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Timo Lenzen

By Shira Ovide

Sometimes the online cesspool makes me want to scream my head off. Like
right now.

Millions of people have watched an online video that recycled discredited
health conspiracies into what looked like a slick documentary about the
coronavirus and vaccines.

The success of the video, part of a documentary called “Plandemic,” has
crystallized everything terrible about the internet. People pushing a baseless
conspiracy used extreme online savvy to unleash a misinformation goulash, the
internet companies couldn’t do enough to prevent its spread, and we ate it up.

This happens again and again. But we can help stop it.

All of us need to understand that misinformation spreads with the
sophistication of a blockbuster-movie marketing campaign. Authority figures
must learn to play the game of online popularity like a Kardashian. And the
online hangouts need to coordinate effectively against the garbage-peddling
showmen.

First, there is power in understanding the mechanics that made the
“Plandemic” scene go wild.

My colleague Davey Alba described how a fringe group of people, dubious news
outlets and online personalities started weeks ago to promote the discredited
scientist featured in the video. And once it was released, online groups that
frequently promote false conspiracies helped spread it on Facebook and
YouTube. Great marketing makes a product — whether a superhero movie or a
baseless video — go big.
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ADVERTISEMENT

Even those who didn’t believe the pseudoscience in the video may have
inadvertently been helping spread its false ideas. When we share information in
our social circles — even to tell people how wrong we think it is — it spreads
even more, said Ben Decker, a disinformation researcher who works with The
Times.

Instead, if we want to fight misinformation in our networks, we should talk to
our loved ones directly, and have empathy for why they might believe bad
information.

Decker also said the internet companies needed to work together to slow
misinformation that is coordinated across multiple online hangouts. Facebook
and YouTube did delete the original “Plandemic” scene — after millions of
people saw it. And versions keep popping up.

After the mass murder at a New Zealand mosque last year, Facebook put
identifiable markers in a live-streamed video from the shooter, so pieces of it
couldn’t be reposted when the original video was deleted. That hadn’t happened
yet with the “Plandemic” video, Decker said.

ADVERTISEMENT

https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/MNxgIt9wIGsXcQeRMEuinw~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRgm_3AP0RtaHR0cHM6Ly9saXZlaW50ZW50Lm5ld3lvcmt0aW1lc2luZm8uY29tL2NsaWNrP3M9NzQwMTI3JmxpPU9UJm09YTJiZjg4YjY2YmQzY2Y1MzE5NDAyYjY2Mzc4ZmUwZTAmcD1PVF8yMDIwMDUxMVcDbnl0QgoAIsB4uV4UJhfZUg9maXNoZXJwQG1pdC5lZHVYBAAAAAA~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/OekVax_A5fMfY_3QQhXRSw~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRgm_3AP0RtaHR0cHM6Ly9saXZlaW50ZW50Lm5ld3lvcmt0aW1lc2luZm8uY29tL2NsaWNrP3M9NzQwMTI4JmxpPU9UJm09YTJiZjg4YjY2YmQzY2Y1MzE5NDAyYjY2Mzc4ZmUwZTAmcD1PVF8yMDIwMDUxMVcDbnl0QgoAIsB4uV4UJhfZUg9maXNoZXJwQG1pdC5lZHVYBAAAAAA~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/gAwZWGxbSRijeEx5iO2MKA~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRgm_3AP0RtaHR0cHM6Ly9saXZlaW50ZW50Lm5ld3lvcmt0aW1lc2luZm8uY29tL2NsaWNrP3M9NzQwMTMwJmxpPU9UJm09YTJiZjg4YjY2YmQzY2Y1MzE5NDAyYjY2Mzc4ZmUwZTAmcD1PVF8yMDIwMDUxMVcDbnl0QgoAIsB4uV4UJhfZUg9maXNoZXJwQG1pdC5lZHVYBAAAAAA~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/m8pJfWHww_wIWIt2m4vljQ~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRgm_3AP0T1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vMjAyMC8wNC8yMy90ZWNobm9sb2d5L2Nvcm9uYXZpcnVzLWNvbnNwaXJhY3ktdGhlb3JpZXMuaHRtbD9jYW1wYWlnbl9pZD0xNTgmZW1jPWVkaXRfb3RfMjAyMDA1MTEmaW5zdGFuY2VfaWQ9MTgzOTEmbmw9b24tdGVjaC13aXRoLXNoaXJhLW92aWRlJnJlZ2lfaWQ9MTQ1MjI1ODAmc2VnbWVudF9pZD0yNzI3OCZ0ZT0xJnVzZXJfaWQ9YTJiZjg4YjY2YmQzY2Y1MzE5NDAyYjY2Mzc4ZmUwZTBXA255dEIKACLAeLleFCYX2VIPZmlzaGVycEBtaXQuZWR1WAQAAAAA
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/8MtHhNSIAHks2HFuoY_QEQ~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRgm_3AP0TzaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vMjAxOS8wNS8xNC90ZWNobm9sb2d5L2ZhY2Vib29rLWxpdmUtdmlvbGVudC1jb250ZW50Lmh0bWw_Y2FtcGFpZ25faWQ9MTU4JmVtYz1lZGl0X290XzIwMjAwNTExJmluc3RhbmNlX2lkPTE4MzkxJm5sPW9uLXRlY2gtd2l0aC1zaGlyYS1vdmlkZSZyZWdpX2lkPTE0NTIyNTgwJnNlZ21lbnRfaWQ9MjcyNzgmdGU9MSZ1c2VyX2lkPWEyYmY4OGI2NmJkM2NmNTMxOTQwMmI2NjM3OGZlMGUwVwNueXRCCgAiwHi5XhQmF9lSD2Zpc2hlcnBAbWl0LmVkdVgEAAAAAA~~
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/Xp232z4H_rUUhuI4UPqN5w~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRgm_3AP0RtaHR0cHM6Ly9saXZlaW50ZW50Lm5ld3lvcmt0aW1lc2luZm8uY29tL2NsaWNrP3M9NzQwMTMxJmxpPU9UJm09YTJiZjg4YjY2YmQzY2Y1MzE5NDAyYjY2Mzc4ZmUwZTAmcD1PVF8yMDIwMDUxMVcDbnl0QgoAIsB4uV4UJhfZUg9maXNoZXJwQG1pdC5lZHVYBAAAAAA~


To their credit, Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and others have tried to fight the
spread of misinformation related to the coronavirus by directing people to
reliable sources like the World Health Organization.

But as my colleague Kevin Roose and the misinformation researcher Renée
DiResta have pointed out, conventional authority figures largely haven’t
learned to make accurate information as appealing for internet audiences as
have the worst online actors. And unfortunately, accurate information is often
more complex than the appealing clarity of conspiracy theories.

Bogus information is only going to get worse in this pandemic as some people
sow distrust of medical experts and any potential coronavirus vaccines. This is
dangerous, and we can stop them by understanding the mechanics of bad
information, and by not fanning the flames.

Tip of the Week

Spotting bogus information
Brian X. Chen, a personal technology columnist for The Times, has some
practical advice for recognizing false information in our online feeds that
appears to come from a recognizable news source:
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Misinformation on the web comes in many forms. This makes finding accurate
information about the pandemic extra challenging.

Social media sites are a major contributor to the spread of misinformation,
because anyone can post something that looks like a legitimate news article but
is actually from a bogus source.

Many fake news articles, fortunately, can be easy to spot. Here are some telltale
signs:

A shady URL: Fake news sites sometimes use legitimate brand
names, but their domain names may end with “.com.co,” “.ma” or
“.co.” ABCNews.com.co, now a defunct site, was a famous example.

Grammatical errors: Fake news writers aren&apos;t exactly
wordsmiths, so one big giveaway is the number of typos and
grammatical errors that make it into their stories.

Unverifiable information: If an article’s information were
legitimately outrageous, plenty of other news outlets would have
written about it, too. When in doubt, do a Google search to check if
trustworthy publications have reported the same information.

Before we go …
The land grab for back-to-work technology: Eager to reopen
factories and offices, employers are buying apps that check symptoms
and fever-screeners that promise to spot sick workers. But the
technology may not work, it might let your boss spy on you, or both,
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technology may not work, it might let your boss spy on you, or both,
my colleague Natasha Singer writes. (I’ll have a conversation with
Natasha in Tuesday’s newsletter.)

Could Goliath write checks to David? Ben Smith, the media
columnist for The Times, writes that he is encouraged about
regulatory rules and political pressure that may compel Google and
Facebook to pay news outlets for posting snippets of their work or full
articles in search results and on social media feeds.

National protection for computer chips: The federal
government wants to encourage computer chip makers to
manufacture their products in the United States, The Wall Street
Journal reported. There has been anxiety for years that essential
technologies such as mobile internet equipment and the chips that
power smartphones are mostly controlled by foreign companies or
produced in overseas factories.

Hugs to this
“Why are birds so perfect we don’t deserve them,” my colleague (and apparent
avian lover) Taylor Lorenz tweeted.
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