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A Virtual Threat to Democracy: 

The Threat of Fake News to Modern Democracy and How It Can Be Mitigated 

The unprecedented, unfathomed rise of technology over the last century has had 

implications on democracy and government that are impossible to overstate. The media, as an 

organism, has evolved from a lethargic, paper-based envoy to a high-speed, electronic 

juggernaut, far-reaching and untamed. While the growth and development of news outlets and 

the internet have provided the public with widespread access to information that is more 

inclusive and equal than at any point in human history, such innovations have also tremendously 

hampered public ability to discern between what is fact and what is fiction. Publishing and 

sharing information has never been easier, and while that has engendered an informed citizenry, 

it also has created a platform for people to deceive readers and viewers with false information. 

Today, the truth is veiled by a layer of opacity. The media had been bombarded by a myriad of 

fake images, “clickbait,” false stories, and lies, and data suggest that people are often 

unsuccessful at discerning between theses falsehoods and the truth. Indeed, this wave of 

manipulation has impeded democracy and rendered the public bamboozled and uncertain. 

Fake news has manifested itself predominantly into social media outlets (i.e Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram, Youtube, etc.), which have become more and more widely used in recent 

years. Alarmingly, many people use said social networks for their news, which means they rely 

on unfiltered, bias, potentially fake information to understand contemporary happenings. 



According to the Pew Research Center, 62% of US adults get news on social media (Gottfried 

and Shearer 2016). Worse still, some users rely on social media as their dominant source of 

news. A random, representative survey conducted by the Journal of Economic Perspectives 

revealed that, during the 2016 election, “14 percent of Americans [called] social media their 

‘most important’ source of election news” (Allcott and Gentzkow 2017). While it is likely that 

some of these users are navigating their social media responsibly and only pursuing reliable 

sources, prolonged use of social media essentially guarantees some exposure to false information. 

Of the known false news stories that appeared in the three months before the 2016            

election, “those favoring Trump were shared a total of 30 million times on Facebook, [and] those 

favoring Clinton were shared 8 million times,” (Allcott and Gentzkow 2017). Navigating social 

media while avoiding something with that level of coverage is next to impossible, and 

experiments have shown that people often mistake fake news for the truth. 

Indeed, the problem with fake news is not simply that people are commonly exposed to 

it, but more importantly, that they are influenced by it. When it comes to reading text, people 

have consistently struggled to detect lies. Based on a meta-analysis of more than 200 

experiments, people only managed to discern between fact and fiction 54% of the time, which is 

a mere 4% better than chance alone can do (Conroy, Rubin, and Chen 2015). Granted, given 

better context and the ability to access other sources, people would likely perform better, many 

people rarely bother with such precautions when scrolling through social media. Thus, in 

addition to being incredibly abundant and deeply entwined in the media, fake news is also 

extremely difficult to detect, which makes it a serious threat. 

Information is a fundamental component of democracy. Without accurate information, 

the public is incapable of making appropriate, rational decisions, and is therefore incapable of 



serving itself. When it comes to understanding contemporary context, people have to put their 

faith in the fast-moving, often self-serving media industry because there is no fact-checked, 

academic alternative. If the media becomes unreliable and untrustworthy, the consequence is 

twofold. First, people will be more likely to encounter (and therefore more likely to be 

manipulated by) false information, which would have negative implications on their voting 

decisions and consumer behavior. Second, people will lose confidence in their ability to access 

accurate information and become more likely to neglect their roles as citizens (i.e. stop staying 

informed, stop voting, etc.). 

Though fake news is really just surfacing, these consequences have already begun. 

According to the Reuters Institute, a random sample of 70,000 online news consumers in 36 

countries including the US revealed that “almost a third (29%) say they often or sometimes avoid 

the news... because it can have a negative effect on mood… [or] they can’t rely on news to be 

true. (Newman, Fletcher, et al. 2017). Such a high level of uncertainty, on the global scale, has 

undoubtedly aerated the already present problem of voter apathy. In the 2016 elections, only “58 

percent of eligible voters went to the polls… nearly breaking even with the turnout rate set during 

the last presidential election in 2012” (Regan 2016). With such a consistently low         

percentage of citizens voting already, anything that could worsen that already weak turnout 

should be avoided. As people lose faith in their news sources, they also lose interest in active 

citizenship or--at the very least--confidence in their own ability to make the right choice. Either 

way, between manipulating citizens and dampening their confidence, fake news has had nothing 

but negative effects on the citizenry and their ability to sustain a healthy democracy. 

So what can be done to stop fake news? Is there anyway to stifle deceit after it has 

permeated something as untameable and far-reaching as the internet? 



Unfortunately, there is no immediate or sure-fire solution to the problem. Fake news has 

firmly established itself among other problems, like climate change and population growth, that 

will trouble future generations for years to come. There are, however, two main treatments for 

the issue that, if implemented, might mitigate its negative effects. 

First, governments and media corporations must work together to do their share of fact- 

checking, debunking, and deleting misinformation before it spreads. Facebook has already taken 

initiative by “enlisting the International Fact Checking Network (IFCN), a branch of the Florida- 

based journalism think tank Poynter” (Wendling 2017). Independent, third party organizations 

like the IFCN could be pivotal in the fight against fake news. If encouraged or subsidized by the 

government and implemented by a greater number of media outlets, they could effectively negate 

the damage caused by fake news in the long run. 

Second, public education should increase its focus on determining the reliability of 

sources. Students should be taught early on how to distinguish between credible sources and fake 

ones in order to improve their ability to absorb information as adults. The children of today are 

the voters of tomorrow; with proper training and guidance, they can be better prepared for their 

prospective role in democracy, which will determine the trajectory of their nation in the midst of 

new world disorder. 

Now is the time to act: corporate endorsement of independent, third party fact checking 

institutions complemented by improvement in early education of source-credibility will mitigate 

the oppression of fake news. 
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