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INTRODUCTION

‘What was the absolutely first thing you did this morning? Before you got up from bed even? I have
to admit that I did the same thing. In fact, 197 million others are just like you [1]. You probably
saw a bunch of ‘good morning’ and ‘good thought’ forwards from your relatives. But occasionally
there’s that one uncle with a self-proclaimed medical degree that’ll invariably send forwards like
“Cholesterol is good for you”. We’re obviously too busy to deal with all these nonsense messages
so we ignore it. But the less occupied people read it and say “What! I can have that samosa without
any guilt? This has to be true”, and it goes on in a cascade because of a “non-fact checking” culture,
till somewhere a patient of dyslipidemia stops going to his doctor because who likes taking
Atorvastatin every day? And it’s not just laymen, even the people who are responsible for health
policy decisions have been found to be not just unaware, but wrongly aware of facts [2-3]. This is
the power of social media. And it’s all around us. And it feeds the fundamental human
characteristic: gossip. Our brains have been wired to rely on word of mouth, and to be more
alarmed by “dramatic things”, because there was a time when that was the only mode of
communication [3].

‘What looks more eye catching? “Alcohol consumption leads to liver cirrhosis” (research article)
or “10 ways that wine and beer are good for you” (click bait). Not just a simple observation, this
is a research based fact that false news spreads much faster than the truth [4-5]. In an international
study, in the case of food and nutrition articles, only 5 out of 18 articles studied for credibility
received a positive credibility rating [5]. Content in this category was quite varied, but generally
articles often took an extreme stand, often exaggerating the benefits and harms of various foods
[5]. In the case of articles about vaccines, 12 articles received a positive credibility ratings. We
observed that more than half of these articles were reporting outbreaks of vaccine-preventable
diseases (mainly measles). These outbreaks were the result of declining vaccine uptake due to anti-
vaccination movements. The fact that these articles are popular reflects the general public’s
concern about this issue. Further underscoring this issue is the World Health Organization
branding vaccine hesitancy — mainly due to the anti-vaccination movement — as one of the top
threats to global health in 2019 [5]. All 5 vaccine articles which received a negative credibility
rating were anti-vaccine in nature, invoking conspiracy theories about public health authorities
and pharmaceutical companies, as well as persistent myths about vaccines which have been
disproven [5].

In 2018, the number one article shared more than a million times was a piece titled “Federal Study
Finds Marijuana 100X Less Toxic Than Alcohol, Safer Than Tobacco — Your Health Guide” [2]
was rated a NEGATIVE 1.3 in credibility, meaning that it was not credible and potentially
harmful. But is it really a Public health issue? Just like herd immunity and antibiotic resistance,
this false news epidemic needs public awareness. And as medical professionals, it becomes our
responsibility to not just leave our stethoscope in the hospital. Our responsibility doesn’t stop at
curing patients. It is our duty to stop this at the root, especially when the branches span to 14% of
this country’s population [1]. And because false news spreads faster than real facts, we have to be
all the more proactive as the knowledge bearers of our community. What use are those 5.5 years
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of knowledge if the people around us are being misled by Whatsapp forwards and Facebook posts
and Instagram stories.

I have to admit that there have been times when I have found myself questioning whether my own
knowledge is credible, and that is how these articles are designed, such as an image of a blister
pack of pills, warning recipients to avoid certain brands of the pain reliever acetaminophen because
"doctors advise that it contains 'Machupo' virus, one of the most dangerous viruses in the world,
with a high mortality rate” [4]. But do not hesitate to refer to the thousands of research articles you
can find on PubMed and ResearchGate. Take the time to educate people around you, and correct
their knowledge with scientific backing. Our small effort can stop a social media epidemic, even
save a few doctors from being harassed by their misinformed patients, and may save a life in time
of need.

We have the whole world on our fingertips, and it’s up to us to use it for good.
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