
Real or Fake
b y  T a n v i  Y a m a n u r i

In today's digital age, distinguishing
between real and fake information on
social media is increasingly
challenging. Many users buy
products endorsed by influencers
without verifying their authenticity,
often falling victim to scams.
Fraudulent influencers falsely claim
sponsorship deals to gain contracts
with other businesses, eroding
consumer trust. Similarly, virtual
influencers, computer-generated
characters posing as real people, add
to the confusion. The spread of misinformation,

particularly during critical events like the
COVID-19 pandemic, exacerbates this
issue. Former President Donald Trump's
use of Twitter as a "bully pulpit" spread
misinformation, contributing to
significant events like the White House
riot. A study by USC found that 15%
of frequent social media news-sharers
were responsible for up to 40% of the
fake news on Facebook. This highlights
the disproportionate impact a small
group can have on public opinion and
trust.
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The echo chamber effect, where social media algorithms reinforce users'
existing beliefs by showing similar content, further complicates matters.
This isolation from differing viewpoints increases the believability and
shareability of misinformation. While many adults trust face-to-face
conversations more, the prevalence of digital news consumption—53%
of Americans get at least some of their news from social media—
underscores the need for better digital literacy.

Young people are particularly vulnerable. A survey by the Royal Society
for Public Health found that platforms like Snapchat, Facebook, Twitter,
and Instagram contribute to increased feelings of depression, anxiety,
poor body image, and loneliness among 14-24-year-olds. The impact of
fake news and fraudulent products on their mental health can be severe.

Regulating social media and influencer marketing is crucial. The UK's
self-regulatory approach has shown limitations, as the ASA/CAP lacks
the authority to enforce compliance. In the US, the FTC acknowledges the
massive consumer losses due to social media scams. Transparency in
content moderation and collaboration with regulators are vital steps.

Improved media literacy education and stricter regulations on influencer
marketing are essential. Encouraging users to prioritize sharing truthful
content and refining platform algorithms can help. However, these
strategies have potential downsides, such as incentivizing shallow
engagement or leading to censorship.

Harnessing crowdsourcing and user engagement is a promising solution.
Platforms like Twitter and Facebook have started labeling potentially fake
information, helping users identify false content. By flagging suspicious
posts and reporting inaccuracies, users become defenders against
misinformation.

In conclusion, tackling misinformation and fraudulent influencers requires
a multi-faceted approach. Improved media literacy, stricter regulations,
and enhanced platform policies can mitigate the negative effects and
restore trust in digital platforms. By working together, we can create a
safer, more trustworthy online environment.
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