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1. What is a Fake News?

1.1 Definition

According to the Cambridge dictionary, a Fake News is defined by “false stories that appear to be news spread on the internet or using other media, usually created to influence political views or as a joke”.

“Post-Truth” is the word used by the Oxford-Dictionary since 2016 to designate the term Fake News : https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/post-truth . 

In other words, a Fake News is a false piece of information (a text, a photograph but also any type of visuals in video or audio format), build up from scratch, expressly for the sole purpose to mislead the public. Disinformation technique is used to harm others, to acquire, strengthen or maintain power, gain notoriety, get rich or even favor an interest/target group (Vasu N. et al, 2018).

1.2 A common amalgam

People frequently equate misinformation, disinformation and mal-information. The word “disinformation” is used to describe false information whose aim is to harm someone, an organization, a social group or a country (Greifeneder R. et al, 2020). Whereas “misinformation” refers to an information which is false or incorrect, meaning that it can include human errors without being necessarily fake (Van der Linden S. et al, 2020). In contrast, the term “mal-information” causes harm by spreading factually true private information with damaging implications (Greifeneder R. et al, 2020).  

1.3 An Ability to spread quickly

Fake News can be very lucrative (Ackland R. et al, 2020), especially through Programmatic advertising and can spread pretty quickly. In fact, Fake News tend to circulate faster than information based on proven facts.

The intention to make usage of the media to deceive and to hurt is not a new concept in history. What new technologies and social media have changed to this practice is the speed at which it reaches the audience. The fact that information on social media is forwarded in short snippets of text makes it harder to access veracity. The deep decline in public trust and confidence in mainstream media contribute to the growth of fake news (Ackland R. et al, 2020). 

2. How does Fake News influence our reasoning?

Fake News represents a persuasive attempt to shift people from information-based (the content is assumed to be true) to identity-based reasoning, whose content produce particular judgment, irrespective of the veracity or bias of what is shared (Oyserman D. et al, 2020). 

There are flaws in our system of reasoning, known as: Cognitive Bias. Knowing our biases better allows us to understand why we can let ourselves be influenced by Fakes News. 

The laziness that sleeps in each of us has its share of responsibility for the little effort that we naturally put into asking ourselves if the information received/read is true (the brain therefore saves time and energy). Moreover, we are so inundated with information (especially via social Media and television), that checking everything is literally impossible.

Fake News is made to impress us so we will click and share the information obliviously without necessarily thinking about the truthful content of it.

The brain also tends to overestimate the extent of its knowledge. Those who voluntarily share Fake News are often persuaded to be expert enough to be able to certify that the information is accurate (Lyons, B.A. et al, 2021). This is called the overconfidence bias.

The priming effect is another type of cognitive bias whereby exposure to one stimulus influences a subsequent stimulus unconsciously (Chan C., et al, 2020). In other words, it is a change in our perceptions/attitudes based on our previous experiences. The brain makes a maximum of associations between pre-conceived ideas that we have and the experiences that we have had. Repeated exposure to mis/disinformation “not only increase the apparent truth of a statement, but it also rises the belief that the statement came from a trustworthy source” (Schwarz N. et al, 2020). 

As for the confirmation bias, it is the inclination to understand new proof as confirmation of what we already believe. “The confirmation bias evolves because it helps us influence people and social structures so that they come to match our beliefs about them” (Peters, U., 2020). 
Intuitive assessment of truth states that “a claim is more likely to be accepted as true when it is compatible with other things one knows (sensitiveness to our subjective experience) than when it is at odds with other knowledge” (Schwarz N., et al, 2020).


3. What is Fake News based on?

Danger, fear, catastrophe are very strong levers on which Fake News relies. The information in question must be sensational and this is where the danger comes because the feeling of fear, for example, makes us more receptive to Fake News. The aim of emotional content, which is not necessarily “fake” or “real” is to manipulate basic emotions in order to swell the number of followers online and make content shared more willingly (Van der Linden S., et al, 2020). 

In 2018, researchers at MIT demonstrated how the feeling of fear plays a decisive role in the spread of Fake News. They analyzed around 126,000 Tweets relaying real and false information shared by around 3 million people. They then observed that the real information aroused above all anticipation, sadness, joy or confidence. Fake News, on the other hand, entered fear, disgust and surprise. Results: Fake News spread faster and more widely (1% of them reached between 1000 and 100,000 people) whereas real information was rarely shared by more than 1000 people (Meyer R., 2018).

When fear invades our emotions, the primary reflex is to warn as many people as possible. Unfortunately, very few checks are made to know if this danger really exists.

Post-Truth knows how to best exploit our cognitive biases to deceive our analysis and to bamboozle our sense of reasoning. The more we talk about Fake News, the more it becomes familiar and the more our brain tends to believe it (Schwarz N. et al, 2020).



4. Inequality associated to Fake News

Interestingly enough, we are not all equal towards Fake News. Indeed, not everyone is influenced by Post-Truth in the same way. Against popular believes, it is not young people who share Fake News the most.

Indeed, a Swiss Study conducted in 2019, shows that young people (between the age of 12 and 19) regardless their social class tend to check the veracity of messages they are getting on social media. The majority of them do check the truthfulness of a news in a conversation with their parents (69%) or friends (64%). About half of the respondents stated that they checked the information in serious media (51%), compared it with their own knowledge (48%) or checked it on different websites (47%) (Waller, G. et al, 2019).

Based on a study conducted by Brashier (2020), silver-surfer over 50 are overrepresented among “super-sharers,” a group responsible for 80% of fake-news shares. In comparison with young users, people over 65 shared on Facebook 7 times more links related to Fake News. The factors that could explain this behavior are based on cognitive declines, social changes, and digital illiteracy (Brashier, N.M. et al, 2020). It should be noted that in the majority of developed Western countries, it is also this portion of the population that votes the most.

Numerous studies made in the United States have also shown that conservative parties are more vulnerable to Fake News and are more likely to share it. One of the reasons explaining this is that Conservatism is generally associated with prejudice, stigma, and intolerance and is more sensitive to fear and major change (Baptista, J.P. et al, 2022).

A literature review of Lai E.R (2011), underlines that critical thinking involves both cognitive skills and dispositions. She also adds that critical thinking is not a natural skill we have but it is something that should be nurtured: "Cooperative or collaborative learning methods hold promise as a way of stimulating cognitive development, along with constructivist approaches that place students at the center of the learning process" (Lai, E.R., 2011) and this is precisely where that we are unequal to the Fake News phenomenon.


5. How to fight against Fake News?

Some researchers such as Uscinski and Butler (2013) believe that true cannot steam from politicians or from fact-checkers because the interpretation of truthiness can vary. However, consulting sources of analysis and verification of information by relying on experts and specialists in tracking Fake News is a first step, and more often than not, it remains one of the most accessible solutions available to the public. In the UK, popular websites such as Fullfact.org have an excellent reputation for fact-checking in the country. Politifact.com and Factcheck.org are the most popular fact inspection websites in the United States. 

The second piece of advice that could be given to protect oneself from Fake News is to question the legitimacy of the author of the information provided (who wrote, filmed, recorded, drew, photographed it...). Do they mention their sources? Quality information generally comes from an author who clearly identifies themselves at the beginning or at the end of the news.

Then, one should ask oneself: Where is this information published? On what type of site (official website, institutional, blog, scientific journals…)? What is the purpose of that website (to sell, to inform, to campaign, to scare, to create a buzz, etc.)?

We should also question ourselves about the kind of information being offered to us. Is it backed up with facts, verifiable figures or is it an opinion, an interpretation of the facts on a hot topic?

Finally, Schwarz & Jalbert (2020) stresses the importance of making source of real information, effortless accessible and less complicated to understand. Fake News however, has the particularity of being easy to access and to process, and therefore considered by the public to be more coherent, more credible and more compatible with one belief.

6. Conclusion

Towards information, we are not all equal. A British study conducted by YouGov and released in 2017 reveals that only 4% of participants were able to detect Fake News from real news:
https://docs.cdn.yougov.com/g9yhnt6pqu/Channel4Results_170130_FakeNews_W.pdf.
The results of this study reinforce the idea that mankind is biased to believe information is true rather than false, which clearly facilitates the propagation of Fake News (Marsh E.J. et al, 2020). 

Cultivating doubt and questioning oneself by trusting verified facts more than what feels right to us is the ultimate way to avoid Fake News manipulation. However, it is important to stress that in order to allow critical thinking, it is necessary to be comfortable or familiar, with the concepts of reading, researching, questioning and more generally to have (had) an education which provides the tools in support of this inquisitive and systematic habit of thinking and reconsidering what is being presented to us. On this matter, we are undoubtedly facing flagrant social inequalities.
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