MEDIA – (DIS)INFORMATION – SECURITY

What is fake news?
Fake news is a message intended to mislead media users. It is a tool used
in the battle for information on different levels (from the local scale
to the international arena) and in different areas of life (e.g. economy, politics).
Fake news may be disseminated to influence the outcome of
an election or referendum, to build a negative image of a competitive company, etc.
Sometimes misleading or humorous information is
considered to be fake news, but a difference should be drawn
between fake news and journalistic errors or satire.
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The popularity of the term
The term “fake news” gained popularity in 2016 during the election campaign in the United States, where
Hilary Clinton and Donald Trump competed for the presidency. Fake news was then a frequently
employed tool for discrediting the opponent. The term “fake news” is not only used, but even abused when
politicians label the verified information putting them in a negative light as fake news.

How is fake news distributed?
Fake news is most often distributed through social media, where information from fictional accounts is
introduced into circulation. It is often further shared not only by the owners of fake profiles, but also by
users who have not properly assessed an unreliable source of information or accepted the fake news
because its content was in line with their views. In the so-called traditional media, where editors verify
the incoming information and decide whether to broadcast it, fake news appears less frequently than in
social media. However, if the fake news is featured in traditional media, with an established reputation
and wide reach, the power of its influence is enormous, as it is supported by the good reputation of the
medium.

Clickbait as a type of fake news
Fake news is usually designed to ensure that the media user is convinced of the truthfulness of a particular report, and thus to mislead in a subtle way. A special kind of fake news is a clickbait, i.e. false but
controversial information. Clickbaits are created in a tabloid style, which means that they have catchy
headlines, concern celebrities or events that evoke emotions (the reader is misled e.g. by the information
about the alleged death of a famous person). Clickbaits are supposed to make users click a link, and thus
move to a site that in this way increases its reach. The aims of the clickbait dissemination are mainly
financial, although they may also involve attacking political opponents or supporting certain ideas.

Fighting fake news
Two groups of entities that are most involved in the fight against fake news are media corporations and
NGOs. Companies such as Facebook are held accountable for the widespread problem of disinformation,
with reference to both the reach of Facebook and the rules of its services. In view of heavy criticism,
changes in the rules of operation of the most popular social networking site in the world have been
introduced, related, for example, to limiting the opportunity to gain profits for those entities that, motivated by the financial aspect, use social media as a tool of disinformation.
News or fake news? Check for yourself!

Check the following elements:
• The author of the information (is he/she anonymous? has she/he published anything before, and if so,
what was the type of those publications?);
• The nature of the website where the information has appeared (is it a clickbait generator or a
recognized information source?);
• The date of publication and the date of the event (sometimes fake news are created through reproduction of archival information);
• The picture (check, using an image search engine, whether the picture has already been used in another context or whether it actually is an illustration of a given event).
If you believe that a message is fake news, do not share or comment on it, but report it to the administration of the website through which it has been distributed.
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