enhance their skills”; and Planet Jelly Donut, whose goal is to spread “the common belief that the core essence of the human spirit is goodness,” all received approval.16 It’s no exaggeration, the report concluded, that when it comes to obtaining nonprofit status, “nearly anything goes.”

      
      
        Numbers That Bamboozle

        When you think of cheap signals, numbers and statistics don’t immediately come to mind. Numbers are the hard evidence that back up a claim, right? But if you have no idea where the numbers come from or how they were generated, they’re as useful as a bikini on an excursion to the Antarctic.

        Take this story from The Defender, the online newsletter of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s Children’s Health Defense organization. Lacking a degree in medicine but trading on his family’s famous name, Kennedy has emerged as a leading spokesman for the antivaccine movement. His website recycles debunked claims tying vaccines to autism.17 As the pandemic surged, his antivaccine mission saw its site’s gross revenue swell from $1.1 million in 2018 to $6.8 million in 2020.18 The site broadcasts bone-chilling numbers, as seen in this headline:
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            Figure 2.6 Misleading headline from the newsletter of Children’s Health Defense (https://childrenshealthdefense.org/defender/vaers-data-deaths-reported-following-covid-vaccines/)

          
        
        Thousands of deaths caused by the COVID vaccine? And what is “VAERS data”? Statistics provided by some science-denying, conspiracy-mongering, fear-generating website?

        Actually, no.

        VAERS (Vaccination Adverse Event Reporting System) is a US government database tracking vaccine safety. VAERS is jointly administered by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the chief governmental body responsible for dispensing information about public health, and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), the agency responsible for approving new drugs.

        Doctors, nurses, and other health-care professionals can submit reports to VAERS. But so can you and your unhinged next-door neighbor. VAERS is a come-as-you-are, no-ticket-required database. Anyone and everyone can upload a report—and they do. Originally designed as an early warning system to capture adverse vaccine reactions that might have been missed during clinical trials, VAERS was created to gain insight into what ordinary people, not just health professionals, thought was happening. But ordinary people have some bizarro ideas. Take this example: Fred got vaccinated on Tuesday and struck by lightning on Wednesday. If he believed the two were related (maybe the vaccine increased his ability to conduct electricity?), he would be within his right to file an “adverse reaction” report.

        The VAERS website publishes plenty of disclaimers warning people that its numbers contain “incomplete, inaccurate, coincidental or unverifiable information.”19 But that hasn’t stopped groups like Kennedy’s from weaponizing VAERS to their advantage. Prominent medical officials think the site has outlived its purpose and advocate shutting it down. To dramatize the site’s problems, an anesthesiologist named James Laidler submitted a report after a flu vaccination saying that it caused his skin to turn green and his muscles to bulk, turning him into the Incredible Hulk.20 Only after the CDC personally appealed did Laidler agree to remove the report. “If I had not agreed,” he wrote, “the record would be there still, showing that any claim can become part of the database, no matter how outrageous or improbable.”21

      
      
        Links That Lead Astray

        We’re known by our friends, the saying goes. On the internet, a site is known by who links to it, and who, in turn, it links to. A site linking to reputable sites may seem to be following best practice. But links, like looks, can be deceptive.

        Shady sites will link to authoritative sites to bask in the glow of their authority. For example, the site minimumwage.com says it’s a part of a nonprofit research organization “dedicated to studying public policy issues surrounding employment growth.” (We’ll have more to say about the website’s sponsor, the Employment Policies Institute, in the next chapter.)

        Minimumwage.com features an article comparing the price of a Big Mac in Denmark, where fast-food workers make twenty dollars an hour, to the United States, where a Big Mac costs less but half of all fast-food workers earn so little that they qualify for public assistance. The site claims that raising the minimum wage would “lead to higher prices and fewer job opportunities.” To support the claim, the site links to the Columbia Journalism Review, a prestigious magazine for journalists published by Columbia University’s School of Journalism.
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            Figure 2.7 Article appearing on the site minimumwage.com, October 30, 2014 (https://minimumwage.com/2014/10/denmarks-dollar-forty-one-menu/)

          
        
        Even though there is a link to the article, minimumwage.com doesn’t really want you to read it—or, at least, not the whole thing. Because if you did, you’d learn that the author of the Columbia Journalism Review article labels minimumwage.com’s sponsor as a “restaurant-lobby front” posing as a neutral think tank.

        Why in the world would a website link to a source that undermines its credibility? For the simple reason that its creators are betting that you’ll hover over the link just long enough—and not a second longer—to see that it takes you to the Columbia Journalism Review. If you actually visit the site, they’re counting on the journey ending with a fleeting glance. Minimumwage.com has more to gain by linking to a prestigious source than what it has to lose from the few diehards who read the linked article from beginning to end.

      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► Cheap signals are easy to come by and easy to manipulate. The days of thinking you can tell whether a site is trustworthy just by looking at it—or even looking at it carefully—are over.

          	► The credibility checklists we grew up with have outlived their usefulness. Checklist-type questions—Is a site free of typos? Is the language unbiased? Is there contact information? Has the site recently been updated?—can do more harm than good. Bad actors study these lists and design their sites accordingly.

          	► Even features that require government approval, like nonprofit status, can be gamed by crafty groups that have figured out how to outsmart the IRS.

          	► Bad actors will link to authoritative websites just to bask in the glow of their authority. In some cases, links may contradict the claim they are supposed to support.

          	► The chief takeaway of this chapter can be summed up in four words: get off the page. Instead of thinking you can suss out who’s behind an unfamiliar website by scouring its “About” page or pressing all its links, save yourself time. To navigate the internet effectively, you need to draw on the web’s web-like properties—a topic we take up in the next two chapters.
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        Google

        THE BESTIE YOU THOUGHT YOU KNEW

      
      Have you ever been the family googler? The person frantically searching “is Styrofoam bad for birds?” or googling for your brother “does this look sprained?” (In order: yes, and it was.)

      Sometimes we search for ourselves and sometimes for others. But the challenges are the same. The phone rings, and it’s your grandmother in Denver. She’s been getting headaches from cataracts, a condition where the eye clouds up and the world greets you through a dirty windshield. The neighbors, as usual, have advice: try medical marijuana, legal in Colorado since 2000. It’s a cataract miracle drug!

      And so, it comes to pass that your nana tells you that the good folks next door are going to pick up some five-star weed down at the local dispensary. Problem solved.

      Or is it? Here’s the thing about medical treatments, whether pot or pills: getting the wrong treatment is always risky. Even if there’s no immediate harm, people often delay needed treatment while trying alternatives. It’s important to know whether Nana’s neighbors know what they are talking about—or if they’re just blowing smoke.

      You type “cataracts marijuana” into your search engine. You’re about to hit enter when you hear a voice in your head. Stop, it says—the first step of SIFT.
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          Figure 3.1 Google result for “Does marijuana help cataracts?” (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

        
      
      It’s not that we’re for or against Nana’s newfound cure, especially if it alleviates suffering. But pausing here is crucial. Too often we approach Google like throwing dice: “Let’s just see what comes up.” But if we don’t have a decent idea of what we’re looking for before starting, it will be harder to know when we’ve found it.

      What kinds of sources would best answer the question? A statement from a pot-industry spokesperson? A journal article on the chemical makeup of tetrahydrocannabinol (THC)? Or something short. Authoritative. Something that doesn’t take hours to wade through?

      
        Interpreting and Mining Search Results

        You type “Does marijuana help cataracts?”

        Here’s what Google gives you (fig. 3.2). A result at the top with your exact question. It’s practically begging for you to click.
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            Figure 3.2 Elements of a Google result. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        Resist the urge. You can learn a whole lot about a result before you click. The extra seconds it takes will pay off in the time you save later.

        We’re going to go through a few things here that will seem rather, well, involved. Time-consuming, at least initially. But stay with us, because once you learn the process we call result mining, you’ll not only become more efficient at searching but you’ll also be able to learn more about a subject in a glance than many people learn in an hour.

        First things first. A typical Google result has three main parts:

        
          	1  The web address

          	2  The blue title (the link you click on)

          	3  A block of text drawn from the website—Google calls this a “snippet” (in general, snippets are created when Google matches the words in your search to words in the result and then highlights them in bold)

        

        Your search brings up aao.org. The American Academy of . . . something. You spot “ophthalmologist” after the URL; this must be a group of eye doctors. Following the dot-org domain you see these little > signs pointing to “eye-health” and then “ask-ophthalmologist-q.” All this means is that there are different sections to the site, and Google is telling you where on the site the results are located. This result seems on target. Medical. Authoritative. Short. You click in.
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            Figure 3.3 The American Academy of Ophthalmology’s answer about whether marijuana helps cataracts (https://www.aao.org/eye-health/ask-ophthalmologist-q/does-marijuana-help-cataracts)

          
        
        Hmm . . . “no evidence” that marijuana helps with cataracts. (Could it be that Nana’s neighbors were thinking about marijuana and glaucoma? That too looks iffy.) You could continue looking at other sites, or even search “Gary S. Hirshfield MD,” the doctor who wrote the post. You could go to Wikipedia to confirm that the American Academy of Ophthalmology, with thirty-two thousand members, is the main group of eye doctors in the United States. You could even do more research to get a better handle on this issue. For now, though, this answer suffices.

      
      
        Why Seeing on the Internet Isn’t Believing

        A picture is worth a thousand words. But whether that picture tells the truth is another issue.
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            Figure 3.4 Is a squirrel mated with a tarantula a squirrelantula? (Photo posted on Twitter by Archie McPhee, @ArchieMcPhee and attributed to Dylan Baumann; https://twitter.com/archiemcphee/status/571111017142472705.)

          
        
        A squirrel mates with a tarantula to produce a . . . squirrelantula? A massive aquarium shatters at a Las Vegas megamall sending baby sharks circling in pools of water by Sbarro? Dolphins frolicking in Venice’s canals? Crazy, right? Here’s another: Australian hawks plucking embers from blazing fields and dropping them in dry grasslands to flush out prey.
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            Figure 3.5 Fire-spreading birds? (Photo posted to Reddit forum r/memes and attributed to Howie Doin.)

          
        
      
      
        Decoding Google’s Knowledge Panel

        “Australian Birds Have Weaponized Fire” comes up on your social media feed from a source you don’t recognize—the National Post.1 You notice a little maple leaf poking its head out between “National” and “Post.” Could this be Canada’s version of The Onion?

        Googling the National Post provides you with scannable intel.

        Google’s algorithms pull content from sources like Wikipedia, the CIA’s World Factbook, LinkedIn, and other web sources, repackage it, and serve it all up in what Google calls the “knowledge panel”: the block of text on the right. The fact that our source comes with a knowledge panel doesn’t mean we can blindly trust it or that its claims are true. It just means that the National Post isn’t some fly-by-night outfit that someone uploaded yesterday.
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            Figure 3.6 Article from Canada’s National Post (https://nationalpost.com/news/world/australian-birds-have-weaponized-fire)

          
        
        The knowledge panel makes no mention of satire or conspiracy theories. The National Post, founded in 1998 and headquartered in Toronto, has a decent-sized circulation (142,509) and covers what you’d expect from a Canadian paper.
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            Figure 3.7 Google’s knowledge panel for the National Post. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        This is enough to give that story about fire-starting birds a second look. Who knew? The National Post story even links to a scholarly paper from something called the Journal of Ethnobiology: “Intentional Fire-Spreading by ‘Firehawk’ Raptors in Northern Australia.”2 So, watch out for brazen birds bearing embers. For squirrelantulas, watch out for Photoshop.

      
      
        Different Sources, Different Purposes

        Before we let those arsonist birds fly away, let’s take a moment to go over the different kinds of sources we just evaluated.

        
          	• The sharing source. The person or group who shared the story or forwarded the meme to your social media feed.

          	• The reporting source, in this case the National Post. The reporting source, when it’s reputable, does some basic verification on the claims.

          	• The original reporting source. Often when you click into an article, you’ll find the article isn’t doing any original reporting, but rather re-reporting. However, in this instance, the National Post appears to be doing its job and drawing on a variety of sources.

          	• The research source. Especially when science and health are involved, there’s a research source as well. If you were doing a research paper, you’d want to invoke the T of SIFT and trace these arsonist birds back to the research source: the Journal of Ethnobiology. Is it reputable? Is it peer reviewed? (We will talk more about peer review in chapter 6.)

        

        Why are these distinctions important? Part of the reason we’re OK with quick assessments of the reporting source is because we’re often trying to avoid moderate to really dumb errors. Sure, reporters make mistakes, even at good newspapers. But in a situation like this, a reporter who has spent a day or two getting quotes, calling sources, researching a story, and linking to a scholarly paper is more likely to get a better result than you will by spending a minute poking around Google.

        But these techniques are also good starting points for deeper investigations. For a serious research project, you’ll want to grapple with research sources. But when you want a quick take on something that arouses your curiosity, the original reporting source (if reliable) is probably good enough.

        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          What Arsonist Birds Teach Us about Different Sources

          The National Post says that when those mischievous birds drop embers on parched grasslands, the territory becomes “a feeding frenzy” sending “small birds, lizards, insects, everything fleeing the front of the fire.” This description comes from Robert Gosford, one of the authors of the research study linked to in the article. However, the words in quotation marks appear nowhere in the research article (we checked). Instead, as the National Post reporter wrote, Gosford provided the description to the Australian Broadcast Corporation. Using the types of sources we laid out above, this is an example of the reporting source, the National Post, quoting the original reporting source, Australia’s national broadcasting service. At the same time, it’s clear that the National Post journalist did his homework and went back to the research source, the Journal of Ethnobiology where these findings first appeared. That research, a collaboration between field rangers in Australia’s semiarid Northern Territory and professors from Penn State and the University of Arizona, documented birds picking up “smoldering sticks” and transporting them “ahead of a fire front, successfully helping the blaze spread up a small valley.” The Journal of Ethnobiology study provides a scientific basis to the “reality of avian fire spreading,” a phenomenon already known to Aboriginal peoples, who long understood the capabilities of these flying arsonists. By itself, the National Post article gives you enough information and active links to feel confident forwarding it to friends and family. But if these flying arsonists inspire you to dig deeper, you’ll want to go back to the original research article and read the evidence for yourself.

        
      
      
        When Featured Snippets Get It Wrong

        Back in 2014, Google started to put a descriptive search result at the top of the results page to “help people more easily discover what they’re seeking.”3 They called this innovation a “featured snippet” because, unlike other results, the snippet preceded the URL and page title. According to the company, you can’t buy featured snippets. They’re not ads. They’re something Google’s algorithms create from supposedly trusted sites that contain the right keywords and, in theory, quality content.
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            Figure 3.8 “How to get rid of tomato sauce stain.” (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        Featured snippets can be incredible time savers, especially when you’re squinting at your phone. You’re in a snazzy restaurant and spill puttanesca on your white shirt. What to do? Google delivers your answer in a second—0.53 seconds to be exact.

        The thing is, there really isn’t a whole lot of debate about how to remove a tomato stain. Yeah, someone may suggest tonic water. Someone else might stress a longer period of dabbing. People can even get a bit pushy with advice (especially if you rub instead of dab). But no one says, “What you want to do is let that stain sit as long as possible, then whatever you do, don’t use detergent.” There’s no stain removal lobby, no stain removal culture war. (We can’t promise there will never be a stain removal culture war. We’ve heard of sillier things.)

        It’s when things aren’t so clear-cut that they get dicey.

        Remember back in middle school hearing about the “shot heard round the world”? No? Here’s a hint—that line is from a poem, “Concord Hymn,” by Ralph Waldo Emerson.

        Still not sure what the shot was? We’ll remind you. It was the shot that set off hostilities in the Revolutionary War. On April 19, 1775, a ragtag band of minutemen opposed a regiment of British troops marching on their way to seize military stores at Concord. A shot rang out, and all hell broke loose. The colonists said it was the British: “Not a gun was fired by any person in our company” until they “fired on us.”4 And, you guessed it, the British responded with the eighteenth-century British equivalent of “nuh-uh.” Lieutenant John Barker, a British officer, wrote in his diary that his troops advanced “keeping prepared against an attack tho’ without intending to attack” until the colonists “fired one or two shots.”5 So, who fired the first shot? We’ll never know.
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            Figure 3.9 Google’s answer for “who fired the first shot at Lexington.” (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        Google, on the other hand, is plenty sure it’s got the whole thing figured out.

        If things weren’t already murky, what happens when we step into one of today’s raging controversies?

        Take fracking. You’ve heard of it—it has something to do with drilling in the ground, setting off mini-explosions, and then pumping out gas and oil. You recall hearing stories about people making morning coffee and watching their mugs do a little jig on the kitchen counter. For real?

        Remember what we said about researching your grandmother’s cataracts? Same advice here. Before putting search terms in your browser, think about the kinds of sources that would best answer your query. Your goal is not to cram for your PhD exams in geothermal energy. You want a basic primer so you don’t seem like a dunce when the topic of fracking comes up. So, is fracking safe? Google to the rescue.

        We’re in luck (not really—you’ll see why). There’s a featured snippet at the top of the page letting us know that a study from Duke University shows that wastewater from fracking is “safe.”

        You could stop right there. Please don’t. The snippet comes from cred.org; “CRED” is an acronym that stands for “Coloradans for Responsible Energy Development.”6 Click in and you’re brought to a page where a forty-two-point all-caps headline proclaims (in case you had doubts): “STUDIES SHOW FRACKING IS SAFE.”

        What is cred.org? The site is a dot-org (you’re not impressed—you’re onto the dot-org game).

        To find out more, you try Wikipedia—one of SIFT’s investigate techniques. In this case, a Google search for “Wikipedia + Coloradans for Responsible Energy Development” comes up empty. But the search results page turns up a result from a site called Ballotpedia. Its snippet says that CRED was founded by two oil and gas companies. Can that be right?
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            Figure 3.10 Featured snippet for “is fracking safe?” search, December 2020. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)
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            Figure 3.11 Google’s featured snippet links to Coloradans for Responsible Energy Development’s statement on fracking safety, November 2020 (https://www.cred.org/studies-show-fracking-safe/)

          
        
        Ballotpedia is a helpful (and reliable) resource for uncovering hidden funding. But maybe you don’t recognize the site. In any event, you now have a better question. Who funds CRED? Let’s add a little keyword to our search: “Coloradans for Responsible Energy Development + funding.”
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            Figure 3.12 A search result from Ballotpedia about “Coloradans for Responsible Energy Development,” November 2020. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        That pulls up an article from the Denver Post, Colorado’s largest paper. The article unmasks the group as “a public relations front” backed by Colorado’s two biggest energy firms, Anadarko Petroleum and Noble Energy. These two firms bankrolled Coloradans for Responsible Energy Development to the tune of thirty million bucks in the group’s first three years.7

        Moral of the story: Just because Google offers a featured snippet doesn’t mean it provides the best answer. If your search is more complicated than removing a tomato stain, scroll through the results before clicking and look for trusted sources.
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            Figure 3.13 Denver Post article about Coloradans for Responsible Energy Development (https://www.denverpost.com/2017/07/16/oil-gas-industry-public-influence-campaigns/)

          
        
        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          Google’s Three Vertical Dots Are a Great Hack for Lateral Reading

          In 2021, Google rolled out three vertical dots, a new feature that puts lateral reading (something we’ll discuss more in chapter 4) one click away. At the tail end of each result, you will notice three little dots. (Someone in one of our workshops christened them the “Little Snowman.”) When you click on them, you receive a bounty of information. In the example about fracking, we asserted (without, we should note, providing a shred of evidence) that the Ballotpedia site was a “helpful” and “reliable” resource. Use Google’s three dots to do a quick fact-check on us!
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              Figure 3.14 Google’s three dots on the results for Ballotpedia. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

            
          
          When you press on the three dots, Google provides an instant hack for lateral reading.

          You get immediate access to the Wikipedia entry. But that’s just the beginning. If you press on “More about this page,” you’re given links that provide more information about the site. For Ballotpedia, one of links is from AllSides (allsides.com), a group that rates websites on a scale for political bias. Ballotpedia receives a “center” rating, about as fair-minded as you can get with AllSides.
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              Figure 3.15 “More about this page” under the three dots. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

            
          
        
      
      
        Keywords and Inferred Intent: How to Think like Your Search Engine

        Browse the latest tech news and you might think artificial intelligence is on the verge of replacing humans. But sometimes artificial intelligence isn’t all that intelligent. And until machines can think like humans, humans sometimes have to think like machines. Put differently, in order to get the machine (or search engine) to do what you want, you have to know a bit about how it turns your request into a result.

        Let’s start with this: machines don’t think. They seem to act like humans much of the time, and sometimes they get the same result. But what happens under the hood is quite different.

        Imagine, for example, you buy a robot to fetch milk from the center shelf of the fridge. Most days, Mr. Robot works just like a human. It goes to the fridge, opens it, grabs the milk, and pours it on your Lucky Charms. One day you’re being lazy when you put away the groceries, and you throw the milk in the side door and put your sriracha on the center shelf. You’ve reversed the positions. Guess what happens? Mr. Robot goes to the fridge, grabs the sriracha, and pours it on your cereal, causing you to discover, definitively, that not everything is improved by sriracha.

        But you’ve also discovered something else: the robot does not “see” the way you do. When you look for the milk, you’re looking at a variety of factors to determine what’s milk and what’s not. For you, where it’s placed in the fridge doesn’t have much impact. For the robot, position apparently matters much more. That knowledge is valuable to you. Now that you know how the robot “sees,” you know that to avoid condiment-based disasters, you have to organize your refrigerator in a certain way. Sriracha in the side door. Milk on the center shelf.

        Google can seem human-like. We ask it questions. It gives us things we might find useful to read. But like our sriracha-snatching robot, Google “sees” differently than we do. First, Google was built on a technology of keyword searching. Second, in more recent years, Google has devoted a lot of resources into something called “machine learning” to better determine user intent. Let’s talk about how understanding what Google “sees” when it goes looking for things can make you a better searcher.

      
      
        Keywords: The Underlying Architecture of Search

        One of the main things Google uses to “see” is keywords. It works to find documents that have the specific terms you search for (or synonymous terms) in the document. Figure out the words, terms, and concepts likely to be in the document, and Google will give you what you want.8

        We all know what happens when you haven’t been specific about choosing keywords. You’re researching the Montgomery bus boycott that started in December 1955. You have a vague memory that before Rosa Parks’s arrest, there had been a young girl who also refused to give up her seat. But her case never achieved the iconic status that Rosa Parks’s did.

        You search Google: “girl arrested in Montgomery Alabama.”

        Recent arrest records in Montgomery, Alabama. Sriracha, not milk.

        You give it another try—it’s the Montgomery bus boycott you’re interested in? You type “Who got arrested in the Montgomery bus boycott?” Still too broad; your question lands you back at Rosa Parks.

        You remember it was a teenager who got arrested. So you put the pieces together: “Who was the teenager who got arrested in the Montgomery bus boycott?” Google now zooms in on “teenager + arrested + Montgomery bus boycott,” as well as considering the connector “in” before the words “Montgomery bus boycott.”9 It then combs through the web looking for sources where the terms appear close together; it also compares your search sequence to that of other users and the kinds of answers that satisfied them. Aided by your specificity, you now get what you’re looking for: the name of Claudette Colvin, with links to sources like the Washington Post, the Smithsonian magazine, Stanford University’s King Institute, NPR, and the BBC.
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            Figure 3.16 Unspecific keywords produce unspecific results. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)
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            Figure 3.17 Keywords that are too broad. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)
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            Figure 3.18 Search results for “Who was the teenager who got arrested in the Montgomery bus boycott.” (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
      
      
        Inferred Intent: Providing Google with a “Tell”

        Back in 2019, an executive familiar with Google’s search algorithms was interviewed for a Wall Street Journal exposé about how the company tweaks its algorithms. “There’s this idea that the search algorithm is all neutral and goes out and combs the web and comes back and shows what it found, and that’s total BS,” the executive said. “Google deals with special cases all the time.”10

        It’s true: Google’s algorithms reflect some very real human prejudices and biases.11 But our own responses are hardly free from bias, either. Minor variations in how we phrase a search (think of poker, where a “tell”—a seemingly imperceptible twitch of the eye, for example—gives away that we’re bluffing) can produce decidedly different results. Let’s see how.

        You set out to research a proposed soda tax in your city. You’ve heard arguments for and against. On one side are people who say a soda tax lowers consumption and reduces obesity. On the other are those who say a soda tax hurts people with lower incomes because bottling companies lay people off, and where the tax has been tried, it has backfired. So, let’s consider two queries, altering but a single word: “Are soda taxes a good idea?” and “Are soda taxes a bad idea?” Same question, really, that in a perfect search world would produce the same result. But that’s not how Google sees things (to be more precise, that’s not how Google’s algorithms operate). Two ways of asking the same question give us dramatically different results. Let’s start with the “good” query.

        The top result, from Time magazine, cites a JAMA (Journal of the American Medical Association) study suggesting the taxes lead to better health. The result from Stanford University says the taxes reduce consumption. National Public Radio declares the taxes “work.”
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            Figure 3.19 “Are soda taxes a good idea” search results, December 2020. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        What happens when Google sees “bad”? It’s just as accommodating. An ad at the top says that in Philadelphia the tax was a “mess” and didn’t change drinking habits. A featured snippet raises the ante even more, claiming that soda taxes lead to an increase in alcohol consumption. And so on. (But note that one of the results from the “good” query, a result from the University of California, Berkeley School of Public Health, slips in too.)
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            Figure 3.20 Ad and featured snippet for “Are soda taxes a bad idea” search. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        Part of what’s going on has to do with keywords. Results in favor of soda taxes are just more likely to include “good” (and other positive terms: “beneficial,” “effective,” “helpful,” and so on). Likewise, results against a tax tend to include “bad” and its various synonyms. But another part of what was going on has to do with inferred intent. Google sees “good” or “bad” and delivers what it thinks you want. A positive or negative search term loads the dice, crafting the kind of response we want and expect. Phrasing queries in a more neutral way—for example, “Do soda taxes work?”—will often produce better and more balanced results.
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            Figure 3.21 “Are soda taxes a bad idea” search results. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
      
      
        Google Is a Mirror Reflecting Back What You Give It

        Are you an auditory learner? A kinesthetic one? Do you learn best by watching a video or reading a text? What’s your “learning style”?

        The field of learning styles is mired in controversy.12 Even though the idea of learning styles has been around for years, its scientific basis is skimpy. Attempts to match people to their preferred learning style produce no better results than when they’re matched to their “unpreferred” style. But scientific findings wither in the face of people’s deep-seated intuitions. “I’m a visual learner! Don’t try to convince me otherwise!”

        In an ideal search, we’d want Google to alert us to a controversy where laypeople say one thing but the scientific consensus says another. In fact, when we asked Google if learning styles are real, that’s just what we get:
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            Figure 3.22 Search results for “Are learning styles real,” December 2020. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        At the top is a featured snippet from the American Psychological Association, the largest research group of psychologists in the world. No equivocating here: “there is no scientific evidence to support this common myth.”
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            Figure 3.23 Results page for “What’s the best way to measure learning styles.” (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        What happens when we assume that learning styles are real, but what we want to know is how to measure them? When we ask, “What’s the best way to measure learning styles?” Google also obliges.

        The top result takes you to a site where, in twenty questions (e.g., “Do you prefer books with words or pictures?”), you can “determine” your learning style. For fun, we answered the questions completely at random. We received an official-looking report telling us we’re “visual learners” who should “sit near the front of the classroom.”

        There are two problems here: keywords and inferred intent. As far as keywords go, experts in education may talk about learning styles in the context of whether they make a difference. But given the shaky state of research, they’re unlikely to talk about “the best way” to measure learning styles because, well, it’s debatable whether they even exist. So you’re not going to find these keywords in documents written by experts.
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            Figure 3.24 “What’s Your Learning Style?” questionnaire from educationplanner.org (http://www.educationplanner.org/students/self-assessments/learning-styles.shtml)

          
        
        But what about inferred intent—the attempt by Google’s algorithms to deduce what we’re looking for by the way we phrase a search? It’s reasonable to assume we’re already believers when we ask, “What’s the best way to measure learning styles?” Google, being Google, guides us down that path.

      
      
        A Search Engine, Not a “Truth Engine”

        Google is not a dispassionate partner in information seeking who diligently corrects you when you’ve taken a wrong turn. Google is out to please, trying to determine what you want—even if doing so means giving you a dubious answer but one you want to hear. Danny Sullivan, Google’s public liaison for search, admitted as much when he stated that Google is a search engine, not a “truth engine.” “One of the big issues we’re pondering is how to explain that our role is to get you authoritative, good information, but that ultimately people have to process that information themselves,” he said. “We can give you information, but we can’t tell you the truth of a thing.”13

        This is exactly the case when an issue erupts that turns the internet into a raging, turbulent sea. When that happens, Google becomes especially attentive to our cues. Back in 2017, a bunch of NFL players, following Colin Kaepernick’s lead, started taking a knee during the national anthem. Then president Trump tweeted that these actions hurt NFL ratings. If you searched for “NFL ratings down,” your top results would have supported the president. However, had you searched for “NFL ratings up,” Google would have delivered opposite results—ones that pointed to increased ratings.14

        In other words, Google is not neutral. From the moment you enter your search terms, you’re teaching Google what you want. Google’s algorithms are masterful in picking up your personal tells: Are you on one side of an issue or the other? Favorable or hostile? Supporter or opponent? If there’s any indication which way you’re leaning, Google’s results will nudge you more to that side. After all, it’s Google’s business model to give you what you want. “The Internet can get you to information that would back up almost any claim of fact, no matter how unfounded,” wrote University of Connecticut philosopher Michael Lynch. “It is both the world’s best fact-checker and the world’s best bias confirmer—often at the same time.”15

        For now, just remember: you’re at the poker table, and you don’t want to give away your hand. If you want to understand multiple positions on a complex issue, avoid searches that broadcast your preferences, like “is X good” or “is X bad”? Choose neutral search terms. And don’t forget: Google is following your lead.

      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► Anticipate the kinds of results you’re looking for before searching. A mismatch between your expectations and the search results may signal that you need to rethink your strategy.

          	► Before you click on a result, engage in result mining. There’s a lot you can learn just by reading the snippets that accompany each result.

          	► Specific and unique keywords will get you to your desired result a lot faster than general terms.

          	► With straight factual issues, nothing beats Google. It’s when things get murky that the burden is on you. Google is a search engine, not a truth engine.

          	► Google detects your slightest tell and gives you what it thinks you want to hear. Phrasing a search in a neutral way will give you a fuller and more balanced picture on issues with multiple sides.

        

      
    
  
    
      
        4

        Lateral Reading

        USING THE WEB TO READ THE WEB

      
      You and your friends have complained for years about the bullying at your hometown school. Nothing has been done—until now. The school board is finally ready, and you’ve been nominated by school staff to present the issue.

      You’ll have one shot. You want to make sure that the school board doesn’t just do something about it; you want to make sure it does something about it that works. You dust off those newly learned research skills and google “bullying at school.”

      Before you can even click, Google offers ten autosuggestions.

      “Bullying at school never acceptable,” the first item in the list, sounds about right. It lands you on the site of the American College of Pediatricians.

      “No child should be harassed for his or her unique characteristics.” Check. “Schools should encourage an environment of respectful self-expression for all students.” Yes.

      Weighty references accompany the article: “A Multilevel Examination of Peer Victimization and Bullying Preventions in Schools” in the Journal of Criminology. “Association between Bullying and Psychosomatic Problems: A Meta-Analysis” in Pediatrics.
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          Figure 4.1 Google’s autosuggestions for “Bullying at school” search, November 2020. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)
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          Figure 4.2 Abstract for “Bullying at School: Never Acceptable” article from American College of Pediatricians (https://acpeds.org/position-statements/bullying-at-school-never-acceptable)

        
      
      You skim the rest. It’s science-y. You glance at the headings: “Abstract,” “Forms of Bullying,” “Prevention,” “Conclusion”; it’s signed by an MD and accompanied by this statement: “The American College of Pediatricians (ACPeds) is a national association of licensed physicians. . . . The mission of ACPeds is to enable all children to reach their optimal physical and emotional health and well-being.”
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          Figure 4.3 Home page of the American College of Pediatricians (acpeds.org)

        
      
      You go to the home page.

      How can you not trust a kid this cute?

      Before you put your faith in this site, consider the fact that the American College of Pediatricians

      
        	• is labeled as a “fringe anti-LGBTQ hate group that masquerades as the premier U.S. association of pediatricians” by the Southern Poverty Law Center;1

        	• promotes “conversion” therapy for gay kids, a procedure outlawed in twenty states, the District of Columbia, and all of Canada;2

        	• publishes vile and defamatory content, like a post where it advocated adding “P” for pedophilia to “LGBT” because, it falsely claimed, pedophilia is “intrinsically woven into [the] agenda” of LGBTQ activists;3 and

        	• is condemned by Francis S. Collins, MD, the former director of the National Institutes of Health, for an “ideology that can cause unnecessary anguish and encourage prejudice.”4

      

      You probably couldn’t find a worse resource for helping kids who are getting bullied at school. Especially LGBTQ kids. Compared to their heterosexual peers, LGBTQ kids are two to four times more at risk for thinking about and attempting suicide during adolescence—precisely because of the ridicule and abuse they endure at school.5

      You may have assumed that the American College of Pediatricians was a large professional organization, dispensing authoritative information to doctors and the general public. Actually, it’s a tiny splinter group of conservative doctors (estimates range from two hundred to five hundred) who, in 2002, broke from the national group, the sixty-seven-thousand-member American Academy of Pediatrics, over the issue of adoption by same-sex couples.6

      Now that you know a bit about the American College of Pediatricians, can you spot the subtle persuasion in the abstract from the “Bullying at School: Never Acceptable” article—the phrase “no group should be singled out for special treatment”? You’d never learn from this site that LGBTQ kids are the main targets of bullying in school.7 The American College of Pediatricians doesn’t want gay kids “singled out for special treatment” because doing so, it fears, might push “temporarily-confused adolescents into adopting an atypical lifestyle,” as they say later in the “Bullying at School” article.

      It’s easy to get duped by the site’s professional look, its official-sounding name, its formal logo, and its detached scientific tone. If you got fooled, you’re in good company. When Sam’s research team showed this site along with that of the American Academy of Pediatrics to a group of Stanford students, the majority chose the splinter group as more reliable. Even professors at five different colleges wavered when asked to choose which of the two sites was more trustworthy. One of these professors confidently stated that the splinter group’s site was “just a useful resource for people to learn about bullying.”8 He had no inkling that something was amiss. And amiss is an understatement.
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          Figure 4.4 Southern Poverty Law Center’s description of the American College of Pediatricians (https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/extremist-files/group/american-college-pediatricians)

        
      
      
        Get off the Page!

        How do we explain this? After all, the college students and university professors were good readers and critical thinkers. Why, then, did both groups go off the rails?

        Part of their problem had to do with being smart—so smart they thought they could outsmart the web. They reckoned they could tell if a site was reliable just by looking at it.

        An even bigger problem was that these smart people approached online texts the same way they approached a printed book or magazine. They read vertically. They started at the top of the screen and moved toward the bottom—the way we all learned to read in school. Sometimes they skimmed; sometimes they pressed on an internal link. But their eyes pretty much stayed glued to the original site, even though they were told they could do anything they normally would, like leave the site and search elsewhere. To determine a site’s credibility, they placed their faith in their intelligence and reading ability. When nothing outrageous jumped out, they concluded: “pretty reasonable.”

        Here’s the thing: what got these smart people into hot water was a category error. They took highly honed skills from the world of print and applied them to a medium, the internet, that plays by different rules. It’s like a star baseball player with a sweet swing applying the same motion on the golf course. What works so well in baseball flops in golf.

      
      
        Lateral Reading: Checking Information like a Fact-Checker

        Now consider an approach tailored to a digital environment. It’s the key to SIFT’s investigate the source, and it is what professional fact-checkers do to cut through bluster to arrive at reliable conclusions. Fact-checkers don’t spend minutes dwelling on an unfamiliar site. They generally ignore the “About” page. They might glance at the URL, but they pay little attention to whether a site is a dot-com or a dot-org. To learn about an unfamiliar site, they do something that, at first glance, seems like a contradiction. They leave it.

        Instead of spending minutes on a site they’ve never seen, fact-checkers put the name of the individual or group in their browsers and open new tabs across the top of their screen. Fact-checkers draw on the entire internet to evaluate an individual site, a strategy we call lateral reading. By reading laterally and scanning across a series of open tabs, every one of our fact-checkers detected the agenda of the American College of Pediatricians in seconds, leaving the college students and the university professors at the starting gate.9

      
      
        Why Lateral Reading Works

        Lateral reading works for one basic reason. The web is a web, a galaxy of electronically connected sources. And the way that you understand a node in a webbed network is to probe its connections to other nodes.

        Think of it like this: If you wanted to understand how spiders catch their prey, you wouldn’t just look at a single strand. You’d want to see how that strand connects to other strands that, together, form an elaborate geometric pattern. A similar strategy is the key to success on the internet. You evaluate a single website by seeing what the rest of the web has to say. You use the web to read the web.

        Here’s how that would work with the American College of Pediatricians. You land on the site, but before giving it your full attention (and risk falling down a rabbit hole by reading articles that con you with scientific language and fancy references), you decide to search the name of the group. When you google the group and open a few tabs, you immediately see something’s askew.
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            Figure 4.5 Google’s results page for the American College of Pediatricians, November 2020. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        Wikipedia calls the organization a “socially conservative advocacy group” with one employee. The American Civil Liberties Union labels it a “fringe group.” Even without knowing that glma.org is the site of GLMA: Health Professionals Advancing LGBTQ Equality (formerly known as the “Gay & Lesbian Medical Association”), we can gain clues from its description of the American College of Pediatricians as “not to be confused with the 60,000 member American Academy of Pediatrics.” Psychology Today tells us that the American College of Pediatricians “is an anti-LGBT group.” From there things go downhill. Fast.

      
      
        Little Shift, Big Payoff

        The shift from vertical to lateral reading makes a huge difference. Consider a second example: research into minimum wage policy. Does raising the minimum wage increase the standard of living? Or does it cause prices to rise, hurting the very people it’s supposed to help? One of the first sites to come up in a search is epionline.org, from a group called the Employment Policies Institute. (This group sponsors the site minimumwage.com, which we profiled in the last chapter.)

        The site piles on the cheap signals of credibility. A professional layout bathed in tasteful maroon and gray hues. A nonprofit designation from the IRS. A physical address and contact number. A dot-org URL. A “Research” tab listing reports by professors at established universities: the University of New Hampshire; University of Connecticut; University of California, Irvine; Carnegie Mellon; and others.
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            Figure 4.6 Home page of the Employment Policies Institute (epionline.org)

          
        
        
          [image: ]

          
            Figure 4.7 Research reports on the site of the Employment Policies Institute, April 2022 (https://epionline.org/studies/)

          
        
        Rather than clicking on any of these research reports or dwelling on the “About” page, here’s how one of the fact-checkers we observed approached the site. He left it in a split second and googled “Employment Policies Institute.” In a half minute, he had seven open tabs across the top of his screen. One, from the online magazine Salon, wasted no time calling out the Employment Policies Institute: “Corporate America’s New Scam: Industry P.R. Firm Poses as Think Tank.”10

        The Employment Policies Institute dresses up in the costume of “nonpartisanship.” In actuality, it’s the handiwork of a public-relations firm, Rick Berman and Company, which specializes in cooking up websites for corporate and political clients. As for those research reports, which all conveniently stack up against raising the minimum wage? One of the professors received a $180,000 grant from the Employment Policies Institute to fund his study.11 That doesn’t mean he fudged his data. Let’s just say the optics don’t look great.12
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            Figure 4.8 Fact-checker’s open tabs when reading laterally. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
      
      
        Lateral Reading Puts You in Control

        When you dwell on a site before you know who’s behind it, you play into the hands of the Rick Bermans of the world. But when you marshal the web’s web-like qualities, it’s you who’s in the driver’s seat. As the journalist Steve Daly explained, “Think of lateral reading as sending up multiple signal flares in a barrage instead of one at a time. The bombardment lights up a wide swath of terrain. It lets you see quickly which part of this landscape might provide the fastest gauge of reliability.”13

        The big message of lateral reading is this: get off the page. Once you’re off—once you’ve entered your keywords, hit return, and sit staring at the results—how, then, do you decide which result to click? Many of us never look beyond Google’s first few results—some studies have found that over 50 percent of searchers never go beyond the third result.14 A joke among disgruntled web advertisers goes like this: “Where’s the best place to hide a dead body?” Answer: “Page 2 of the search results.”

        Google tells us that by using the criteria of expertise, authoritativeness, and trustworthiness, or E-A-T, it tries to array the most relevant results at the top of the search.15 And that sort of works. Sometimes. For certain subjects. Given the right keywords.

        But Google’s search algorithms, like all things human, betray the flaws of human design—racism, sexism, ableism, antisemitism, and every other ism that afflicts humankind. (More on this later. For now, let’s give the company credit where credit is due: Google generally tries to fix these problems when they are pointed out). Each year the company adjusts its search algorithms with hundreds, if not thousands, of tweaks. The process is never-ending. However, given the monetary value of being at the top of page 1, Google is engaged in a cat and mouse game with legions of site owners who try to outgame the algorithms by manipulating keywords, planting links on other sites, spamming, reconfiguring their content, and doing everything imaginable to get a leg up on the competition. Pushing results to the top of Google’s list, a process known as search engine optimization, is an eighty-billion-dollar-a-year business focused on a singular goal: figuring out how to land a site on Google’s prime real estate while kicking the competition to the bottom of the page—or even better, to the mortuary of page 2.

      
      
        Avoid Promiscuous Clicking: Practice Click Restraint

        Rather than immediately clicking on the first three results, we suggest that you follow step one of SIFT: stop. Take a deep breath. Look around. Figure out where you’ve landed. If it helps, take those sticky fingers off the mouse so you don’t click the first thing that pops up. Then do what professional fact-checkers do: practice click restraint.

        How? By resisting the impulse to click. Click restraint is about surveying the information neighborhood into which you’ve landed. Who occupies the palatial mansion at the top of the page? Who’s dwelling in the row houses in the middle? What about the cellar dwellers at the bottom of the screen who, despite their lowly placement, might just be the best sources for your question?

        Obviously, the importance of click restraint varies depending on what you want to know. Ask Google “Where was Beyoncé born?” and you’ll get an answer faster than it takes to type the question. Things start to get wonky when you put a question to Google that has multiple answers, or controversy.

        For example, a post in your social media floats by that China has bought Walmart, and the chain will now be redubbed “the Great Wallmart,” with signs in English and Mandarin. You’re tempted to share the post—the new moniker is kinda clever—but since you’ve taken to heart what we’ve written, you do a thirty-second fact-check by googling “Did China buy Walmart?” Here are four results that come up:
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            Figure 4.9 Search results for “Did China buy Walmart,” December 2017. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        There’s your answer—right at the top. “China Buys Walmart, Will Rebrand as GreatWallmart.” You’re tempted to click, but you’ve turned over a new leaf: look but don’t click.

        That first result? It comes from a site called thefinaledition.com, which claims that “the world’s largest nation has announced the acquisition of the world’s largest retailer.” Have you heard of thefinaledition.com?16 We haven’t either. We’ll move on.

        Result two is from quora.com, a helpful question-answering site that offers a lot of useful material. There’s even a question relevant to our search: “Does China own Walmart?” We make a mental note and move on to empirenews.net. We haven’t heard of that site either. But the title’s pretty clear, and it even says the sale was valued over five hundred billion dollars. Maybe we will be shopping at the GreatWallmart.

        We get to the last result, businessinsider.com, an established trade magazine (the site, with an expanded purview, is now called “Insider,” insider.com), and we read the snippet. Nothing about China. We make a wise first click and arrive at an article about how Rob Walton, the son of Walmart founder Sam Walton, sold less than 1 percent of his shares for a cool sixty-two million dollars. Nothing in the article about China. So, aside from that first link, which turns out to be from a satirical site, and empirenews.net, which, no surprise, is also a parody site, there seems to be no evidence that China bought Walmart. You can breathe a sigh of relief. (If you still need convincing, check out Quora and confirm there’s nothing to the rumor.)

      
      
        The “Vibe” of the Search Engine Results Page

        Remember those optical illusions where, depending on how you look at them, you see two different things: in one case, a vase or two faces; in another, an old or a young woman?

        Seeing both images simultaneously requires stepping back and gaining perspective. The goal is to take in the image as a whole, what in German is called gestalt: an organized figure that is greater than the sum of its parts. If you’ll excuse the use of a newer term, think of it as the “vibe” of the whole. Gestalt is the vibe.
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            Figure 4.10 Vase or two faces? (Image by OpenClipart, licensed under Creative Commons 1.0 Universal.)

          
        
        A list of search results is also a gestalt. Yes, each result is a separate entity. But when you step back from the list, you can discern a pattern—a forest rather than a bunch of individual trees. Seeing the whole forest is key to understanding where on the internet you’ve landed. And who’s controlling the territory.

        In the GreatWallmart example, we made a smart first click. But the truth is, we realized something was wrong even before clicking. If China had bought Walmart, that would be a big news story, right? So why did the results page have no recognizable news stories at the top? It’s not just about the individual results; it’s the whole page. Did it look like the results page for a huge breaking news story? Obviously not.
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            Figure 4.11 Old woman or young woman? (Illustration by William Ely Hill, “My Wife and My Mother-in-Law,” Puck, November 6, 1915.)

          
        
        Here’s another example: a search about Margaret Sanger (1879–1966), the founder of what would become Planned Parenthood. Because the topic of abortion is so polarizing—fierce battles rage between pro-choice and pro-life advocates—Sanger has become a lightning rod that attracts intense feelings depending on where you stand. In one of Sam’s research studies, participants were asked to investigate whether Sanger supported euthanasia (also known as mercy killing or assisted suicide), the practice in which someone with an incurable disease is painlessly helped to die.

        Here’s what people found when they typed “Margaret Sanger euthanasia” into their browser:
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            Figure 4.12 Results page for “Margaret Sanger euthanasia” search, April 2016. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        Step back from this list of results. Can you discern a gestalt for the whole page? Has this search welcomed us to the Margaret Sanger fan club or catapulted us in an information neighborhood seething with rage at the mention of Sanger’s name?

        Apart from Wikipedia, none of the sites is familiar (at least not familiar to us). Another thing you notice is that site 1 (lifenews.com), site 4 (lifesitenews.com), and site 8 (liveaction.org) all have “life” or “live” in their URLs. The hostility is evident: site 3 accuses Sanger of racism; site 7 yokes her to Nazis; site 8 says she “changed the world, but for the worse.” Apart from Wikipedia, the gestalt leaves no room for doubt. Sanger is public enemy number one.

        One of the fact-checkers we observed scrolled through these results, spending twenty seconds practicing click restraint, just trying to get a sense of where she landed: “A lot of the sites that are coming up . . . seem to be very anti–Planned Parenthood sites. So, lifenews.com, lifesitenews.com, ‘Sanger’s support for racism,’ so clearly these are people who are not very fond of her.” That’s putting it mildly.

        She concluded that the anti-Sanger forces controlled the top real estate and that she could find better information by scanning books about Sanger. On the toolbar under “More” are a list of options. The second option is “Books.”
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            Figure 4.13 Restricting a Google search to “Books.” (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        After scanning a few scholarly books, the fact-checker realized that the question of Sanger’s stance on euthanasia was far more complicated than any quick soundbite or thirty-second foray would provide.17

        We’ve focused on doing quick searches because we don’t want you to waste your time. If you know what you’re doing, it’s astounding how much context can be gleaned in thirty seconds. But, as this example shows, quick searches can also show you the limits of quick searches. Trying to figure out where Margaret Sanger stood on the issue of euthanasia would require an investigation across multiple books and articles. Even then, the answer is not so clear-cut.

        There’s no formula that guarantees your first click will be the best one. Click restraint is far from an exact science. But taking in the full set of results before you click increases the chances you’ll find something reliable rather than clicking away at the first thing that catches your eye.

      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► Rather than spending precious minutes on an unfamiliar website, get off the page. Practice the I in SIFT, investigate the source, by reading laterally.

          	► Put the name of the group or individual into your search and see what the rest of the web has to say. Use the web to read the web.

          	► If something looks fishy, lean into the F of SIFT and find a better source.

          	► Once you have that list of results in front of you, resist the temptation to click the first thing that catches your eye. Practice click restraint by scanning the full list of results to get a sense of the information neighborhood. Then, make a wise first click.
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        Reading the Room

        BENEFITING FROM EXPERTISE WHEN YOU HAVE ONLY A BIT YOURSELF

      
      In his fact-checking workshops, Mike tells a parable of sorts about someone called Jill. Apologies if your name is Jill. But, as you’ll see in a minute, Jill is really all of us.

      Here’s how the parable goes. One day, Jill is walking by a lake, and in the lake, she sees a bottle. Just bobbing up and down. A wave comes and tosses it onto the shore. She walks up to the bottle and sees a note inside.

      It’s interesting, right? She pulls out this note, and it’s a full article. At the top is a headline: “N95 Masks Don’t Work.”

      This is very shocking information. But Jill’s no dummy. She does what she’s learned in school. She looks at the tone of the text below the headline, at the article itself. And it’s very scholarly. She looks for footnotes, and she finds lots of them, to all sorts of impressive-sounding journals. The author has an NMD. Jill doesn’t know what that is, but it sounds like medical credentials.

      There’s more. The article has a ton of data, and Jill is very impressed. It not only makes claims—it backs them up with numbers, which is what she was taught to look for. There are statistics. There are charts. And at the core of the article is a very compelling, seemingly bulletproof argument. The article states that the size of an N95 mask weave is .3 microns. The size of the coronavirus? Only .1 micron. And so, the article states, the coronavirus is going to sail through that mask like a “marble through a chain-link fence.”

      Jill sits there and sorts through the evidence. Coming to her own conclusion, she runs and tells her friend Antonio that she has discovered something quite disturbing: N95 masks don’t work!

      What would you say if you were Antonio? We hope it would be something like the following: “Jill, it’s great that you’ve thought so much about this—but, in the end, you still got the information from a bottle floating in the lake.”

      
        Why You Can’t “Just Do the Math”

        It’s good to think about things. It’s good to try to understand the various arguments around issues of public or personal concern. But to come to better understandings of issues we care about, we rely heavily on the expertise and fair-mindedness of those we read, watch, or listen to.

        Take Jill. Jill had a “just do the math” moment with the N95 argument she examined. The coronavirus is almost two-thirds smaller than the weave that is supposed to stop it, so it made sense to her that the mask would be ineffective. But the note in the bottle failed to mention a couple of other important things.

        First, the coronavirus doesn’t float around as the coronavirus, all alone. It needs a medium. Usually, that medium is a water droplet, and the size of the droplet, not the virus itself, is what is relevant.

        Second, N95 masks benefit from an electrostatic charge, which pulls particles toward the fibers of the mask when the particles come near. So, the weave of the mask may be .3 microns, but in effect the weave can catch particles smaller than that.

        Third—and perhaps most important—particles that are less than three microns engage in an erratic movement pattern called “Brownian motion.” When a particle is over three microns, you can model it with standard physics. When it gets under three microns, something weird happens. The particle zigzags around because it is so small that the air molecules themselves affect its path. This zigzag pattern is hard to predict, but it makes particles easier to catch, since they can’t pass straight through the weave. This means that, in practice, it is easier for a mask to capture a particle just under .3 microns than one that is exactly .3 microns.

        We could go on. Most people test masks experimentally, of course, by just seeing how many particles get through them (no surprise, the masks work here too). But if we wanted to take Jill’s “just do the math” approach, it turns out it takes a lot of math: the Brownian motion formula, the size of the medium, the relative humidity, the static charge of the mask, and, at least according to a prominent paper on the subject, a few dozen other variables and several pages of calculus.

        In a way, Jill was doomed from the start. She was given the dots to connect, and then she dutifully connected them. But she wasn’t given all the dots, and some of the dots she was given were downright wrong. No amount of Jill tallying numbers or thinking through the problem logically was going to fix that. She doesn’t have enough knowledge to know what she isn’t being told.

        What’s the solution? Ultimately, for most things in life, it’s not getting better at math, more knowledgeable about biology, or spending more time looking at the details of a document that happens to wash up onshore in front of you. Ultimately, the solution is the F of SIFT: find a better source, and learn what people with more knowledge than you think. For that you’re going to have to learn to “read expertise.”
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            Figure 5.1 A taste of what’s required to determine the effectiveness of an N95 mask through mathematical modeling. (Adapted from Yi, Fengzhi, and Qingyong, “Numerical Simulation of Virus Diffusion in Facemask during Breathing Cycles,” Int J Heat Mass Transf. 48, no. 19 [2005]: 4229–42, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijheatmasstransfer.2005.03.030.)

          
        
      
      
        Reading the Room: Quick Assessment of a Range of Expert Views

        For a lot of things in life, you can trust a single person. A good doctor or trusted mechanic will give you a lot of advice that just might be worth taking.

        For issues where you do not have a trusted expert at hand, your best bet on getting a good treatment is usually not to put your faith in a single expert or professional. And even where you do have an expert handy, if the decision is particularly important (for example, around surgery), you might want a second opinion. For things that matter, you’re going to want to understand what a range of experts think.

        Let’s start with some definitions of types of agreement and disagreement you find in expert communities.

        
          	Competing theories: There are multiple explanations, and most experts buy into one or another of them, but no one idea is dominant.

          	Majority/minority: There is one widely accepted theory, but a nontrivial number of respected experts support one or more alternative theories that the majority concedes are worth consideration.

          	Consensus: A rare condition where the majority of experts consider the evidence so compelling that the question is effectively closed. At the margins, a few folks may continue to pursue alternative theories, but most of the discipline has moved on to other questions.

          	Uncertainty: This situation might initially look like majority/minority or competing theories, but when you look deeper, you find that most experts are so uncertain they have not invested deeply in any one hypothesis. (This is the sort of situation where the expert in a news article says pointedly, “We just don’t know.”)

          	Fringe: For certain issues, in addition to a majority or minority expert viewpoint, you will find fringe viewpoints. Fringe viewpoints are not minority viewpoints—experts may disagree with minority viewpoints, but they consider them, nonetheless. Those espousing minority viewpoints argue their case with those espousing majority viewpoints, and vice versa. Fringe viewpoints, on the other hand, are viewpoints that have no support among the vast majority of respected scholars in the field. As such, these views are not even in dialogue with scholars in related disciplines or most individuals in a profession.

        

        So how do you go about “reading the expert room” on various issues? This doesn’t mean you have to agree with the smartest expert or the most people. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. You may look at a majority/minority divide on the benefits of taking a given medication and go with the minority. You might have to wade in and make your best guess in choosing between competing theories. Or, sensing the level of uncertainty on an issue, even among experts, you might wisely decide to take no position at all—at least for now.

        But we do want you to avoid what we call trust compression.1

        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          Why We Call This “Reading the Room”

          “Read the room!” is the common rebuke to someone who jumps into a conversation without understanding its history or participants. It’s also good advice when wandering into scholarly debates.

          Why? If you look at our different categories of expert agreement and disagreement, you’ll notice something. They aren’t static. Scholarly conversations have a history. New issues arise, and experts propose a variety of explanations. In their field, they are expected to argue for those ideas in ways that allow others to review and challenge their work. Over time, experts come to various conclusions. A question might initially provoke uncertainty among experts, then competing theories. Certain approaches win out. What starts out as a competing theory might become consensus, or a majority theory. Likewise, from the fringe, people may make claims but not engage in the conversation in ways that abide by scholarly norms. Trying to figure this out can be a challenge. When you first wander into a new issue, you may think you are responding to a paper or a claim. In fact, you are wandering into an ongoing conversation.

          So why do we call this chapter “reading the expert room?” Our metaphor here is that you arrive late to a party or dinner to find everyone deep in vigorous conversation. Asking a friend what’s going on, you find out that the discussion has been in progress for hours.

          Do you just jump in with your opinion? Or do you take a few minutes to understand what that conversation has covered until now, who the participants are, and the positions these people hold? You’re trying to figure out what issues are resolved (the things that will elicit a communal groan if you drag the conversation back to them) and the things that are of current interest. If you follow the same practices when entering a scholarly conversation, you’ll benefit richly from the room’s expertise.

        
      
      
        Trust Compression, or How to Avoid Info-Cynicism

        Imagine you are trying to figure out the best person to drive you to the airport. You ask your friend whether Pedro, Leann, or Koko would be the best person to drive you. “Oh, I’ve asked them all at one point or another,” she says. “I think they all have problems if you ask me.”

        Taking this to mean they’re equivalent, you decide on Leann. She turns up forty-five minutes late, manages to get in a fender bender on the way there, and then insists that you reimburse her for mileage “plus 20 percent” before you get out of the car. You head back to your friend and relay the story. “Yeah,” she says, “she did the exact same thing to me.”

        Stunned, you ask why she didn’t warn you. “Well,” she says, “Leann is always late and did crash her last four cars. But Pedro plays the radio too loud, and Koko never stops talking about her cat. Like I said, they all have problems.”

        We think you would agree that your friend here failed you in offering a recommendation, even if it is technically true that “they all have problems.” What you really needed to know was how reputable each one was relative to the others. And one of the choices was very far apart from the others in that respect. The way your friend described them didn’t convey the vast differences in reliability. Instead, the differences among them were minimized.

        This minimizing of difference in quality or reliability is what we call “trust compression,” because it takes the vast distances between different sources in reliability and shrinks them to the point where they all look roughly the same. And while it’s unlikely one would make the sort of mistake in real life described in our going-to-the-airport example, people make it on the web all the time.

        For instance, there’s a huge distance between a site like the Mayo Clinic, a research hospital in Rochester, Minnesota, and Dakota Bob’s All-Natural Holistic Health Supplements.2 But if you start to think of both sites as being compromised—the Mayo Clinic is dependent on people getting sick and coming to it for treatment, and All-Natural Health Supplements is trying to convince you you’re sick and need to buy sugar pills—then what we have is trust compression. What starts out as a chasm between a reputable site known all the world over and a fly-by-night holistic remedies site shrinks to the point of being negligible. Both are compromised. Neither can be trusted.

        What’s at stake is not just a bad ride to the airport. When trust compression reaches this level, where it seems like everybody’s got an agenda and no one can be trusted, well, you’ve reached a state where unscrupulous people have you in their clutches. There’s a reason why trust compression is often the goal of disinformation campaigns, whether the campaign is run by a foreign country, a global corporation, or a domestic lobbying group. When we believe no source is more trustworthy than any other, how do we decide who’s right?

        History tells us this works out various ways, none particularly good. In authoritarian regimes, creating a broad cynicism about all sources of expertise—the press, academics, professionals—serves to make sure political power, not truth-seeking, is the ultimate arbiter of what’s true. If the best reporter is no better than the worst tabloid hack, why not just get the news directly from your leader or your political faction? Or why not choose academics based on their political allegiance rather than their credentials and expertise? They’re all the same, right? Pick the one best for your cause. Or dispense with them altogether.3

        When it comes to corporate disinformation, creating trust compression is a way to hide that a former competing theory has moved to a majority/minority or even consensus status. The classic example of this is cigarettes. Early on, there was much debate about whether smoking caused cancer, but by the 1950s there was a consolidation of the research. It became clear that what had initially just been one theoretical position among many (that smoking caused cancer) was quickly approaching consensus status. The tobacco industry came up with a plan: “flood the zone” with so much low-quality conflicting information that instead of interested citizens seeing the overwhelming consensus on the issue, they would be confused about who to believe and conclude that the matter was still one under debate.4 (It wasn’t, and even now, 480,000 people die from tobacco-related illnesses each year, partly as a result of the industry’s success in creating confusion. This is about one out of every five deaths in the United States.)5

        To sum up: we tend to think of a gullible person as someone who believes everything they hear. But on the web, it’s more often the opposite. Gullibility presents itself as the inability to believe anything, no matter how authoritative, proven, and trustworthy that source may be. And the social consequences of this inability can be devastating.

      
      
        Reading the Room on the Mask Issue

        Back to Jill and her mask issue. It’s clear (we hope) that trusting a note in a bottle without understanding the expertise and motivations of the individual who put it there is not a bright idea. But let’s consider another scenario. Let’s suppose that article was better—that it didn’t make such outrageous mistakes, but that it still expressed doubt that N95 masks were effective. Can we dive in now?

        You’re probably sick of hearing us saying this, but no. You need to slow down. If you’re already well grounded in what the current research says on an issue and adept at computing the Brownian motion formula, fine, go ahead, dive in. However, if you’re not, the first thing you should do is take bearings, a concept drawn from navigation. A lot of what happens when we search is like parachuting into unfamiliar territory. When you don’t know the terrain, it’s easy to get spun around in circles. Only foolhardy paratroopers go traipsing off toward the first mountain peak they see. Instead, they use their compass to “take bearings”—measuring the angle between true north and their desired destination, so that even with poor visibility, they can look at their compass and proceed at, say, forty-five degrees north and not get lost when fog sets in. Obviously, taking bearings on the web is not an exact science, and certainly not as exact as measuring an angle. But the premise is analogous—when landing in unfamiliar terrain, head off only after you’ve gotten the lay of the land.
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            Figure 5.2 COVID-19 FAQs on the Occupational Safety and Health Administration site (https://www.osha.gov/coronavirus/faqs)

          
        
        On a topic where you lack vital background information, how should you start? Let’s return to the issue of masks to find out.

        To get a bird’s-eye view of the terrain, we might forgo papers that focus on a single topic and see what a group like the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) has to say. Take this page, which gives a clear summary of the factors in play:

        
          Will an N95 respirator protect the wearer from the virus that causes COVID-19?

          Yes, an N95 respirator is effective in protecting workers from the virus that causes COVID-19. . . . The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) tests respirators using particles that simulate a 0.3 micron diameter because this size particle is most likely to pass through the filter. If worn correctly, the N95 respirator will filter out at least 95% of particles this size. An N95 respirator is more effective at filtering particles that are smaller or larger than 0.3 microns in size.6

        

        Who is OSHA, you wonder, and what the heck does it know? Well, if you practice the I in SIFT, you’ll find OSHA is the government entity responsible for setting workplace safety standards—for things like masks. (It started doing this long before COVID-19, often in workplaces that have contact with hazardous substances.) And to do that, it relies on the advice of not just one expert but the larger expert community. So you’re getting the benefit of OSHA summarizing the expert landscape for you.

        But maybe you don’t trust OSHA. Fine. Who do you trust, then, to accurately summarize not just a single researcher’s opinion but the state of knowledge in the field? You should be careful where you invest your trust, but you have to invest it somewhere. If you throw up your hands and say, “Maybe the truth is in the middle, or maybe it’s all lies,” then you’re exactly where the media manipulators want you to be.

        Maybe in this case you go and see what the American Medical Association (AMA) says. This is an association that represents the vast majority of doctors in the United States. Like most professional organizations, it is hesitant to put out guidelines if its members disagree; the AMA is there to communicate the knowledge of the field not referee squabbles between rival factions. But we find in this case that it, too, says that N95 masks work (while adding that they should be used primarily by health-care workers).

        You don’t trust the largest medical organization on the planet? OK. Maybe pick a publication with a dedicated health beat (e.g., one that has a reporter with extensive experience reporting on health issues). Again, you’re looking for an article where a reporter relies on a variety of respected experts in the field and tries to summarize the current state of knowledge regarding the issue of certainty (how certain experts are that masks work) and the issue of consensus (how much agreement there is on this issue).

        Maybe you think the US institutional infrastructure is hopelessly compromised by Democratic rule (it’s not) or Republican rule (it’s not). But if you do think that, you’re free to look at the advice issued by other countries. Does that advice differ substantially from the United States? To check, you may want to look at the Lancet, the top medical journal in the United Kingdom.

        We hope you get the point. You can choose any one of these, depending on what strikes you as the most trustworthy. But any one of these, as a summary of the current state of knowledge in an entire field, is going to be a better starting point than a single paper. That single paper may be useful once you’re ready to do a deep dive. But when you first start, you need a bigger, more inclusive map of the terrain, and you’re more likely to get that from a broad research summary. Start digging deep into the weeds of comparing individual papers in an area outside your expertise, and you’ll quickly find yourself at the bottom of the trust compression sinkhole.

        Note that even here we can see the importance of consensus. OSHA is saying the same thing as the AMA, which is saying the same thing as most experts. If OSHA had said something very different from the AMA, or the AMA had disagreed with experts quoted in health reporting, we might recommend slowing down a bit. Instead, we found strong consensus across multiple sources of expertise. Throw that bottle, along with the note it contains, back into the lake.

      
      
        The Perils of the Single Academic Contrarian

        It’s good to have contrarians in a discipline. It really is! As a matter of fact, our own work in media literacy started out being a bit contrarian. The methods and approach we propose in this book initially went against a lot of the advice dispensed in college classrooms.7

        But they didn’t stay contrarian. Though it can be a slow process, researchers are interested in new ideas, and good ideas are valued when they prove to be effective. And professionals (in our case, the teachers and professors who have been teaching media literacy) want to do well at their jobs and are in the market for ways to improve. It can be slow going at first. Fortunately, over time, good ideas generally attract at least a subset of researchers and gain momentum in society at large.8 And that’s the sort of story a lot of people romanticize when they think about contrarians—starting at the edges and slowly building a following for an idea in a community of professionals and academics.

        Crank contrarians are a different matter. Fringe ideas are not simply ideas with a smaller than usual following. They are ideas that are not in dialogue with the profession at all. They are not reading the room. More often than not, they aren’t even in the room.

        Judy Mikovits is one such crank. She is the “star” of the video Plandemic: The Hidden Agenda behind COVID-19, which had more than seven million views on YouTube before it was taken down.9 It is sometimes difficult to disentangle her claims from that of the filmmaker, Mikki Willis. But between statements from the two of them, the video asserts that

        
          	• Mikovits was known as one of the “most accomplished scientists of her generation”;

          	• her 1991 doctoral thesis revolutionized the treatment of HIV/AIDS;

          	• the new coronavirus was being wrongly blamed for many deaths;

          	• face masks “activate” the coronavirus and cause more sickness; and

          	• the National Institutes of Health head Anthony Fauci was responsible for millions of deaths during the HIV/AIDS epidemic by suppressing the work of Mikovits’s team.10

        

        None of this was true. And it is almost certain that the video caused the death and long-term disability of many people. Whatever their intentions, Mikovits and Willis are to blame for some portion of those deaths.

        But what about the people who forwarded the video to family and friends? Certainly, everyone who spread it contributed, in whatever small fraction of a fraction, to the damage the video caused. But were those who spread it responsible for that damage? Could they have known, without substantial background knowledge of virology, that Mikovits was not simply someone expressing the opinion of a respected minority in the field but actually a fringe crank?

        The answer, unfortunately, is yes. We will SIFT through it to show you why.

        First, let’s examine Mikovits’s credentials. A big part of the schtick is that Mikovits is not only a person who has been in the field of virology but a leader in the field, including playing a key role in research related to the treatment of HIV/AIDS.11 And to establish that, the video claims that her doctoral dissertation revolutionized the treatment of that disease. This in itself wouldn’t be enough to argue her ideas were right, but if she was, in fact, one of the leading lights of virology, then you might be excused for thinking she was expressing a minority rather than a fringe view.

        So, let’s do a bit of lateral reading and see what we come up with.
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            Figure 5.3 Searching for information on a claim to expertise—results for “Mikovits research HIV treatment” search, June 2022. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        Notice we get two results at the top (there are more results, but let’s just focus on these two). The first is an article from science.org. Looking at the snippet, we can see it seems to be analyzing the claims made in the video and presenting an assessment of them for a general audience. The second result is a paper that looks like it is on HIV, authored (maybe?) by Mikovits. Which one should you choose?

        The paper looks legit—186 citations is not exactly a sign that you revolutionized a discipline, but it’s decent for the medical field. But your first click shouldn’t be the paper. Instead, click the article from science.org, which looks like it speaks directly to these claims.

        Why? The first reason is what we’ve been calling the context of you. Papers like Mikovits’s aren’t set up to tell you what you need to know. If you had a level of knowledge of virology where you could look at a research paper from someone and say, “My God! This is revolutionary virology work,” we’re going to guess you wouldn’t be getting your COVID-19 information from Plandemic in the first place.

        But the broader issue is much like Jill’s issue with the note in the bottle. This video has washed up on your information shore. (Yes, we know, we’re stretching that metaphor a bit). But at this point, the risk is wading deeper and deeper into complexity. Instead, you need to start with a few basic questions. Who are the people who made this video? What do people “in the know” say about them and their claims? It looks like the first result is going to get you those basics.

        Of course, you still need to check that the top result is actually from people “in the know” and not, say, from some blogger with a keyboard and a grudge. This top result comes from “science.org.” What’s that?

        Using Google’s “three dots,” which we demonstrated in chapter 3, we click and bring up the “About this result” pop-up, and then we click again for more information. The most important part of the page is up toward the top—this is not only the site of a peer-reviewed journal but one of the world’s top journals. Probably worth a click!
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            Figure 5.4 Using Google’s “About the source” feature. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        Remember, if you want more information, you can always click the Wikipedia link or explore links to news articles that appear lower down.

        Science is one of the world’s top academic journals. That doesn’t mean that things published in it are always correct. It’s a research publication, and all research publications publish some things that later turn out to be wrong. And this particular article is from its news department; this isn’t peer-reviewed research. But on something like a fact-check, it should be pretty solid.

        Is Mikovits a well-known figure in the world of virology? Yes, but not in the way most would think. Far from being vital to early HIV/AIDS work in the 1980s and ’90s, she was relatively unknown until 2009, when she published a paper on xenotropic murine leukemia virus–related virus, or XMRV, as a potential cause of chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) in (ironic twist time) Science!

        That’s actually pretty impressive. What happened next was less so.

        Two months later, the entire Science paper was retracted. Mikovits refused to sign the retraction notice, but she took part in another major replication effort. That $2.3 million study, led by Ian Lipkin of Columbia University and funded by the National Institutes of Health, was “the definitive answer,” Mikovits said at a September 2012 press conference where the results were announced. The new study looked for XMRV in blinded blood samples from nearly three hundred people, half of whom had CFS; it turned out none of the subjects had XMRV. In other words, the original study had been wrong. “There is no evidence that XMRV is a human pathogen,” Mikovits conceded.12

        People get things wrong, of course. But the claim that Mikovits was a leading researcher here is simply not true. She is not well known for work on HIV/AIDS, and her only previous claim to fame seems to have been a retracted paper in Science. You can read the article about her in Science and see how things went downhill from there. The fact that this supposed expert claimed false authority (and has had to walk back her “extraordinary” claims before) should by itself be enough of a red flag to move on.

        From there, the Science article goes on to eviscerate many of Plandemic’s main claims. And it does so not by pitting one crank’s opinion against another but by trying to accurately summarize what is known about the claims.

        Of course, for any given claim you can “read the room,” just like we did with the mask issue, looking at a variety of sources and trying to get a sense of whether experts agree, disagree, or just don’t know. In this case, you won’t find much debate. It’s clear that Mikovits doesn’t represent a “minority” view. Rather, she’s out there on the fringe, making false claims about her supposed authority. And establishing that, if you know how to read the room, is easier than you might think.

        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          What Makes a Good Summary Source?

          When reading the room, it helps to start by reading high-quality summary sources. What do those look like?

          First, look for a source in a position to know. People in such a position are likely to know more than the average person due to their expertise (e.g., academic) or their job (e.g., reporter). Keep in mind that specificity matters—a physicist summarizing health info is not necessarily helpful; neither is a paranormal practitioner making claims about history (more on that later).

          Second, check that these sources have incentives to be careful with the truth, or a good track record of doing so. We trust the meteorologist to try to get the weather right because she pays a price when wrong about the weather. We trust her less on health policy, in part, because the professional consequences for messing up are lower.

          Third, and this is a point that is particularly applicable to summaries, consider whether sources are fully engaged in providing a summary of research. Beware of quick summaries that are just being used to set up another, less trustworthy claim.

        
      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► You don’t always realize what you don’t know, so “zooming out” to get a summary of expert opinions is a good first step. Before diving headfirst into a new topic, start off by “reading the room.”

          	► Cynicism doesn’t make you any smarter than gullibility. To avoid “trust compression,” distinguish between little problems and giant failings in the sources you evaluate.

          	► Avoid relying on a single self-proclaimed expert. Instead, try to assess and understand the range of credible expert opinion on a subject.
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        Show Me the Evidence

        WHY SCHOLARLY SOURCES ARE BETTER THAN PROMOTIONAL MATERIALS, NEWSLETTERS, AND RANDOM TWEETS

      
      Can playing chess make you smarter? Why not? The game demands concentration, forethought, and cool-headed logic—the same virtues that define critical thinking.

      Before you reach for that dusty chessboard, let’s look at the evidence.

      When you ask Google about the connection between chess and intelligence, one of the first results to come up is a 104-page document called The Benefits of Chess in Education, compiled by Patrick S. McDonald, the youth coordinator for the Chess Federation of Canada. McDonald’s report claims that the movement of knights and rooks not only “makes kids smart” and “improves academic performance” but also “enhance[s] creativity, problem solving, memory, concentration, intellectual maturity, self-esteem, and many other abilities.”1 A veritable jackpot of benefits.

      OK, clearly this author has a lot of skin in this game and may not be the most objective source. But the report backs up its claims with a staggering list of references—titles like “Scientific Proof: Chess Improves Reading Scores,” “Utilizing Chess to Promote Self-Esteem in Perceptually Impaired Students,” and “The Effect of Chess on Reading Scores: District Nine Chess Program Second Year Report.”

      When you look a bit closer, however, an unmistakable pattern emerges. Most of the references cite magazine articles (including one that itself needs dusting off—from a 1931 National Geographic), along with newsletters from organizations like the “Commission of Chess in Schools,” scattered doctoral dissertations from the 1990s, and a mishmash of presentations delivered at random conferences. What ties them all together is not something they possess but something they lack. Almost all these references do an end run around the process known as peer review.

      
        What’s Peer Review?

        If you’ve ever attended an intro session at your school’s library, you’ve listened to the librarians lower their voices and speak in reverential tones about peer review: the touchstone that separates rigorous research from mere opinion, hearsay, and the untutored opinions of your know-it-all roommate. At its most basic level, peer review is a form of quality control, a process that scholars came up with in the 1700s to protect the public from shady information. It gets its name from the fact that before a study is published, it’s evaluated by experts in the field—“peers”—who decide whether the work passes muster.

        Here’s how the process is supposed to work, at least in theory. A researcher designs a study, gathers data, writes up results, and sends it off to a journal. The editor scans the study to make sure it fits the publication’s scope and then forwards it to reviewers. The reviewers assess the article’s merits: Have the authors interpreted their data correctly? Do the claims fit the evidence? Were the procedures used the correct ones? Are the conclusions justified? If the reviewers deem that the paper is flawed beyond repair, it receives a flat-out rejection. When Sam was starting out, he had the dubious honor of being rejected by some of psychology’s most prestigious journals.
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            Figure 6.1 Rejection letter Sam received early in his career from Child Development

          
        
        If, on the other hand, a paper shines so brilliantly that there’s not a single thing to fix, it merits a straight acceptance (Sam’s still waiting). What tends to happen a lot of the time is that an article is placed in a nebulous category, known as “revise and resubmit,” that wavers between “reject” and “accept.” In this all-encompassing catch basin, the editor summarizes the reviewers’ criticisms and offers the authors a chance to fix their paper and give it another go. However, the opportunity to resubmit carries no guarantee that the resubmission will be published. If the revised manuscript is sent to new reviewers—something that can and does happen—the manuscript can languish in revise-and-resubmit-land for ages.
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            Figure 6.2 Abstract from intervention study in the Journal of Educational Psychology (Wineburg et al., “Lateral Reading on the Open Internet”)

          
        
        Even if a study is competent and avoids fatal errors, it can still be rejected if the reviewers conclude that it says nothing new or rehashes points already in the scholarly literature. Conversely, reviewers will sometimes accept a paper that’s not ready for prime time if they think it might spur researchers to take up new questions and open new lines of inquiry. If you think the process of peer review sounds complicated, laborious, time-consuming, and pulling-your-hair-out frustrating for anxious authors, you’re right. Case in point: a 2022 study that Sam’s team did on teaching students the techniques in this book took a year and a half and three different revisions before it finally appeared in print!2

      
      
        Peer Review: “The Worst Way to Judge Research, Except for All the Others”

        We wish we could say that every article that makes its way through the gauntlet of peer review is printworthy. No system is perfect, and peer review is no exception. Peer review runs on the backs of unpaid volunteers who have agreed to serve as the guardians of quality control in their respective disciplines. Some reviewers take their job seriously and write detailed and helpful reviews. Others dash off perfunctory comments barbed with stinging insults. There’s even a whole website where disgruntled authors post the nasty things reviewers have written.3 And let’s not forget about the biases and prejudices that creep in whenever humans express judgment. Many journals try to compensate for these foibles by following a “double-blind” procedure: reviewers don’t know who the authors are and vice versa. But experts often have a sense of who is doing what in their field, and the pretense of anonymity turns out to be a hollow shell game.

        For some journals, like the prestigious New England Journal of Medicine, peer review is only the first stage in a rigorous publication process. If reviewers agree that a manuscript is of sufficient merit, it’s forwarded to a group of in-house editors who go through it with a fine-tooth comb. But the New England Journal of Medicine is the exception. Only a dozen or so of the ten thousand biomedical journals can afford a staff of paid editors.4 The vast majority rely on the kindness of volunteers. When the system works, it does a decent job of separating good scholarship from bad. When it doesn’t, slipshod work finds its way into print. Yet, despite its many problems, the tendency of peer review to produce better results on average than other methods has spurred many of the advances we see today. An article by an editor at the Journal of the American Medical Association put it like this: “Peer Review: The Worst Way to Judge Research, Except for All of the Others.”5

      
      
        The Problem of the Single Study

        You’ve probably seen the chilling commercials of emphysema patients wheezing through a breathing tube telling us they wished they never started smoking. There’s little argument today that smoking causes cancer. But you’ll always find some know-it-all who harrumphs that their grandfather smoked three packs of Camels a day and lived till he was 97.

        An analogous phenomenon goes on with journal articles—even one that’s peer reviewed. With two million articles churned out each year, you can almost always find one that provides backing for the wackiest claim someone wants to offer—even if this one-shot, stand-alone study flies in the face of a thousand others.6

        Which brings us back to chess. A Google search produces a study conducted by researchers at Iran’s Islamic Azad University. Groups of fifth-, eighth- and ninth-grade boys practiced chess for six months and afterward posted modest gains in their metacognitive ability as well as their math skill.7 Does this study put to rest, once and for all, the question of chess’s benefits? Or is it the peer-reviewed equivalent of that chain-smoking granddad?

      
      
        Literature Reviews: A Bird’s-Eye View of Multiple Studies

        As we said in the last chapter, when you’re wading into a new topic, our advice is to avoid single studies until you’ve read the room and gotten a lay of the land. You do this by starting with a literature review, a bird’s-eye view of multiple studies that conveys the “state of the art” on a question of scholarly concern.

        To answer whether chess makes you smarter, two psychologists at the University of Liverpool conducted a type of literature review known as meta-analysis, where the results of individual studies are aggregated across studies to estimate how successful (or negligible) a given intervention might be.

        The researchers located sixty-four different studies but found that the vast majority, over 60 percent, contained so little information about the experimental procedures that they had to be eliminated from analysis. Combining the twenty-four remaining studies, the researchers found “small to moderate effects” of chess’s benefits on working memory, cognitive ability, and academic skill. However, the researchers’ conclusion came with this crucial caveat: the more rigorous the study, the smaller the effects. They researchers concluded that the chief benefit of playing chess is that it . . . makes you better at playing chess. There’s “little evidence,” they wrote, that the game “makes people smarter.”8

        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          Journals That Prey on Unsuspecting Victims

          A consequence of the academic imperative to “publish or perish” is the growth of online “predatory journals” that prey on academics pressured to bulk up their résumé. These journals charge authors a fee to publish their work (euphemistically called “article processing charges”) and typically have weak (or no) editorial standards, lax (or nonexistent) review processes, and no editorial board (or one filled with dead scholars). They often falsely claim that they are included in prestigious scholarly databases (like PubMed in medicine or ERIC in education). Predatory journals spam academics with invitations to publish their work in journals with scopes so expansive that it strains the imagination (for example, a predatory education journal solicits papers in English, computers, engineering, psychology, law, social work, business, economics, and the arts—nothing short of the entire corpus of human knowledge). How can you tell if an article comes from a bona fide journal instead of one created by schemers out to make a buck? You can start with Wikipedia, which has a decent database of the leading journals across a range of fields. Also, many college libraries subscribe to JSTOR (jstor.com), a digital repository that allows you to search more than two thousand online journals. Finally, there’s a website called Think Check Submit (thinkchecksubmit.org). The site is intended for researchers who want to check if a journal they’re considering is legit. Even though the site is geared to researchers, anyone can access it and benefit from its tips for sniffing out rogue journals.

        
      
      
        Real History, Fake History: How to Tell the Difference

        In an unregulated internet, scholarly sources compete with blogs, tweets, TikTok videos, memes, and just about everything else, each claiming to possess the truth. Consider the following two items appearing in your social media feed. The first claims that the Union army, not the Confederates, committed the most horrific act of genocide during the Civil War, herding twenty thousand free Black people into a “concentration camp” and starving them to death in an area of Natchez, Mississippi, known as the “Devil’s Punchbowl.” The second claims that on the morning of January 28, 1918, in Porvenir, Texas, a small town about one hundred miles southeast of El Paso, a group of Texas Rangers “went door-to-door, ordering the inhabitants of the community out of their homes,” and massacred a group of fifteen unarmed men.

        Neither event was covered in your history book, a fact that doesn’t actually mean that much. Many injustices committed against BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) communities have been covered up or simply ignored in official textbook accounts of history. The most gruesome race massacre in US history occurred in 1921 in the Greenwood area of Tulsa, Oklahoma, when the neighborhood was firebombed from the air, turning thousands of Black families into race refugees. Until just a few years ago, US history textbooks were mute on this horrific crime. So, just because you haven’t heard of the Devil’s Punchbowl or the massacre in Porvenir doesn’t mean they didn’t happen. How, though, would you check?
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            Figure 6.3 Tweet about a “concentration camp” in Natchez, Mississippi. (Poster’s name and handle are redacted.)
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            Figure 6.4 Tweet about Texas’s Porvenir Massacre. (Poster’s name and handle are redacted.)

          
        
      
      
        Using Google Scholar to Find Scholarly Sources

        We’ll start with the claim that there was a concentration camp in Natchez, Mississippi, during the Civil War. You could search “Natchez + concentration camp” but doing so brings up a slew of unfamiliar sites and random YouTube videos. If an event of such magnitude happened—twenty thousand deaths at the hands of a liberating army that was supposed to protect these freed men, women, and children—there’s bound to be some kind of scholarly footprint, even if it didn’t make it into your history book. To evaluate this and other claims, a great place to start is Google Scholar (scholar.google.com), which, according to Google, “provides a simple way to broadly search for scholarly literature.”9

        Google Scholar operates on the same principles as a regular Google search. You put in keywords and see what comes up. A search for “Devil’s Punchbowl + Natchez + concentration camp” turns up little—almost nothing. The only result is a thesis by a master’s student at Louisiana State University, who heard about the Devil’s Punchbowl but found little concrete evidence.10 When he consulted historians, “most had not heard about the story, and some were doubtful of the story.”11

        That an event of this immensity lacks a scholarly footprint should, by itself, raise a red flag. At the same time, the tweet about it has a link to an article on a website called Black Main Street.
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            Figure 6.5 Article on the Devil’s Punchbowl in Natchez, Mississippi (https://blackmainstreet.net/never-forget-devils-punchbowl-20000-freed-slaves-died-forced-post-slavery-concentration-camp/)

          
        
        The article repeats the claim that “20,000 freed slaves died” after being herded into a “post slavery concentration camp.” But the article contains no footnotes to the source of this information. Instead, there’s a reference to a researcher named Paula Westbrook. Putting her name into Google Scholar comes up empty—red flag number two. A regular Google search yields slightly more. Paula Westbrook, it turns out, is no historian. She’s not an academic or an archivist. She’s not a teacher. What, then, are her qualifications?

        Westbrook is part of something called the Southern Paranormal & Anomaly Research Society, a “Mississippi based paranormal investigation team.” Her bio explains that while growing up in Louisiana’s backwoods, she became skilled in the practices of voodoo, sparking “her interest in the paranormal.” Probably not the kind of “expert” you’ll want to cite in your history paper.12

      
      
        The Vibe of Google Scholar’s Results Page

        When we use Google Scholar to investigate the tweet about the Porvenir Massacre, a different picture immediately emerges.

        Thirty seconds of mining the results shows that, unlike the Devil’s Punchbowl, the Porvenir Massacre is a real and shameful episode in American history. In the early morning of January 28, 1918, a band of Texas Rangers, accompanied by the US Army cavalry and Anglo cattle ranchers, marched fifteen men, the youngest being sixteen years old, to a bluff overlooking the banks of the Rio Grande and shot them in cold blood. The first reference is to the official website of the Texas Rangers, which describes this loathsome act without pulling punches. The second is to the Oxford University Press, which publishes the American Historical Review, the official journal of the American Historical Association, the largest organization of historians in the world. The link goes to a review of University of Texas historian Monica Muñoz Martinez’s book The Injustice Never Leaves You: Anti-Mexican Violence in Texas, published by Harvard University Press. (Books published by university presses also go through peer review.) The next to last link brings up a New York Times column about the massacre by two more history professors, William Carrigan and Clive Webb. Long covered up, the Porvenir Massacre is now recognized by the Texas Historical Commission, which in 2019 placed a historical marker on the site of the bloodshed.
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            Figure 6.6 Google Scholar’s search results for the Porvenir Massacre. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)
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            Figure 6.7 Meme claiming thousands of Black troops fought for the Confederacy (https://deadconfederates.com/2016/02/10/do-the-guinness-people-know-about-this/)

          
        
      
      
        Using Google Scholar as a Quick Reputation Check

        The internet swarms with memes that make claims about the past. Here’s one about the Civil War and “Black Confederates”: “Over 114,000 Black troops protecting their families” (who, we should note, were still in bondage) from the “mostly white Yankee Army.” Can that be right?

        You google “Black Confederates” and find two articles: one by a professor named Bruce Levine, who debunks the idea, and another by Vernon Padgett, a professor who defends it. Each article is stuffed with footnotes to original sources. How would you figure out which is a better source without spending the whole day on it?

        Google Scholar allows you to see how many times an article or book has been cited by other researchers. Obviously, just because an article has been cited doesn’t mean it’s true, and one with few citations doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s false. But if a publication has been around for years, with plenty of time to marinate in scholarly circles and hardly anyone cites it, it’s an indication that it has had little impact.13

        When we put Bruce Levine’s name into Google Scholar with the keywords “Civil War,” we see that he has written multiple books and been cited by other scholars hundreds of times.

        When you do the same for Vernon Padgett (who turns out to be a professor of psychology, not history), the only result cited is an article appearing on the website of the Sons of Confederate Veterans, the “oldest hereditary organization for male descendants of Confederate soldiers.” The article has been cited only twice—both times as an example of how not to do historical research. The claim that “over 114,000 Black troops” took up arms to defend their own bondage? Hogwash.
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            Figure 6.8 Google Scholar results for “Bruce Levine Civil War.” (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)
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            Figure 6.9 Google Scholar results for “Vernon Padgett Civil War.” (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► Peer review is not a perfect system—not by a long shot. But it’s an important first step in the line of defense against junk scholarship.

          	► When wading into broad scholarly questions, get your feet wet by starting with a review of the literature rather than fixating on a single study.

          	► Google Scholar is a quick way to judge scholars’ reputations as well as to check if other scholars cite their work.
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        Wikipedia

        NOT WHAT YOUR MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHER TOLD YOU

      
      Your middle school teacher threatened to give you an F if you cited it. A menacing reminder hung in the computer lab: a thick black line slashing the word in two. Even now, you can find blanket dismissals bellowing from college websites: Wikipedia “isn’t a credible resource because anyone is allowed to be a contributor.”1

      In its early days, Wikipedia had no shortage of problems. Errors propagated like fruit flies. People used the site to spoof their friends and exact revenge on their enemies. The site’s flaws were legendary, sometimes scandalous. A 2006 article accused John Seigenthaler, an assistant to Robert Kennedy in the 1960s, of having a hand in Kennedy’s assassination. The false charge stayed on the site for 132 days before it was finally removed. But not before Seigenthaler denounced Wikipedia in the pages of USA Today as a site run by “volunteer vandals.”2 The head of the American Library Association compared professors who let students use Wikipedia to nutritionists who prescribe a diet of Big Macs.3

      Scandals like John Seigenthaler’s gave Wikipedia a black eye. They also prompted the site to clean up its act. Today’s Wikipedia bears little resemblance to its earlier self. The world’s biggest and deepest-pocketed tech companies shamelessly grab content from the site. Google poaches on Wikipedia to populate its knowledge panels. Ask Amazon’s Alexa or Apple’s Siri a question, and you’re likely to get an answer that begins, “According to Wikipedia.” Chances are, your doctor consults the site too. A 2015 study found that Wikipedia was the single leading source of medical information for 50 to 70 percent of physicians. And among medical students, the percentage was even higher: 94 percent consulted the site.4 Each month, an estimated one billion people across the globe spend the equivalent of sixty thousand years on the site (that’s no typo).5 Today, Wikipedia is the fifth-most visited website on the entire internet and the only nonprofit among the top ten.6 Still, many people—not just middle school teachers—have misgivings about the site. Let’s consider the most widespread.

      
        What about the Mistakes?

        Aren’t there still mistakes on a site with fifty million articles written in three hundred different languages? Well, uh, yes. Wikipedia is written by human beings, and last we heard, human beings make mistakes. But unlike in its early years, today’s Wikipedia is armed with sophisticated mechanisms for weeding out errors, both technological (automated bots that gobble up changes from unidentified contributors) and human (hawk-eyed administrators who monitor lists of controversial pages). These procedures go a long way in catching problems before they turn scandalous. Instead of festering on the site for 132 days, as in John Seigenthaler’s case, it now takes about thirty minutes before vandalized content is scooped up and erased.7 The more popular an article, the more eyeballs that track it and the faster malicious content is vaporized.

        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          Wikipedia to Britannica: “He That Is without Sin . . .”

          Paid professionals make mistakes too. Back in 2005, the prestigious journal Nature compared forty-two different science articles in Wikipedia to the “gold standard” of encyclopedias, Britannica. The study found that the typical Wikipedia entry, written by volunteers, contained on average four mistakes per article. The same study found that Britannica, for all its hype and supposed expertise, contained about three errors per article. When Nature released its findings, Britannica published full page ads demanding a retraction. Nature’s editors held firm. “Entries were blinded—reviewers did not know which entry came from Wikipedia and which from Britannica,” retorted Nature, not budging an inch. “Our comparison was unbiased, and we reject Britannica’s allegation that we have acted in a dishonest manner. We stand by the story.”8

        
      
      
        Anyone Can Change Wikipedia, Can’t They?

        It’s true that anyone with a laptop and an internet connection can edit most Wikipedia pages. But that doesn’t mean the edits survive. If someone hasn’t registered with Wikipedia, chances are that person’s edits will be apprehended by tireless bots on the hunt for unfamiliar IP addresses. Plus, there’s a whole category of “protected pages.” They are often Wikipedia’s most trafficked and most controversial pages, the ones that enflame passions and bring out the worst human tendencies (entries like “Barack Obama,” “Donald Trump,” “Gamergate,” and “Causes of transsexuality,” to name some of the most recognizable entries, but also the “Coat of arms of Lithuania”—go figure). If you consult these articles, you’ll see some features you might not have noticed before. See that teeny lock to the right of “Donald Trump”? That tells you the page is protected. Also, did you notice that the “Edit” tab (which usually appears after the “Read” tab) has gone AWOL? Unless you already have Wikipedia editing privileges, you won’t be able to lay your hands on these pages.
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            Figure 7.1 Wikipedia article on Donald Trump showing lock icon (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Donald_Trump)

          
        
        The system of locks is another way that Wikipedia has erected guardrails that prevent newbies, trolls, and just plain goofballs from making drive-by edits.9 As Wikipedia maven Jake Orlowitz notes, it’s no big deal to say “I changed Wikipedia.” The real mark of achievement is “being able to say I made an edit to Wikipedia—and it stuck.”10

      
      
        Isn’t Wikipedia Biased?

        Yes, Wikipedia is biased—if by “biased” we mean that Wikipedia reflects the proclivities of its contributors, who overwhelmingly skew male, white, college educated, and middle class. Wikipedia is acutely aware of its bias (there’s an entire Wikipedia page devoted to it) and has made strides to enlist more women and people of color to its editing ranks. Over the past few years, the phenomenon of “edit-a-thons” has taken hold, where groups come together to create Wikipedia content to rectify imbalances in coverage. The first edit-a-thons focused on increasing the coverage of women scientists. But there have also been editing events on Black history, the history of Indigenous peoples, and the status of lower caste peoples in India, as well as events on many other underrepresented groups.11

        Wikipedia still isn’t where it wants to be—not by a long shot. But it’s trying. Between 2015 and 2018, the site increased the number of entries about women from 15 to 17 percent. This might not seem like a lot until you realize that the change resulted in 83,600 new entries.12 While the rest of the internet peddles clickbait, tracks our every move, and auctions our data to the highest bidder, Wikipedia—free, ad-less, and staffed by volunteers—is headed in the right direction. The site, notes internet theorist Yochai Benkler, captures our imagination not because Wikipedia is “so perfect” but because in so many cases it is “reasonably good . . . a proposition that would have been thought preposterous a mere half-decade ago.”13

      
      
        Wikipedia as a Tool for Research

        Since we brought up your middle school teachers, we need to give credit where credit is due. When they warned you not to cite Wikipedia, they echoed Wikipedia’s own cautions: Wikipedia articles “are designed to introduce researchers to topics, not to be the final point of research.”14

        Encyclopedias are considered “tertiary” (a fancy word for “third”) sources. That means that they draw on information already contained in primary sources (original documents or research reports) and secondary sources (books, magazines, newspapers, TV broadcasts, and other published sources that are matters of public record). One of Wikipedia’s ironclad rules goes by the acronym of NOR, or “no original research.” This means that claims in a Wikipedia article must be anchored to already existing sources. As we’ll see, this is a godsend for all kinds of research, from the simplest fact-checks to finding your sea legs when embarking on a new research project.
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            Figure 7.2 “Ain’t I a Woman?” section of Wikipedia article on Sojourner Truth (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sojourner_Truth)

          
        
      
      
        Using Wikipedia to Validate Sources

        If you’re not supposed to cite Wikipedia, what should you cite? The simple answer is that you cite the sources that Wikipedia cites. Let’s walk through an example.

        Your Speech and Rhetoric professor makes an offhanded remark about one of the most famous speeches in American history, Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman?” “You know,” she says, with a sly, myth-busting smile, “She actually never said those words.”

        No way! You studied the speech in high school. You even remember seeing a video of actor Alfre Woodard performing a stirring rendition.15

        You go to Wikipedia and scroll through the article on Sojourner Truth until you see a separate subsection for “Ain’t I a Woman.”

        The first recorded version of the speech was published in an abolitionist newspaper in 1851 and included no instance of the question “Ain’t I a Woman?” It was a white abolitionist who rewrote Truth’s speech in the middle of the Civil War to conform to the speech patterns of southern Black women. Truth (née Isabella “Bell” Baumfree) was born into slavery in 1791 in upstate New York. She spoke Dutch until age nine.

        How do we know this? That’s where Wikipedia’s policy of “no original research” comes in. That little number “32” directs us to the references, where we find this note:

        
          32. ^ Craig, Maxine Leeds. Ain’t I a Beauty Queen: Black Women, Beauty, and the Politics of Race, Oxford University Press USA, 2002, p. 7. ISBN 0-19-515262-X

        

        Now, if you’re just trying to fact-check your professor, you can stop here. Really. Odds are that between her PhD and a book published by Oxford University Press (a very good press, by the way), there’s something to the claim. However, should you decide to go deeper—perhaps even write a paper about Sojourner Truth—you should take the next step. You’ll need to look up Maxine Leeds Craig’s book to verify that it says what Wikipedia says it does. (For quick ways to do this, see “Going Deeper: Quickly Validating a Reference from a Book.”)

        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          Quickly Validating a Reference from a Book

          In the preinternet days, checking references involved going to the library, looking up the call number (and not on a computer either—in a massive chest of drawers called a “card catalog”), and then wandering around in dimly lit stacks to locate a physical book. Ah, the marvels of the internet! Now, you could begin your search by going online to your library’s website to see if it has an e-book of Ain’t I a Beauty Queen: Black Women, Beauty and the Politics of Race. You could do that. We recommend, however, a quicker step. First, check to see if Amazon has digitized the book. If Amazon hasn’t, check to see if Google Books has (books.google.com). Both have a feature where you can search for terms inside of a digitized book (but both purposely exclude key sections, so it’s hit or miss). When we search for “Sojourner Truth” in Amazon’s e-version of Ain’t I a Beauty Queen, the first entry that comes up is the same page 7 that Wikipedia quotes: “Ain’t I a woman,” as Craig explains, “was an embellishment added by white feminist abolitionist Frances Dana Gage.” Now, instead of citing Wikipedia in your bibliography, your citation can read: “Craig, Maxine Leeds. Ain’t I a Beauty Queen: Black Women, Beauty and the Politics of Race. New York: Oxford University Press, 2002.”
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              Figure 7.3 Screenshot from Amazon’s “Look Inside” feature for the book Ain’t I a Beauty Queen? by Maxine Leeds Craig

            
          
        
      
      
        Using Wikipedia for Quick Checks of Unfamiliar Websites

        
          INSTITUTE FOR HISTORICAL REVIEW

          You find yourself reading something about World War II, and a few clicks later you land on ihr.org, something called the Institute for Historical Review.

          It’s a dot-org, which by this point in the book you realize means diddly-squat. The tag line at the top seems reasonable enough: “For a more just, sane and peaceful world.” Then you start to notice the articles clustering around Nazi Germany, US foreign policy, and Israel. Especially Israel. Lots of articles about Israel and Jews. You could continue reading more deeply—or you could take a thirty-second Wikipedia detour. It’s a smart use of thirty seconds because Wikipedia’s opening sentence confirms your gut: the Institute for Historical Review is “an organization best known for promoting Holocaust denial,” a statement backed by five references. You’re outta here.
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              Figure 7.4 Masthead of the Institute for Historical Review (ihr.org)

            
          
        
        
          NATIONAL CONSTITUTION CENTER

          You were reading something about the Second Amendment and ended up at constitutioncenter.org. Is it right-wing, left-wing, a gathering point for conspiracy theorists? Should you dig in only to learn an hour later that you stumbled on a site that says the Constitution guarantees the right to child sacrifice?
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              Figure 7.5 Wikipedia entry for the National Constitution Center (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Constitution_Center)

            
          
          Nothing in Wikipedia sticks out. The Center was funded as part of the Constitution Heritage Act of 1988, supported by President Ronald Reagan, a Republican. Both George H. W. Bush, another Republican, and Bill Clinton, a Democrat, served as chairmen of the board. The Center seems to be the rare bipartisan institution that tries to preserve the heritage of the Constitution for adherents in both parties. You conclude: “Looks OK.”

        
      
      
        Quick Investigation of a Claim

        You hate flossing. You see this tweet, which implies you don’t have to—even the “Health Dept” says so. Before you toss the floss, there are a couple of steps to take. Hover over WINK News. Despite its cheesy name, you learn that it’s a legitimate TV station in southern Florida. On to Wikipedia’s article on dental floss.

        You skip the introductory material and beeline to “Efficacy.” The first line reads: “The American Dental Association has stated that flossing in combination with tooth brushing can help prevent gum disease and halitosis.”16 Preventing disease and smelly breath seem like good reasons to keep flossing, no? As for the “Health Department”? There’s a whole subsection about it. True, the 2015 US Dietary Guidelines for Americans eliminated reference to flossing. But when the American Dental Association investigated why, it learned that the new guidelines focused only on diet and that “the omission was not because the Department questions the efficacy of flossing.” For now, continue to strangle your fingers to save your teeth.
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            Figure 7.6 Tweet from @winknews proclaiming “little proof” that flossing works (https://twitter.com/winknews/status/760432456935825408)
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            Figure 7.7 Wikipedia page for “Dental floss” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dental_floss, September 2021)

          
        
      
      
        Quick Checks of an Unfamiliar Academic Source

        You’ve stayed away from cigarettes. You’ve learned about the dangers of vaping. But a friend invites you to a hookah bar with the assurance that it’s safe: “The chilled water and the charcoal filter remove the toxins. There’s research on it.” Your friend texts you a link to a study in something called Medical Hypotheses.

        You could read the article and do battle with sentences like “Even the level of NNAL, metabolite of the potent carcinogen NNK, was not different from that of controls.” Or, you could see if Wikipedia says anything about this source so you can better answer the question, “Is this what I think it is—a respected medical journal?”
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            Figure 7.8 Abstract from article from Medical Hypotheses (https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mehy.2009.11.036)
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            Figure 7.9 Wikipedia article on the journal Medical Hypotheses (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medical_Hypotheses, September 202)

          
        
        Medical Hypotheses, you learn, is a lightning rod for controversy. During the HIV/AIDS crisis, it published articles denying the existence of the disease and got booted from PubMed, the medical database maintained by the US National Institutes of Health. The hookah bar? You take a pass.

      
      
        Using Wikipedia to “Read the Scholarly Room”

        Wikipedia is an indispensable resource for reading the room when you’re still finding your way into a topic and don’t know who the players are, the differences that separate them, and the big issues still under debate. For example, you’ve heard that near the end of World War II there was a lot of controversy around the decision to drop the atomic bomb. When you google “Atomic bomb + debate,” this article comes up.
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            Figure 7.10 Article from the website of the History News Network (https://historynewsnetwork.org/article/181372)

          
        
        It appears on historynewsnetwork.org, a site for history buffs out of the College of Arts and Sciences at George Washington University. The authors argue that when the bombs were dropped, the Japanese were already on the “verge of defeat.” Surrender, claim authors Jeremy Kuzmarov and Roger Peace, “could likely have been achieved without the atomic bomb.”17

        A bold claim that, if true, could have prevented untold human suffering. It’s not quite what you remember from your history books. Then again, textbooks lag years—sometimes decades—behind the latest scholarship. Is this what the latest research says? Would a room full of historians nod in unison?

        Wikipedia’s entry on the “Atomic Bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki” is long—excruciatingly long. It runs thirty-seven pages, with a five-page bibliography and over 350 references. It’s easy to get lost. Since our goal is to read the room, not immerse ourselves in every detail, we do a quick scan of the table of contents. Near the end, we spy a subsection called “Debate over the Bombings.” It’s blissfully short. Two paragraphs.

        The first sentence hints that things are, well, let’s just say a bit more complicated than authors Kuzmarov and Peace let on. The role of the bombings, according to Wikipedia, are “the subject of scholarly and popular debate.”18

        The short section lays out three positions:

        
          	1  The atomic bomb was responsible for bringing the war to a swift end. Had the Allies attempted a land invasion, there would have been an even greater loss of life among the Allies as well as the Japanese defending their homeland.

          	2  It wasn’t the bomb that brought Japan to its knees but the Soviets’ declaration of war in August 1945.

          	3  Japan was indeed ready to surrender. The Americans dropped the bombs anyway to intimidate the USSR in what would become the first round of the Cold War.

        

        So how do the claims of Kuzmarov and Peace fare? Their position is not beyond the pale—it’s not “fringe.” On the other hand, it’s by no means universally accepted. It’s one position among several in an ongoing historical debate.

      
      
        Using Wikipedia to Jump-Start Your Research

        Reading the room is bit like arriving at a party where you don’t know anybody. You’re standing off to the side watching the action, trying to get a feel for what’s going on. But when you’re exploring a topic for a research paper, you need to do more than spectate: the observer in you must become a participant. The goal, as Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein explain in They Say, I Say, is to “join the conversation.”19 You need to learn enough about a topic to be able to stake your own claims—to make a case for which positions you think are strong and which don’t hold water.

        In research, the biggest challenge is knowing where to start. Getting off on the wrong foot—diving headfirst into a densely written book that promotes a single position while ignoring all others—gives you a distorted view of the terrain and eats up precious time. You want to begin with a source that plays fair, that gives you a bird’s-eye view of the different positions, laying out their strengths and weaknesses, while putting undecided issues in the foreground.

        Here’s where Wikipedia is super helpful. Its policy of “no original research” provides you with a ready-made bibliography. But taking advantage of this bibliography requires a bit of code breaking, along with some familiarity with Wikipedia’s quirky conventions.

        Let’s return to the same two-paragraph “Debate over Bombings” section we looked at earlier. It’s accompanied by seven references, a soup of last names spiced with the title of a TV broadcast.20

        
          
            	319. ^ Walker 2005, p. 334.

            	320. ^ Jowett & Andrew 2002, pp. 23–24.

            	321. ^ Selden & Selden 1990, pp. xxx-xxxi.

            	322. ^ Walker 1990, pp. 97–114.

            	323. ^ Stohl 1979, p. 279.

            	324. ^ “Historians: Soviet offensive, key to Japan’s WWII surrender, was eclipsed by A-bombs.” Fox News Channel, Associated Press. 14 August 2010. Retrieved 18 September 2013.

            	325. ^ Orr 2008, pp. 521–29.

          

        

        Wikipedia employs this shorthand when its references come with a full-length bibliography. To find out, for example, what note 319, “Walker 2005, p. 334,” refers to, you have to cross-reference with the bibliography (we’ve made it easier by cross referencing for you).

        Remember, our goal is to get off on the right foot. We’re looking for a source that not only allows us to read the room with greater resolution but puts us in the middle of the conversation and gives us tips for next steps.

        
          
            	1. Walker 2005, p. 334.

            	Walker, J. Samuel (April 2005). “Recent Literature on Truman’s Atomic Bomb Decision: A Search for Middle Ground.” Diplomatic History. 29 (2): 311–34. doi:10.1111/j.1467-7709.2005.00476.x. ISSN 1467-7709. S2CID 154708989.

            	2. Jowett & Andrew 2002, pp. 23–24.

            	Jowett, Philip S.; Andrew, Stephen (2002). The Japanese Army 1931–45: 2 1942–45. Oxford: Osprey Publishing. ISBN 978-1-84176-354-5. OCLC 59395824.

            	3. Selden & Selden 1990, pp. xxx-xxxi.

            	Selden, Kyoko Iriye; Selden, Mark (1990). The Atomic Bomb: Voices from Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Armonk, New York: M.E. Sharpe. ISBN 978-0-87332-773-2. OCLC 20057103.

            	4. Walker 1990, pp 97–114.

            	Walker, J. Samuel (January 1990). “The Decision to Use the Bomb: A Historiographical Update.” Diplomatic History. 14 (1): 97–114. doi:10.1111/j.1467-7709.1990.tb00078.x. ISSN 1467-7709.

            	5. Stohl 1979, p. 279.

            	Stohl, Michael (1979). The Politics of Terrorism. New York: M. Dekker. ISBN 978-0-8247-6764-8. OCLC 4495087.

            	6. “Historians: Soviet Offensive, Key to Japan’s WWII Surrender, Was Eclipsed by A-bombs.” Fox News Channel, Associated Press. 14 August 2010. Retrieved 18 September 2013.

            	7. Orr 2008, pp. 521–29.

            	Orr, James J. (2008). “Review of Hiroshima in History: The Myths of Revisionism and The End of the Pacific War.” Journal of Japanese Studies. 34 (2): 521–28. doi:10.1353/jjs.0.0036.

          

        

        Right from the start, the process of elimination allows us to get rid of number 6, “Historians: Soviet Offensive, Key to Japan’s WWII Surrender, Was Eclipsed by A-bombs.” Too narrow. Number 7 is a book review. Reviews can be incredibly helpful when you’ve already determined that a particular book is key to your research. However, since we’re still getting our feet wet, we’ll skip that for now. Numbers 2 (Jowett and Andrew), 3 (Selden and Selden), and 5 (Stohl) are references to full-length books. Judging from their titles, they seem too specific. That leaves just two references, numbers 1 and 4, both by J. Samuel Walker. The subtitle of the 2005 reference, “A Search for Middle Ground,” seems to hit the bullseye—a discussion of different positions rather than a partisan harangue.

        We could download it and jump in. We could—and that would be fine. But since we’re already on Wikipedia, there are two more stops, both quick, that boost our confidence we’re on the right track. Remember the check we did for Medical Hypotheses? When we do the same for the journal Diplomatic History, we see it has been around for nearly fifty years with no red flags. We can also look up the author, J. Samuel Walker. He has his own Wikipedia page, a good sign because Wikipedia doesn’t consider every writer to be “notable.” He, too, checks out.

        We can now dig in. The article’s introduction lays out the big question of the debate: “Whether the use of the bomb was necessary to achieve victory in the Pacific.” We learn about the key historians associated with each of the positions we encountered earlier. We also learn about the open questions historians are still debating. The article’s twenty-three pages won’t turn you into an expert, but you’re no longer going to be a wallflower either. You’re armed with a list of questions about the evidence for each position and, using Walker’s footnotes, a roadmap for cutting your own path into this conversation.21

        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          Deciphering the Hieroglyphics of a Bibliographical Reference

          It’s easy to get lost in Wikipedia’s references. But if you know what all these parentheses and slashes and weird acronyms stand for, you’ll end up saving yourself a ton of time. Let’s dissect one of them:

          
            Walker, J. Samuel (April 2005). “Recent Literature on Truman’s Atomic Bomb Decision: A Search for Middle Ground.” Diplomatic History. 29 (2): 311–34. doi:10.1111/j.1467-7709.2005.00476.x. ISSN 1467-7709. S2CID 154708989.

          

          After the title of the journal, you see this string of numbers: 29 (2): 311–34. The “29” refers to the volume of the journal (most often, the number of years the journal has been around). The “(2)” refers to the issue number. If there are twelve issues in a year, the “(2)” would refer to the February issue. The numbers after the colon (“311–34”) are the actual page numbers of the article.

          What about all these other letters and numbers, like this curious creature: “doi:10.1111/j.1467-7709.2005.00476.x”? “DOI” is library-speak for “Digital Object Identifier.” It’s a string of numbers assigned to an article (sometimes a book, but mostly articles) that allow you to find it on the web without having to type in the title. An active DOI link is a time-saver because all you have to do is click and you go right to the article (provided, of course, your library subscribes to the journal). With journals, you’ll see a different string of numbers, preceded by the letters ISSN. This stands for “International Standard Serial Number.” It’s an older system than DOI but still useful. When you put the ISSN in your browser, results about the article come up (provided your library subscribes to the journal) without you having to put in the title or author’s name. If you are looking at a book, you can use its International Standard Book Number, or ISBN. Typically, an ISBN search also brings up reviews of the book, which are great starting points for deciding whether a book is relevant to your research. Finally, there’s the odd concoction that begins with “S2CID.” This stands for “Semantic Scholar Corpus ID.” Semantic Scholar (semanticscholar.org) is another means to quickly locate an article, but one that carries the unique advantage of finding material that is not imprisoned behind a paywall.

        
      
      
        The Messiness of Making Knowledge

        Making knowledge is messy. Interpretations conflict. Scholars argue about which facts to include and which to downplay—even whether a statement is a fact. Textbooks often hide these debates and serve up just the conclusions, delivered in neat little bundles. But Wikipedia’s transparency gives us a peek into how the sausage of knowledge is made. You might not have noticed the tab hiding in plain sight next to Wikipedia’s “Article” tab, the “Talk” tab. When you click on “Talk,” you enter a raucous world of knowledge negotiation in which Wikipedians hash out challenges to an article, discuss new evidence, and deliberate if a change is warranted. All these discussions (some of which get out of hand and have to be curtailed by top-level Wikipedians) are conducted in public view. All you have to do is click, and you’re into the middle of a knowledge party. It’s Wikipedia’s commitment to transparency and a great way to peek behind the curtains of how knowledge is haggled over and agreed upon.

        
          [image: ]

          
            Figure 7.11 Article on atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki with Wikipedia’s “Talk” tab highlighted (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atomic_bombings_of_Hiroshima_and_Nagasaki)

          
        
      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► Wikipedia has made great strides in the last decade and become an invaluable resource for anyone using the internet.

          	► Use Wikipedia for all kinds of quick fact-checks.

          	► Use Wikipedia to “read the room” and quickly figure out who’s whom and what the big issues are on topics of public and scholarly debate.

          	► Use Wikipedia’s references to “enter the conversation” and jump-start your research.

        

      
    
  
    
      
        8

        Video Games

        THE DIRTY TRICKS OF DECEPTIVE VIDEO

      
      People often think persuasion is about facts. This is not wholly wrong. The good news, especially over the past few years, is that research shows facts can change beliefs. We’re not logical engines when it comes to the beliefs we hold. But we’re far from being the hostages to our emotions that many would have us believe. Particularly when presented with a new phenomenon—let’s say the safety of new induction-style stovetops—we’re open to explanations.

      It’s when we turn to issues about which we already have strongly held beliefs that the story gets more complicated. It’s often said that “facts don’t care about your feelings,” but the real problem is your feelings don’t particularly care about the facts. Take nuclear power. Stop a minute and consider how you feel. When you think of nuclear power, what images come to mind? What connections?

      Now let us introduce a fact. A recent-ish study looked at the impact of nuclear power on death rates. They calculated the various harms that nuclear power has caused historically, from meltdowns to worker radiation exposure. Then they compared the harm that coal-fired plants have caused. Every aspect was studied, from mining for materials to operation to pollution to radiation-caused disease. The result? The use of nuclear power in lieu of coal may have saved 1.8 million lives.1

      Does that change how you feel about nuclear power? If you’re like most people, you may now know something you didn’t before. But does this knowledge change your feelings toward it? They probably haven’t changed that much, especially if they were strongly held before.

      One relatively popular conclusion from this is that better information doesn’t matter when it comes to belief, as shown in the New Yorker article “Why Facts Don’t Change Our Minds.”2 While the move away from a naive view of the influence of facts on behavior is useful, it misses a crucial insight that has been part of propaganda and public relations since before we had names for these things. Abstract knowledge may not shift our positions much. When our feelings and our positions do shift, it’s because something stirs our emotions, gets us roiled up, or causes us to care about something we didn’t know we cared about.

      Propagandists have known this for a long time. Edward Bernays, one of the founders of modern public relations, wrote in 1923 that to create emotion in their audience, the “public relations counsel must create news around his ideas,” isolating those ideas and “develop[ing] them as events.”3 For Bernays, this did not mean trickery. An early example he provides is of a hotel fighting a rumor that it is going out of business. It’s a dangerous rumor for the hotel because people don’t book rooms at hotels they believe may close. And it’s a difficult public-relations situation for the hotel: to deny the rumor would only look defensive. His solution is to make a public event of a five-year renewal of a contract of a world-famous manager there. People hearing such a story, he reasoned, will have an impression that the hotel is on good financial footing to make such an expensive, long-term contract.4 By creating events, one shapes experience, and experience shapes opinion.

      In that case, the event may have been a bit stage-managed, but it was real, and meaningful in its way. However, most propaganda is not bounded by such constraints. The term “fake news” has fallen out of favor with academics for a variety of (mostly valid) reasons, but at the heart of the term is an insight. To the unethical propagandist, the quickest way to shift public sentiment is not to change what they know, but what they think is happening. Luckily, the tricks propagandists use to manipulate reality are relatively predictable, and we’ll cover some of them here.

      
        False Context

        On the night of November 3, 2020, election workers in Fulton County, Georgia, were tired. Up early to help with Election Day, by ten o’clock at night, many were exhausted and decided to go home and get some rest. A number stayed at the vote-counting center, packing the ballots in the standard black security bins used to protect them from being tampered with overnight. Shortly after they had finished, they received a call. Under pressure to announce a result as soon as possible, the state wanted them to continue counting through the night. After letting out what we imagine was the huge sigh all workers know when bosses reverse direction, registration officer Wandrea “Shaye” Moss went and retrieved the security box from under the table where it was stored. Under the eyes of an independent state investigator and 24/7 surveillance cameras, she and others restarted the counting process.5

        Those cameras were there to build confidence in the process, but the video they produced was put to a more devious use. If you were to have encountered a video snippet of that event in one of hundreds of viral YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, or TikTok videos circulated about a month later, here’s how it would have been described:

        
          “Video shows suitcases filled with ballots pulled AFTER supervisors told poll workers to leave”6

          “Suitcases Filled With Ballots; Hidden Under Table; Counted Without Oversight”7

          “Fulton County supervisors in Georgia tell poll workers, press and observers to leave the room . . . And then pull out SUITCASES of ballots.”8

        

        Attached to most of these lurid headlines? A short video showing the worker pulling the security bins out and coordinating the resumed count according to standard procedure. But to the viewer, convinced by the framing text and shortened clip that these were secret suitcases filled with fake ballots, to the person who was told the count was not supervised or made to believe that other workers had been sneakily sent home—to all these people—the video, so innocuous to one who knows what it actually shows, was an outrage. It seemed to show an election being stolen in plain sight.

        What happened next was sadly predictable. Threats against the worker and her mother (who was featured in another miscontextualized video) began to propagate on social media. Further photos and claims were presented, with similar skewing. As Moss and her mother went into hiding, fearing for their lives, many citizens watched video after video of this sort, on Facebook, on Twitter, on less-than-honest television programs.

        That sensational coverage of events would circumvent our critical faculties is hardly novel. Going back to the example of nuclear power: in the United States, perceptions of nuclear power changed rapidly in the late 1970s; this change was partly the result of sensational coverage of the Three Mile Island disaster in 1979. People watching TV at that time watched an event that bypassed formal debate and formed lasting impressions of the danger of nuclear power, and, in the words of one writer, sent the American romance with nuclear power into a “deep freeze.”9 The effects were substantial and durable, and it is possible that the impressions formed may have had unfortunate social consequences. In that case, at least, the event being experienced was real—there really had been an accident at Three Mile Island.

        But here was another thing entirely. A substantial portion of the country was experiencing nightly events that were largely fabricated. To these viewers, the election was being stolen in front of them. They could see it, right there in the video.

      
      
        Exploiting “Seeing Is Believing”

        Doubt is a healthy thing in a democracy. If someone sends you a video of supposed election misdeeds, it’s more than reasonable to find that compelling and potentially important. But how do you make sure that in looking at videos and other evidence you are asking valid questions about an event of social importance—and not taking the off-ramp into a fictional world full of false experiences meant to manipulate and enrage you?

        As always, the first thing to ask yourself when you encounter such content is not whether it is true or false. That comes later. The first question is always, Do I understand what I’m looking at here? And to answer that, you need to think about our three contexts. For the video shared, the most obvious factor is the context of you. What riles you up? Do you know what normal election procedures look like? Can you tell the difference between a valid ballot container and a suspicious one? Have you become a sudden “elections expert” two minutes after watching something on YouTube?

        You might note, as well, that you have very little information on the other contexts. On the context of the source, it might seem initially obvious: the video is from a surveillance camera. But the video is also two minutes long, not twelve hours: Who decided where it would start and stop? Who supplied the description of these as “suitcases of ballots,” and who is saying these were counted without oversight? An objective source? An expert? Or someone with an ax to grind? And while we’re at it, what’s the context of the claim? What happened before? What happened after? What would an actual expert in elections say is happening in this video?

        When we say to stop and take note of these issues, we’re not talking about doing a research project. If you take as long to do it as it took to read the preceding paragraph, you’re doing it wrong. This isn’t a checklist or a worksheet. Your inability to answer even one of these questions is enough to realize that you don’t actually know what you’re looking at. And that’s enough to push you to a decision—either wait until a better-sourced and contextualized video comes out, or, if you still find this compelling, do the moves.

        With video, we almost always go straight to the F in SIFT, find other coverage, particularly if the video is an excerpt from something longer. Most deceptive video is “real” in the sense that it usually depicts something that happened somewhere: it’s the context—the who, what, when, where, and why—that gets hacked by bad actors. So, getting the bigger story by finding out what others have said about the video is a good first stop.

        While we can’t precisely simulate what it would have been like to search for this video when it first emerged in the context of a Georgia legislative session, the search we are about to describe is a half-decent guess. When new evidence emerges, it’s often the case that context isn’t immediately available. Even in the best of circumstances, it takes a few hours for reporters, researchers, and other experts to reconstruct the full context of a decontextualized video. And so, looking to find out more, you might get something like this, where a search for context on a short video provides a bunch of irrelevant results, and one result that just sends you right back to the video itself:10

        
          [image: ]

          
            Figure 8.1 Search for “ballots pulled out Fulton County” scoped to the day of the video’s release. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        This lack of results is in itself a signal—a signal communicating one of the hardest messages for human beings to comprehend: maybe you should wait. Before you get incensed, before you rage-share it, before you decide to experience it as fact, maybe wait and get the context. Trust us: if there are legs to a video, people are frantically looking into it. You won’t have to wait long.

        Keep in mind that after a video like this goes viral, the first “reporting” on the scene is not likely to be reporting at all but various rage merchants wrapping a blog post around a YouTube video with various levels of exclamation points and caps-lock use. Reliable reporters need time to work. Rage merchants do not. When it comes to breaking events, the greatest information literacy superpower is often just learning to wait before allowing yourself to form deep beliefs about the event. Remember that both the con artist and the propagandist feed on the impatient, because time to investigate and reflect does not favor liars.

        Of course, you don’t have to wait long. Relatively quickly, the search results will shift. And they will reveal the backstory you need to understand the video. They weren’t suitcases. They weren’t hidden ballots. They weren’t unsupervised. Workers were not forced to go home. If you think back to all the things that made this video compelling or enraging—none of those things are true.
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            Figure 8.2 Search for “ballots pulled out Fulton County” scoped to the day after the video’s release. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          Online News Is Often More Credible Than You Think

          In this chapter, we talk a lot about fakery, so it may surprise you to know that in most cases, the news people see on social media is pretty credible. People across all ages and demographics consistently overestimate the prevalence of false news in their timelines. Additionally, most people share very little false news: the spread of toxic information online is driven by a small number of people who share a lot, have followers who share a lot, and aren’t particularly careful with the truth.11 The majority of people recognize the fundamental asymmetry of reputation building. You can undo the reputation of sharing true things daily by sharing one false item.12 People want to preserve their reputation and act accordingly.

          We assume that if you’re reading this book, you’re probably on the cautious side of the equation already. So, what should you, the cautious reader of this work, take away? There are numerous lessons, but we hope you will consider a surprising one: we want you to share more news, not less.13 What we find with most students is a growing reluctance to share any news, based on the fear that it may turn out to be false, and an unwillingness to challenge false stories they see, based on the fear they may be wrong about them. This in turn produces what Mike has called elsewhere a “Yeats effect,” based on a line from an old poem about the end of the world: “The best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity.”14

          So, read about the tricks the devious use. When you see something compelling, run your quick checks. But if it looks good after walking through SIFT and is something people should know, share it! If you see falsehood, correct it! We want these skills to empower you, and we want to get voices like yours back to the social media table.

        
      
      
        Falsely Implied Date

        What other types of false context can be used to manipulate people? One common trick is to portray old footage as if it’s happening in the present, thus shifting the meaning. Often the deception is subtle; unless dates are explicitly mentioned, people usually assume the story they are looking at is new and current.

        We worked on this book after the extent of Russia’s brutal invasion of Ukraine had become known and documented. Early on, however, many people were making the case that the war was overblown, a show put on for the cameras. According to this theory, there were no attacks, no bombings, no fighting. Russia, according to this theory, was being framed. The invasion of February 23, 2022, had never really happened.

        A couple days after the invasion, a video appeared claiming to show such fakery. The video, shown as being from cable news station CNN, started by showing Ukrainian troops on maneuvers in snowy terrain. They work as a group, impressively advancing up a road while providing cover for each other. Then the camera pulls back and reveals something shocking: this isn’t a war scene at all. Behind this military maneuver is a horde of press filming it. As one poster asserts, this is a “FAKE WAR,” staged like a film for the sheeple masses.15

        Again, the principle of “Do I know what I’m looking at?” applies here. In this case, you probably don’t know. This one is difficult to find, but after searching through a few CNN videos and trying different search terms, we were able to trace it to the source and see the original context. And the context changes everything.
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            Figure 8.3 Tweet and selected frames from video allegedly showing war footage from Ukraine was faked. (Poster’s name and handle are redacted.)

          
        
        First of all, we note that the press involved is not some sort of deep-state secret. It’s in the original CNN video. But it’s the date that makes all the difference. As you can tell from the original title, this is a video of troops preparing before the invasion. It’s not a video of the war, and it was never presented as such. The invasion occurred on February 24, 2022. This video of troops training was posted by CNN on February 8, 2022.16
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            Figure 8.4 Original CNN video showing press covering training exercises weeks before Russia invaded Ukraine, cnn.com, February 2022 (https://www.cnn.com/2022/02/07/europe/ukraine-chernobyl-belarus-intl-cmd/index.html)

          
        
        When there’s no fact-check available, tracing something like this to the source can be tricky. But again, the trickiness can be a signal. If you see several people sharing a video like this, but no one provides a link to the original or provides a date or location of where the video was supposedly filmed, it might be best to hold off deciding whether a brutal and tragic war that killed thousands is all a media-cooked-up illusion.

      
      
        Connect My Dots, or Creating a False Sense of “Research”

        Sometimes the problem is not the absence of a link but that the link you’re provided comes shorn of the context you need to understand it. This can be particularly pernicious: on the one hand, you feel like you’re verifying something (after all, isn’t following a link to a source the last part of SIFT?). On the other hand, the false framing you’ve been fed prevents you from understanding the real meaning of the materials you’ve pulled up.

        Consider the odd TikTok conspiracy that circulated in spring of 2021. A user on that site made a video that pointed at the party-supply pages of a seller on Amazon, saying that they were suspiciously overpriced. A party hat for fifteen thousand dollars? Was it possible that this store was actually a front for child sex-trafficking? That the party hat was really a secret way to “order up” an abducted child?

        If you’re reading this book, we hope that you’re not gullible enough to fall for such nonsense. But such conspiracies, when presented this way, do have a compelling element. After all, you can go and look at the Amazon listing yourself, right? It feels like verification; you’re “doing your own research,” after all. And when you get to the link and find there are party-themed fedoras for fifteen thousand dollars, maybe you don’t necessarily buy the conspiracy. But you have to admit, something seems fishy.
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            Figure 8.5 Screenshot of TikTok conspiracy theory video, February 2021. (Poster’s name and handle are redacted.)

          
        
        Except you’ve been had. That research you’re doing is a set up. The facts are presented without context. Then you are invited to verify these contextless facts. But what you’re not given is the information that would allow you to make sense of them. We call this technique “Connect My Dots”: you feel like you are drawing a picture yourself, directly from evidence, but in reality, you have been given the dots to connect and the order in which to connect them. The dots that don’t fit the chosen narrative are not supplied.

        In this case, the crucial piece of context? Sometimes people buy party supplies in bulk for large events. And if, for example, you buy a bulk order of three thousand hats, the price will be, more or less, fifteen thousand dollars.17 In cases like this, it’s not always clear if the conspiracy theorists know the context and don’t supply it, or if they’re confused themselves. But the consequences are pretty horrific. Spreading like wildfire on TikTok, this video received over six million views! Viewers confused by it went on Amazon and left outraged comments. Employees received threats, the police were called, and users down-ranked the store on Amazon, dealing the small business of seventeen years a financial blow. In the mind of the conspiracy theorists, of course, they were sure that they were the critical thinkers. After all, hadn’t they used reasoning to figure out whether this was “plausible”? They hadn’t taken the TikTok poster’s word for it; they had verified these prices on Amazon directly.

        We see this technique in even more weighty cases. As we noted in chapter 2, one technique of antivaccine activists is to link people to the VAERS website, an unverified database of things that people claim to have experienced within a certain period after getting a vaccine. It’s meant to alert researchers to issues they may want to research; it is not a running record of vaccine issues. A lot of things happen to people every day, including the days after they get a vaccination, and the vast majority of those things are not related in any real way to vaccines. If you look carefully at the page itself, it will tell you that, just as Amazon’s interface was pretty clear you were ordering three thousand hats. But the wrong person presenting the database as something else—and providing a link—can make people blind to cues that should be obvious.

        The techniques you should use here are not that different from what we have shown before. For the TikTok conspiracy, it’s notable that there was another video debunking it and explaining it before the theory went viral. So, by the time most people shared it, a search for “TikTok conspiracy Ionized” (Ionized is the name of the company) would have turned up the debunking video and provided the context. For a deep-linked source like VAERS, our standard “Investigate” advice applies: don’t assume that how a source has been described by the person sending it to you is necessarily accurate.

      
      
        Deceptively Cropped Video

        A time-honored tradition in political campaign advertisements is to take a quote from one’s opponent out of context and present it as the full story. “Some people say if we enact this law, there will be starving in the streets,” says an incumbent for office, “but the opposite is true.” Several months later, a campaign ad runs from the opposition. Now the video is cut so that the incumbent says, simply, “If we enact this law, there will be starving in the streets.”

        With the internet and cheap video editing, what used to be the province of professionals is now available to the masses. Any person can crop a video, frame it as an outrage, and get it trending before the full context catches up. We saw that in the “suitcases of ballots” example. In that case, the video would have needed to be pretty long to show the full context. But in many cases, just getting a bit of video on each side of the crop changes everything.

        For example, a video was circulated where the US director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) said, regarding COVID-19, “The overwhelming number of deaths, over 75% occurred in those with over four comorbidities. So really these were people unwell to begin with.” In this case, the video was from Good Morning America—not exactly a hotbed of antivaccine activism—and featured the director of the CDC saying this directly.

        Social media went berserk. Had the CDC director just admitted—after pushing everyone to get vaccinated—that COVID-19 wasn’t dangerous to people of moderate health? Hadn’t this been what the antivaccine activists were saying all along: that COVID was less dangerous than the flu? “We were told (COVID-19) killed like that of the Spanish flu or the Black Plague,” said one poster, “but finally the truth is beginning to resound and I pray it sets you free.”18 And while you might think that this is a statistical argument, its significance to those viewing the tightly edited clip was not the statistics but the fact that they finally had proof it had all been a deception.

        So, was this a sign that vaccines weren’t necessary? Had it all been a sham? You can probably guess the rest. When you take that partial quote and throw it into Google, a different picture emerges.

        Here’s the full context of what the CDC director said: “A study of 1.2 million people who were vaccinated between December and October and demonstrated that severe disease occurred in about 0.015% of the people who received their primary series and death in 0.003% of those people. The overwhelming number of deaths, over 75 percent, occurred in people who had at least four comorbidities.”19 That’s right—the CDC director was referring to vaccinated people, and the full context says that the vaccines were startlingly effective.

        
          [image: ]

          
            Figure 8.6 Search for “the overwhelming number of deaths, over 75%,” February 2022. (Google and the Google logo are trademarks of Google LLC.)

          
        
        Could we have known this just by looking at the cropped video? Should we have suspected it? Our general advice is to do quick checks on anything we find compelling—suspicious or not. But in this case—just as in the case with the ballot bins and the case with the Ukrainian soldiers—there was a particular tell. The shorter a video is, the easier it is to create a false context. This is part of what we call Molloy’s Law, named after Parker Molloy, a researcher who has documented dozens (perhaps hundreds) of falsely contextualized videos over the years: “The tighter a video is clipped, the less inclined you should be to share it.”20 If the content is compelling and the video is short, seek out the longer version (please!).

        What can we do? Because it is important to keep up with events, we can’t mistrust every video that comes across our feeds. But we can take a few seconds to seek context before engaging with it and setting our emotions on fire. We should particularly do that when the video or quote is short. And we can seek our own context instead of relying on the links that others feed us to verify their claims. Once we have the context and re-engage with the video, quote, or news article, we sometimes come to see the event in a very different light.

        We want you to be careful, but we don’t want to turn you into cynics. So many things that shape our world for the better start out with an unexpected video, inspiring picture, or disturbing news item. We should be open to it all and share it if it is useful to others. But before handing over the keys to our emotional reactions, we need to exercise a bit of restraint. The old adage of the master carpenter—“measure twice, cut once”—can be adapted here: think twice, share once.

      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► Social media can bamboozle you with false facts, but it is equally dangerous how it creates a stream of false experiences and events to which we react.

          	► False context can be used to warp your interpretation of real events, creating scandals out of relatively ordinary occurrences.

          	► Taken out of context, the links posters give you to verify something often warp the context even more.

          	► The tighter a video is clipped, the less inclined you should be to share it.
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        Stealth Advertising

        WHEN ADS MASQUERADE AS NEWS

      
      Five women peer out from a picture on Teen Vogue’s website: “How Facebook Is Helping Ensure the Integrity of the 2020 Election.” The article praises Facebook’s efforts to combat misinformation by profiling the women leading the charge. Posting on social media in January 2020, Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook’s chief operating officer, gushed: “Great Teen Vogue piece about five incredible women.”1

      The article let on nothing of Facebook’s problems: nothing about the site letting Russian propaganda run amok, nothing about allowing landlords to discriminate by placing restrictive ads, nothing about how the site experimented on users without their knowledge.2 Pure puffery: sweet, light, vapid.

      A perplexed reader named Lauren Murphy detected something fishy. She asked on Twitter, “What is this @TeenVogue . . . ?” The official Teen Vogue account replied in a tweet deleted soon thereafter: “Literally idk.” Lots of people, however, did know—including Sheryl Sandberg. Sandberg was smitten by the piece because her company had paid for it.3

      
        [image: ]

        
          Figure 9.1 Teen Vogue article touting Facebook (Abrams and Kang, “The Mystery of Teen Vogue’s Disappearing Facebook Article”)

        
      
      Teen Vogue, it turns out, had struck two deals. First, with Facebook. Second, with the devil—by agreeing to deceive readers with ads that look like legitimate news stories. “Stealth ads,” unlike their detested but more recognizable cousins—flashing banner ads, multicolored display ads, obnoxious pop-ups—are designed to fade unobtrusively into the surrounding news content. The article looks like a news story, written by an independent and trustworthy journalist, when in reality it’s tainted by the agenda of the company that paid for it. You think you’re being informed only to find out—if you do find out—you’re being swindled.
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          Figure 9.2 Tweet by @laurenmurphypho asking @TeenVogue about the Teen Vogue Facebook article (https://twitter.com/laurenmurphypho/status/1214956959700529152)

        
      
      
        [image: ]

        
          Figure 9.3 @TeenVogue’s response to @laurenmurphypho’s question about the Teen Vogue Facebook article. (Tweet has been deleted.)

        
      
      The Federal Trade Commission (FTC), the government agency responsible for regulating these kinds of things, stipulates that “native ads” (so called because they appear “native” to the website, sharing the same fonts, color schemes, style, etc.) must carry a warning label—an indication that alerts readers they’re reading an ad. But in Teen Vogue’s case, the warning label went AWOL. Then it mysteriously reappeared. Then, just as mysteriously, it disappeared again. When the Twitterverse caught wind of this fiasco and erupted in outrage, Teen Vogue removed the Facebook “story” and hung its head in shame.

      Native ads were created for one simple reason: we ignore regular ads. We’ve installed extensions to zap them. Your mouse steers clear of ads like real mice steer clear of cats. The click-through rate on regular digital ads is stupendously low, a minuscule fraction of 1 percent. Yet, people do click on native ads. How come? Could it be, as media expert Bob Garfield put it in an article aptly titled “A Conspiracy of Deception,” that people “don’t realize native ads are ads”?4

      
        The Problem: Stealth Advertising Works

        Stealth advertising has proven effective—chillingly so. By 2018, it was estimated to be a $32.9 billion business, eclipsing all other forms of online advertising and growing astronomically.5 That’s because stealth advertising works. When undergraduates at Purdue University were shown a news article and an eye-catching infographic on climate change on the website of the Atlantic, 78 percent said the infographic was more reliable than the article. Students failed to notice—or if they did, it didn’t register—the tiny “sponsor content” label lurking in the upper left-hand corner. Next to it was a miniature icon for none other than Shell.6 A fossil fuel company casting itself as the source of objective information on climate change? Smell anything wrong here?
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            Figure 9.4 Graphic accompanying news article from The Atlantic (https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2015/10/why-only-a-technocratic-revolution-can-win-the-climate-change-war/410377/)

          
        
        It’s not only college students who get hoodwinked by the shifty practices of native advertising. We all do. A study by the marketing company Contently showed people native ads that appeared on the websites of six different publishers. The results were, well, let’s just say, concerning. Eighty percent of respondents mistook a native ad in the Wall Street Journal for a news article. The percentage was only slightly lower for an ad disguised as news from the New York Times. The study’s author, an advertising insider with reasons to cast the whole smarmy business as perfectly legit, had to admit the obvious: “There’s little doubt that consumers are confused by native ads.”7
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            Figure 9.5 Infographic from oil company Shell appearing in The Atlantic (www.theatlantic.com/sponsored/2015-shell/the-great-transition/595/; see also Forte, “Civic Online Reading in First-Year Composition”)

          
        
        And confused we are. Researchers at Boston University and the University of Georgia surveyed people across age levels and backgrounds after they had read a 515-word article, “America’s Smartphone Obsession Extends to Online Banking.” The piece came with a label saying that it was created for Bank of America. But this disclosure was overshadowed by the masthead of the New York Times and the article’s headline. Only one in ten respondents were able to identify the article as an ad.8 A blizzard of other studies confirm this troubling pattern.9

      
      
        A Con Is Born

        Back in the heyday of print, publishers raked in piles of cash from ads. Then along came the internet, raining on the parade. Ad dollars decamped from traditional news outlets and took up residence at Google, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram. By 2012, Google alone was eating newspapers’ lunches: the search company’s $46 billion in ad earnings was more than double the ad revenue for all US newspapers—print and digital.10

        Newspapers started dropping like flies. Ad dollars evaporated. Journalists joined the unemployment lines. The news business today employs less than half the number of people it did in 2010. To stanch the bloodletting, publishers adopted an idea laid out by David Ogilvy, head of one of the country’s leading ad agencies: “There is no need for advertisements to look like advertisements. If you make them look like editorial pages, you will attract about 50 percent more readers.”11 In other words, make advertisements undetectable. Just like that, a con was born.
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            Figure 9.6 Prompt used in a 2019 research study, November 29, 2016 (Amazeen and Wojdynski, “Reducing Native Advertising Deception”)

          
        
        At first, it was only the scrappy upstarts like BuzzFeed (masters of clickbaity stories like “Ten Important Life Lessons You Can Learn from Cats”) that pioneered this new form of deception. But as ad income plummeted at publications like the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the BBC, they, too, decided that the devil was a legitimate business partner. The price, at first, didn’t seem too steep: sacrifice a little bit of integrity to stay afloat. But the slope downward was slippery. If the long-standing commitment of journalism was to protect journalistic standards by erecting a wall of separation between the news side and the business side, native advertising dissolved the mortar in that wall. The resulting seepage blurred the boundaries beyond recognition. Sure, journalists found ways to convince themselves they weren’t doing anything wrong. But, in their hearts, they knew something different. “When I explain what I do to friends outside the publishing industry,” wrote one publishing insider, “the first response is always ‘so you are basically tricking users into clicking on ads.’”12

      
      
        Newspapers Become Ad Agencies

        In the days of print newspapers, ads were set off from regular content, often with a blue box marked by the word “advertisement.” The people who worked on the business side and who sold these advertisements would hit the streets rounding up business. Professional ad agencies would design the copy, and the newspapers would print it.

        Not anymore. Newspapers now have their own in-house ad agencies, writing, designing, and tweaking their client’s message. As for those salespeople? Today they are more likely to be called “creative directors” or “content strategists” or “video producers”—often former journalists pitching ads to their own newsrooms a flight of stairs below.13

        Among mainstream newspapers, the acknowledged leader in stealth advertising is the New York Times, which established T Brand Studio in 2014. Ad industry insiders lauded one of T Brand Studio’s first “stories,” “Women Inmates: Why the Male Model Doesn’t Work,” paid for by Netflix to promote the show Orange Is the New Black. Soon, all the big media players were in on the game. The Wall Street Journal has Custom Studios, with a staff of thirty-two.14 The BBC has StoryWorks, which uses “BBC’s creative excellence and rigorous editorial quality to help brands connect through beautifully crafted storytelling.”15 The Guardian has its “Branded Content from the Guardian” squad. CNN has Courageous, which “specializes in bold, culturally-relevant creative documentary-style premium storytelling that captivates audiences.”16 The Atlantic has its Re:think studio. What will they re:think up next?

        Publishers contort themselves into pretzels trying to explain why all of this “premium storytelling” is kosher. An executive from Turner Broadcasting, CNN’s parent company, waxed poetic about upholding journalist ethics: “This isn’t about confusing editorial with advertising. . . . This is about telling advertisers’ stories—telling a similar story but clearly labeling and differentiating that. . . . This is CNN. We’re not here to blur the lines.”17 Responding to these overblown statements of faith, Janine Jackson of the media watchdog group Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting quipped: “Advertisers aren’t stupid. When they pay money for something they expect to get money in return . . . whether it’s called storytelling or content or co-branding. An ad is an ad is an ad.”18
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            Figure 9.7 Paid post appearing in the New York Times to promote the Netflix show Orange Is the New Black (https://www.nytimes.com/paidpost/netflix/women-inmates-separate-but-not-equal.html)

          
        
      
      
        The Problem in Three Words: Conflict of Interest

        What’s the big deal if you don’t notice that the story you just forwarded was an ad from ExxonMobil? To start, these kinds of companies are not in the business of helping humanity or adopting stray cats. Their goal is to make shareholders giddy by increasing profits. Fossil fuel companies may want us to think they’re on the right side of history when it comes to climate change. But actions speak louder than ads. Clean energy investments by big oil companies (“renewable resources” as the Shell ad calls them) represent a sliver, 1 percent, of their yearly capital expenditures, a pittance compared to what they spend exploring and discovering new ways to extract fossil fuels from the earth and sea.19 Shell might not be outright lying in its infographic, but you can bet on one thing: companies are not going to pay for something that casts them in a negative light. The whole point, after all, is to spiff up their image. Instead of having us view Shell as climate change enemy number one, its ads are designed to soften us up, to plant a seed of doubt.20 “Sure, it’s an oil company, but look, maybe it’s really trying.”

        Three words explain why we should think hard before accepting what Shell tells us about climate change: conflict of interest. It goes against Shell’s interest to be forthcoming about the harmful effects of fossil fuels. Big oil companies like Shell, ExxonMobil, BP, and the rest “may be a reliable source of information on oil and gas extraction,” writes Harvard professor Naomi Oreskes, but they are “unlikely to be a reliable source of information on climate change.” Why? Simple: “The former is its business and the latter threatens it.”21

      
      
        Disappearing Warning Labels

        Aren’t there supposed to be warning labels? Uh . . . yes. The FTC is supposed to protect us from all this monkey business. In 2015, it issued guidelines for publishers to follow. Labels were supposed to be “clear and conspicuous,” displayed in a “font and color that’s easy to read.”22 The labels weren’t supposed to beat around the bush either. The FTC recommended that publishers use words understandable by a ten-year-old: “ad” or “advertisement.” Even better: “paid advertisement.”

        Did you notice the weasel word “recommended” in the FTC statement? At the same time the FTC specified guidelines, it provided publishers with an escape hatch as big as the Grand Canyon. Publishers, it wrote, should be transparent about paid ads. However, the “required nature of transparency is situation specific.” Ah, yes, situation specific. You didn’t need laser vision to see where all this was headed.

        First, a whole bunch of slithery alternatives to “ad” and “advertisement” started to sprout: “sponsored content,” “presented by,” “crafted by,” “partner content,” “brand voice,” “in association with,” “brought to you by,” “co-created with,” “hosted by,” or the most unobtrusive of them all, just one word: “with”—as in, “with Shell.” What’s “with Shell” supposed to mean, anyway?

        It gets worse. The deals publishers work out with clients are based on clicks. So, inside T Brand Studio at the New York Times or The Atlantic’s Re:think, you have “audience development teams” tracking clicks and making little tweaks to ads—changing the font, altering the color scheme, enlarging a headline, changing the picture—until they arrive at just the right camouflage to garner the most clicks.

        You’d think that if you wanted people to see a warning label, no matter what weasel word you slap on it, you’d put it at the top of the story. Not only does this seem like common sense—it’s what the FTC recommends. And here’s where the slime achieves its thickest viscosity. It turns out that when researchers studied what happens when a label comes at the top of an ad, they found that most people—60 percent—overlook it. But when it’s in the middle, nine out of ten people notice it. Guess where publishers put that label. Right you are: at the top, safely concealed by the blinding masthead-headline-picture trifecta. When most of us look at an online story, our eyes focus on this combination and glaze over the small print. The FTC’s guidelines about warning-label placement (“immediately before the ad or at the top left corner of the content”) may actually help morally challenged journalists sharpen their claws of deception.23

      
      
        Sponsored Propaganda

        It’s not just the Shells, the ExxonMobils, and the AT&Ts who’ve gotten in on the game. With China and Russia leading the pack, foreign governments spend millions of dollars to place their “news” stories in leading digital publications like the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, and the Chicago Tribune. In the twelve months from November 2019 to October 2020, the China Daily Distribution Corporation funneled over nine million dollars to influence American audiences. A favored venue was MSN, Microsoft’s web portal, which featured a positively bubbly story about how Tibet, ravaged by China in a brutal 1950 takeover, had “broken free from the fetters of invading imperialism and embarked on a bright road of unity, progress and development” (see screenshot from MSN). Nowhere does it say the story was paid. You only know that if you recognize “Xinhua” as China’s state-run news agency.24

        In another story, MSN repackaged a Xinhua story critical of Taiwan originally published in the Philippines’ Manila Times. When the story resurfaced on MSN’s website, even the Xinhua logo vanished, replaced by the words “Global Times.” Did you recognize the innocuous sounding “Global Times” as the English-language newspaper of China’s Communist Party?25 Neither did we.
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            Figure 9.8 Chinese government story appearing on msn.com in May 2021 (link no longer available)

          
        
        Like other “successful” native ads, these political puff pieces lull unsuspecting readers into consuming state-sponsored propaganda. Researchers from New York University and Hong Kong Baptist University showed people a web page from The Telegraph, a London newspaper founded in 1855. In big letters at the top of the screen was the word “News” followed by “World news” in red. Underneath were glowing stories about China, each with an accompanying photo or illustration. In cramped small print—the smallest print on the screen—came this warning: “This content is produced and published by China Daily, People’s Republic of China, which takes sole responsibility for its contents.” When asked afterward about the content they viewed, 86 percent of viewers were unable to identify its origin.26
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            Figure 9.9 Chinese government content appearing on The Telegraph’s website (Dai and Luqiu, “Camouflaged Propaganda”)

          
        
      
      
        Half Truths Are Not Whole Truths

        Whether it’s Shell, AT&T, Facebook, or the Chinese government, the goal is the same. To persuade you when your guard is down. They know, and you know, that if the message were plastered with the word “ad” in big red letters, you’d ignore it. We would be remiss, however, if we didn’t acknowledge that just because something’s an ad doesn’t mean it is false. Big companies are wary of ads backfiring. They fear the consequences of being outed as liars. But there are many forms of persuasion besides outright lying. An ad can tell only part of the story. It can leave out the broader context. It can ignore evidence that goes against the story the company wants to tell. It can emphasize some facts and de-emphasize others. It can use examples that tug at our heartstrings, even when those examples misrepresent general trends. A partial truth is often more dangerous and less easy to detect than a pack of lies. So, before fixating on the results of a new study, make sure you understand the broader context, that you have read the room, and that you resist the glow of the shiny new object until you’ve scoped out the territory and gotten the lay of the land.

      
      
        When Stealth Ads Move to Social Media

        Just when you thought things were already bad, stealth ads moved to social media.
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            Figure 9.10 Advertising from AT&T on the website of the Washington Post (https://www.washingtonpost.com/brand-studio/wp/2018/12/14/the-dawn-of-the-5g-world/)

          
        
        A native ad about 5G technology appeared on the website of the Washington Post. The Post did a decent job making the warning label prominent and visible. AT&T’s blue logo stands out on the right side of the screen, and you don’t need a magnifying glass to find the words “Content from AT&T Business” at the top. But a funny thing happens when ads migrate from the publisher’s site and land on social media as cards—those little boxes we scroll though in our feed. That blue AT&T logo and the words “content from”? Poof. Gone. Kaput.27
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            Figure 9.11 Warning labels disappear when paid content goes social. (Reproduced from Amazeen and Vargo, “Sharing Native Advertising on Twitter,” 927.)

          
        
        
          WARNING LABELS DISAPPEAR WHEN PAID CONTENT GOES SOCIAL

          You might think Twitter’s to blame. But it’s the Washington Post, not Twitter, that generates these cards. Some human or humans decided it was against the newspaper’s interest to post a big warning label when the ad migrated to social media. When clicks drive ad revenue, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out why. (See “Going Deeper: How Stealth Ads Lose Their Warning Labels.”)

          
            
              GOING DEEPER

            

            How Stealth Ads Lose Their Warning Labels

            Sadly, examples like the AT&T card from the Washington Post are not the exception but the rule. A study of over fifteen hundred native ads revealed that when a native ad journeyed from a publisher’s website and resurfaced on Twitter, its original warning label disappeared more than half the time, a pattern that the study’s authors characterized as a “blatant breach” of FTC guidelines.28 And it’s not just on Twitter but all over social media. Researchers tracked seventy-six native ads that migrated from news outlets and ended up on Facebook. More than half shed their warning label. Even when a label appeared, the rarest one was the humble but too-easily-recognized “ad.” Instead, the labels employed the full battery of weasel words, including the most bizarre and misleading we’ve yet seen: “content solutions.”29 Solutions, we wonder, to what?

          
        
      
      
        Protecting Yourself in an Age of Slimy Advertising

        How can you avoid getting bamboozled by stealth ads when they were invented for the sole purpose of bamboozling you? We can’t guarantee you’ll never be fooled. But if you keep a couple of principles in mind, you’ll be fooled a lot less.

        First, realize that the internet is one giant marketing experiment. Smart people work overtime to figure out how to sell you stuff without you noticing. When you’re scrolling through your feed and see the headline “New Study Shows the Dangers of Eating Chicken,” for all you know it could be planted by the beef industry. Worse, when these paid stories make their way from the publisher’s website and land on social media, these “stories” slough off any warning label they might’ve carried. To put this another way: deception is not an aberration or bug in the system—it’s how the game is played. You’re scrolling through social media and see a story on, say, the nutritional benefits of coffee. Before you forward it, pause. Please, pause. Ask yourself: Is this what I think it is? Is it a news story by a health reporter, or is it an ad from a company that wants you to go out and order a double tall macchiato? So, remember: Practice the T of SIFT. Click on the link in the card and trace the story back to the reporting source. Once you’re back on the site of the Washington Post, Vice, Slate, CNN, or whomever (sadly, they’re all in on it), clean your glasses. You’ll need your best eyesight for the next move.

        Don’t expect to find the word “advertisement” flashing in neon. Instead, be on the lookout for grayish type strategically placed in the upper left-hand corner of the page, where it’s overshadowed by a thirty-two-point headline, a dazzling photo, and an eye-catching infographic. And make sure you’re up to date on the latest menu of weasel words: “sponsored content,” “brand partner,” “presented with,” “in partnership with,” “brought to you by,” “in association with,” “hosted by,” or simply “with.”

      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► Be on the lookout for ads disguised as news stories.

          	► Look for small print, generally located at the top corner of an article, with a company name or logo.

          	► Rarely will stealth ads identify themselves with the word “ad.” Stay current on the slithery alternatives: “sponsored content,” “brand partner,” “presented with,” “in partnership with,” “brought to you by,” “in association with,” “hosted by,” or simply “with.” (Remember, more weasel words are being added all the time).

          	► Foreign governments engage in stealth advertising. Look for markers (often in the tiniest print on the screen) that identify a story as paid for by a foreign power.

          	► Even when a story is labeled as an ad, it might shed that label once it moves to social media. Resist the impulse to forward a social media post until you’ve pressed on the link and traced it back to where it originally appeared.
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        Once More with Feeling

        USING YOUR EMOTIONS TO FIND THE TRUTH

      
      In many popular accounts, our embrace of false information comes down to a single villain: our emotions. Emotion, we are told, bypasses our critical faculties. Our feelings make us do stupid things. That dumb thing you shared? Emotion’s fault. That fake video everyone fell for? Blame your feelings. If we could be more robotic, more Spock-like, we wouldn’t have such problems. Or so the story goes.

      We’re not here to tell you your feelings don’t muck things up. They absolutely can. That said, the emotional side of this debate could use a better press agent. Your feelings aren’t simply a chaos agent messing up the perfect life of the mind. Rather, it’s best to think of your feelings as a partner with your slower, rational self. When you draw on the strengths of both feelings and analysis, you can make better decisions than using either one alone.

      
        Emotion Doesn’t Know the Truth, But It Knows What You Care About

        You see something online, and it’s shocking. Or enraging. Or heartwarming. Or enlightening, or surprising, or hilarious. Uh-oh, say cognitive scientists, the world’s biggest party poopers. Slow down. You may be about to make a mistake.1

        And they aren’t wrong. That’s our advice too. That’s the stop in SIFT. When something triggers one of the above feelings, when it is compelling, people tend to skip past those quick checks they should do before engaging with it or sharing it. We sometimes feel like we’ve just heard the juiciest rumor, and if we don’t share it now, we will die. And it’s tempting to think of the emotion here as just being purely downside, distorting our view of what is true, what is real, what is logical. If we could remove the feelings, problem solved, right?

        Here’s the thing: we’ve found when people try to gauge the accuracy of news that elicits no feeling, they often struggle more.

        How is that possible? Let’s imagine you hear a fact about a sport you know well. Glancing at your phone during what seems the world’s longest lecture, you see that in a current championship soccer game, a new player, only with the club for seventeen months, scored a goal from half field with twenty minutes left in the game.

        If you know soccer, and you like soccer, you’re going to have a lot of feelings about this, trust me. But you’re busy at work or school, and you don’t want to share false information, so you text your trusty roommate, who couldn’t care less about soccer, and ask, “Is this true?” A few minutes later, you get a text back: “Sadly, no.” So, you skip the repost and go back to listening to the lecture. But, as you head home, you pass a bar and see . . . a replay of the most perfectly executed half-field shot you’ve ever seen, planted upper left corner, as if guided by God herself.

        You get home and confront your roommate: Why did you say it wasn’t true? Oh, your roommate replies, the player did plant it from half field. But he had been with the club two years, not seventeen months, and there were actually twenty-five minutes left in the game, not twenty. So really, 33 percent true, at best.

        Sure, this is a contrived, low-stakes example. But we see the same sorts of differences in interpretation in more important matters. So, what’s going on here?

        On one hand, we could chalk up the misunderstanding to a difference in conscious process. You’ve seen a lot of games, you know half-field goals sometimes happen but are statistically rare, whereas a goal with twenty or twenty-five minutes to go is exceedingly common. The important part of the story you heard was obviously the length of the shot. You didn’t need to sit there with a list of soccer statistics to figure out which aspects of the story were probable. You knew this the moment you heard it—before you gave it a moment’s thought. You knew because the idea of a half-field shot was compelling. It got you to say, “No way! I’ve got to check this out.” It engaged you. It sparked a feeling.

        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          Man versus Machine

          Some of the older research on the importance of feelings for processing information comes from an interesting source: computer scientists in the 1970s.

          Back then, several linguists were trying to teach computers to understand stories. By the late 1970s, they had hit a problem. As described in Roger Schank’s foundational paper “Interestingness: Controlling Inferences,”2 their language models could read a story that involved a person walking down the street, getting a lemonade, and spotting a secret invading army in the woods, and the computer would spend as much time learning about the lemonade as the invading army. Schank proposed that something that humans do quite naturally—using the feeling of interest to direct attention—was not happening with the processing modules, and as a result, the computer sucked at interpretation.

          Because we are interested in more than stories and events, instead of “interestingness,” we use the term “compellingness,” which covers not only things of interest but a mishmash of feelings regarding things like authority, relevance, and timeliness. But the underlying principle is the same. Properly conceived, our feelings can be a strength, not a weakness, and one that helps us outperform more methodical processes.

        
      
      
        “Compellingness” Tells Us What’s Important to Check

        Psychologists call emotional thinking “hot” cognition. It’s not a flattering term. People often think of emotions as something they are trying to turn off. But those quick emotional reactions do something that the logical brain couldn’t accomplish in three hours with a stack of spreadsheets. With endless possible targets for our attention, our feelings tell us “Pay attention over here!” You don’t have to decide what’s interesting. It’s just . . . interesting. When we apply a bit of conscious thought to this element of compellingness, we become more efficient at checking. By reflecting on why we find something compelling, we can understand what to look for in a source or claim, and we can separate trivial issues from dealbreakers.

        Understanding exactly what you find compelling may take some reflection. Our feelings give us baseline information fast, but they do not file detailed reports. Consider an example from chapter 4, where we did a brief source investigation of the American College of Pediatricians. People we tested found that organization to be a compelling source—they had a positive, reassuring feeling about the website. It was ultimately the wrong feeling, but part of its “compellingness” was a gut feeling, or assessment, that this was some sort of large, reputable association of physicians that weighs in on lots of matters. We know this is what many people thought because if we took the same content and put it on a site named “Some Docs and a Laptop Who Post a Lot of Politically Inflammatory Content,” that feeling would disappear in a flash.3 What made the site compelling was the idea it was run by a well-known, large organization that cares about kids.

        We’ve watched people find their way to the Wikipedia page on the organization. They read the first few lines and . . . gasp. There are the facts: the American College of Pediatricians has at most a few employees, only about five hundred members, and a budget less than a year’s tuition at some colleges. It’s immediately evident to these readers that the thing that made this site attractive—the idea that it was a big professional organization—is gone, and with it compellingness has sailed away.

        For other people, however, it doesn’t immediately click. After all, the Wikipedia page is sort of like that goal from half field. There’s lots of stuff happening on the Wikipedia page, after all—what, exactly, should you pay attention to? The time on the clock or the length of the kick? The number of members in the organization or the names of its publications?

        Over time, we’ve developed a helpful ten-second exercise to do before clicking over to Wikipedia. Ask yourself what is compelling about the source you’re looking at. Free associate. Think of nouns and adjectives. Maybe it’s “pediatricians,” “respected,” or “impartial.” Then head over to Wikipedia. Once you’ve highlighted what made the source compelling, the way the Wikipedia page undoes everything compelling about the source becomes more pronounced. Compellingness isn’t your shovel. But it tells you where to dig.

        Fear not—we aren’t going to make you free associate for every claim or source you find while doom scrolling on your phone. But as you practice SIFT, especially at first, we encourage you to use your sense of compellingness to help identify how the quick context you build either intensifies or diminishes your initial reaction. If you find yourself overwhelmed with detail in a search, come back to the question of what originally drew you to the news item, video, or statistic. Has additional context changed your first reaction? You started out asking “Is this what I think it is?” Now that you know, is it more compelling or less?

        That feeling of compellingness, implicated in so many bad decisions of the past, can, with a bit of practice, help you in the future.

      
      
        Surprise Is a Sign Our Assumptions Might Be Wrong

        We encounter a mass of content each day, and we’re not as likely to analyze our feelings in the moment the way we might during a guided classroom exercise. Luckily, many years of evolution have given us another signal that our initial assumptions were incorrect—the gift of surprise.

        You may think that surprise is simply what you feel when something is not what you thought. That’s partly right. But consider two different situations. In the first, you’re invited to what you think is a cookout for about fifteen people, but when you arrive there are twenty-two there. Surprised? Not so much. In the second, you are invited to what you think is a cookout for about fifteen people, but when you get there, you realize it’s a book club. Or instead of fifteen people, there are three. Or two hundred. Surprised? A bit more, right?

        Surprise doesn’t just indicate that something is different from what you expected. It indicates that it is different in a way or at a level that is significant. And because surprise indicates that our expectations have been violated in a nontrivial way, it can be a good sign the additional context we’ve found should make us rethink our initial reaction.

        Let’s go back to an earlier example. Remember the story about Wandrea “Shaye” Moss in chapter 8? The woman who was “caught” on video supposedly taking out “secret” containers of ballots in Fulton County, Georgia. If you saw that video framed as being about “suitcases full of ballots,” you might be upset (quite understandably). A bit of context-seeking (about thirty seconds) shows you they weren’t suitcases; they were security bins created to prevent ballot tampering. You feel surprised. “Wait, they weren’t suitcases? They were security bins?”

        When learning new context, it’s so normal to be surprised in this way that it can be difficult to grasp how crucial it is. When investigating, we process a lot of information. Maybe we learn that an incident was a bit earlier than we thought or that it was in a different city than we thought. Yawn. But some things hit us differently. It’s like a scene in a murder mystery where the detective is told a laundry list of items about a crime scene but suddenly stops on a particular detail—“Wait a second, you’re saying the television was on when you found her?” The surprise indicates that some detail doesn’t fit with previous assumptions. The weird thing is, you often feel the surprise even before you fully know what it means.

        We encourage you to be on the lookout for your own surprise—don’t run from it. When you do feel it, it’s a signal to stop and go back to what you initially saw or read or calculated. If you had known this new information beforehand—that it was standard security bins, not smuggled-in suitcases—would the video have been more compelling or less? And if the answer is “less,” is it possible your initial reaction was a bit off?

        It takes some mental practice to cultivate a sense of surprise when context-seeking. This can be particularly true when your initial reaction was emotionally intense. Compared to the feeling of shock you might have when first encountering a video, the surprise you feel at finding out that they are called “security bins” (not suitcases) is at a distinctly lower volume. But that sense of surprise is crucial. Noticing it requires slowing down a bit. Just long enough to see if anything generates the feeling of the unexpected before you run past it. We saw that when we talked about the gestalt, or the vibe, of the results page. The first question you asked was not whether these were quality results but, rather, whether these were the sort of results you’d expect to see for these search terms. When you pause instead of clicking blindly on the blue links on the search results page, do you find that the results feel surprising? We’re not saying you’ll always have a well-developed sense of surprise whenever you need it, but often that sense is there. You just need to give it a few seconds to take in the scene: to notice the books, the chairs in the circle, and the lack of hamburgers and grilling implements, and to realize that it feels—surprisingly—more like a book club than a cookout.

      
      
        Why Compellingness and Surprise Beat the Checklist

        We began this book talking about the failure of checklist approaches to web credibility. Part of their failure was that they relied on cheap signals: the dot-org extension, the well-formatted page, the official-sounding “About” page. Part of their failure was that they didn’t consider known markers of quality—expensive signals of quality such as professional recognition or a hard-won reputation for accuracy. But we didn’t go into one of the bigger tragedies of checklists: how they dull your sense of surprise.

        Let’s start with a fundamental truth about checklists. When situations are standardized and routine, they work wonderfully. More than wonderfully. When you get on a plane and are about to take off, you don’t want the pilot and copilot to SIFT their way to figuring out whether everything is prepared for the flight. You want them to go through the checklist, the items for that specific plane, and do the sequence of actions they do every time to make sure you end up climbing to thirty thousand feet and not, alternatively, floating in the bay.

        It would be nice to imagine a world in which determining whether something was trustworthy was like preparing a plane for takeoff. Flip the right switches, in the right order, and then look at the result: “This source is 78.4 percent reputable! This claim is sufficiently correct!” Sounds ridiculous, right? But that’s what checklist approaches try to do. Early information literacy checklists, like the one mentioned in chapter 2, even encouraged people to assign points for different things they found and add them up.4 “Seven out of ten—checks out!”

        Context-seeking doesn’t work like that for a very simple reason—what you care about when judging a claim or source is going to vary from claim to claim, from source to source, from situation to situation. You can’t use a checklist because you’re never flying the same plane twice. That’s because, in any given instance, what’s important will change.

        Take this headline and image about “mutant daisies” near a Japanese nuclear plant that had a partial meltdown. You see this and find it compelling. It seems important. It triggers emotion. Perhaps it makes you think the soil these flowers grew in is radioactive. Or perhaps the photo just produces general anger at the corporations behind such power plants.

        
          [image: ]

          
            Figure 10.1 Story about the “Fukushima daisies” photo (https://www.indiatoday.in/world/story/daisies-fukushima-nuclear-plant-japan-photo-viral-twitter-284282-2015-07-23)

          
        
        What sort of checklist could help you check this? Let’s imagine you investigate this, and you discover the following facts about these bizarrely deformed flowers found near—let us remind you—a nuclear power plant.

        
          	1  The flowers were indeed found near the Fukushima power plant.

          	2  The photo is unaltered.

          	3  The person who took the photo is an ordinary resident of the area who posted the picture on Twitter.

          	4  Flower experts say the process resulting in this unusual appearance is called “fasciation,” a naturally occurring process unrelated to radiation.

          	5  While the flowers look wild, they were growing in a garden near a city street.

        

        If you initially thought the photo might be solid evidence of unsafe conditions near the plant, we’re going to guess that point number four jumped out at you. You’re looking at a “naturally occurring process unrelated to radiation.” And we’re not expecting jaw-dropping daytime-soap-opera levels of shock on reading that; we’re guessing most of you felt a bit of a “wait, what?” sensation on reading that line. But notice that the photo has a lot of things going for it. It’s a real photo. It’s not photoshopped. It’s from the area it says it is. The person who took it is a local. From a checklist perspective, it seems to be swishing baskets from the three-point line. And yet our experience of this is, quite rightly, that it’s most likely junk.

        Why is that?

        If you found the photo compelling at first, we imagine you already believed it was real and that it was taken near a nuclear power plant. These factors would have influenced your initial reaction. You may not have guessed that the flowers were growing next to a city street—new information for sure—but that’s unlikely to be what jumped out at you.

        What you noticed was something (a) you didn’t know, and (b) related to the compelling aspect of this photo as evidence. Not to use overly technical language here, but the flowers were interesting because they seemed freaky. They were weird. They demanded an explanation. And since they seemed unexplainable by normal means, the idea that their weirdness was caused by a nuclear accident seemed, well, plausible. However, once you know this process happens naturally—that its freakiness is actually normal—your reaction changed.

        If you are a lover of checklists, you might think the solution is to add the flowers’ compelling feature, “freakiness,” to checklists. But that is a dead end. Here, the compelling bit was the freakiness. In the “suitcases of ballots” misinformation, it was the “secretiveness.” For the American College of Pediatricians, the compelling aspect was, weirdly, that you thought it was a bigger and blander organization than it turned out to be. It works the opposite way as well—you may find something not particularly useful because you assume it was written by someone without knowledge, a “dude with a Twitter account,” but a short investigation reveals that person to be a well-respected expert. An article you dismiss, assuming it is a non-peer-reviewed preprint, turns out to be published in a major journal.

        Checklists can get at some of that. Some qualities of good sources can be defined and listed. But one of the downsides of checklists is they obscure the wonderfully quick processing a sense of surprise can bring. The problem with a checklist is that what you care about varies broadly depending on what you thought something was. No checklist captures this. And when you’re going through a checklist methodically, it’s easy to lose sense of what drew you to the source or claim in the first place. You should absolutely learn about what makes a good source good or a trustworthy claim trustworthy—in ways that help you develop better initial reactions. But in the moment, anything that doesn’t take full advantage of the context of you is a liability. Paying attention to your context will always be more powerful than any checklist.

        
          
            GOING DEEPER

          

          Mutant Flowers

          The Fukushima flowers example doesn’t represent a merely hypothetical issue. Sam’s research group found that only 20 percent of students using more common approaches to information literacy found the photo dubious, whereas 40 percent considered it “strong evidence” that the region around Fukushima was toxic.5 Most of those students were not getting off the page at all; instead, they were engaging in that “look deeply at the page” sort of behavior this book warns against.

          That said, in both Sam’s work and work Mike did with the same example with first-year college students, many of the “correct” responses were not so great either. “It’s a random picture on the internet—FAKE!” seemed to be a prominent school of thought. Point well taken. But in this case, that turned out to be wrong. The photo of mutant daisies was real. Very few people got to the heart of the matter: a real photo that wasn’t nearly as compelling as it first appeared.

        
      
      
        Feeling Overwhelmed? Rethink Your Approach

        Some people interpret a sense of feeling overwhelmed as a sign that they’re stupid or lack “grit.” For these folks, this bad feeling represents a personal failing on their part. Other people, when they feel overwhelmed, take it as a challenge: they tell themselves to buckle down, apply the good old mental elbow grease, and plow through to a result. For these folks, this bad feeling is a sign they should apply more effort.

        Sometimes that second idea is true. If you’re reading that intro biology book and having trouble understanding homeostasis on the first pass, maybe you need to turn off your phone, pull out a notebook, and go through each sentence, word by word, until it starts to click. In schoolwork, pushing through frustration can be a healthy impulse.

        In many other cases, however, feeling overwhelmed is a sign your information-seeking strategy needs rethinking.

        What do we mean? Imagine you are looking into the safety or effectiveness of a medication. “I’ll help you with that!” says a former high school friend who is somehow inexplicably still on your group chat. But, hey, you need to look into this, so what the heck. You click his link.

        It leads to a YouTube video engaging in rapid-fire presentation of evidence. Dozens of documents, things circled and highlighted, and a running live line chart of something or other. Maps with unexplained percentages; lists of effect sizes. As you watch, you’re understanding . . . maybe half of it? A third? It’s just . . . overwhelming. You persevere, though, processing bits and pieces, following along somewhat, filling in the gaps with a vague sense of unease. At the end of this process, do you truly know more? Or would you have been better served with a more general summary?

        When we get overwhelmed, we often think of it as our fault. But our emotional reaction isn’t here only to make us feel bad about ourselves. Feeling overwhelmed is a sign that our current strategy isn’t working. Maybe we’re entering a topic at the wrong level of detail. Maybe we need to develop a bit more knowledge by reading a Wikipedia article or two before drinking from a data firehose. And maybe, just maybe, we shouldn’t be drinking from the data firehose at all.

        Think of the feeling of being overwhelmed while context-seeking as being like the feeling of growing increasingly tired on a long drive. Yes, you could power through. Maybe it’d be fine. But it might also be a sign of an impending accident. Pull over, look at your GPS, and rethink your journey.

        Because of the many downsides of emotional processing, it’s tempting to think you should ignore your emotions when seeking context. But the better route is to notice your emotions and ask yourself what they can tell you and what they can’t. Define what is compelling to you, and see if that sense of compellingness disappears after more context. Be attentive to when you feel overwhelmed, and consider rethinking your strategy. By partnering with your emotions rather than ignoring them or being controlled by them, you’ll chart a faster, more accurate, and ultimately more humane journey through the maze of the web.

      
      
        Takeaways

        
          	► Emotional reactions can get in the way of evaluation, but they can also be powerful tools in helping you focus on what you found important.

          	► Paying attention to what surprises you when you seek additional context can help you realize the wrong assumptions you made.

          	► Feeling overwhelmed during context-building might be an indication that you need to rethink your strategy and start anew.

        

      
    
  
    
      
        11

        Conclusion

        CRITICAL IGNORING

      
      Herbert Simon, the 1978 Nobel laureate in economics, was no slacker. In addition to his Nobel Prize, he was a towering figure in computer science, winning that field’s highest honor, the A. M. Turing Award. He’s considered by many to be the father of artificial intelligence and one of the founders of cognitive psychology. To these many honors, we might add another: seer of the future. Years before everyone else, Simon understood how an excess of information vexes the human psyche.

      In a 1971 paper, Simon told the story of how one Easter his neighbors bought their children a pair of bunnies. “Whether by intent or accident, one was male and one female. And soon the neighborhood was overrun by bunnies.” Simon proposed the following law: overabundance of one thing leads to the scarcity of another. The neighborhood bunny explosion, he explained, led to a scarcity of lettuce.

      You’ve heard our current era called the “information age,” but that merely names what is abundant. What does this overabundance lead to? Simon’s answer: it leads to a “scarcity of whatever it is that information consumes.” And since information “consumes the attention of its recipients,” Simon believed “a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.”1

      When we flash Simon’s quotation on the screen in our workshops, audience members nod in agreement. “Ah, yes,” they say, “we all need to pay more attention.”

      No, we explain. Simon was saying just the opposite.

      Here’s the thing. Attention is a zero-sum game. You can’t give something more attention without giving something less. Telling people struggling to keep their heads above water that they should think critically about every item that streams across their screens—reading closely, scrutinizing thoroughly, vetting conscientiously—actually makes things worse. Attention is frittered away, leaving us enervated. Spent. And, too often, confused.

      When we drafted this book, we tossed around a bunch of different titles. Initially, a lot of them focused on not being fooled. That’s still a core strength of this book: read it and you will get fooled less often, guaranteed. But as we thought more, another goal guided us. We wanted to help you to think less intensely so you can think more effectively.

      That line shocks many people. They hear it and mistakenly jump to the conclusion that we are against critical thinking. Nothing could be further from the truth! We love critical thinking. We cherish cognitive engagement. We treasure deep reading. That’s the reason why we want you to treat these precious capacities with the respect they deserve. Thinking critically demands sustained, focused attention. However, thinking critically about low-quality sources is a colossal waste of time. If attention is the brain’s high-octane fuel, and there’s only so much of it to go around, shouldn’t we be especially discerning about how and when we use it?

      In a book that has been filled with analogies and metaphors—parachuting into unfamiliar terrain! bottles in lakes! sriracha on the milk shelf!—we hope you’ll indulge us one more. Consider a cyclist getting ready for a big race. What does that race consume? Energy, right? Does the coach tell the cyclist, “Listen up—the key to winning the race is to not run out of energy, so pedal as fast as you can”?

      No! Just the opposite.

      It is certainly good for a cyclist to be fit, to have the requisite muscle mass, and, sometimes, to pedal quite fast. But effective coaching is not about teaching cyclists to expend more energy. It’s about teaching them to expend less. Bow your head to reduce wind resistance. Sustain correct posture. Maximize both up and down strokes. Success is about pacing and breathing and maintaining clean aerodynamic lines. The principle governing all this? At every point, cyclists seek to minimize the energy they expend relative to the benefit they gain. Why? Because in the middle of the race, energy is going to get scarce—really fast. Racers need to conserve energy so that they have it when they really need it.

      What energy is to a cyclist, attention is to an information seeker. A journal you’ve never heard of claims that smoking a hookah is no more dangerous than sipping an occasional beer, laying it on thick with strings of esoteric equations. (Recall our discussion in chapter 7.) Before spending an hour spiraling down this rabbit hole, don’t you want to know the same journal published articles claiming that heeled shoes led to the occurrence of the first cases of schizophrenia and that masturbation is a cure for nasal congestion?2

      It’s not just that giving your attention to dubious sources is a waste of time. It’s that attention, misapplied, can be dangerous. It would be comforting to think that when you engage deeply and earnestly with neo-Nazi literature or industry-backed climate change research that you come out more informed, provided you note all the logical traps and rhetorical fallacies along the way. In reality, whenever you give your attention to bad actors, you allow them to steal your attention from better treatments of an issue, and freely offer them the opportunity to warp your perspective.

      We’re not Herbert Simon. We can’t see what society will need fifty years into the future. But we can see what it needs now. In a world of information abundance, attention is our most precious asset. And yet, people everywhere are working overtime to make you waste it.

      It’s for this reason that our final word in this book comes as a plea to add a new capacity to your intellectual tool kit. Yes, be critical thinkers. But we also want you to be savvy critical ignorers. By adding critical ignoring to your intellectual repertoire, you’ll quickly be able to recognize and walk away from dubious information that leaves your mind fried and your spirit enfeebled. To do so, however, will require one other ingredient—a dose of humility. The recognition that no one of us is immune to the slippery ruses plied by today’s digital rogues.

      By dwelling on an unfamiliar site, thinking that we’re smart enough to outsmart it, we squander attention and hand over control to the site’s designers. Spending a few moments SIFTing that site by drawing on the awesome powers of the open web, we regain control—and with it, our attention.

      And, as we’ve noted throughout these pages, it can often take as little as thirty seconds. Seriously!

    
  
    
      
        Postscript

        LARGE LANGUAGE MODELS, CHATGPT, AND THE FUTURE OF VERIFICATION

      
      As we were signing off on the final edits to this book, ChatGPT was released. ChatGPT is an interactive application built on a large language model called GPT. If that sentence sounds as incomprehensible to you as something shouted across the starship bridge on a science fiction show, you’re not alone. But this technology will have some long-term implications for how we verify claims, so much so that we thought it worth a postscript.

      
        What Do Large Language Models Do?

        A lot, actually. We won’t cover everything here. But one way to think about large language models is through the predictive text on your phone. You start to write, “I’m sorry I’m . . . ,” and your phone immediately prompts you. Are you “late,” “not feeling well,” or “just getting up”? You may have even played games with this feature, where you and friends challenge each other to write sentences using only predictive text. If Mike starts with, “The thing you need to know about me” and chooses one of three choices at the bottom of the chat box for each word, he gets, “The thing you need to know about me is I need to get a new phone.” This is likely because Mike (like others) often apologizes for his battery dying. If you run all those predictions through a statistical model, you can produce a somewhat peculiar version of something Mike might say by chaining predictions together.

        What if, instead of running all the things you texted into that statistical model, you ran a big portion of what people said on the internet into it? A really big portion—like a half a trillion words? Then you started a sentence with something like, “Three causes of rumor are as follows . . .” A sophisticated model would look at the words and phrases people tend to say around that language, such as “major causes of rumor” or “one source of false stories.” It might find that people often say “Uncertainty” next, and that after “Uncertainty,” people tend to say, “When people are unsure of the future.”

        
          Three causes of rumor are as follows. Uncertainty: When people are unsure of the future.

        

        Now we repeat the game and type that in, and we get more. The thing is that these models provide spookily human-like answers to questions, many of which are surprisingly good. When we see it in action, we can forget we’re seeing a predictive text generator:

        
          Me: What are three causes of rumor?

          Reply: There are many causes of rumor, but three causes of rumor are as follows. Uncertainty: When people are unsure of the future, they tend to speculate on the present. Lack of information: When good information is not available, people often turn to unreliable sources. Novelty: When rumors feel new, people often wish to be the first to share them.

        

        The reason these answers are both useful and compelling is that they mimic how we speak and write. As we worked on this book, we often started sentences without knowing how they would end. Typing one word or phrase somehow propelled us to the next. If you’ve ever struggled with writer’s block, you know the solution is to write anything on that page. Words lead to other words, and as they come together, new ideas develop. If there is one thing that LLMs seem to be making clear, it’s that a lot of what we do when we write and summarize is more automatic and predictive than we might care to admit.

        Of course, we humans can do something that an LLM can’t: we can look at the sentence we just finished and ask whether it really captures what we mean. We can revise based on how we imagine the sentence might be interpreted. We can do this because beneath the activity of writing we have something we want to convey—a model not just of language but of the world, and a set of communicative goals that are bigger than selecting the next word or phrase. Large language models don’t have goals. They don’t have underlying understandings. They have models of what certain people are likely to say after saying other things.1 But that is enough to have some giant impacts on our information environment. Here, we discuss two of them.

      
      
        Cheap Signals Just Got Cheaper: The Death of Style as Marker

        We titled chapter 2 of this book “Cheap Signals: Or, How Not to Get Duped.” The problem we discussed was that a lot of things that used to signal authority—or at least a certain investment of resources—no longer do. It used to be that a publication without spelling or grammatical errors signaled investment in copyediting, or at least some care in production. With the advent of spell-check and grammatical help in word processors, most people can manage to write a website without major errors. A polished-looking site used to signal, at least somewhat, that the publication had some money. However, that hasn’t been true for decades: cheap website templates allow anyone to spin up a polished website in an afternoon.

        But there was one last holdout, a feature that seemed tougher to game—the website’s vibe, the tone and style of its writing. Writing is hard. It takes years to develop a scholarly style and an academic tone. It takes training to write a newspaper article that has that feel of solid newspaper prose. Surely those signals were still an indication of something.

        But bad actors cracked this one too. The site minimumwage.com, which we discussed in chapter 2, convincingly adopted the tone and style of a social advocacy site, despite having ties to the restaurant industry. And our hypothetical example of Jill reading the article “N95 Masks Don’t Work” in chapter 5 was not purely hypothetical; many promoters of dubious treatments have learned to mimic the language and tone of science. Still, while those signals were fakeable, the skills involved were not nearly as cheap as running a spell-check or buying a twenty-five-dollar web template.

        No longer. In a world with large language models, writing a professional “About” page is as easy as asking ChatGPT to write it. And while there are currently some guardrails on the use of LLM technology to produce fake news and fake scientific articles, we should expect those protections to be circumvented. One of the last expensive surface features—style—is about to get the basic spell-check treatment.

        What can we do to protect ourselves? We’re a bit repetitive here, but the solution is the same: use the internet to check the internet. A website’s credibility shouldn’t be judged by the tone or style of its pages, which can now be faked with the press of a button. Instead, the most expensive signal—online reputation—remains your best guide. What do other reputable people say about the site, the organization, or the claim? Is the organization what it first appears to be? Have people even heard of it? LLMs will be used in the future to cook up sweet, professional websites overnight that feel like they have been around for thirty years, but they can’t generate thirty years of external coverage. The next time we see a Keanu Reeves death hoax, it may have a sheen of crisp prose that feels like it came from the New York Times rather than the clunky fake we saw in chapter 1. But if a search of Google News shows the most recent story about Reeves is about his new video game launch, he’s unlikely to be dead.

      
      
        Large Language Models and Lateral Reading: Easier but Trickier

        A more difficult question is whether LLM-based products could aid lateral reading. Should you skip a traditional search and have an AI tool answer your question? Should you forgo Wikipedia and turn first to an LLM-based chat engine instead? If you choose the LLM, what should you watch for? How should you formulate queries? How should you verify the results?

        LLM technology is already being taken up by search engines, and searches will likely look different in the future. Over time, an LLM-informed topic summary might be just what’s needed when a Wikipedia article is too dense and a web snippet too brief. Three things remain unchanged, however. First, as the technology evolves, it will continue the trend that we discussed at the beginning of this book—information will become more ubiquitous and accessible. Our informational instincts are still rooted in a world where answers are rare. As with the playground rumor of Mikey and the Pop Rocks in chapter 1, we still rely too much on our own faulty intuitions when better information is readily available. As LLMs make even more information accessible in the forms that we need it, it becomes easier to practice lateral reading—and more inexcusable not to.

        Second—and this may be a hard pill to swallow—for any question of importance, you are going to have to laterally verify the information you get back from an LLM. These products are so uncannily human that it’s easy to forget that they don’t know the subject—they just know the sort of things people say about the subject, whether they’re true or not. The problems with this are many. For one, a lot of people say a lot of incorrect things about a lot of subjects, and these LLMs are only as reliable as the information they’re fed to build their statistical models. Worse, the fact that ChatGPT doesn’t understand what it’s saying produces some very weird errors. These errors—programmers refer to them as “hallucinations”—are likely to be costly to you as a student, employee, or citizen.

        Finally, for those of you who are students, there’s the temptation to use LLMs to do your writing for you. Putting aside the ethical issues (which are many), you may find that using an LLM to write a draft of something that needs to be verified may be more time consuming than doing your own research and writing it yourself. That’s because when you do the research yourself and write it up, you arrive at your draft with the knowledge and insights necessary to edit it. You know what ideas you’re trying to express. Your research prepares you to evaluate, revise, extend. Asked to defend a particular point, you know where you found the evidence to support your claims. ChatGPT severs that linkage; claims arrive naked of footnotes. The result? Free-floating information—whether true or downright false.

        We have tried to present a process in this book that not only allows you to resolve simple questions quickly but sets you up for more successful and productive deeper investigations. SIFT, lateral reading, reading the room—these are all processes meant not only to help you verify information and context but to put you on solid ground suitable for deeper investigation. The skills are simple but active. It is your active engagement that builds understanding over time. LLM-based technology is still young and has a lot of promise. But as you engage with it, we encourage you to remember that if you are not in the driver’s seat, you are being taken for a ride. Approach this technology with the same skills we have detailed in this book, and use the internet to check the internet, especially when the prose on the other side is crafted by a convincing machine.
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            10. Nichols, “Can This Advertising Innovation at ‘The New York Times’ Save Sinking Ad Revenue?”

                  

          	          
            11. Cited in Einstein, Black Ops Advertising.
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            1. This may be a bit unfair, but not by much. One prevailing view has been that those intuitive first reactions benefit from speed but lack accuracy. That is, we make do with fast thinking for the sake of efficiency, but in an ideal world, we would have time for deeper reflection. For example, see Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. Fast thinking has flaws, but we believe that fast and slow thinking are best seen not as alternatives but partners. Call it thinking fast with slow.
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            1. Technically, they have models that can look forward, backward, and more holistically than a simple forward-looking sequential model, but we simplify here for readability.
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A Survey of US Economists on a $15 Federal Minimum Wage

April 2022

Across the nation, lawmakers continue to grapple with the viability and
impact of increasing the minimum wage to $15 an hour. The debate
continues to be heated and some cities have already enacted increases they
believe will benefit workers. While the impact of these increases is
becoming more clear, recent surveys of businesses, franchises and other
groups confirm that such minimum wage raises actually harms...

The Case for the Tip Credit: From Workers, Employers, and
Research

February 2021

‘The tipping system provides substantial earning opportunities for workers.
across many industries, especially restaurant servers and bartenders — well
beyond the current minimum wage, and even beyond the proposed $15
‘minimum wage. Saving the tip eredit is a worker-organized, bipartisan
issue. Thousands of tipped workers across the country have pushed to save
the tip credit, against the infringement of outside interests and activists.
Yet, interest...

Tipped Workers, Minimum Wage Workers, and Poverty:
Analyzing the Red| e Impact of Eliminating Tip Credits

February 2021

Key takeaway: According to a new study by economists from the University
of California, Irvine, tipped workers are significantly less likely to be poor
than are standard minimum wage earners. Tipped workers, many of whom
are in the food and beverage service industry, have lower statutory
‘minimum wages than other workers (under federal and most state laws).
However, the lower minimum wages for tipped workers...
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American College of Pediatricians - Wikipedia

The American College of Pediatricians (ACPeds) is a socially conservative advocacy group of
pediaticians and other healthcare professionals in the United States. The group was founded in
2002. In 2005, it reportedly had between 150 and 200 members and one employee; in 2016 it
reportedly had 500 physician members.

org> wi

Expeneses (2015): $78,761 Members: 500 (estimated)
Founders: Gerry Boccarossa and Joseph Zanga  Location: Gainsville, Florida

Positions - Publications - Reception

www.aclu.org s other » re-gill-about-american-college-... ¥
In re: Gill - About the American College of Pediatricians ...

When the American Academy of Pediatrics passed its policy statement supporting second-
parent adoptions by lesbian and gay parents in 2002, a fringe group ...

www.aap.org *
AAP.org

‘The American Academy of Pediatrics s dedicated to the health of all children.

www freedomforallamericans.org » truth-alert-american.
Truth Alert: American Academy of Pediatrics v. American

Dec 26,2018 — Lean the difference between two similarly named organizations— and which
one i offering legitimate, vetted medical information about .

gima.org .. v
Bogus Pediatrician Organization Promotoes - GLMA: Health ...

The American College of Pediatricians (not to be confused with the 60,000 member American
Academy of Pediatrics) is distributing letters to school ...

www.psychologytoday.com > blog > politicaminds ... *
The American College of Pediatricians is an Anti-LGBT Group ...
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AMERICAN COLLEGE OF PEDIATRICIANS

The American College of Pediatricians (ACPeds) is a fringe anti-LGBTQ hate group that masquerades as the premier
U.S. association of pediatricians to push anti-LGBTQ junk science, primarily via far-right conservative media and filing
amicus briefs in cases related to gay adoption and marriage equality.

®®

ACPeds opposes adoption by LGBTQ couples, links homosexuality to pedophilia,
endorses so-called reparative or sexual orientation conversion therapy for homosexual
youth, believes transgender people have a mental illness and has called transgender

health care for youth child abuse.

In its own words

EXTREMIST GROUP INFO: “Your public library may have a drag queen story hour where books lke I am Jz

SPL DESIGNATED HATE GROUP read to chil

victims.”— Andre Van Mol, co-chair of ACPeds’ Committee on Adolescent Sexuality,

n by trans activists eager to groom the next generation of

Date Founded: 2002
“Reinforcing Children’s Sexual Identity: A Review of Ellie Klipp’s ‘I Don’t Have to

Choose; Aug. 27, 2019

Location: Gainesville, Florida

Ideology: Anti-LGBTQ
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Actor Keanu Reeves Dies In Snowboard Accident

Actor Keanu Reeves is reported to have died shortly after a snowboard accident earlier
today - January 9, 2011.

The actor & novice snowboarder was vacationing at the
Zermatt ski resort in Zermatt, Switzerland with family and

7 friends. Witnesses indicate that Keanu Reeves lost control of
his snowboard and struck a tree at a high rate of speed.

Keanu Reeves was air lifted by ski patrol teams to a local
hospital, however, it is believed that the actor died instantly
from the impact of the crash. The actor was wearing a helmet at the time of the accident
and drugs and alcohol do not appear to have played any part in his death.
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David Icke - Wikipedia
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Soda Taxes Really Do Work, a New Study Suggests - TIME

May 14,2019~ A new JAMA study suggests taxing sugary drinks really can make people buy
fewer of them, potentially translating to better public health.

https://www.obesityaction.org > Article Library ~ §
A Soda Tax — Will it Change Anything? - Obesity Action Coalition

This would reduce the number of calories from sugary beverages people drink each day, and may
help with weight-loss. A tax of a penny-per-ounce, which is ...

https://scopeblog.stanford.edu > Latest  #
Soda taxes increase prices but lower consumption, studies find

April 9, 2019 — Taxes encourage people to buy less soda, according to two new studies that find
sugar-sweetened beverage taxes reduce local consumption.
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How do state and local soda taxes work? - The Policy Center

Most current soda taxes in the United States are based on a eligible drink’s volume and not its
sugar content. That is, an eight-ounce drink with two teaspoons ...
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Do soda taxes work? - UC Berkeley Public Health

Aug 24,2019~ Her research shows that these taxes significantly reduce the consumption of
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Bullying at School: Never Acceptable

American College of Pediatricians - October 2013

ABSTRACT: No child should be harassed for his or her unique characteristics. Schools should encourage an environment of respectful self-expression for
all students, and no group should be singled out for special treatment. Parental involvement should be  school's primary method of resolution with
programs emphasizing general respectfulness serving to set the tone in the classrooms.
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to The Matrix. He is also no stranger to sequels, with his most...

10 hours ago

) Metro
Keanu Reeves and girlfriend Alexandra Grant look relaxed at
JFK

Hollywood star Keanu Reeves and girlfriend Alexandra Grant looked relaxed as they
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From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

"BMJ" redirects here. For other uses, see BMJ (disambiguation).

The BMJ is a weekly peer-reviewed medical trade journal, The BMJ
published by the trade union the British Medical Association
(BMA). The BMJ has editorial freedom from the BMA.[") It is
one of the world's oldest general medical journals. Originally
called the British Medical Journal, the title was officially
shortened to BMJ in 1988, and then changed to The BMJ in
2014.1) The journal is published by BMJ Publishing Group Ltd,
a subsidiary of the British Medical Association (BMA). The
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Latest VAERS Data Show: 5,165 Deaths
Reported Following COVID Vaccines

VAERS data released today showed 294,801 reports of adverse events following COVID vaccines, including 5,165
deaths and 25,359 serious injuries between Dec. 14,2020 and May 28, 2021.

By Megan Redshaw h&; f v @ &
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Proponents of raising the minimum wage often point to Scandinavian countries like
Denmark as models for American labor policy. But the devil is in the details. Take
this week’s New York Times profile of the comparatively high Danish minimum wage,

for example. The authors ask, if the Danes can do it, why can't the United States?
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A study from the Duke Nicholas School of the Environment concluded that more than
90% of wastewater from hydraulic fracturing sites is safe and the “probability of
having environmental impacts...is low.” Additionally, Avner Vengosh, Professor of
Earth and Ocean Sciences at Duke, said with proper treatment, fracking ...

www.cred.org > studies-show-fracking-safe
Studies show fracking is safe

@ About featured snippets + I Feedback
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Peer-eviewed journal

Science, also widely referred to as Science Magazine, is the peer-reviewed academic journal of the American Association
for the Advancement of Science and one of the world's top academic journals. It was first published in 1880, is currently
circulated weekly and has a subscriber base of around 130,000. From Wikipedia
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Fact-checking Judy Mikovits, the controversial virologist ...
‘The video claims Mikovits was part of the team that discovered HIV, revolutionized HIV
reatment,and was jild without charges fo her scietifc...

https://www.ncbi.nim.nih.gov » articles » PMC109102
Infection with Human Immunodeficiency Virus Type 1 ...-NCBI
by JA Mikovits - 1998 - Cited by 186 — The present study was initiated to determine whether
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David Icke

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

David Vaughan Icke (/‘dervid vo:n arki; bor 29 April 1952) s an English
conspiracy theorist and a former footballer and sports

broadcaster. 4119 He has written over 20 books, self-published since
the mid-1990s, and spoken in more than 25 countries.7I®1°]

In 1990, he visited a psychic who told him he was on Earth for a purpose
and would receive messages from the spirit world.("%) This led him to
state in 1991 he was a "Son of the Godhead"®! and that the world would
soon be devastated by tidal waves and earthquakes, predictions he
repeated on the BBC show Wogan.I""l'2 His appearance led to public
ridicule.3 The books Icke wrote over the next 11 years developed his
world view of New Age conspiracism."] His endorsement of an
antisemitic forgery, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, in The Robots’
Rebellion (1994) and And the Truth Shall Set You Free (1995) led his
publisher to stop handling his books, which have been self-published
since then.”)

Born

David Icke

Icke in 2013

David Vaughan Icke
29 April 1952 (age 70)
Leicester, England

oa
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https://www.wsfa.com > 2022/05/17 » woman-arrested-20...
Woman arrested in 2020 Montgomery homicide case - WSFA

May 17,2022 — Montgomery police have arrested and charged Daeja Powell, 24, of Texas, with
murder for the Dec. 28, 2020 death of Keith Spells. Montgomery's ..

https://www.wsfa.com » 2022/05/19 > man-woman-charg...
Man, woman charged in Montgomery robbery - WSFA

May 19, 2022 — Saba Coleman, Mondarius Logan, 37, and Sugoiya Weaver, 31, are charged with
first-degree robbery. Coleman said the robbery happened around 4:20 ...

hitps://www.montgomeryadvertiser.com » 2022/04/30

Woman arrested in Montgomery bank robbery
Apr 30, 2022 — A woman has been arrested and charged with two robberies, at least one of
which happened at a Montgomery bank, authorities said.

https://www.alabamanews.net » 2022/04/16 > woman-c...

Woman Charged with Trying to Burn Down Montgomery ...
Apr 16,2022 — Davis was arrested and charged with First Degree Arson, she is being held in the
Montgomery County Detention Center.

https://www.alabamanews.net » 2022/05/01 > one-dead.

One Dead, Two Hurt in Montgomery Shooting - Alabama ...

May 1,2022 — Police say they've charged 31-year-old Katina Davis of Montgomery with murder,
first-degree assault and second-degree assault. Davis is being ...
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1. Remove Excess Tomato Sauce. Remove as much of the excess tomalo
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2. Run Stain Through Cold Water. Run cold water through the back of the stain
as quickly as possivl. .

3. Apply Liguid Laundry Detergent or Dish Soap. ..

4. Add More Detergent or Soap Until Removed. ..

5. Machine Wash and Dry.

Nov2h 2020

tps v hespruce.com Laundry » Stain Romoval £
How to Remove Tomato Sauce Stains From Clothing - The ...
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Medical Hypotheses

Volume 74, Issue 5, May 2010, Pages 843-846

ELSEVIER

A critique of recent hypotheses on oral (and lung)
cancer induced by water pipe (hookah, shisha,
narghile) tobacco smoking

Kamal Chaouachi ® & =, Khan Mohammad Sajid ® & =

‘Show more v

+ Add to Mendeley <« Share 35 Cite

https://doi.org/10.1016/.mehy.2009.11.036 Get rights and content

Summary

The medical hypothesis that the mainstream smoke (the one inhaled by the user)
from “water pipes” (mainly: shisha, hookah, narghile) causes oral cancer is
certainly acceptable. However, most of the recent reviews on this issue, including
an attempt to develop an hypothesis for hookah carcinogenesis, have not cited key
references of the world available literature which, so far, generally do not support
such an hypothesis. Besides, the proposal is biased since it is apparently an
adaptation of the cigarette model whereas cigarette and hookah smokes are,
chemically to start with, completely different. Furthermore, all water pipes,
despite their striking varieties and the consequences on the chemical processes,
are, according to the same cancer-hypothesis, considered as one. The reason is the
use, in the cited mainstream literature, of a nominalism (“waterpipe”, often in one
word) which does not allow any distinction between devices. This critical article
suggests to take into account all the peculiar characteristics into consideration in
order to come up with another (or several other) carcinogenesis model(s). “Firmly
believ[ing] that water pipe smoking can provoke lung cancer as well as oral
cancer”, based on what may be seen as a rather reductionist view of the issue, is
not enough.
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Medical Hypotheses is a not-conventionally-peer reviewedl") medical journal published by Elsevier. It was originally intended as a forum for unconventional ideas without the
raditional fiter of scientic poer roviow, "as long as (1he ideas) are coherent and clearly expressed" in oder to "foster the diversity and debate upon which the scieniiic procoss.
thrives. "2l The publication of papers on AIDS denialism/¥i“I%l led to calls to remove it from PubMed, the United States National Library of Medicine online journal database. ‘!

Following the AIDS papers controversy, Elsovier forced a change in the journal's leadership. In June 2010, Elsevier announced that "submitted manuscrits will be reviewed by
the Editor and external reviewers 1o ensure their scientific merit". !
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The Japanese Surrender in 1945 is Still Poorly Understood

Historians/History.
tags: atomic bomb, World War 2, Japanese history

by Jeremy Kuzmarov and Roger Peace

Jeremy Kuzmarov is managing editor of CovertAction Magazine and teaches history at Tulsa Community College. He has written four books
on U.S. foreign policy, including most recently, Obama's Unending Wars (Clarity Press, 2019). Roger Peace is the initator and coordinator

of the open resource educational website, U.S. Foreign Policy, History.and Resource Guide. See their recent essay on the websits, “The.
United States and World War I1.”
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Use the questions below to help you evaluate your sources. This can be used

for print and online sources. Answer the questions then score each section
from 1 =10 (1 = unreliable, 10 = excellent). Add up the scores to help you
decide whether you should use that particular source for your assignment.

CUWencyD VS MO

When was the information published/posted?
Has the information been updated?
Does the information need to be current for your needs?

elevance..........oceeeeeiiieninins

Does the Information you found match the topic for your assignment? =]
Have you looked at other sources before selecting this one? @ I

Are your questions answered by this source?

hority...

Who s the author or publisher of the informatior
Can you find and verify the author or publisher's credentials? ERE
Does the URL help you determine the source? (.edu; .com; .gov) aa
Aocuracy ..... I:l [ |
Can you verify this information in another source? @ @

Did the author back up his/her statements with evidence and list sources? 1 &
Are there lots of spelling or grammar errors or typos?

What is the purpose of the information? Does it aim to teach, entertain,
sell, etc.?.
Is the information unbiased; does the author or publisher seem impartial? @] (@)
Are there political, religious, cultural or other biases present? aa

Scoring: TOTAL SCORE D

45-50 Excellent « 40-44 Good « 35-39 Average
30-34 May or may not be Acceptable
Below 30 Not an acceptable source

The Score Cardis adapted from the CRAAP test created at the Meriam Library at California State University Chico.
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About 32,800,000 results (0.31 seconds)

China Buys Walmart, Will Rebrand As GreatWallmart - The Final Edition
thefinaledition.com/article/china-buys-walmart-will-rebrand-as-greatwallmart.html v

In a move that took both Wall Street and Main Street USA by surprise, the world’s largest nation has
announced the acquisition of the world’s largest retailer.

Does China own Walmart? - Quora
https://www.quora.com/Does-China-own-Walmart

Jan 10,2017 - No, Walmart is a Transnational Corporation gTNC) which sets up in different ... lower
prices at other stores while you shop on Amazon and tells you where to buy.

Does Walmart own Dollar Tree? Dec 28,2016
Why Walmart and Best Buy both failed in China? May 12,2016
Is Walmart owned by Chinese interests? How? Jan 30,2016
Who owns Walmart? Mar 19,2015

More results from www.quora.com

Walmart Sells To Chinese Investment Group For Over $500B | Empire ...
empirenews.net/walmart-sold-to-chinese-investment-group-for-over500b/ v

Jan 28,2015 - BENTONVILLE, Arkansas—. Sam Walton founded Walmart on July 2, 1952 after
working for retail giant J.C. Penny for several years. Walton ...

Rob Walton sells Walmart shares - Business Insider
https://www.businessinsider.com/rob-walton-sells-walmart-shares-2017-8 v

Aug 28,2017 - Analysts are split on Walmart, according to CNBC: 14 have buy, 15 hold and , ... A
Walmart spokesperson has did not immediately respond to ...
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Who got arrested in the Montgomery Bus Boycott
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About 2,070,000 results (0.40 seconds)
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The boycott took place from December 5, 1955, to December 20, 1956, and is regarded as the first large-
scale U.S. demonstration against segregation. Four days before the boycott began, Rosa Parks, an
African American woman, was arrested and fined for refusing to yield her bus seat to a white man.

Jan 12,2022

hitps://www.history.com » topics » black-history > montg...

Montgomery Bus Boycott - Facts, Significance & Rosa Parks

@ Aboutfeatured snippets -+ H Feedback

People also ask
‘Who bailed Rosa Parks out of the Montgomery jail?
When was Martin Luther King arrested for the bus boycott?

Who was the bus driver that arrested Rosa Parks?
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About 1,280,000,000 results (0.48 seconds)

http://www.educationplanner.org » self-assessments » le..

What's Your Learning Style? 20 Questions - EducationPlanner ...
What's Your Learning Style? 20 Questions ; 1. What kind of book would you like to read for fun? A
book with lots of pictures i it. A book with lots of words in...

People also ask
How do you assess your learning style?
What are the 4 types of learning styles test?
What is the best learning style inventory?

What instrument is used to measure the learning for each learning style model?

Tools.

v
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Does Marijuana Help Cataracts? - American Academy of ...
Apr 11, 2014 — Does marijuana help cataracts (a clouding of the eye's lens)?
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Are learning styles real x & Q
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About 543,000,000 results (0.53 seconds)

WASHINGTON — Many people, including educators, believe learning styles are set at birth
and predict both academic and career success even though there is no scientific evidence
to support this common myth, according to new research published by the American
Psychological Association. may 30,2019

https://www.apa.org » news » press » releases » 2019/05
Belief in learning styles myth may be detrimental

© About featured snippets + 1 Feedback

https://www.theatlantic.com > archive » 2018/04 > the-...
Are ‘Learning Styles’ Real? - The Atlantic

Apr 11,2018 — The Myth of ‘Learning Styles’. A popular theory that some people learn better
visually or aurally keeps getting debunked. ... In the arly '90s, a New ...

Schools Are Missing What... How The Stress Of Racism... How Female Frogs Tune Out...

https://www.educationnext.org » stubborn-myth-leanin... ¢
The Stubborn Myth of “Learning Styles” - Education Next

Apr 7,2020 — The most frequently referenced styles are visual, auditory, and kinesthetic, which
assume that some individuals learn best by looking at pictures, ..
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About 59,200 results (0.89 seconds)

https://ballotpedia.org » Coloradans_for_Responsible_E... ¢
Coloradans for Responsible Energy Development - Ballotpedia

Coloradans for Responsible Energy Development was founded by two oil and gas companies in
Colorado: Anadarko Petroleum Corporation and Noble Energy.

Missing: wikipedia | Must include: wikipedia
Background - Leadership
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About 3,880,000 results (0.58 seconds)

https://www.reuters.com > factcheck-walensky-study > f...

Fact Check-CDC study found that over 75% of COVID-19 ...
Jan 12, 2022 — In an interview clip on ABC's Good Morning America, the Director of the Centers
for Disease Prevention and Control (CDC) Rochelle Walensky

https://www.newswise.com > articles » cdc-director-was. .

CDC Director was referring to vaccinated people when she ...
Jan 21, 2022 — CDC director admits over 75% of Covid deaths had at least 4 pathological
conditions (comorbidities).Since the total death rate is 0.27% this ..
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https://www.wabe.org > why-an-election-worker-in-geo...

Why An Election Worker In Georgia Went Into Hiding - WABE

Nov 17, 2020 — Racist, threatening comments appeared on social media posts about the video of
Lawrence Sloan, while supporters of President Donald Trump protested in the ...

https://www.ajc.com > news > local » virus-lack-preperati..

Virus, lack of preparation lead to Fulton County election disaster
Jun 10, 2020 — As county staff spent Wednesday deep in the Georgia World Congress Center
counting mailed absentee ballots, the world took stock of another disas.

https://www.youtube.com > watch

Video from GA shows suitcases filled with ballots pulled from ...
Dec 3, 2020 — WATCH: Video footage from #Georgia shows suitcases filled with ballots pulled
from under a table AFTER supervisors told poll workers to leave room and 4
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https://www.11alive.com > news » politics » elections

Fulton County 'suitcases' during election are ballot containers
Dec 4, 2020 — President Donald Trump's team is pointing to newly released surveillance video
from State Farm Arena as evidence of election fraud

https://www.factcheck.org » 2020/12 » video-doesnt-sh...
Video Doesn't Show 'Suitcases' of lllegal Ballots in Georgia

Claim: There is "VIDEO EVIDENCE" of election workers in Georgia pulling and scanning
"thousands of ballots" from "suitcases"—proving "FRAUD."

Claimed by: Jenna Ellis
Fact check by FactCheck.org: False

Feedback
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Ad - https://philadelphia.cbslocal.com/

Bev tax hurting PA economy - Study proves bev tax failure
PA bev tax not changing soda habits but devastating local economy. PA was a mess. Don't let
legislators add a bev tax in your state.

The study did find that soda purchases in the suburbs increased dramatically. Other studies
have found people substitute even less healthy foods for soda. And there is evidence soda
taxes lead to more alcohol consumption. oct 18,2019

https://www.bizjournals.com > news > 2019/10/18 > view...

Why DC's soda tax is a bad idea - The Business Journals

@ About featured snippets - Jl Feedback
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) Captain JM Fox and the Porvenir Massacre

R Smith - texasranger.org

.. eventually resign his position following investigations into the 1918 Porvenir massacre. ...
the Texas Ranger forces, including the Porvenir massacre. While the investigation did not ...
Y7 Save 99 Cite Related articles 9>

Monica Mufioz Martinez. The Injustice Never Leaves You: Anti-Mexican
Violence in Texas.

MJ Saldafia-Portilo - 2020 - academic.oup.com

and the 1918 Porvenir massacre of fiteen unarmed Mexican ... Rangers with regard to the
Porvenir massacre, which they had ... who suvived the Porvenir massacre and who created a ...
¥ Save 99 Cite 90

Militarizing the Border: When Mexicans Became the Enemy

C Walsh - 2013 - academic.oup.com

.. Porvenir massacre (1918); the 1916 Santa Ysabel massacre and EI Paso race riot; the fire
at the EI Paso jailhouse in 1916; Pancho Villa's 1916 cross-border raid on Columbus, New ...
¥r Save 99 Cite All2versions 95

Refusing to Forget

‘CE Orozco - 2019 - academic.oup.com

... The site also relates efforts to commemorate the 1918 Porvenir massacre i Presidio ...

Diego, José Tomas Canales, and the Porvenir massacre, originally researched by Glen Justice. ...
Yr Save 99 Cite 90

‘When Americans Lynched Mexicans

WD Carrigan, C Webb - New York Times, 2015 - brookscollegeprep.org

..28,1918, a band of Texas Rangers and ranchers arrived in the village of Porvenir in Presidio
.. The Porvenir massacre, as it has become known, was the climactic event in what Mexican...
YrSave 99 Cite Citedby26 Related articles >

mm The Injustice Never Leaves You: Anti-Mexican Violence in Texas: Monica
MuMufiozoz Martinez (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018).

L Obert - 2019 - Taylor & Francis

... Indeed, as this book repeatedly demonstrates, the past is never quite past; Juan Flores,

who as a child witnessed his father's murder during the Porvenir massacre, suffered ifelong

Y Save 99 Cite 9
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Bruce Levine Civil War

‘About 32,800 results (0.07 sec)

800K Confederate emancipation: Southern plans to free and arm slaves during
the Civil War
B Levine - 2006 - books.google.com

Confederate Emancipation offers an engaging and illuminating account of a fascinating and
politically charged idea, setting it firmly and vividly in the context of the Civil War and the part ...
Yr Save 99 Cite Cited by 137 Related articles All 5 versions 99

(8ook) Half Slave and Half Free, Revised Edition: The Roots of Civil War
B Levine - 2005 - books.google.com

ofthe politcal struggles that culminated in civil war. It has been suggested that because by
‘and bittemess between the Revolution and the Civil War, as northem and southe states
¢ Save 99 Cite Citedby214 Related articles All2 versions 59

1sook] The Spirit of 1848: German Immigrants, Labor Conflict, and the Coming of
the Civil War

BC Levine - 1992 - experts.linois.edu

.. Bruce Levine examines the early ... ~Levine sheds new light on the development of the working
class, the nature and appeals of partsan politcs, and the conficts that led to sectional war. ..

Yr Save 99 Cited by 188 Related articles 99

teook) The fall of the House of Dixie: the civil war and the social revolution that
transformed the South

BC Levine - 2013 - books.google.com

.. Bruce The fall ofthe house of Dixie : the Civil War and the social revolution that transformed

the South / Bruce Levine... Even as it upended society in the South, the Civil War era trans..

V¢ Save 99 Citedby 92 Related articles Al 3 versions 99

Conservatism, Nativism, and Slavery: Thomas R. Whitney and the Origins of the
Know-Nothing Party

B Levine - The Journal of American History, 2001 - JSTOR

.. the Civil War. Stressing "the continuities" and “the close relationship between antislavery

‘and anti-oreign thought,” one scholar credits northern Know-Nothings with offering a *firm"

% Save 99 Cite Citedby72 Related articles All5 versions 9
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Vernon Padgett Civil War

About 1,150 results (0.06 sec)

rror) Did Blacks Confederates Serve in Combat?
V Padgett - Dixie Sons of Confederate Veterans, 2012 - califoriascv.org
First, eyewitness testimony from Federal physician Louis Steiner, second, a report from

Frederick Douglass; third, monuments reflecting black Confederate contributions, especially the ...

Yr Save 99 Cite Citedby2 Related articles All 2 versions 99

Black Response
VR Padgett - dixieoutfitters.com

. War Facts and Causes ... When the war started in 1861 there were public
demonstrations of support for the Confederacy by blacks throughout the South (Wesley ..
Yr Save 99 Cite Related articles 95

rpor Did Blacks Serve in the Confederate Army as Soldiers?

VR Padgett - califoriascv.org

Black Southerers served as teamsters, cooks, musicians, nurses, hospital attendants,
blacksmiths, hostlers, foragers, wheelwrights, and in other roles in the Amy of the Confederate ...
Yr Save 99 Cite Related articles 99
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America's smartphone obsession extends to
mobile banking

Y DAVID RABINOWITE Nov 2,2016,620um EST.

Pariner Content Bankof America

(BPT) - There's no denying it~ smartphanes have become essentia t daily life. From the smalles 0 the most complex of
tasks, we've adopted a mobile-first mindsct. Foran increasing number of adults, this means their smartphone is never 100 far
outof reach.

In fact, if you're like most Americans, your smartphone s your first and last interaction of the day. Nearly 71 percent of
consumers slecp with their smartphones nearby and 35 percent sa i’ the frst thing they reach for in the moming, according,
10 the second annual Bank of America Trends in Consumer Mobility Report. What's more, 36 percent report checking their
mobile devices “constanty,” and 38 percent never disconnect from their smartphones.

The survey, which explored broad mobile trends and banking behaviors among adults across the county, found the ned for
constant connectivity also extends o banking. Of those respondents who use a mobile banking app, 62 pércent say they aceess
it few times a week or more, while 20 percent check once a day or more.

“We recognize how essential
smartphones ae to everyday life
and banking s no different;
Michelle Moore, head of digital
banking at Bank of America. “For
many of our customers, mobile has
Become the bank in their pocket,
allowing them to bank with us
when, where and how they want.”

The report revealed further inights
into how consumers are using
mobile to manage their money.

Mobile banking i the new
normal. More consumers are using.
mobile banking o stay in control
of their finances, with the survey
revealing nearly ix in 10 (57
percent) have at least tried mobile
banking and 48 percent are active
users. Fiy-one percent use either mobile o online a thei primary method of banking, while just 23 percent complete the
majority of their banking at a bank branch.

Mobile check deposit is on the rise. Consumers ae increasingly benefting from the convenience of mobile check deposit,
using th feature o save themselves a rip 1o the bank. Sxty-three percent surveyed have used mobile check deposit, with
older millennials (ages 25-34) the most likely 0 use it 72 percen).

Consumers trust alerts o stay in-the-know. Mobile banking alets give consumers the flexibility to manage thei finances
viaa range of customizable notifications. Many Americans are alrady taking advantage — the majority (81 percent) of
mobile banking app users report receiving banking noifications via mobile, such as low balance (43 percent), unusual acivity
41 percent) and billpay (35 percen) alert.

Mobile phones becoming mobile wallet. Consumers are increasingly receptive o new and emerging technology, particulacly
when it comes (o mobile banking and payments. Approximately six in 10 (56 percent) surveyed would consider paying
somcone using person-to-person payments via mobile banking app. Additonally, 34 prcent would consider or have already
used theie smartphone or wearable device o make a purchase at checkout.

For additonal insights into consumer mobilty and mobile banking, view the full Bank of America Trends in Consumer
Mobility Report at hitp/newsroom bankofamerica.com/press-kits/bank-america-trends-consumer- mobility-report,
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Saving the world from climate change is all about altering the
energy mix, bringing renewable sources online fast enough to
keep up with the demand of a growing global population.
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Xinhua Headlines: Tibet makes great strides in 70 years after peaceful
liberation
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- Since 1951, the people of Tibet have broken free from the fetters of invading
imperialism for good, and embarked on a bright road of unity, progress and development

with all the other ethnic groups in China.

transformation of

ith regional ethnic autonomy established and through the soci
agriculture and animal husbandry, Tibet embarked on the road of socialism.

-- Over the past 70 years, the central government has introduced many favorable policies
for the region, covering tax and finance, infrastructure, industrial development, education,
health, cultural preservation and environmental protection.
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Women Inmates:
Why the Male Model Doesn’t Work

As the number of women inmates soars,
0 does the need for policies and programs that meet their needs

By Melanie Deziel
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HOW TO THINK STRAIGHT, GET DUPED LESS,
AND MAKE BETTER DECISIONS ABOUT WHAT
TO BELIEVE ONLINE

Veritied

“Verified offers clear advice on how to navigate a
world of spin, trolls, and lies.”
MARIA RESSA, WINNER, NOBEL PEACE PRIZE
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Australian birds have
weaponized fire because what
we really need now is something
else to make us afraid

Raptors, including the whistling kite, are intentionally
spreading grass fires in northern Australia, a research paper
argues. The reason: to flush out prey and feast

00000

Richard Warnica
Jan 09,2018 + January 9, 2018 + 4 minute read + [ Join the conversation

R 2N Mo 3 AN
Black kites (Milvus migrans) visit a grass fire in Borroloola, Northern Territory, Australia, in 2014.
PHOTO BY BOB GOSFORD
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For Public & Patients / Ask an Ophthalmologist

Does Marijuana Help Cataracts?

APR 11,2014

Question:
Does marijuana help cataracts (a clouding of the eye’s lens)?

Answer:

There is currently no evidence to suggest that this is the case. On that note, there is a commonly held thought
that marijuana does help glaucoma (a disease that increases pressure in the eye, damaging the optic nerve) by
lowering intraocular pressure. However, the dosages and side effects involved to get marginal improvement
make it a very poor choice for treating glaucoma.

Answered By: Gary S Hirshfield MD

Cataracts
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Lateral Reading on the Open Internet: A District-Wide Field Study in High
School Government Classes

Sam Wineburg', Joel Breakstone', Sarah McGrew?, Mark D. Smith!, and Teresa Ortega'
! Graduate School of Education, Stanford University
2 College of Education, University of Maryland, College Park

In a study conducted across an urban school district, we tested a classroom-based intervention in which
students were taught online evaluation strategies drawn from research with professional fact checkers.
Students practiced the heuristic of lateral reading: leaving an unfamiliar website 1o search the open
Web before investing attention in the site at hand. Professional development was provided to high
school teachers who then implemented six 50-minute lessons in a district-mandated government course.
Using a matched control design, students in treatment classrooms (1 = 271) were compared to peers
(n'= 228) in regular classrooms. A multilevel lincar mixed model showed that students in experimental
classrooms grew significantly in their ability to judge the credibility of digital content, These findings
inform efforts to prepare young people to make wise decisions about the information that darts across
their screens.

Educational Impact and Implications Statement
This study tested the effectiveness of an intervention that taught high school students to make sound
decisions on the Intemet. Less than 6 hr of classroom instruction significantly improved students’
judgment about the credibility of online sources.

Keywords: media literacy, digital literacy, civic education
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The devil's punchbowl in Natchez, ms. was a concentration camp manned
by union soldiers.

Within one yr, over 20,000 freed Black slaves were rounded up, barricaded
in, and starved 2 death.

We celebrate these murdered ancestors on 2day.

#BlackHolocaust #BlackHistory #FBA

Never Forget: The Devil’s
Punchbowl - 20,000 Freed
Slaves Died After Being Forced
Into Post Slavery
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#tdih is the 104th year anniversary of the Porvenir Massacre. On Jan. 28,
1918, 15 Mexican-Americans were killed by Rangers and local ranchers near
the Texas border. The Rangers “went door-to-door, ordering the
inhabitants of the community out of their homes.”
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After Body-Camera
Video Shows Them
Stand By While Man
Drowns
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Bond
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At AllBlack Male High
‘School Gets Accepted
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Are soda taxes a bad idea X

https://thehill.com > opinion » finance » 446939-a-nati...

A national soda tax is a bad idea that deserves to fizzle out
Jun 5, 2019 — Specifically, they suggest a national tax on sugar-sweetened beverages would be
anet positive to the U.S. economy. According to their ...

https://taxfoundation.org » case-against-soda-taxes i
The Case Against Soda Taxes - Tax Foundation

Mear 15, 2017 — Our research has generally concluded that soda taxes are narrow, punitive
taxes that are a budget risk not likely to solve America's health ...

hitps://publichealth.berkeley.edu » research-highlights

Do soda taxes work? - UC Berkeley Public Health
Aug 24, 2019 — Her research shows that these taxes significantly reduce the consumption of
sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs)—drinks like Coca-Cola and Pepsi, ...

hitps://www.theamericanconsumer.org » 2019/06 > sug... i

Sugar Taxes are Ineffective, Evidence Shows - The American ...
Jun 24, 2019 — It seems siraightforward: Taxing sugary beverages makes them more
expensive, reducing consumption and leading would-be soda-guzzlers to lead ...
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June 23, 1987

Mr. Samuel S. Wineburg

Room 407, Center for Education Research
Stanford University

Stanford, Ca 94305

Dear Mr. Wineburg:

Re: Manuscript #16APR87-143
"Growing Older and Giving Less: A Field Study of
Children and Charity"

This manuscript is not publishable, in my opinion, nor in the opin-
ion of the three reviewers who read it. It is our view that you
cannot treat your data in the way you have, especially to conduct
the analyses of variance that you report. The standard deviations
in Table 1 appear to be indices of session-to-session variations in
class means, not individual-to-individual variations. You interpret
the results, though, as if they were the latter.





