Global Issue: Fake News vs Real News (Reality Control)

Fake News - Definition

Definition from Allcott and Gentzkow study titled "Social Media and Fake News in the 2016
Election":

Background: The Market for Fake News
Definition and History

We define “fake news” to be news articles that are intentionally and verifiably false, and could mislead
readers. We focus on fake news articles that have political implications, with special attention to the
2016 US presidential elections. Our definition includes intentionally fabricated news articles, such as a
widely shared article from the now-defunct website denverguardian.com with the headline, “FBI agent
suspected in Hillary email leaks found dead in apparent murder-suicide.” It also includes many articles
that originate on satirical websites but could be misunderstood as factual, especially when viewed in
isolation on Twitter or Facebook feeds. For example, in July 2016, the now-defunct website
wtoe5news.com reported that Pope Francis had endorsed Donald Trump’s presidential candidacy. The
WTOE 5 News “About” page disclosed that it is “a fantasy news website. Most articles on
wtoe5news.com are satire or pure fantasy,” but this disclaimer was not included in the article. The story
was shared more than one million times on Facebook, and some people in our survey described below
reported believing the headline.

Questions:
1. In your own words, how is "fake news" defined?

2. Is it the responsibility of satirical papers (i.e. The Onion) or the now defunct wtoe5news.com (a
fantasy news site) to be more explicit about their stance? Why or why not?

3. How does one combat the spreading of fake news when it is so easy on social media?


http://web.stanford.edu/~gentzkow/research/fakenews.pdf

How to Spot Fake News

From the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions.

HOW TO SP* T FAKE NEWS
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CONSIDER THE SOURCE READ BEYOND
Click away from the story to investigate  Headlines can be outrageous in an effort
the site, its mission and its contact info. to get clicks. What's the whole story?
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CHECK THE AUTHOR SUPPORTING SOURCES?
Do a quick search on the author. Are Click on those links. Determine if the
they credible? Are they real? info given actually supports the story.
CHECK THE DATE IS IT A JOKE?
Reposting old news stories doesn’t If it is too outlandish, it might be satire.

mean they're relevant to current events.  Research the site and author to be sure.
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CHECK YOUR BIASES ASK THE EXPERTS
Consider if your own beliefs could Ask a librarian, or consult a
affect your judgement. fact-checking site.
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Questions:

1. Is this good advice? Why or why not?
2. Will you actually use this advice? Why or why not?

3. Is it reasonable to ask people to go through these 8 steps every time they read something on
social media or read something that was shared by a friend? Why or why not?

4. How can you create a mindset that encourages you keep these eight ideas in the back of your
head as you read the news?



This Analysis Shows How Viral Fake Election News Stories
Outperformed Real News On Facebook

A BuzzFeed News analysis found that top fake election news stories generated more total
engagement on Facebook than top election stories from 19 major news outlets combined.

Craig Silverman BuzzFeed Founding Editor, Canada

Posted on November 16, 2016, at 5:15 p.m. ET

WikiLeaks CONFIRMS Hillary Sold
Weapons to ISIS... Then Drops Another
BOMBSHELL!

i
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In the final three months of the US presidential campaign, the top-performing fake
election news stories on Facebook generated more engagement than the top stories from
major news outlets such as the New York Times, Washington Post, Huffington Post, NBC
News, and others, a BuzzFeed News analysis has found.

During these critical months of the campaign, 20 top-performing false election stories
from hoax sites and hyperpartisan blogs generated 8,711,000 shares, reactions, and
comments on Facebook.

Within the same time period, the 20 best-performing election stories from 19 major news
websites generated a total of 7,367,000 shares, reactions, and comments on Facebook.
(This analysis focused on the top performing link posts for both groups of publishers, and
not on total site engagement on Facebook. For details on how we identified and analyzed
the content, see the bottom of this post. View our data here.)

Up until those last three months of the campaign, the top election content from major
outlets had easily outpaced that of fake election news on Facebook. Then, as the election


https://www.buzzfeednews.com/author/craigsilverman
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1ysnzawW6pDGBEqbXqeYuzWa7Rx2mQUip6CXUUUk4jIk/edit?usp=sharing
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A Facebook spokesman told BuzzFeed News that the top stories don't reflect overall
engagement on the platform.

"There is a long tail of stories on Facebook," the spokesman said. "It may seem like the
top stories get a lot of traction, but they represent a tiny fraction of the total."

He also said that native video, live content, and image posts from major news outlets saw
significant engagement on Facebook.

Of the 20 top-performing false election stories identified in the analysis, all but three
were overtly pro-Donald Trump or anti-Hillary Clinton. Two of the biggest false hits
were a story claiming Clinton sold weapons to ISIS and a hoax claiming the

pope endorsed Trump, which the site removed after publication of this article. The only
viral false stories during the final three months that were arguably against Trump's
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“Pope Francis Shocks World, Endorses Donald Trump
for President, Releases Statement”
(960,000, Ending the Fed)
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interests were a false quote from Mike Pence about Michelle Obama, a false report that
Ireland was accepting American "refugees” fleeing Trump, and a hoax claiming RuPaul
said he was groped by Trump.

This new data illustrates the power of fake election news on Facebook, and comes as the
social network deals with criticism that it allowed false content to run rampant during the
2016 presidential campaign. CEO Mark Zuckerberg said recently it was "a pretty crazy
idea" to suggest that fake news on Facebook helped sway the election. He later published
a post saying, "We have already launched work enabling our community to flag hoaxes
and fake news, and there is more we can do here."

This week BuzzFeed News reported that a group of Facebook employees have formed a
task force to tackle the issue, with one saying that "fake news ran wild on our platform
during the entire campaign season." The Wall Street Journal also reported that Google
would begin barring fake news websites from its AdSense advertising program.
Facebook soon followed suit.

These developments follow a study by BuzzFeed News that revealed hyperpartisan
Facebook pages and their websites were publishing false or misleading content at an
alarming rate — and generating significant Facebook engagement in the process. The
same was true for the more than 100 US politics websites BuzzFeed News found being
run out of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.

This new analysis of election content found two false election stories from a Macedonian
sites that made the top-10 list in terms of Facebook engagement int he final three

months. Conservative State published a story that falsely quoted Hillary Clinton as
saying, “I would like to see people like Donald Trump run for office; they’re honest and
can’t be bought.” The story generated over 481,000 engagements on Facebook. A second
false story from a Macedonia site falsely claimed that Clinton was about to be indicted. It
received 149,000 engagements on Facebook.

All the false news stories identified in BuzzFeed News' analysis came from either fake
news websites that only publish hoaxes or from hyperpartisan websites that present
themselves as publishing real news. The research turned up only one viral false election
story from a hyperpartisan left-wing site. The story from Winning Democrats claimed
Ireland was accepting anti-Trump "refugees" from the US. It received over 810,000
Facebook engagements, and was debunked by an Irish publication. (There was also
one post from an LGBTQ site that used a false quote from Trump in its headline.)

The other false viral election stories from hyperpartisan sites came from right-wing
publishers, according to the analysis.



One example is the remarkably successful, utterly untrustworthy site Ending the Fed. It
was responsible for four of the top 10 false election stories identified in the analysis:
Pope Francis endorsing Donald Trump, Hilary Clinton selling weapons to I1SIS, Hillary
Clinton being disqualified from holding federal office, and the FBI director receiving
millions from the Clinton Foundation. These four stories racked up a total of roughly
2,953,000 Facebook engagements in the three months leading up to Election Day.

news

HOME POLITICS HEALTH TECH SCIENCE SPORTS LIFESTYLE WORLD

| » 0w Rep Thveaters 10 PUNSH Bonoos Who Lt Sacents S3p Exene Afer Trump Win ’ Doneid Tromp Won 7.0 Maton Popuer Vol
[y

LIKE US ON FACEBOOK

E W ©| End.The Fad
THE 3007 bae
FED) i |

lowa Rep Threatens to PUNISH ﬂh‘ﬁl.&

Schools Who Let Students Skip
Exams After Trump Win

Breaking: First Person To Be
Charged For Threatening To
Assassinate Donald Trump

My ¥ goal u 0 sssassirate Trung” Ohio man i frst 0 be
charped R sending Brestaring slaction night twest On
slection night ben

Donald Trump Won 7.5 Million
Popular Yote Landsiide in Heartland

o

Ending the Fed gained notoriety in August when Facebook promoted its story about
Megyn Kelly being fired by Fox News as a top trending item. The strong engagement the
site has seen on Facebook may help explain how one of its stories was featured in the
Trending box.

The site, which does not publicly list an owner or editor, did not respond to a request for
comment from BuzzFeed News.

Like several other hyperpartisan right-wing sites that scored big Facebook hits this
election season, Ending the Fed is a relatively new website. The domain
endingthefed.com was only registered in in March. Yet according to BuzzFeed News'
analysis, its top election content received more Facebook engagement than stories from
the Washington Post and New York Times. For example, the top four election stories from
the Post generated roughly 2,774,000 Facebook engagements — nearly 180,000 fewer
than Ending the Fed's top four false posts.



A look at Ending the Fed's traffic ranking chart from Alexa also gives an indication of
the massive growth it experienced as the election drew close:
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A similar spike occurred

for Conservative State, a site
that was only registered in
September. It saw its traffic
rank on Alexa spike almost
instantly:

Alexa estimates that nearly
30% of Conservative State's
traffic comes from
Facebook, with 10% coming
from Google.

Along with unreliable
hyperpartisan blogs, fake
news sites also received a big
election traffic bump in line
with their Facebook success.
The Burrard Street

Journal scored nearly
380,000 Facebook

engagements for a fake story about Obama saying he will not leave office if Trump is
elected. It was published in September, right around the time Alexa notched a noticeable

uptick in its traffic ranking:
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That site was only registered in April of this year. Its publisher disputes the idea that its
content is aimed at misleading readers. "The BS Journal is a satire news publication and
makes absolutely no secret of that or any attempt to purposely mislead our readers,"” he

told BuzzFeed News.



Large news sites also generated strong Facebook engagement for links to their election
stories. But to truly find the biggest election hits from these 19 major sites, it's necessary
to go back to early 2016.

The three biggest election hits for these outlets came back in February, led by a
contributor post on the Huffington Post's blog about Donald Trump that received
2,200,000 engagements on Facebook. The top-performing election news story on
Facebook for the 19 outlets analyzed was also published that month by CBS News. It
generated an impressive 1.7 million shares, engagements, and comments on Facebook.
Overall, a significant number of the top-performing posts on Facebook from major
outlets were opinion pieces, rather than news stories.

The biggest mainstream hit in the three months prior to the election came

from the Washington Post and had 876,000 engagements. Yet somehow Ending the

Fed — a site launched just months earlier with no history on Facebook and likely a very
small group of people running it — managed to get more engagement for a false

story during that same period.

“People know there are concerned employees who are seeing something here which they
consider a big problem,” a Facebook manager told BuzzFeed News this week. “And it
doesn’t feel like the people making decisions are taking the concerns seriously.”

How We Gathered the Data

BuzzFeed News used the content analysis tool BuzzSumo, which enables users to search
for content by keyword, URL, time range, and social share counts. BuzzFeed News
searched in BuzzSumo using keywords such as "Hillary Clinton" and "Donald Trump,"
as well as combinations such as "Trump and election™ or "Clinton and emails" to see the
top stories about these topics according to Facebook engagement. We also searched for
known viral lies such as "Soros and voting machine."

In addition, created lists of the URLs of known fake news websites, of hyperpartisan sites
on the right and on the left, and of the more than 100 pro-Trump sites run from
Macedonia that were previously identified in BuzzFeed News reporting. We then looked
for the top performing content on Facebook across all of these sites to find false stories
about the election.

We conducted our searches in three-month segments beginning 9 months from election
day. This broke down as February to April, May to July, and August to election day.

Even with the above approaches, it's entirely possible that we missed other big hits from
fake news websites and hyperpartisan blogs.

To examine the performance of election content from mainstream sites, we created a list
that included the websites of the New York Times, Washington Post, NBC News, USA
Today, Politico, CNN, Wall Street Journal, CBS News, ABC News, New York Daily
News, New York Post, BuzzFeed, Los Angeles Times, NPR, The Guardian, Vox, Business
Insider, Huffington Post, and Fox News. We then searched for their top-performing
election content in the same three-month segments as above.



It's important to note that Facebook engagement does not necessarily translate into traffic.
This analysis was focused on how the best-performing fake news about the election
compared with real news from major outlets on Facebook. It's entirely possible — and
likely — that the mainstream sites received more traffic to their top-performing Facebook
content than the fake news sites did. As the Facebook spokesman noted, large news sites
overall see more engagement on Facebook than fake news sites.

Questions:
1. Why does fake news spread more readily than real news online?
2. What surprises you the most about each infographic? Why?

3. Looking at the first infographic, create two claims/assertions from looking at the
information? Why are you arguing or holding that stance?

4. What major differences do you notice between infographic #2 and infographic #3? Why?

Keeping in mind all sources discussed, address the following:

1. If audiences negotiate meaning in media, what happens if two different people come to two
different conclusions or meanings based on the same article?

2. What tensions or conflicts arise if it is the audience who is the one who creates meaning from the
news they consume?

3. How does social media - Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, and more - affect how audiences
negotiate meaning when reading/watching/listening to the news?

4. To what extent can you trust that the media as well as social media will provide you with reliable
news?



