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FALSE AND MISLEADING NEWS INTERFERES WITH HOW WE THINK AND ACT DURING
ELECTIONS
I. The League’s Long History of Educating Voters
Anyone researching the League of Women Voters’ history will discover that from its inception the
League has been devoted to educating voters. In 1920 as Carrie Chapman Catt watched the states
ratify the 19th Amendment one after the other, she announced the creation of the League of Women
Voters, which would make possible a "mighty political experiment." 20 million women could carry out
their new responsibilities as voters because the League would educate them on the voting process
and on how to participate in the political arena. Throughout its 100-year history, the League has built
its reputation as a non-partisan provider of election information characterized by integrity and
accuracy. Since 1946 LWVMC has published a Voters’ Guide as a service to the community. As early as
the 1990s, the national League began providing a dedicated website for voter information. In 2006 the
LWVUS launched a new generation of online voter education with VOTE411.org, a “one-stop shop” for
election-related information. Today VOTE411 provides both general and state-specific nonpartisan
resources to the voting public, including a nationwide polling place locator, a ballot look-up tool,
candidate positions on issues and more. Leagues across the United States host hundreds of events and
programs every year to educate voters about candidates in thousands of federal, state, and local
races, as well as distribute millions of educational materials about state and local elections through
print and electronic resources. All League publications are based on a widely accepted, common set of
facts.
II. Concerns about 2020 General Election Voter Information
As we approach the 2020 General Election, the League retains its commitment to disseminating
verifiable, factual information. Vote411.org, the Voters’ Guide, candidates’ forums and the Voter
Hotline are all part of the preparation for an informed electorate in the November 3 General Election.
However, not all players on the political stage share a similar commitment to disseminating accurate
information. After the 2016 election was over, the general public became acutely aware that
disinformation, misinformation, fake news and dog whistles had invaded the election. Misleading and
false information continued to menace the 2018 primary elections. Intentionally misleading data, also
known as “alternative facts,” and inaccurate stories portrayed as truth concern the League because
they threaten a democratic election. False election information is a type of voter suppression. When
voters are intentionally misled about the election process, about where and when to vote, about
candidates’ positions and about political platforms, voters’ intentions are compromised. The results of
a PBS NewsHour/NPR/Marist poll on voters’ concerns about elections, as represented in a graph by
Megan McGrew, show misleading information is a major worry.
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(https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/social-media-disinformation-leads-election-security-concerns-poll-finds).

Pause to discuss: Would you rank the listed items in the same order? Why or why not?
III. Varieties of Misleading and False Information
As the 2020 General Election approaches, voters are confronted by a plethora of types of information
online and in traditional media that could lead to a misunderstanding of the actual state of political
affairs in the U.S. and the world. The following are ways in which false and misleading information is
circulated:
1. Disinformation: widely defined as the purposeful dissemination of false information intended
to mislead or harm. The most infamous example of the spread of disinformation was executed
by the Russian Internet Research Agency during the 2016 election.
2. Misinformation: generally understood as the inadvertent sharing of false information that is
not intended to cause harm.
3. Dog Whistles: an expression or statement that contains a secondary meaning intended to be
understood by a select group of people; usually communicates an idea that society as a whole
sees as repugnant. (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W7P3yFJ-DGM The secret language
politicians are using—BBC News)
4. Deep Fakes: digitally manipulated videos; videos or audio that use artificial intelligence (aka,
deep learning) to make someone appear to do or say something they did not. The sloweddown video of Nancy Pelosi that compromised her appearance is an example. The fear is that
deep fakes could unduly destroy reputations and give credence to false stories via intentional
manipulation.
5. Conspiracy Theories: an explanation for an event or situation that invokes a conspiracy by
sinister and powerful groups, often political in motivation, when other explanations are more
probable. Conspiracies depend for dissemination on sustained promotion by dedicated
advocates to reach a critical mass. A broad cross-section of U.S. citizens gives credence to at
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least some conspiracy theories. One of the most widely published conspiracy theories was that
President Obama was born in Kenya instead of Hawaii.
IV. Ways of Disseminating Misleading and False Information
The agents behind the dissemination of misleading and false information are not always known. Here
are some of the recognized conveyers of misleading and false information:
1. Russian (and other foreign-based) troll farms/factories: In Internet slang “trolls” are people
who start trouble because they like upsetting people. Troll farms are institutionalized groups of
Internet trolls that aim to interfere with political opinions and decision-making. After the 2016
election, the U.S. government filed criminal charges against thirteen individual Russians behind
disinformation operations; it temporarily took the Internet Research Agency offline; and it
charged three companies with conspiracy to interfere in the 2016 election.
2. Domestic trolling (deliberate attempts to inflame opinions): This can be done essentially by
anyone with access to the Internet, and in the political arena can be used to manipulate public
opinion often with the intention of promoting discord.
3. Political elites (including elected officials from both parties at all government levels, political
party operatives, think tanks, lobbyists): These are people who promote partisan propaganda,
false ads and fake news.
4. Social media influencers and users (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Reddit, YouTube, TikTok):
People who often rely on shares, likes, or followers to exponentially increase the impact of
whatever they are advocating.
5. Internet bots: These are automated social media accounts that post based on algorithms.
6. Mainstream news media and cable news: These also convey false information. One
memorable example is the reporting of Iraq war “news” about “weapons of mass destruction.”
The New York Times published a retraction and apology on its front page.
7. Neighborhood list serves and book clubs: These spread misinformation via email, Facebook,
texting, etc.
8. Spouses, close friends, relatives in political discussions.
V. Consequences of Misleading and False Information
There are multiple potential consequences that derive from the widespread dissemination of
misleading and false information. Some are societal and some are personal.
1. Political polarization: The intentional division of citizens into two camps creates intense
hostility and competition. Winning is all; compromise is impossible. Partisanship leads to
gridlock, gridlock prevents policymaking, budgets are held hostage and voter suppression and
gerrymandering become important tools to maintain power.
2. Social disruptions: While people have always had reasonable and differing views on any given
issue, efforts to promote false or misleading stories can create an atmosphere of “us versus
them” and bring about social disruption and fractured communications. When some people
are set apart and viewed as distinctively different, negative labeling can follow and social
justice is threatened. On a more immediate and personal level, social disruption wreaks havoc
on families, friendships and on civil discourse in a community.
3. Breakdown in trust: Misleading and false information ultimately lead to mistrust in politicians,
government and the media. Citizens grow increasingly cynical: all reported information is equal
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and none is believable. Additionally, when factual, verifiable information is intentionally
questioned and subject to doubt, the result can be relativism where all is right and wrong to
the same degree.
4. Citizens opt out of politics: Constant conflict, hostility and chaos in the political arena drive
some citizens away from participating in democracy, which challenges the League’s mission to
help create a democracy “where every person has the desire, the right, the knowledge and the
confidence to participate.”
VI. Gatekeepers of Factual Information
There are different views on who is responsible for helping to ensure that neutral, fact-based
information is available to citizens. Is there a gatekeeper? Should there be one? Interestingly, this poll
identifies the main organizations responsible as the same sources that people reportedly distrust.

Pause for discussion: Which of the potential gatekeepers in the poll do you think can reduce misleading
information?
The following organizations and groups are engaged in disseminating information to the public and in
monitoring the authenticity of that information. The strategies these platforms use for monitoring
information are indicated on their web pages. Some of the strategies are listed below. Because most
platforms will not share their data for others to review, the enforcement of the rules is uncertain.
1. Social Media
a. Twitter (blog.twitter.com) informs users that “You may not deceptively share
synthetic or manipulated media that are likely to cause harm….In addition, we may
label Tweets containing synthetic and manipulated media to help people understand
the media’s authenticity and to provide additional context.”
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b. YouTube, on its official blog (youtube.googleblog.com), prohibits “content doctored
in a way that misleads users [and]...Content that aims to mislead people about
voting or the census processes….”
c. Reddit recently banned a community of 790,000 users who consistently broke rules
by allowing users to target and harass others with hate speech (NYT, “Reddit Bans
User Group…” June 30, 2020).
d. Facebook, on its Community Standards page, has an extensive set of instructions
about what is and is not allowed. Some examples are prohibiting the buying and
selling of votes and misrepresenting the dates, locations, times and qualifications for
casting a ballot. The page also says, “We do not remove false news from Facebook
but instead, significantly reduce its distribution by showing it lower in the News
Feed.”
2. Government – What should the government’s role be?
a. Federal: Some people are advocating that legal and regulatory remedies including
software liability law, required identities and the unbundling of social networks like
Facebook be considered. Others caution against obstructing free speech. Some
suggest that to reestablish trust in information, the government and the private
sector must fund and support the production of objective, accurate information.
b. Local: The Maryland Board of Elections maintains a “Rumor Control for the 2020
Election” on its website. (See
https://elections.maryland.gov/press_room/rumor_control.html)
3. Private Sector Organizations – Do private sector organizations have a role as a neutral party
for checking facts?
a. SQUINT (electionintegrity@mitre.org) – this is an app that allows authorized users to
report disinformation and misinformation about the voter/registration/election
process when it appears on social media platforms. (See video at
youtube.com/watch?v=ApCbvTA12bI)
b. FactCheck.org – a nonprofit “consumer advocate” for voters that aims to reduce the
level of deception and confusion in U.S. politics. (www.factcheck.org)
c. International Fact-Checking Network, a unit of the Poynter Institute is dedicated to
bringing together fact checkers worldwide. (https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/)
d. PolitiFact.com looks at specific statements made by politicians and checks them for
accuracy. It is owned by the Poynter Institute.
e. Other fact checking sites are listed on webliteracy.pressbooks.com.
VII. Role of the League
What should the League’s role be in combating intentionally incorrect election information and what
can the League do to help maintain the integrity of the election process? One answer is for the League
to promote media literacy, defined as the ability or skill to critically analyze content created and
consumed in various media for accuracy, credibility or evidence of bias. LWVUS has created the guide
“How to Judge a Candidate,” which offers steps to follow when selecting a candidate and advice on
how to recognize distortion devices candidates may use. (https://www.lwv.org/blog/how-judgecandidate). See pages 7-8 for additional guides to developing media literacy.
Discussion
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(https://lacitycollege.libguides.com/evaluatingsources/fakenews)
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Authoritative (Corroborated/Confirmed/Verified) News
vs.
Fake News
Basic questions to consider whenever you encounter a piece of media:








Who made this?
o An expert or not?
o Member of a biased organization?
Who is the target audience?
Who paid for this? Or, who gets paid if you click on this (“clickbait”)?
Who might benefit from or be harmed by this message?
What is left out of this message that might be important?
Is this credible (and what makes you think that)?

A few things to watch for:









Check multiple sources to see if they are reporting the story the same way. If it’s not the same,
it doesn't mean it's not true, but it does mean you should dig deeper.
Check your emotions. Clickbait and fake news strive for extreme reactions. If the news you're
reading makes you really angry or simply confirms your own beliefs without presenting
another side (“confirmation bias”), it could be a sign that you're being played. Check multiple
sources before trusting.
Check Snopes, Wikipedia, and Google (look at multiple sites and apply the criteria listed above)
before trusting or sharing news that seems too good (or bad) to be true.
Look for unusual URLs, including those that end with "lo" or ".com.co" -- these are often trying
to appear like legitimate news sites, but they aren't.
Look for signs of low quality, such as words in all caps, headlines with glaring grammatical
errors, bold claims with no sources, and sensationalist images (women in bikinis are popular
clickbait on fake news sites). These are clues that you should be skeptical of the source.
Check a site's "About Us" section. Find out who supports the site or who is associated with it. If
this information doesn't exist -- and if the site requires that you register before you can learn
anything about its backers -- you have to wonder why they aren't being transparent.

Source: Handout developed by Beth Pickard, Portland State University Library based on How to Spot Fake News by Sierra Filucci

Marcia Kingman, Linda Kohn, Jackie Coolidge, Joan Siegel
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