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It’s Time to Tune Up
Your B.S. Detector

In the digital age, misinformation—from nonsense to lies—spreads faster
than ever and is becoming an area of serious scientific research

DO YOU HAVE a good B.S. detec-

tor? You need one in our digital age.

The skill of spotting false infor-
mation—rubbish, nonsense and,
yes, fake news=is so important
these days that scientists have be-
gun serious research on it. They’re
attempting to quantify when and
why people spread it, who is sus-
ceptible to it, and how people can

" confront it.

This month in Atlanta, at the an-
nual conference of the Society for
Personality and Social Psychology,
a group of psychologists and other
scientists presented a symposium
on their research. The title?
“Bullshitting; Empirical and Experi-
ential Examinations of a Pervasive
Social Behavior.”

B.S. is a form of persuasion that
aims to impress the listener while
employing a blatant disregard
for the truth, the researchers
explained. It can involve lan-
guage, statistics and charts
and appears everywhere from
politics to science. This defini-
tion closely adheres to the one
presented by the philosopher
and Princeton emeritus profes-
sor Harry Frankfurt in his now-
classic 2005 book “On Bullshit.”
Dr. Frankfurt explored how B.S. is
different than lying because liars
know the truth and push it aside
while B.S.ers don't necessarily care
about the truth at all.

A _.Dne who knows the truth
but pushes it aside

Of course this isn’t new. But
false information moves faster and
farther these days, thanks to social
media. A new study conducted by
researchers at Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology, published ear-
lier this month in the journal Sci-
ence, analyzed the spread of
126,000 rumors tweeted by 3 mil-
lion people over more than 10 years
and found that false news spreads
faster than truth. “We have reached
epidemic levels of information pol-
lution, and we need to do some-
thing about it,” says Jevin West, a
professor of information science at
the University of Washington. Dr.
West co-created a class launched
last year at the university, “Calling
Bullshit,” that teaches students
how to spot and refute the way
data, such as statistics and charts,
can be manipulated to make false
arguments. More than 60 schools
have requested permission to use
the materials to set up classes of
their own, Dr. West says.

Some peaple spread false infor-
mation unknowingly. But others
simply don’t care if what they're
posting is untrue, Dr. West says,
and pass along the information as a
way to signal their views and val-
ues to their group. Philosophers
call this tribal epistemology.

Website algorithms often favor
salacious stories. (YouTube came
under fire last month for the way
its recommendation algorithm pro-
motes conspiracy-theory videos
aimed at viewers on both the left
and the right.) And millions of
bots—computer programs that can
appear to be real people—also
spread false information across
the internet.

When do people typically use
B.S.? Two studies published online
together this month in the Journal
of Experimental Social Psychology
show that people tend to spread it
when they feel obligated to have an
opinion about something that they
know little about—and when they
feel they aren’t going to be chal-
lenged on it. In one of the studies,
students who were asked to write
down their views on affirmative ac-
tion, nuclear weapons and capital
punishment admitted that half of
what they wrote was B.S. But those
who were told beforehand that
they would have to defend these
beliefs afterward to a sociology
professor with an opposite view
stuck to the truth.

“Tf you expect no one to chal-
lenge you on your opinion, you can
B.S. it up all you like,” says John
Petrocelli, a social psychologist and

associate professor of psychology at
Wake Forest University in Winston-
Salem, N.C. “I call this the Ease of
Passing Bullshit Hypothesis.”
Dr. Petrocelli’s research also
shows that B.S. can help
strengthen a weak argument
when the speaker owns up to it.
“You get a bump in your persua-
sion when you frame your weak
argument as B.S,, when you say
‘[ don’t really care what the re-
search shows, ” he says. But the
opposite effect is true as well: B.S.
will weaken a strong argument.
When are we most susceptible to
believing B.S.? When we're tired, re-
search shows. But we are also more
prone to believing misinformation
when it comes from someone who
shares our views. In not-yet-pub-
lished research, Dr. Petrocelli took
sentences from The New-Age
Bullshit Generator—a website that
creates quotes that sound profound
but mean nothing—“Hidden mean-
ing transforms unparalleled abstract
beauty;” for instance—and attri-
buted half to conservative political
figures and half to liberal ones,
When he showed these to people,
they were more likely to rate the
sentences as profound when they
thought they came from a like-
minded politician, “Basically, if you
agreed with their attitude, it was
great stuff, but if you didn't, it was
propaganda,” he says.






