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In the current era marked by the rapid proliferation of artificial intelligence (AI) tools, distinguishing genuine content from fabricated information has become increasingly challenging. This difficulty was exemplified earlier this year when an AI-generated article regarding the alleged suicide of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s psychiatrist spread widely, confusing readers into believing its authenticity. In reality, the article was a recycled and altered version of a satirical piece from 2010.
The widespread nature of misinformation is significant. A Pearson Institute/AP-NORC poll conducted in 2021 revealed that 95% of Americans acknowledge the spread of misinformation as a pressing issue. As misinformation infiltrates news, library scientists and educators are increasingly focused on equipping individuals with methods to ascertain the veracity of information.
In an insightful contribution to The Conversation, professors from Boise State University—Tracy Bicknell-Holmes, Memo Cordova, and Elaine Watson—present strategies that librarians are employing to combat this deluge of misinformation. These include the SIFT Method, the P.R.O.V.E.N. Source Evaluation method, and the technique of lateral reading.
Lateral reading stands out as a proactive strategy that involves opening a new browser tab to cross-reference information with other sources rather than passively reading down a page. This approach is part of a broader toolkit offered to readers seeking to differentiate fact from fiction.
Here are five meticulously crafted techniques derived from these scholarly methods:
1. Research the Author or Organisation:Scrutinising the author or organisation behind an article helps uncover potential biases or conflicts of interest. It is advised to search beyond the entity’s self-descriptive pages; this means looking for independent reviews or critiques. The “Expertise” component of the P.R.O.V.E.N. method suggests verifying the credentials of authors to establish their authority on the subject, while also checking funding sources for any undue influences.
2. Use Effective Search Techniques:Mastery of search engine techniques enhances the effectiveness of research. This includes using specific keywords, employing quotation marks to keep search terms intact, and refining searches by domain. A strategic approach to searches can avoid misleading links and generate more accurate results.
3. Verify the Source:Tracing information back to its original source is crucial. It involves checking if the facts have been cited accurately, and if the data is current and accessible. The SIFT Method’s emphasis on tracing claims back to their origins plays a vital role in maintaining report accuracy.
4. Consult Fact-Checking Websites:Fact-checking platforms such as Snopes.com, Politifact.com, and others can be invaluable in determining the authenticity of claims. Research from Harvard’s Misinformation Review underscores the reliability of these platforms, given the high consensus across various sites.
5. Pause and Reflect:An important step in evaluating information is to pause, especially if an article evokes a strong emotional response. Such responses can cloud judgement, making readers more susceptible to false narratives. Cognitive research supports the idea that a moment’s pause can significantly reduce the instinct to share potentially false information.
These strategies highlight the ongoing need for critical thinking and informed evaluations in a digital landscape increasingly populated by AI-influenced content. The role of librarians and educators is crucial in equipping society with the skills necessary to navigate this complex environment. As AI tools continue to evolve, these fact-verifying techniques represent a cornerstone in the fight against misinformation, fostering a responsible and informed digital citizenry.
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