
Reader Beware 
A human’s guide to navigating social media. 
 
Misinformation is especially dangerous during this pandemic. In times of fear, we look for easy answers. It’s 
important to realize that unfortunately, there are no easy answers right now. Life is scary and unsafe, and 
that’s really hard to sit with. It’s tempting to soothe ourselves by looking for answers, but we have to 
remember that when it comes to this pandemic, we just don’t know a lot of key information. What we do 
know for sure is that the only way out of this is together and that nothing drives us further apart than 
differing opinions on social media.  
 
With that in mind, here are some key points to keep in mind next time you open your phone, tablet, or 
computer.  
 
Follow the Money 
What are you being sold? If it’s a post about health, are they selling you a supplement or an essential oil? If 
it’s a post about self-love or body acceptance, are they selling you a diet or exercise regime? It’s not 
necessarily a bad thing to be sold something, but just be clear that you are reading a sales pitch. Ads aren’t 
concerned with facts, their only goal is to sell you their product.  
 
When in Doubt, Ask 
If you aren’t sure whether what you’re reading is true, ask the person who posted it. There’s a really 
important concept called “Burden of Proof”. This means that the person who posted is responsible for 
backing up their claim with evidence to support their stance. Be careful here, as this is where people can 
get really vicious if they feel like they’re being insulted or threatened by your question. If you feel unsafe 
asking whether something’s true, it probably isn’t true and you should save yourself the headache.  
 
Use Common Sense 
If you trust the source, hold the information up against your own good sense. The tricky thing about the 
best conspiracy theories is that they contain some nugget of truth that makes them seem like they could be 
true. Masks are a physical barrier that lie over your mouth and nose, true. But if you think about it, doctors, 
nurses, dentists, and a wide array of other professions require mask use for extended periods of time. 
Would they let a surgeon operate if she was at risk of keeling over from lack of oxygen? Absolutely not.  
Also, consider the source that the information is coming from. Generalizations like “science says” or 
“doctors agree” are usually good indicators that something’s not right. If the post says “it’s common 
knowledge that…” don’t let it make you feel guilty for not knowing. Instead ask yourself, “if it’s common 
knowledge, why didn’t I know it already?” 
 
If all of this seems like too much effort, that’s because it is genuinely a LOT of effort! It takes news outlets 
countless hours and teams full of people to publish the stories you read or watch. It takes months, years, 
even decades for scientists to conduct the studies that provide us with the knowledge our society runs on. 
And it should! It’s really easy to create a convincing story (trust me, I’m a writer), the work comes in making 
sure you’ve got everything right.  
The bottom line: Don’t believe everything you read and please listen to the government, your local 
health authority, and your doctor for information and guidance during this pandemic. 


