
 

Why the internet isn't making us smarter –
and how to fight back

April 15 2016, by David Dunning, University Of Michigan

  
 

  

Do you ever feel like this? It’s not helping you get smarter… Credit: Chris Hope,
CC BY-SA

In the hours since I first sat down to write this piece, my laptop tells me
the National Basketball Association has had to deny that it threatened to
cancel its 2017 All-Star Game over a new anti-LGBT law in North
Carolina – a story repeated by many news sources including the
Associated Press. The authenticity of that viral video of a bear chasing a
female snowboarder in Japan has been called into question. And, no, Ted
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http://www.pinknews.co.uk/2016/04/11/turns-out-the-nba-havent-cancelled-2017-all-star-game-in-north-carolina-after-all/
https://www.yahoo.com/news/snowboarder-bear-chase-video-fake-200443886.html


 

Cruz is not married to his third cousin. It's just one among an onslaught
of half-truths and even pants-on-fire lies coming as we rev up for the
2016 American election season.

The longer I study human psychology, the more impressed I am with the
rich tapestry of knowledge each of us owns. We each have a brainy
weave of facts, figures, rules and stories that allows us to address an
astonishing range of everyday challenges. Contemporary research
celebrates just how vast, organized, interconnected and durable that
knowledge base is.

That's the good news. The bad news is that our brains overdo it. Not only
do they store helpful and essential information, they are also receptive to
false belief and misinformation.

Just in biology alone, many people believe that spinach is a good source
of iron (sorry, Popeye), that we use less than 10 percent of our brains
(no, it's too energy-guzzling to allow that), and that some people suffer
hypersensitivity to electromagnetic radiation (for which there is no
scientific evidence).

But here's the more concerning news. Our access to information, both
good and bad, has only increased as our fingertips have gotten into the
act. With computer keyboards and smartphones, we now have access to
an Internet containing a vast store of information much bigger than any
individual brain can carry – and that's not always a good thing.

Better access doesn't mean better information

This access to the Internet's far reaches should permit us to be smarter
and better informed. People certainly assume it. A recent Yale study
showed that Internet access causes people to hold inflated, illusory
impressions of just how smart and well-informed they are.
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http://www.snopes.com/false-ted-cruz-married-cousin/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0079742115000341
https://psmag.com/we-are-all-confident-idiots-56a60eb7febc#.fhiir4sgp
http://www.bestthinking.com/articles/science/chemistry/biochemistry/the-spinach-popeye-iron-decimal-error-myth-is-finally-busted
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/do-people-only-use-10-percent-of-their-brains/
http://www.who.int/peh-emf/publications/facts/fs296/en/
http://www.who.int/peh-emf/publications/facts/fs296/en/
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/xge-0000070.pdf


 

But there's a twofold problem with the Internet that compromises its
limitless promise.

First, just like our brains, it is receptive to misinformation. In fact, the
World Economic Forum lists "massive digital misinformation" as a main
threat to society. A survey of 50 "weight loss" websites found that only
three provided sound diet advice. Another of roughly 150 YouTube
videos about vaccination found that only half explicitly supported the
procedure.

Rumor-mongers, politicians, vested interests, a sensationalizing media
and people with intellectual axes to grind all inject false information into
the Internet.

So do a lot of well-intentioned but misinformed people. In fact, a study
published in the January 2016 Proceedings of National Academy of
Science documented just how quickly dubious conspiracy theories
spread across the Internet. Specifically, the researchers compared how
quickly these rumors spread across Facebook relative to stories on
scientific discoveries. Both conspiracy theories and scientific news
spread quickly, with the majority of diffusion via Facebook for both
types of stories happening within a day.

Making matters worse, misinformation is hard to distinguish from
accurate fact. It often has the exact look and feel as the truth. In a series
of studies Elanor Williams, Justin Kruger and I published in the Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology in 2013, we asked students to solve
problems in intuitive physics, logic and finance. Those who consistently
relied on false facts or principles – and thus gave the exact same wrong
answer to every problem – expressed just as much confidence in their
conclusions as those who answered every single problem right.

For example, those who always thought a ball would continue to follow a
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http://reports.weforum.org/global-risks-2013/risk-case-1/digital-wildfires-in-a-hyperconnected-world/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1298003/
http://jama.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=209631
http://www.pnas.org/content/113/3/554
http://www.pnas.org/content/113/3/554
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23627747


 

curved path after rolling out of a bent tube (not true) were virtually as
certain as people who knew the right answer (the ball follows a straight
path).

Defend yourself

So, how so we separate Internet truth from the false?

First, don't assume misinformation is obviously distinguishable from true
information. Be careful. If the matter is important, perhaps you can start
your search with the Internet; just don't end there. Consult and consider
other sources of authority. There is a reason why your doctor suffered
medical school, why your financial advisor studied to gain that license.

Second, don't do what conspiracy theorists did in the Facebook study.
They readily spread stories that already fit their worldview. As such,
they practiced confirmation bias, giving credence to evidence supporting
what they already believed. As a consequence, the conspiracy theories
they endorsed burrowed themselves into like-minded Facebook
communities who rarely questioned their authenticity.

Instead, be a skeptic. Psychological research shows that groups
designating one or two of its members to play devil's advocates –
questioning whatever conclusion the group is leaning toward – make for
better-reasoned decisions of greater quality.

If no one else is around, it pays to be your own devil's advocate. Don't
just believe what the Internet has to say; question it. Practice a
disconfirmation bias. If you're looking up medical information about a
health problem, don't stop at the first diagnosis that looks right. Search
for alternative possibilities.
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http://science.sciencemag.org/content/210/4474/1139
http://www.pnas.org/content/113/3/554
https://www.sciencedaily.com/terms/confirmation_bias.htm
https://phys.org/tags/conspiracy+theories/
http://amj.aom.org/content/32/4/745.short


 

Seeking evidence to the contrary

In addition, look for ways in which that diagnosis might be wrong. 
Research shows that "considering the opposite" – actively asking how a
conclusion might be wrong – is a valuable exercise for reducing
unwarranted faith in a conclusion.

After all, you should listen to Mark Twain, who, according to a dozen 
different websites, warned us, "Be careful about reading health books.
You may die of a misprint."

Wise words, except a little more investigation reveals more detailed and
researched sources with evidence that it wasn't Mark Twain, but German
physician Markus Herz who said them. I'm not surprised; in my Internet
experience, I've learned to be wary of Twain quotes (Will Rogers, too).
He was a brilliant wit, but he gets much too much credit for quotable
quips.

Misinformation and true information often look awfully alike. The key
to an informed life may not require gathering information as much as it
does challenging the ideas you already have or have recently
encountered. This may be an unpleasant task, and an unending one, but it
is the best way to ensure that your brainy intellectual tapestry sports only
true colors.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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http://psycnet.apa.org/psycinfo/1985-12023-001
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/marktwain105716.html
http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/247.html
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